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      I’m Marquette Sanders, and I used to be one of the top agents for the Crown Magika. But an unexpected accident sidelines me and my world turns upside down. Now, I’m living in the shadow town of Terameth Lake, Washington, where magic and mayhem rule, and spirits from the past are as powerful as the volcano that looms over the town.

      I’ve moved in with Granny Ledbetter, my goddess-mother and the oldest witch in town. I’m working at her shop, Shadow Magic, which serves the witchblood community. When a tarot client turns up dead, drained of all her blood, she’s just one in a string of killings. The police think a rogue vampire’s turned serial killer, but I know better—rogue vampires are my specialty and they don’t act like that. Dagda Bruin—the chief of police—enlists my help. Now we must find out who and what the actual killer is, before the body count skyrockets.

      Reading Order for the Magic Happens Series:

      
        	Book 1: Shadow Magic

        	Book 2: Charmed to Death

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      April…

      Just when you think everything’s all dandy, life can throw you a major curve.

      When I limped into my boss’s office on a bright, sunny Monday morning, I didn’t expect to be forced to walk away from the life I’d known for thirty years. But sometimes fate doesn’t follow the path you want it to.

      When Royal called me into his office, I wasn’t sure what I was in for. I’d never been injured on the job before. But I expected a commendation, at least, to add to the drawer full of awards I’d accumulated during my work with the Crown Magika. Granted, Driscoll had evaded me, but I’d come damned close to catching him and I knew that next time, there would be no question: I’d either bring him in, or stake him dead. Permanently.

      But as I entered his office and saw Royal sitting behind that giant walnut desk that he’d bought to soothe his Maserati midlife crisis, he looked up from a thick file, his face a blank stare. Usually, I could read him clear and loud, but this time, his expression was impassive, and he closed the file folder and leaned back, motioning toward the chair across from his desk. The vibe of the room definitely didn’t read “Congratulations” and I instantly knew something was wrong.

      “What’s up?” I said, easing into the chair opposite his desk. The walking cast on my leg would come off in a few days, and I was antsy, already champing for a new assignment. I didn’t enjoy downtime, and although I knew I needed physical therapy, I expected to be back on the job ASAP. Type A to the max, I put Bill Gates to shame.

      He let out a long sigh. “Marquette, we need to discuss something.” The fact that he used my full name instead of my nickname told me that the “something” wasn’t going to be pleasant.

      I leaned forward, wondering what was going on. “I repeat, what’s up?” I didn’t like Royal, but I did respect him. He was good at his job, and he had always been fair to me. Royal was a royal pain in the ass, but he was also a good supervisor. We had a love–hate relationship, purely platonic.

      “You really got knocked for a loop, didn’t you? You were after Driscoll, correct?”

      Driscoll was a vampire who worked for the Blood Collective. I’d been chasing him across the desert on my Suzuki GSX, roaring along at over a hundred and fifty miles an hour. Driscoll had been driving a Corvette, edging it up a few miles per hour more than I was going. But then he swerved abruptly, taking a sharp left turn. When I followed, the bike had shot out from under me, catching my boot heel, and I’d been dragged along the desert floor. Driscoll had escaped. I’d ended up lucky to be alive.

      “Yeah, but I’m healing up. I broke my leg in several places, bruised a few ribs, and I look like I got beat to a pulp, but I’m all right.” I tried to make a joke out of it, but he wasn’t laughing.

      “We talked to the doctor and physical therapist.” He paused, catching my gaze. “Marquette, you’re not ever going to fully heal. The therapist says she’s told you that. You’re going to have a limp and your knee will always chance going out from under you.” His eyes burned a hole in me.

      A shiver of fear raced down my spine. “I’m going to be all right. I’ll be able to do my job, Royal.” I wasn’t laughing anymore. I could see it in his eyes—he was about to confirm the secret fear I’d been harboring for the past month. “You can’t bench me. I’ve been one of your top agents for thirty years—”

      “Yes, you have. But now, either we give you a desk job, or…” He trailed off, waiting.

      I caught my breath. “No! I can’t take a desk job. I’ve worked my ass off for the Crown Magika. I’ve got a success rate of 85 percent. You show me one agent who’s better at their job than I am!”

      Royal ducked his head. “I’m not disagreeing with any of that. We’re going to miss you. We are, Quetta. But the fact is, you can’t go out in the field any longer. Not only would you be in danger, but your cases would be compromised.” Royal was the only one who ever called me Quetta.

      Crap. He’d talked to them already. “My therapist could be wrong—”

      “You know she isn’t. Maybe you won’t end up with a limp. Maybe you’ll heal up completely.” His voice dropped. “Marquette, you have to face facts. Your leg was shattered so badly that it will never be good as new, even with all the healing spells in the world. Your days as an investigative agent are over.”

      “No!” I didn’t want to hear it.

      “This happens. I’m sorry, but it happens. We can switch you to a desk job. We could start you right away on that.”

      “I’ve been hunting down the baddies for thirty-one years. I joined the Crown Magika when I was barely twenty-one. I’ve worked my way up the ranks, covered in blood, guts, and sweat. I’m one of your best operatives, and I’m the first one you go to when it comes to cases involving the Blood Collective and the Covenant of Chaos. And now, because of one bad moment—one misstep—you’re trying to tell me it’s all over?” Breathing heavily, I tried to control my temper. I could feel tears in the back of my eyes, but in front of them was a red cloud of fury. I tried to imagine myself working a desk job, watching the pity on the faces of the other agents.

      “I can’t do that.” I shook my head. “What if I say no?”

      Royal let me rant and flail. After I fell silent, he waited for a moment, then calmly said, “We’ll provide you with a generous severance packet, along with the pension you’ve earned. And the Queen’s authorized me to award you a lifetime achievement commendation.”

      The Queen. If she was involved, all hope was up. I leaned back in my chair. My life stretched out before me in a bleak line. “Crap, crap, crap. Royal…do you think she’d change her mind on this? If you talked to her for me—”

      Royal held my gaze, his expression softening. “I’m sorry, Quetta. I have my orders. We can’t risk you choking at the last minute. You’ve been through a traumatic accident and the doc says that he’s detected some PTSD—that you won’t acknowledge.”

      I turned my face away. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Then he’s right. You could choke and that could endanger anybody else you might be working with.”

      I let out a long breath and turned to face him. Everything seemed muted and slowed down, like I was living in slow motion. “It’s over, then. I’m done.”

      “Are you sure you won’t take the desk job? We’ll keep you at your current pay grade.”

      If I had to leave the job I loved, I would leave for good. I couldn’t face watching my colleagues head out on cases I knew I could do better on. I couldn’t face the pity in their eyes, and the schadenfreude from others.

      “No, maybe it’s time to try something new.”

      “Well, you’ll have the severance package and your pension. You’ve been here thirty-one years. It might be time for you to relax. Try your hand at something else.”

      I knew he was trying to let me down gently—to help me see the brighter side. But right now, I wanted to tell him that he’d nailed the final nail in my coffin. “Yeah. Gardening, maybe? You think I’d make a good gardener?” I couldn’t resist the little barb. I couldn’t keep a plant alive to save my soul. I didn’t jive with the earth element. My magic was based in fire and ice—the extremes merging to make the magic stronger than ever.

      Royal leaned forward. “Quette, you’re wrong if you think I want you gone. You’re the best agent we have and you’ve been willing to take chances nobody else has the nerve to face. The Crown Magika has so much to thank you for. But you have to understand how you can’t serve as an agent in your condition. We aren’t conspiring against you.”

      I paused, then gave him a hopeless shrug. “Whatever. It is what it is, and I have to accept that my life has forever changed. But it breaks my heart.” My voice choked as the tears I’d tried to keep at bay welled up like a hurricane in my throat.

      Then Royal did something he’d never done. He walked around his desk to sit by my side in the chair next to me and took my hands. “Marquette Sanders, you and I have butted heads ever since the first day I took this job. We’ve fought and said things to each other that were probably better off left unsaid. But the fact is…I genuinely respect you. You’re the best agent I’ve ever worked with. And I’ll never take that away from you.”

      I caught my breath as the tears rolled down my face. “Damn it, you giant prick. I wanted to walk away hating you—blaming you for this. But you go and be nice to me? Fuck it. Truth is, you’ve been fair to me, Royal, even if we were at each other’s throats.” I swallowed, hard, accepting the tissue he offered me. After blowing my nose, I asked, “So what did Queen Heliesa say?”

      The Queen of Witches lived on an island off the coast of Shrove, Ireland, that was called Easa Cailleach. I’d met Heliesa a couple of times when the Crown Magika had awarded me medals for service, but I’d never had a chance to talk to her personally.

      “She sends her best wishes, and her thanks.” Royal forced a smile. “She knows how valuable you’ve been to the Crown. But she was quite clear: you have to retire from active duty.”

      “A suggestion’s as good as an order when it comes from a queen,” I murmured.

      And so my fate was sealed. After thirty years in service to the Crown Magika, I was out of a job, and out of a way of life.

      “How long do I have until I have to move?” I asked.

      The Order of the Moon—the paramilitary branch of the Court Magika—and by extension, the Crown Magika—provided quarters for all of its agents. Now I had to walk away from my job, but also the place I’d lived for years, and everything associated with it.

      “The healer said you’ll be on your feet by mid-June. Given what happened, you don’t have to be out of your current quarters until July 1.” He met my gaze, regret in his eyes. For Royal, that might as well mean he was weeping. “We’re also providing you with a relocation bonus.”

      “I guess that’s it,” I said. Everything had taken on a surreal tinge and I couldn’t decide if I was living in a bad dream or if this really was reality.

      “Best of luck. It was good working with you.” He held out his hand.

      I stared at his extended hand for a moment, then slowly reached out and clasped his fingers. His shake was firm and dry, and he slowly brought my hand up to brush its top with his lips. The moment he kissed my hand, I felt a long shiver that told me what might have been, but now would never be.

      Royal and I locked gazes and his look told me he had felt it too. But all he said as he let go was, “Have a wonderful life, Marquette. You deserve it.”

      I steeled myself. As long as we had been talking, it had meant it wasn’t quite real yet. But now, it was time to turn my back and step out into the world again.

      “You too, Royal. As for me, I’ll survive. I always do.”

      He walked me to the door. “We have a team waiting to debrief you.”

      As I headed around his desk, I thought about everything I had done up until now, and all the success I’d had. When I walked through that door, it would all end. I swallowed hard, staring at the knob. Finally, after what seemed like a lifetime, I took hold of the handle, turned it, and walked away from everything I’d ever known.
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        * * *

      

      September…

      I woke to the smell of coffee wafting from downstairs. My stomach rumbling, I forced myself out of bed and into the shower. It was nearly eight, and I had promised Granny that I’d watch the shop today. As I splashed water on my face, I wiped the gunk from my eyes and stared at myself in the mirror.

      It was such a lovely way to start the day, all bent out of sorts and exhausted. Three hours of sleep after four hours of sorting out the problems of a distraught client who claimed that I’d sold her a haunted athame—a ritual dagger—had left me tired and grumpy.

      How was it that I had been able to go for days on a few hours of sleep when I was running a case, but put me into a situation with a nutter who was convinced that we had sold her a dagger with a ghost attached to it, and I could barely keep awake?

      After I’d cleared out the wayward spirit—who was actually her ex-boyfriend’s ghost who was still stalking her—and proved that the ghost hadn’t come from the dagger at all, Felicia had roped me into listening to a long whine about her finances, her bad roommate situation, and the fact that she couldn’t find her favorite brand of chocolate anymore.

      By the time I arrived home, I had been feeling all Judge Judy—totally unsympathetic and really wanting to headdesk the table.

      Even after the shower, I felt like crap, but today was slated to be busy and I didn’t have time to go back to bed.

      I slid on a pair of black jeans, and a form-fitting sweater that stretched over my boobs. Knee-high platform boots and a designer tote bag finished the look—I favored Marc Jacobs and Michael Kors. I also preferred stilettos, but the accident had put an end to those. I had managed to avoid a permanent limp, but I already could tell that my leg was going to give me trouble when I was too tired, or it was too cold.

      As I brushed my hair back into a long ponytail and applied my makeup, I was startled when Dominique whispered in my ear.

      You look like something washed up on the beach. Flotsam and jetsam.

      “Gee, thanks. I bet you aren’t looking so good there in your grave, either.”

      Dominique was Granny’s house ghost. She had been Granny Ledbetter’s nanny a couple hundred years ago, and Domi, as we called her, had apparently never let go of the belief that she was supposed to watch over her. I had talked to her when I was a child, though Granny didn’t know, and I felt like we were picking up again like old friends.

      Be that way, then. But I saw you come in late. You can’t expect to keep healthy on so little sleep.

      I had felt as if I’d just had my hands slapped. “Well, there’s nothing I can do about it now. I have errands to run and I’m due down at the shop in a couple of hours.”

      I’m trying to—

      “Help, I know.” I sighed, finished my makeup, and squinted at the worry lines around my eyes and on my forehead. They weren’t prominent, so I felt I didn’t look half-bad for fifty-two. Not bad at all. I flexed, grinning. I could still give young studs a run for their money—in the boxing ring, at least. I wasn’t interested in giving them a run for anything else. It wasn’t that I had no interest in sex—I loved sex. But I had no desire to entangle myself in a relationship. Dating? Yes. Sharing my bed now and then? Certainly. Sharing a house and life with someone who might try to change me or tie me down? No way in hell. I was too set in my ways to play house with a man. Besides, being Granny’s roommate suited me just fine.

      As I headed toward the stairs, Domi got in one last shot.

      You know, I’m glad you’re back. I enjoyed talking to you.

      I paused, my hand on the railing. “Thanks, Domi. That’s nice of you to say. I miss my brother, too. But he’s not the same sweet kid he was when we lived here. He grew up stuffy and pompous. I’m glad my mother didn’t live to see the way he turned out.”

      Sometimes, people have a way of failing us without even knowing they’re doing so.

      “Right,” I answered, then headed downstairs.

      Granny was in the kitchen, stirring up breakfast.

      “Morning,” I said. Her actual name was Nara, but the whole town of Terameth Lake knew her as “Granny.” I gave her a kiss on the cheek as I dragged myself over to the counter with the coffee pot on it. “Is that coffee I smell? I need a good jolt.”

      “The pot’s full,” she said. “And breakfast is ready.”

      Every day since I had moved back to Terameth Lake, Granny had made sure I was happily fed. She handed me a plate of scrambled eggs, pancakes, and sausage. I carried it to the table—which was in the corner of the kitchen—and poured myself a mug of coffee, adding a little cream. As I settled in at the table, Granny served herself up a plate and joined me.

      “Ready for the day? You came in late.” Granny Ledbetter looked old, which meant she was extremely old. Witchblood aged slowly. Magic swirled around her, hanging heavy on her shoulders. She was more powerful than just about any witch I’d ever met.

      “Felicia was on an emotional bender last night. She thought we sold her a haunted athame but it was actually the ghost of her ex-boyfriend. Stalker in life, stalker in death. I banished him, but then she subjected me to a three-hour tour through her misery.” I bit into the sausage, delighting as the link burst in my mouth. It was juicy and salty with the right amount of grease. “This is so good.”

      “Edie Rosewater makes the best sausage in the state. I won’t buy sausage anywhere else,” Granny said.

      “She doesn’t look like a sausage-maker,” I said, grinning. Edie had long platinum hair—not as long as mine but far paler—and she looked like a centerfold. She loved her pigs, though, and treated them like royalty for the lengths of their lives. But she was fully capable of butchering them and breaking them down to make her famous sausage, bacon, and ham.

      “Edie Rosewater’s lucky she’s sane. Her parents were a couple of loons, and I do mean loons. The fact that she turned out as stable as she is, well…I give her mentors credit.”

      “Is she witchblood?” I finished my eggs and toast, then peeked at the pan on the stove to see if there was more sausage. There was. “Want more?”

      “You go ahead and finish the rest. I already had a cinnamon roll this morning.” Granny carried her plate to the sink and rinsed it off, tucking it in the dishwasher. “As far as Edie’s concerned, she’s part shifter. Her mother was a wolf shifter, her father was human. They fought constantly and I’m surprised her father survived as long as he did. Helga had a temper as nasty as a rattler. Anyway, so no, Edie isn’t witchblood.”

      It occurred to me that Edie was able to butcher the hogs so easily because she was part wolf. Wolf shifters made good butchers and ranchers, just like rabbit shifters—who were fairly rare—made great farmers.

      “Since we’re getting ready for the Harvest Moon Festival at the shop, what do you want me to do? Set up tables? Make charms?” Over the past few months, I’d settled into working with Granny better than I ever expected to. I tried to put the past behind me, given that my life with the Order of the Moon was over.

      Granny paused, frowning. “Every year I put all prosperity and abundance charms on sale during the Harvest Moon Festival, and they sell like crazy, so start with what we have. We’ll need to make more in a week or so. I also like to throw in pumpkin-scented candles, black cat candles, and anything else that screams the season.” She nodded toward the door. “I put a bunch of decorations in the back of your truck. Go ahead and put them up if you would.”

      Granny Ledbetter wasn’t really my grandmother, but she might as well be. I’d grown up living in her house for a few years after my father died. My mother had brought my brother and me here, to Terameth Lake, to live with the woman who had been her goddess-mother.

      Two years later, when I was fifteen, Mother had bought a small house and we moved there. I left at eighteen, my little brother two years later. I had gone into the agency, and he had gone away to college and stayed there. Now he was an investment banker somewhere in Pennsylvania.

      When I was forty, Granny had called me to let me know that my mother had died. I seldom volunteered the facts on how she had died because they sounded ridiculous and I didn’t want anyone laughing about my mother’s death.

      After my discussion with Royal and debriefing, I had called Granny to tell her what happened. She invited me home to Terameth Lake. While my mother’s house had been sold years ago, Granny had plenty of room and she told me I could stay with her and help her with Shadow Magic—her magical supplies shop—until I was ready to find my own place. So, on the evening of July 2, I had showed up with my clothes and the few boxes of belongings I had.

      I turned to Granny. “What are you doing today?”

      Granny Ledbetter was stout, but I had no doubt she could take on a linebacker. Dressed in a pair of blue jeans and a pale blue button-down shirt with a red apron tied around her waist, she was shorter than me by about four inches. Her hair was pure white, pulled back into a ponytail that almost reached her waist. Her eyes were blue like mine—the ice blue of glaciers.

      “The yard needs tending, and so do my herbs. In a month, we’ll have a run on protection charms—people change them out in the late autumn, so we’ll need plenty of rosemary and bay leaf for the new season.”

      Granny’s yard needed work. It was one step away from a wild patch. The two-story cottage had looked remarkably the same as it had when I was a teenager. Ivy trailed down the walls, and a trellis gate leading to the backyard, covered with wisteria. The place needed some fixing up, but the paint was in fairly good condition, and the porch looked sturdy enough. But the yard had been a riot of color.

      Even now, in early September, flowers bloomed everywhere in a profusion of color, while others were past their season and would winter over until the spring. Hydrangeas, roses, primroses, and foxglove all had come and gone. But now, red-hot pokers were still vibrant under the autumn skies, and zinnias and mums were thick, their spicy flowers smelling of autumn. Chinese lanterns hung lush with orange seed pods, and ferns spread thickly through the greenery.

      The house was on an acre of land, most of it stretching to the back. The entire acre was bordered by fir trees, a giant cedar, red-leaf maple trees, rowan trees—also known as mountain ash in western Washington—and lilacs and rhododendrons, all shaggy and huge.

      “Do you need help? I’m not much of a green thumb, but—”

      “Never you mind. I’ll take care of this. You go on.”

      “All right. I think I’ll hit the gym first before I head to the shop. Should I bring anything home for dinner?” I picked up my purse and made sure I had my phone and keys.

      “A bucket of chicken would be good.” Granny stretched and then stood, looking out the kitchen window. “It’s almost time for Bliss Farms’ annual Red-Pickup Harvest Fair. We’ll need to remember to head over there this weekend. They usually have good specials going and it’s worth the time.” She paused, then pointed toward one of the maples. “Fall is coming in strong. The leaves have already started to turn.”

      On either side of Granny’s property were other houses, and across the street, more homes. But Granny’s lot was lined with trees. I joined her, peeking out the window. She was right, the leaves were starting to turn color.

      To the far back of the lot was a ravine, and on the other side of the ravine was a thin strip of woodland that backed Bliss Farm.

      Bliss Farm erected roadside stands on the turnout to their farm where they sold cider, apple jelly, homemade applesauce, vegetables, jerky, ham, bacon, and pepperoni, honey from their hives, and during the autumn, they held a harvest ritual on the equinox. Granny bought a lot of vegetables and apples from them, along with the best applewood smoked bacon ever.

      “Are we going to have time to visit the Harvest Moon Festival this weekend?” I asked. Terameth Lake’s official harvest festival was held on consecutive weekends throughout September and October. “Wait, we’ll be at the shop, won’t we?”

      “You’ll be at the shop on Saturday. I’ll take Sunday so you can go out and about. Now get along with you, and don’t forget the chicken for dinner. And the mashed potatoes and gravy, too.” With a wave, Granny motioned me off.

      I clattered down the front steps, wincing ever so slightly as my knee twinged.

      I’d never be 100 percent—the doctors had been right about that. And I’d never fully be capable of what I had been before the accident. As I inserted the key into my truck, it occurred to me that if I’d stayed in service, I would have been miserable in a desk job. I would have hated every minute of it and only succeeded in building resentment. With a sigh, I hauled myself into the truck and fastened my seatbelt. Sometimes fate worked out, even when we didn’t think it would.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      At first glance, Terameth Lake seemed like any quaint town out in the boonies. But when you really stopped to look, the beauty became apparent. Terameth Lake resembled a Bavarian village, complete with the center town square. In the center of the square, in a central rotunda, a massive twenty-two-foot blue spruce grew, surrounded by benches on the outer circle.

      One week before Thanksgiving, the annual tree lighting ceremony brought the square to life with a cascade of sparkles and lights. All of the merchants joined together to create a vista that looked straight out of a snow globe. Given Terameth Lake was high enough in the Cascade foothills, we actually got snow. Close to Winter Solstice, the town looked like some gleaming gem with thousands of facets.

      Terameth Lake was one of the shadow towns—towns where Otherkin thrived and lived. Shadow Towns were magically engineered to repel those who weren’t welcome. As I drove toward the center of town, the quiet hum of magic rippled beneath the surface. It was a beckoning sound, murmuring soft whispers in my ears that felt so familiar it was like a lullaby.

      I reached the curve on Roundabout Road, pulling off into a turnoff where I could safely park. From here, I could see the Mountain in all her glory. That’s what all the locals called Mount Rainier—from Bellingham up near the border down to Olympia, she was mostly known as the “Mountain.”

      The ice-bound peak rose gracefully out of a low-hanging mist surrounding the base. Currently, the volcano was relatively quiet, but she was still active. At any time, she could—like her southern sister, Mount St. Helens—come rumbling back to life.

      If she did, none of us in the area beneath her shadow would have to worry about the future, because Terameth Lake and the surrounding towns would be covered with ash. Or if a lahar happened instead of an eruption, we’d all risk being buried—so much history. It had happened before. The biggest lahar had sent long fingers of debris flowing down through the coast, overcoming what were now the towns of Tacoma and Nisqually. Like so many of the towns around here, Terameth Lake had volcano evacuation signs posted throughout the town, as well as tsunami evacuation signs.

      Mama Nature was awake, alive, and active.
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        * * *

      

      In the daylight, Terameth Lake had a real old-world charm. An odd cross between Cabot Cove of the Murder She Wrote television series and Twin Peaks of the Twin Peaks series, Terameth Lake was both delightful and spooky. Luckily, we didn’t have Mrs. Fletcher with her extensive body count, but the weirdness factor was leaps and bounds ahead of Twin Peaks.

      I stopped at the Glacier Creek mini-mall, pulling into a parking spot in front of the 24+ Gym. It had all the standard equipment, a pool, and was open twenty-four hours a day. I waved at Chaz as I entered the main floor and he grinned as I slid my membership card into the scanner.

      “How’s it hanging, Marquette?” He was sweet and cute, and had asked me out a couple of times, but he was well below the threshold of what I considered a datable age. He was human, and at thirty, he was too young. But he made one hell of a personal trainer, and he kept it professional when he was spotting me.

      “Same as ever, Chaz. I’m going for cardio this morning, so you can sit today out.”

      The gym was spacious. Two women were manning the treadmills, and a bodybuilder named Trent was working out at one of the weight benches, pressing what looked like about three-sixty. A fox shifter, he was in his thirties and had long red hair carefully swept into a long ponytail. Through the window that overlooked the pool, I could see several members of the Terameth Lake high school practicing for the swim team.

      In the women’s locker room, I changed into yoga pants and a loose tunic, then slid my backpack and clothes into a locker and clipped the key to my waist band. I exchanged my boots for lightweight sneakers, then headed out to the elliptical. I made it a habit to hit the gym at least three times a week. It helped my mobility and stiffness, which was still a problem after my accident, and it gave me a rush. I used to train five days a week when I wasn’t on assignment, and I missed that dedication.

      As I built up to a brisk speed, I watched the news, which was on the TVs mounted to hang down from the ceilings. I loved working out, and as I raised my pace, that familiar endorphin high swept over me. I focused on the television, wishing Chaz would change over to a music channel, but then something caught my attention.

      On the KC-12 news, the station devoted to shadow towns and the goings-on there, the reporter was standing in front of the entrance to Tiger’s Eye Park.

      “Tragedy struck when the body of Patricia Henson was found on the outskirts of Tiger’s Eye Park this morning. The twenty-eight-year-old woman has been dead for several days, although the exact time and date of death haven’t been determined yet, according to the county medical examiner. Her husband reported her missing two days ago when she failed to return from a weekend trip to Seattle. While the reason for her death has not been yet determined, Terameth Lake Police Chief Dagda Bruin reports that her death has been deemed suspicious and they have not ruled out foul play. If anyone has information pertaining to the case, please contact the police.” A phone number appeared on the screen before the news switched to another story.

      I slowed, coming to a stop, and hopped off the machine.

      Patricia Henson was a regular client at the magic shop, and she had come to see us about ten days ago. I’d scheduled a reading with her for the upcoming Friday because she was frightened out of her mind. I paused, wondering if I should continue my workout, but my intuition urged me to head back home and talk to Granny, so I hurried back to the locker room and changed clothes again, slinging my pack over my shoulder.

      As I pushed open the front door, Chaz jogged over. “Done so soon?”

      “I forgot about something I need to do,” I said. “See you later.”

      “Hey, Marquette, how would you like to go out Friday night? Maybe take in a movie?” His eyes were so hopeful, I hated to break the light in them. Chaz kept trying to hit on me, but he was polite about it.

      I winked at him. “Sweetie, as I told you last time, I could be your mother. And even if I was comfortable with dating someone your age, I’m not in the market for a boyfriend.” Before he could answer, I headed for the parking lot.
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        * * *

      

      Granny was busy in her garden. I found her hunched over a row of tomato plants in the kitchen garden, harvesting a basket of ripe orange globes. As I approached, she looked up, startled.

      “Back so soon?” She placed one hand on the ground and pushed herself to her feet, grimacing as she arched her back. “I swear, I need to start doing yoga again. My back’s as stiff as a dried stick.” She sighed. “The ladybugs have vanished for the season. I found a few aphids this morning, but luckily, I’m almost ready to harvest so I’ll wash all the plants with a soap wash and that should do it for this year.” She stood. “What happened? I thought you were heading to the gym.”

      “I got there as the news came on. Patricia Henson was found dead in Tiger’s Eye Park.” I sat on the bench next to the tomatoes. The smell was overwhelming—in a good way. I loved tomatoes and was grateful Granny had planted so many.

      The smile slid off her face and she paused, then sat next to me. “How did she die?”

      “They didn’t say, though they hinted her death might be suspicious.” I paused. “Granny, last time Patricia came in, she told me that her husband’s been messing around. She suspected that he’s been having an affair with a vampire, though she couldn’t prove it. And she was worried about something. She said she felt like she had a target on her back.”

      I leaned over to open a side pocket of my pack to look for my sunglasses. I finally found them, and slid them on as the autumn sun spread through the yard.

      “Do you know if there was?” Granny asked.

      I sighed, nodding. “I did a preliminary check of her chakras and yes, there was something there that shouldn’t have been. I thought it might be an attachment, but we ran out of time and she had to go. She made an appointment with me for this coming Friday. We were supposed to go deeper into what was shadowing her. She called me a few days ago to confirm her appointment.”

      Granny leaned forward to rest her elbows on her knees. She was wearing a floral print tunic over a pair of brown leggings. Her long white hair was swept up into a braid around her head.

      “I think you should talk to Dagda about this—”

      “Oh, hell no,” I said. “I have no intention of talking to Dagda Bruin.” The chief of police was a bear shifter who annoyed the crap out of me. He knew I had been an agent and he still treated me as if I were some delicate flower. But he and Granny got along, and he came over every week or so for scones or coffee cake and tea. I knew that Dominique didn’t care for him, and on that, we agreed.

      “You will talk to Dagda and tell him what Patricia told you and when.” Granny stood, dusting off her leggings. Then, she pulled off her gloves. “I just hope a vampire didn’t have anything to do with this.”

      Granny didn’t like vampires, even the supposedly benign ones.

      With a sigh, I agreed. “I’ll call Dagda and ask him to stop by the shop. I also have to pick up my check from Mick.” I stopped in the kitchen for a couple of cookies before heading out again. Dagda Bruin. Damn it, I really didn’t want to talk to him.
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        * * *

      

      I stared at the bike shop, biting my lower lip. I had repaired my Suzuki, but I hadn’t been on it since the accident. And when I went to try, a month ago, I had ended up kneeling beside it, rocking back and forth, terrified. As Granny knelt beside me, talking me down from the panic attack, I had realized that I’d never again get on a motorcycle. As much as I loved the Duchess—my name for my bike—she now represented pain and injury, and the loss of my job. And I knew right then that the wind would never rush against my face again as I sped along the roads.

      Finally, I called Mick, of Mick’s Bike Shop, and offered him the chance to buy my motorcycle. He put it out on the lot, on consignment. It felt like one more step in letting go of the woman I’d been, so I could become the woman I was heading toward.

      As I entered the shop, bells on the door jingled.

      Mick was an old biker, burly with a bushy beard that trailed down to his chest, and large silver plugs in his earlobes. His hair was sprinkled with gray, and he read muscle-car rags. When he saw me, he grinned and closed the porn rag he was reading, his energy shifting.

      “Yo, Marquette. How’s life treating you?”

      “Good, my dude. Good. You said you’ve got the check?”

      Mick opened the cash register. “Done and done. Friend of mine bought it and I talked him into a grand over what you thought you could get for it. Eight thousand instead of seven. So that’s sixteen hundred for me, and for you—six thousand, four hundred. Here you go.”

      He held out the check. “Say, I never asked you, but why did you want to sell?” He brought out his ledger for me to sign.

      I hesitated. He was right, I hadn’t told him why I wanted to sell the bike. I took a deep breath and, as I folded the check and tucked it in my purse, sat down in the chair opposite his desk. “Have you noticed I have a slight limp?”

      He hesitated, then said, “Yes, though it’s not all that noticeable. At least not this morning.”

      “I was out in the desert, following…well, I was in a chase, and speeding along at…I don’t remember. One-thirty? One-forty? I took a tight turn and boom. Went down, ended up in the hospital with a shattered leg. The bike took less damage than I did. I paid the price. Ended up losing my job.” I was surprised at how clinical it sounded coming out of my mouth. Inside, my heart was beating.

      “Damn, woman. That sucks.” He paused. “And now you can’t bring yourself to get back on?” Mick gave me a surprisingly empathetic look. “Am I right?”

      I sighed, nodding. “Yeah. You’re right. I used to love my bike. The Duchess and I went through so many adventures. But now, I can’t even look at her without remembering all the pain and the fear.” I paused, then added, “I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to ride again.”

      Mick cleared his throat, leaning back in his chair. “Well, you won’t know till you get there. If you ever want to go for a ride, let me know. I can take you out.”

      “Thanks,” I said, standing. “I’ll remember that. I’d better get down to the shop now. I have a lot to do today.”

      As I turned to head out the door, he waved. “Later, Marquette.”

      “Thanks, Mick!” I hustled out and headed down to the shop.
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        * * *

      

      Shadow Magic was on a side street—336 Wisteria Street, nestled between Merri’s Herbal, an apothecary, and the Cat’s Cradle, a cat café. Apothecaries also had magical components, but mostly catered to healers and doctors. Basically, they were magical pharmacies found in Shadow Towns.

      The cat café was another matter completely. Run by Jillian Agnew, in my opinion, it had the best bakery in town, plus it came with cats. Jillian was part witchblood, part human, and over the past few months we had become good friends. I stopped in for a mocha and a pumpkin spice doughnut.

      Jillian handed me the cup. “So, what are you doing today?”

      “What else is anybody doing? Getting ready for the Harvest Moon Festival.” I took a sip of the mocha, then wiped my mouth. I glanced at the cats. “Any new ones come in?” I had grown fond of several of them, but I still wasn’t ready to take one home.

      Jillian paused. “Two, actually. A brother–sister pair. They’ll be here later. I’d like you to meet them.”

      “I’ll drop over tonight or tomorrow.” I glanced at the clock. Almost nine a.m. “I’d better get busy. Talk soon, doll!”

      “Talk soon,” came the reply.
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        * * *

      

      First thing I did was to pull out the ledger to confirm the dates that Patricia had come in. If I was going to talk to the cops, I didn’t want to hand over false information. I opened the ledger, which in actuality was a three-ring binder.

      I skimmed them. There was one ledger page per day, listing the amount made, the tarot clients serviced, specialized inventory sold—all the things we might want to know later. I flipped back to the day when Patricia came in. Sure enough, the notes indicated her worry over her husband and his vampire mistress.

      I settled in behind the counter and flipped through the pages to see what else Patricia had come to us for. Sure enough, she’d been in once or twice a month. Each time, Granny had seen her, and each time, Granny had jotted similar notes: Suspects cheating, worried about being followed, all sorts of paranoia wrapped up in client’s head. Except that the nature of the mistress changed about six months ago.

      Before Vampire Girl, Patricia had suspected her husband of seeing a witch on the side. And six months before that, it had been some sort of deer shifter.

      I leaned back, thinking over what I had read.

      Her husband was the king of flirts, or he was a serial cheater, or…Patricia was paranoid. Shaking my head—the whole thing felt odd—I tucked the ledger away and set about getting ready for the Harvest Moon Festival.

      Shadow Magic contained three rooms, plus a powder room.

      The main shop had several display cases filled with athames and wands. Even in Terameth Lake, you didn’t leave ornate daggers in easy reach. Granny Ledbetter had the cases built with shatterproof glass, and they were locked. Shelves lined the two side walls, filled with books, jars of herbs, tarot decks, and candles. Another display case was filled with ready-made charms. Granny made most of the charms, fresh each quarter. I’d be helping out with the next batch before the Winter Solstice. Other assorted goods filled side tables or hung on walls, including decorative brooms, magic mirrors, crystals, and all the other magical paraphernalia that witches needed in their daily lives.

      I dusted, then brought out the vacuum and cleaned the floors. After that, I cleared a couple of our display tables and set out an array of black and orange candles, some protection and binding spell kits, and books on the Sabbats—the magical holidays.

      Then I set up baskets of fake fruit, strung garlands of autumn leaves, and finished with orange, yellow, and brown faerie lights. They gave the shop a warm glow when they were lit. After that, I locked up the shop and headed down the street, three blocks to the farmers market. I took my truck, since I was planning to buy multiple pumpkins and they were far too heavy and cumbersome to carry back by hand.

      The market stretched to fill an expansive lot that was reserved for it. Lasting all through the summer and into mid-October, it was open all day, every day. Stalls lined all sides of the lot, with the center of the lot offering picnic tables and benches for shoppers to rest at. A long green and white striped awning could be extended over the entire lot in case of rain, along with side panels in case the weather got really bad.

      A sign to the side read terameth lake farmers market, and today the place was buzzing with activity. Shoppers milled through the stalls, carrying cloth bags filled with produce and other goods as I wandered through the market. The smell of hotdogs filled the air and my stomach rumbled. I stopped at the hotdog vendor’s stall, asking for a dog with ketchup. They were homemade franks, and they smelled awesome.

      As I bit into the almost-crisp frank, the taste of meat and salt filled my mouth, surrounded by soft white bun that soaked up the flavor. After a moment to appreciate the food, I wandered around the market. The air was filled with the scents of fresh, sun-ripened tomatoes and the pungent mix of fresh herbs, along with barbecued ribs and chicken. I passed several cookies and baked-goods stalls, along with vendors hawking Halloween and Samhain décor.

      Finally, I came to one of the stalls selling pumpkins. While Granny usually got hers from the Bliss Farm, I didn’t want to drive over there just for pumpkins for the shop. The stack of orange globes made me surprisingly excited. It occurred to me that, in my former job, I never had the chance to slow down and meander like this. When I was on a case, it had been pure adrenaline and focus. And the times between cases, I’d spent studying for the next one. I was surprised to find that, at least this morning, I was enjoying the slower pace.

      One of the vendors grinned at me and held up a hotdog that looked like the one I was finishing. “Grande’s Dogs?”

      I nodded, polishing off the last bite and licking my fingers.

      “They’ve got the best hotdogs in town,” the woman said, setting her own down. “You looking for pumpkins?”

      I dabbed my lips with a napkin. “Yeah, I am.” I scrutinized the array of pumpkins in front of her. Some were typical jack o’ lantern globes, while others were warty and knobbed. She also had a brand labeled Sugar & Spice, which was apparently best for pie making, according to the sign, and mini-pumpkins that could easily sit in the palm of my hand. “I’ve never seen quite so many types before.”

      “What are you looking for?” she asked, sliding off of the stool she’d been perched on.

      “I’m looking for a few to create a harvest display over at Shadow Magic. I don’t think the bigger ones will work. I have limited display space, although I can tuck a few here and there throughout the corners.”

      “We’ll find you what you need,” she said, sorting through the bins. I jumped in to help her and eventually we came up with a dozen different gourds and pumpkins that would work for the foundation of the display.

      She wiped her forehead. “Well, it’s a warm day for September,” she said. “They said it should reach a high of seventy-two.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, it is. Say, it’s going to take me several trips to get these to my truck. Can you—”

      “Not a problem. Jimmy, come here.”

      A teenager showed up at her side. “We have a hand truck,” she explained. “I’ll have Jimmy load them up and run them out to your truck. I’m Nonnie, by the way. Short for Nanette.” She added up the cost. “That will be $42.75, please.”

      I counted out two twenties, a five, and four ones. “Keep the change for Jimmy’s tip. My name’s Marquette.” I picked up one of her cards. She apparently ran a shop over on the other end of Terameth Lake during summer through fall.

      Jimmy followed me out to my truck, the hand truck rumbling along in front of him. He seemed a pleasant boy.

      “Is Nonnie your mother?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “She’s my aunt. I live with her, though. My folks moved away last year and gave me the choice to stay and finish school or to go with them. I decided I wanted to finish my last year and a half of high school here. I’ll go directly into college after that.” He paused. “Do you really work at Shadow Magic?”

      “Yeah, I do. Granny Ledbetter is my goddess-mother. She was also my mother’s goddess-mother, so when I decided to move back here, she asked me to come live with her and help her in the shop.”

      His eyes were wide. “Granny Ledbetter is a legend. She’s the most powerful witch in town.”

      “That she is,” I agreed. “Here’s my truck.”

      Jimmy helped me load the pumpkins in the back so they were corralled right near the tailgate, to make it easier for me to get them off the bed. When we were finished, Jimmy gave me another look. “Can I come over and look at the shop?”

      He seemed so polite that I found it hard to say no. “Of course. But only if your aunt gives you permission.”

      “I’ll run and ask her if I can help you unload them.” He was off before I had the chance to speak. I unlocked the driver’s side door. As I slid into the cab, Jimmy came running back, sans hand truck. “She said I can, for half an hour.”

      “All right, hop in then.” As I drove back to the shop, I remembered: I had to call Dagda Bruin. Deciding it could wait until we unloaded the pumpkins, I focused on talking to Jimmy.
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      By the time he’d helped me unload the pumpkins, I knew that Jimmy was a straight-A student, he was witchblood, he had a girlfriend named Sylvia, and he was looking for a part-time job on weekends. I also knew that his aunt was “the best aunt around” and that she hired him to work at the farmers market two days a week during summer. But school was back in session, so he helped out one morning a week until his classes started at one p.m., and was looking for something a little different that wasn’t in fast food.

      “I can’t promise anything, but let me ask Granny Ledbetter if there’s anything around here for you to do. If not, I think that Jillian—the lady who owns the cat café next door—might be looking for part-time help.”

      “Thanks,” he said, glancing at the clock. “I’d better get a move on. I have to get back to Aunt Nonnie.”

      I waved as he left the shop, then went over to turn the lock behind him. Shadow Magic was open on Sundays and Mondays. But, starting this coming weekend and the rest of the time during the Harvest Moon Festival, we’d be open seven days a week.

      After that, I was about ready to dive back into decorating but then decided that I shouldn’t put it off any longer, so I pulled out my phone and called Dagda Bruin.

      The chief of police and I had met a number of times, but he had failed to impressed me. Oh, as far as I knew the man was competent with his work—he did a decent job, and he was fair. But there was something about him that I found off-putting. I debated calling the station, but since Granny had given me his private number, I decided to call him personally.

      “Chief Bruin here. What do you need?” His voice was gruff. Apparently, he wasn’t so hot about me, either.

      “This is Marquette. Granny asked me to contact you. Your dead woman? Patricia Henson? She was one of our clients. Last week she told me she was worried, and it might have some bearing on the case, so Granny thought I should call.”

      “Mind if I come over?” he asked. “It’s better to talk in person about these matters.”

      “Sure. I’m down at the shop. Knock on the door when you get here. We’re closed today and I’m setting up some harvest decorations.”

      “I’ll be there in twenty.” He hung up without a good-bye.

      I went back to creating the centerpiece of the shop. I set out seven of the pumpkins in a decorative array, then tucked in garlands and fake fruit and little baskets filled with chime candles and charcoal incense briquettes and other goodies. I was almost done when there was a knock on the door.

      As I answered, once again Dagda’s presence jarred me. He was a tall man, solid as a brick wall. He had wavy brown hair, was clean cut, and had eyes as green as the forest in summer. He must have been six-four. Most bear shifters were big, and he was no exception.

      He touched the edge of his hat, then took it off, and tucked it under one arm. “Marquette, how are you doing today?” His eyes lit up. “It’s looking downright festive in here.”

      “Thank you,” I said, glancing around. The shop actually did look spruced up and seasonal. I motioned for him to follow me over to one of the side tables where we did tarot readings. “Please, sit down. I’d offer you coffee, but—” I glanced at my latte cup. “I didn’t make any since the shop’s closed today.”

      “That’s not a problem.” He settled down in one of the chairs. “So, you say Patricia Henson was a client of yours? Your grandmother’s?”

      “She came to see Granny—Granny’s my goddess-mother, not my grandmother—most of the time. But last week, I was the only one here and Patricia was so worried that she decided to ask me for some advice. I didn’t have time to give her a reading, so we talked and I scheduled a reading with her for Friday. But then I saw the news that she’s dead.”

      “To be sure, it was this woman?” He pulled out a picture.

      I took it and, sure enough, it was Patricia. “Yes, that’s her.” I handed him back the photo.

      “All right, can you tell me what she was worried about?” He pulled out a digital recorder. “Do you mind if I record our conversation?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Okay, will you please identify yourself and the date?”

      I stared at the recorder, then leaned toward it, stating my name and date into the recorder.

      “Marquette, what do you do?”

      “I work for Granny Ledbetter, at Shadow Magic, a magical supply shop.”

      “What did you do before coming to Terameth Lake?”

      That question startled me and I didn’t see what its relevance was, but it wouldn’t hurt me to answer. “I worked for the Crown Magika, in the Order of the Moon as one of their agents. I left due to a work injury that sidelined me.” Frowning, I stared at the table, hoping he wouldn’t ask for more explanation. I hated going over my accident.

      Luckily for me, he skipped ahead. “Do you recognize the picture of Patricia Henson?”

      I paused, then realized I needed to actually vocalize my thoughts. “Oh, sorry—yes. Yes, I do.”

      “When was the last time you saw her?”

      “I’ll have to look up the date in our log for you. But I think it was about ten or eleven days ago. She scheduled a reading with me for this coming Friday. She couldn’t afford one until then.”

      He jotted something down on his notepad. “Please tell me what she said.”

      I sucked in a deep breath. I was about to break a client confidence, but she was gone, and if it might help find her killer, so much the better. “She told me that she was afraid. She suspected her husband of having an affair with a vampire, and was afraid of both of them, I believe.”

      Dagda’s eyes widened, but he kept his voice even. “Did she actually tell you she was afraid?”

      “Yeah, she did. In fact, she told me she felt like the vampire might be targeting her. I wish I’d done a reading for her right then, because I’d know more. However, I also have to say that—in looking over Granny’s notes—Patricia was paranoid. She was constantly afraid that either someone might be after her, out to get her, all sorts of things. So, this seems to fit her pattern. But you know what they say about being paranoid—just because you’re afraid someone’s out to get you, doesn’t mean they’re not.” I smiled a little, trying to lighten the mood.

      Dagda didn’t join in. He waited till I quieted down, then said, “Do you know her husband?”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “I’ve never met him. Granny might have, but I can’t speak for her.” I paused, then asked, “How did Patricia die?”

      Dagda gave me a long look, then reached out and turned off the recorder. “You were an agent for the Crown. You know how to keep secrets, I suppose?”

      I nodded. “Of course. I worked under an NDA that was ironclad, and I was trained to keep my mouth shut, even under torture.”

      Dagda grimaced. “I hope it never came to that.”

      “I was good. I never got caught.”

      “So I hear,” he said. “I did check your background and found out how badly you were hurt, and why you had to leave. I’m impressed—you have the highest commendation from the Crown. So, if I tell you what we’ve learned, I expect you to keep this under your hat.” Once more, his gruff voice seemed to both bellow, yet whisper at the same time.

      I was surprised. Apparently, I hadn’t given Dagda enough credit in terms of thinking. The fact that he’d gone out of his way to find out about my background told me that he was thorough and that he had brains as well as brawn.

      “I promise,” I said. “Though if Granny asks—”

      “If Granny Ledbetter asks for my diary, she’d get it,” he said. “Granny is an unofficial part of the police force here. We go to her for help all the time.” He shifted, tugging on his collar. For some reason he looked extremely uncomfortable.

      “Do you want something to drink? I do have some Diet Coke in the fridge in the storeroom.”

      “No thank you,” he said, straightening up again. “All right, here’s what happened. About nine last night, Officer Dean was called to Tiger’s Eye Park. A group of joggers were out on a late run. One of the women needed to pee. While the others waited, she ducked off trail, back behind a tall stand of berry bushes. As she was peeing, she happened to see something beneath the leaves, about two yards away. She thought it was a mannequin’s hand, so after she finished, she checked it out. She’d seen a hand, all right, but it wasn’t a mannequin. She found Patricia Henson’s body. Patricia hadn’t been dead long—obviously since you saw her ten days ago—but the ME says she died no more than five days ago. She’ll have a better time of death for us when she’s finished with the tox screens and the complete exam.”

      “Any cause of death yet?”

      “We didn’t want to alarm the public. Patricia was exsanguinated. There was barely a drop of blood left in her body. And the ground around her was muddy, but there was no blood in the dirt. We figure she had to be killed somewhere else and her body dumped there.”

      I thought for a moment. “Any bite marks on her neck?”

      “Canes—the ME—is looking. There weren’t any obvious stab marks, so they’re doing an inch-by-inch examination to determine how the blood was siphoned off.”

      I stared at the table. “Dagda, I mostly worked on cases involving the Blood Collective and the Covenant of Chaos. We went after rogue vampires. In fact, that’s how I was injured.”

      “So I heard. You were after Driscoll.”

      “I almost had him, too.” I frowned, pressing my lips together.

      “If we find out this is a rogue vampire, I’ll contact you. We can use all the help we can get when it comes to that side of affairs. Most of my officers haven’t had to tackle anything but routine calls, with the occasional drunken brawl, and the odd murder here or there. But if there’s a rogue vampire around…” He shook his head.

      Vampires, by law, were allowed to hire bloodwhores as long as they had a signed contract, notarized by a county clerk. There wasn’t a law stipulating any rate of pay—if any was offered—but a bloodwhore was usually well taken care of by their master. And they were protected by law if they wanted to leave the position.

      But vampire attacks on random citizens were illegal and punishable by staking the vampire in question. Most often, the vampires were willing to forgo their more feral nature because it allowed them to live in peace and hold positions in the community. The anti-staking laws were void and null when it came to rogue vampires who turned predatory. Once a vampire had “Predator” stenciled on his file, they might as well walk into the sun unless they were very good at not getting caught. The worst of the worst became targets for the Crown Magika. And that was what a lot of my job there had consisted of—hunting down rogue vamps.

      I stared at him. “A rogue vampire would be bad news, but I doubt if Patricia’s husband had a vampire mistress. Vampires seldom get involved with humans, except for using them as a juice bag, or in business. But rogue vamps want to go back to the days of Dracula and Transylvania and all that crap. They don’t want to get caught and they’re seldom out in the open. They’re the nightmares fang-fuckers long for.”

      Dagda blushed, quickly looking away.

      I laughed. “Dude, get used to it. I don’t mince words. I was at the top of my game for thirty years. I have no use for euphemisms. It clouds matters.”

      He blushed again. “I’m not used to women who are—”

      “Blunt? Not afraid to call a duck a duck? Yeah, I thought so when I first met you.” I leaned back in my chair. “You better get used to it. You’re likely to encounter more women like me than the idealized ones you have in your head.”

      I expected him to blow up but he laughed.

      “My mother tells me the same thing. Trust me, among bear shifters, women don’t hold back. I guess…I’m a throwback. Maybe I’m socially awkward.” His laugh seemed to drain the tension in the room. “All right. If we find out she was drained by a vamp, I’ll come talk to you. I don’t have any experts on the force.” He stood. “Thank you for talking to me. It gives us a little more to go on.”

      “You know, in thinking about what she said, I doubt if her husband’s mistress—if she is a vampire—would kill Patricia, but that doesn’t mean she wouldn’t hire out the job. There’s that to think of, as well.” I walked Dagda to the door.

      He turned before leaving. “You know, when I first met you, I thought you were kind of a pain in the ass.”

      “You weren’t wrong,” I said. “I am who I am and that’s not going to change. But even PITAs have their place in life.”

      Laughing, he waved as he left the shop. As I turned back to finish the decorating, I thought that maybe, just maybe, he might turn out to be a decent guy after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      By the end of the day, I finished decorating and getting everything ready for the Harvest Moon Festival. I replenished the shelves, made a list of what we needed to replenish, and by the time I was done, it was nearly five p.m.

      I locked up the shop, and stood there for a moment on the sidewalk. The town was bustling, people out and about, leaving work and heading home. Before I stopped to get the bucket of chicken that Granny had requested, I decided to grab another latte at the Cat’s Cradle.

      Jillian was open until six-thirty and she took the afternoon–evening shift. I pushed through the doors, smiling at the bells that jangled. They were the same as the ones on Shadow Magic’s door.

      She looked up from boxing up doughnuts. Everything in her café was homemade and the shop was filled with the scent of cinnamon-sugar and yeast.

      With a wide smile she asked, “Hey, how’s it going?”

      “Good. I thought I’d grab another latte before heading home.” I scooted a cat off one of the chairs and sat down. The cat leaned up against my leg, patting at me, then ran over to the cat condo and leapt up to the top. I looked around at the cats who were milling around. “How many do you have now?”

      “Currently? Twelve. People like booking time with the cats in the loft upstairs. I was down to four—they’d all gotten adopted out—so I called the animal shelter last week and they brought in eight they thought would work well here.” She taped the box shut, set it on a pile of others, and moved over to the espresso machine. “How many shots, iced or hot, flavors?”

      “Double shot, iced, pumpkin spice.” I walked over to the cat condo where several of the cats were lolling about. I had never had any pets except when I was little, because it didn’t seem fair when I was rarely at home during my time with the agency. But I liked cats and dogs, and I had contemplated at one time getting a snake.

      Nasty things. You don’t want one of those.

      “What did you say?” I turned around, looking at Jillian.

      “I didn’t say anything,” she said. “Your latte’s ready.”

      “Oh, I thought…” I paused, shaking my head. “Never mind. It must’ve been my imagination.” As I turned to head back to the counter, the voice once again echoed in my head.

      Don’t go. Please don’t go.

      “What?” I turned around because the voice had come from behind me. There, on the condo, were two cats staring at me from inside one of the hideaways. One was black with a white streak above the left eye, the other was white with a black streak above the right eye. They were staring at me intently.

      “Oh boy,” I said. “Jillian, are any of your cats familiars?”

      Of course we are. And you’re the first person who has been able to hear us. That means we go home with you.

      “Oh, no, no, no, no, no. I do not have the wherewithal to handle two cats.”

      Jillian came out from behind the counter and walked over to where I was standing. “What are you talking about? Who are you talking to?” She followed my gaze and then began to laugh. “Oh my. I’ve been waiting to see who they pick.”

      I stared at her. “What are you talking about?”

      “The Flopsy twins. To answer your question, I know they’re familiars. I can’t hear them, but I can sense their energy. They’ve been waiting for the right person. I assume they started talking to you?” She looked delighted. All too delighted.

      “I can’t take them home. I don’t… I mean—it’s been forty years since I’ve had a pet.”

      “Don’t you like cats?” Jillian asked.

      “Of course I do. Actually, I think they’re wonderful. But I didn’t plan on getting a pet.” I felt like I was floundering. “And I’m living with Granny.”

      “She won’t mind,” Jillian said.

      Trust us, you want to take us home. You won’t be sorry! You need us and we need you.

      Both cats were meowing at me now, and they jumped off the condo and began to rub against my legs. I stared down at them. Things were happening so quickly in my life and there had been so many changes that I felt overwhelmed.

      Well, you’re not going anywhere, so you might as well take us home. We’ll be good company too. And trust us, you will need us as time goes on.

      “Oh…hold on.” I pulled out my phone and called Granny. She answered first thing and I explained the situation.

      “When a familiar picks you, you can’t ignore it,” she informed me. “We’ll make room for them. It’s a good thing I haven’t picked up a new cat since my old Tomster died a year ago. I had a feeling that I needed to wait. I still have his toys and litter box and a kitty condo, so we’ll get set up tonight and you can bring them home tomorrow. Pick up some litter and cat food on your way home as well as the chicken,” she added.

      I turned to Jillian. “I guess…they’ll go home with me tomorrow.” I wasn’t sure about it, although something inside was pushing me to go with the flow.

      Jillian must have seen the indecision in my eyes because she said, “You know, they make wonderful company. That’s one reason I started the café when my husband died. I have two wonderful senior kitties at home, and I had been working as a vet tech up until then. But I realized how lonely I would have been without my babies. And I knew that there are a number of lonely people in Terameth Lake, and if I could ease their loneliness a bit, it would make me feel better. I opened up the café, and I talked to the animal shelter, and I’ve made so many matches over the past few years that it has made losing my husband a little less painful.”

      She reached out, resting her hand on my arm. “The Flopsy twins have been waiting in the shelter for four months for someone to take them in, and there have been several close matches that fell through. But you’re the first person who’s been able to hear them.”

      I glanced down at the cats, who were both sitting at my feet, staring up at me. They were beautiful, a pang of loneliness surrounding both of them. They were waiting for their person, for their forever home. And they seemed to think I was the perfect fit for the role.

      I knelt, stroking their heads. “Are they both girls, boys?”

      I’m a girl, and my name is Midnight, said the black kitten.

      And I’m Sunshine, said the white kitten. I’m her brother. They sounded so plaintive, so hungry for love, that I couldn’t ignore them.

      “Never mind,” I said as Jillian started to answer. “They told me their names. You know, Granny’s okay with it, and they seem excited, so hey, tomorrow, we’ll take them home. Do you have forms I have to fill out? And can you write down the name of good cat food and litter for me to buy?” I returned to the counter and picked up my latte.

      Jillian jotted down several brands of cat food, and her favorite litter brand, then handed the paper to me along with the adoption questionnaire. “Fill these out and bring them in tomorrow. I’ll put a hold on them for you. The adoption fee will be $150 since you’re adopting two. If you can’t make it, I’ll spot you.”

      “Oh, I’m fine with that. Money’s one thing I’m not worried about.” I paid her, then picked up my latte and the forms. “Okay, see you tomorrow.” I went back over to the cat condo. “So, you guys are coming home with me tomorrow.”

      Both of the young cats purred as I headed out of the café.
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        * * *

      

      I made it home by around six-thirty and brought in the kitten food, the cat litter, and the chicken and sides. I had also bought some ice cream for dessert. Granny had finished with the yard and had already set out the litterbox, a cat condo, and had scattered cat toys around in my sitting room upstairs.

      She seemed as excited as I was. “I thought we should keep them in a separate room for a few days until they get acclimated. I figured the room next to yours would be best.”

      “I see you’ve been busy,” I said, grinning as I set the sack of food on the table. “They’re adorable, by the way, and definitely magical. On the way home, it suddenly hit me that I get to have pets now. It wouldn’t have been fair when I worked for the Crown Magika.”

      “See, there are positives to your situation,” Granny said.

      “I guess there are.” I sighed. “I sold Duchess today. Well, I picked up the check.”

      “I still think you should have kept your bike. Someday you may want to ride again.” Granny set out plates and napkins.

      “I can’t. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to climb on a motorcycle again.” As I settled down at the table, Granny handed me a root beer. Neither one of us were into alcohol much, though we weren’t teetotalers either, and both of us loved soda.

      “You might surprise yourself. But you do have to take things at your own pace.” She had no sooner sat down when there was a knock at the door.

      “I’ll get it,” I said, setting my chicken thigh back on my plate. I hurried to the door, wiping my hands on my napkin as I did so. As I opened it, I was surprised to see Dagda. “Hey again. What can I do for you?”

      “I was wondering if I might have a word with you and your grandmother,” he said. “It’s about Patricia.”

      I stood back, ushering him in, and he followed me into the dining room.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt your dinner.” He settled himself at the end of the table, resting his hat on his knee.

      “That’s all right. You want a piece?” Granny asked, pointing to the bucket.

      “No, my girlfriend would beat me senseless if I spoiled my appetite.”

      The forlorn look in his eye made me think they were probably having something sensible for dinner, like broccoli casserole.

      “Oh, come now,” Granny said. “She wouldn’t begrudge you a drumstick.”

      Dagda grinned. “I’ll blame you. Elaine won’t dare say a word.”

      I hadn’t realized Dagda had a girlfriend, but oddly, it made me think better of him. If some woman liked him enough to live with him, then he had to have his good points. I got another plate from the kitchen and handed it to him, along with the chicken and a napkin. As he selected a drumstick and a wing, I went back to my chair.

      “So, what can we do for you?” Granny asked, biting into her chicken.

      “It’s about Patricia,” he said, a worried look on his face. “The ME has finished her exam. It definitely looks like a vampire kill. The ME found the bite holes on the inside of her thigh. Which brings up a whole lot of questions. For one thing, most rogue vamps—”

      “Bite the neck. It’s quickest and easiest,” I said.

      “Correct. So, what the hell was he doing biting her thigh? That’s assuming the vamp was male. It could have been a woman. The ME didn’t find any marks to indicate that Patricia fought back. Unless she was drugged—”

      “Or glamoured. If the vamp put her under a glamour, she would have let him do anything. Patricia was human, which means easily charmed.” Granny frowned, setting down her fork. “I’ve known Patricia since she was young. She never seemed the type to find vamps attractive. And she was married—she was constantly worried about her husband cheating on her. Patricia was one of the most insecure women I’ve ever met. It doesn’t track.”

      Dagda nodded. “That’s what I thought. Everything I’ve pulled together excludes her consenting to a thigh draw. With vamps, that’s as intimate as sex, and they usually drink from partners or bloodwhores that way.”

      “Could she have been a secret fang-fucker?” I asked.

      Fang-fuckers were men and women so obsessed with vampires they’d do anything they were asked in order to experience sex—and blood draw—with a vampire. The vamps could make their bites better than sex. And they rewarded their loyal followers with passion beyond what almost any humans had ever experienced. Orgasm with a capital “O.”

      But as good as they could make it, vamps could also do the opposite—making the entire experience into a nightmare of pain and fear. I’d had more than a few rogue vamps who got off on torture meet the end of my stake.

      “No,” Granny said. “I guarantee you, Patricia has—had—a bad history with vampires. A rogue took out her mother and she’s never been comfortable with them—even talking about them. She saw every vampire as a threat.”

      I turned to Dagda. “What does her husband say? She suspected him of having a vampire for a mistress.”

      “Oh, I remember. I’ve checked him out. He’s a philanderer from way back, so there’s a definite possibility that he does have a vampire girlfriend. The ME has placed a time of death. As far as we can tell, Patricia was killed on Saturday—the full moon. She’s been dead around three days.”

      “If there’s no way to tell exactly, then how can her husband be excluded?”

      He frowned. “Dude was out of town Friday through Sunday, conveniently. He was down in Portland for a conference and his alibi checks out. The only way he could have killed her was to somehow make a trip back here and then back to Portland again without being seen. Now, that’s possible, so we can’t discount him, but he checks out as being in most every seminar, and one of the waitresses confirms she slept with him and that he was there all night Friday, and then a barmaid told us he was with her Saturday night. While he still could have managed the trip, it would require some delicate maneuvering, given the times he was seen down at the conference he attended.” Dagda leaned back, polishing off the chicken on his plate. “I have a bad feeling about this case.”

      I could sense his unease. I’d experienced the same on a number of cases. “I know exactly what you’re talking about. You waiting for the other shoe to drop?”

      “Yeah, that’s about right. What did you do in those cases?”

      I gave a little shrug. “I kept prying the tangle loose. There’s going to be a loose thread somewhere. It’s up to you to find it. There are no perfect crimes. Even when you’re dealing with a vampire.” I paused, then asked, “Do you want me to check anything out? I have the background and I know that your department is strapped.”

      Dagda looked ready to decline, but then let out a slow breath. “Maybe. Unofficially. Why don’t you come down to the station tomorrow and I’ll show you what I’ve got.” He paused, then flashed me a sly smile. “I’ve checked out your background. I know how good you were at your job. Otherwise, I wouldn’t even think about it.”

      “What time tomorrow? I work at the shop during the afternoon and in the morning, I pick up the kittens I adopted—”

      “I’ll work the afternoon as long as you need,” Granny said. “Don’t worry. Will it be all right if she comes in around one p.m., Dagda?”

      He nodded. “I’ll see you then. And—kittens?” He shuddered. “Murder mittens.”

      I laughed and reached for another piece of chicken. “Well, there are a pair convinced they must come home with me.”

      We chatted a little longer before he excused himself. Granny saw him out. She returned to the table. “Elaine’s a lucky woman,” she said.

      “I think Dagda’s probably the lucky one,” I murmured. “Don’t you even think about trying to set me up with anybody, let alone him. I have no interest in dating and even if I did, Dagda’s not my type. Plus, he’s involved and I don’t break up relationships. Ever.”

      She shrugged. “Whatever you say. Hand me the potatoes, would you?”

      As I passed her the mashed potatoes and gravy, my thoughts returned to Patricia and her death. You could take the investigator out of the job, but you couldn’t take the curiosity out of the investigator.
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      The next morning, I woke to see rain sleeting down outside. The breeze was blowing, making the curtains billow, and I shivered, padding across the floor to shut the window. Granny had offered me the second story as an apartment. Her bedroom was on the first floor. I had two spacious rooms—the second was a bedroom as well but I had turned it into an office/sitting room and that was where the kittens would stay. I also had a full bath.

      I double checked to see that Granny had everything set up. The litter box, kitty condo, cat beds, and toys were ready. A water fountain was bubbling away on the floor.

      After getting dressed, I clattered down the stairs to poke through the fridge. My gaze landed on a bottle of InstaMeal—a liquid meal replacement shake. They weren’t as satisfying as eating, but I didn’t want to take the time to make breakfast. I’d grab coffee on the way, I thought, glancing at the clock. It was eight, and I wasn’t due down at the Cat’s Cradle until eleven. I could go to the gym, but for a change, I didn’t want to. I had deposited my check for the Duchess via my checking app, so I didn’t have any errands to run.

      Granny entered the kitchen. “You’re awake early. What are you up to?” she asked with a yawn. She was still in her nightgown—a knee-length loose gauze chemise. With her hair tumbling down her shoulders, she looked around seventy but I knew she was at least two hundred.

      “Trying to think of what to do until eleven. Do you want me to go down to the shop for you this morning? You could come in late.” The shop didn’t open till nine and it would give her a chance to take it easy. Granny didn’t take a lot of time for herself.

      “That would be sweet. I wouldn’t mind taking some time to meditate this morning,” she said, fixing herself a cup of tea. She dropped two slices of bread in the toaster. “Are you sure you don’t mind?”

      “I don’t mind. It’s raining, so I’ll skip taking a walk. In fact, since I’ll have a little over an hour, I think I’ll drive down to the lake and sit by the water for half an hour or so.” I gathered my purse and keys, then made sure the cat carriers were in my truck. I stuffed the adoption forms in my purse. “I’ll see you around eleven.”

      Granny waved at me as I headed out. I glanced back at the vine-covered house. In such a short time it had become home to me, and Granny had become family.
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        * * *

      

      Terameth Lake—the town—sat on the edge of Terameth Lake, the lake. A good ten miles long and three miles across, it wasn’t a huge lake but it was heavily wooded, and the town interspersed itself through the forest thickets. Terameth Lake the town sat about half a mile above the lake proper, and there were numerous winding roads leading down to the lake from the town.

      I wanted to open my window to let the fresh air pour in but the rain skittered across the windshield in fat drops, so I opted to leave it closed. I turned onto Huckleberry Loop, a two-lane roadway that led to the edge of the water, and around the lake. The loop started on the southern edge of the town, leading down to the lake with a gradual but definite descent.

      At one point the road broke out of the trees. The wind blew the rain hard across my windshield and I turned the wipers up to full speed. I was on a steep S-curve, and I slowed down to a crawl. The last thing I needed was to hydroplane right off the road.

      As I rounded the corner, the rain began to ease up as the lake spread out in front of me. A sign on the side of the road directed me to the T at the end of the road, where another sign pointed right toward the Grand Field campground, and left to where Huckleberry Loop continued around the lake. I debated on whether to take a long drive, or stop and sit by the lake on a rocky beach. I opted to turn right, and as I passed through the arch announcing the campground, I slowed down even more to match the fifteen miles per hour speed limit.

      Up ahead, another thicket crowded the right side of the road, while the left was open beach that ran alongside the lake. I cracked my window and a crisp, cool scent surrounded me. The rain was beginning to back off, though heavy clouds still socked in the area and mist was drifting along the road.

      Turnouts led up into the copse where the camping spots were, as well as to the right where the beach rolled along and there were picnic tables and shelters evenly spaced for campers and those seeking a quiet hour by the water.

      I turned left, parking near a picnic table overlooking the lake. The rain slowed to a sputter, so I slid on a rain jacket that I kept in the truck and hopped out. The sound of the lake rippled through the air as it splashed lightly against the shore. I stretched and yawned, then began to walk toward the water’s edge.

      Everything seemed so quiet that it felt as though I were the only person in the world. The path to the shore was easy, though most of the shoreline was covered with pebbles and rocks. That was the way of beaches in Puget Sound, with few exceptions. Most were a combination of pebbles and rocks over a layer of sand. Near the lake, the beach was relatively safe, but out by the edge of the Pacific, the beaches were rocky and dangerous, with riptides that could catch you up in their undertow and drag you out to sea.

      I headed for a driftwood log stretched out on the shore. There were a couple rough-hewn tables nearby, and both they and the log were chained to a concrete foundation, the perfect places to sit and think. Most of the driftwood log had lost its bark over the years, but there was still a spot where the bark was left, covered with mushrooms and lichen. I gingerly sat on the driest spot I could find. The air was bracing, smelling like rain and petrichor and the tang of pungent earth.

      Closing my eyes, I let the peace flow through me. The morning silence was actually quite loud as birdsong echoed through the air. I wondered what type of birds were calling—and what they were saying—but I wasn’t familiar with avian life except for owls and eagles and hawks. I knew what robins were, and crows, of course. But most of the rest were pretty much a mystery to me.

      After a few minutes I leaned back, staring at the clouds boiling over head. They were starting to lift, through with their assault against the town. The afternoon was forecast to be in the upper sixties with partial sun. The perfect autumn afternoon—warm but not too warm.

      “I don’t mean to interrupt, but hello.” The voice startled me.

      I jumped, sliding off the log onto my ass. Feeling both ridiculous and vulnerable, I scrambled up to find a woman smiling at me.

      She stood a few yards away, keeping her distance, dressed in a tan pair of Bermuda shorts, with a matching button-down blouse and a deep brown padded vest. In a way she reminded me of an Eagle Scout. She was wearing a hat that didn’t go with her outfit at all. It was a pale lavender ski cap, and a lavender backpack was slung over one shoulder. She had on a pair of white knee socks with wide purple bands around the top and a pair of bright plum-colored sneakers.

      “Hello,” I said, shading my eyes as I tried to dust myself off from my embarrassing faceplant. Or rather, buttplant.

      “Oh dear, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.” Her laugh was infectious and hearty, and she held her ground, but gave me a gracious nod. “My name’s Verity Chambers. And again, I did not mean to startle you.”

      I sat down on the log again and motioned to the other side of it. “Won’t you have a seat? I’m Marquette Sanders. I was checking out the lake. I haven’t had much chance to come down here since I moved back to town.”

      “Well, you picked a good day. The rain keeps away tourists and brings its own form of privacy.” She nodded at the log. “Are you sure you don’t mind company? I don’t want to interrupt you.”

      I liked her energy. She felt forthright, no-nonsense, but pleasant. “No, please do sit down.”

      She settled down a good distance from me, but not so far that she seemed aloof. “Thank you. I come down to this spot of the beach a lot to think, or sometimes to sketch.”

      “Oh, are you an artist?”

      She shrugged. “I like to think of myself as that, but it’s not my profession.” She paused, then said, “You said you moved back. Welcome home. How long have you been gone?”

      “Since I was eighteen, so around thirty-four years,” I said. “I worked for the Crown Magika until April, when I was injured on the job. I was hurt so badly that they wouldn’t take me back in my position. I decided to make a fresh start. Granny Ledbetter is my goddess-mother and I’m staying with her.”

      Chances were, if Verity lived around the town, she knew who Granny was.

      “Granny Ledbetter? Well, you’re in good hands, then. I work at the Terameth Lake Historical Museum. We’re closed for the next three weeks to change exhibits and do our annual cleaning. Luckily, I have the week off. I’m spending my days here, wandering by the water. I sketch a little…take photographs. Sometimes I even write poetry.” She stared at the water. “Where do you work?”

      “At Shadow Magic, with Granny. We’re having a to-do for the Harvest Moon Festival this weekend. Feel free to drop by if you don’t have any plans.” I paused, then asked, “Are you married?”

      “Me? I’m too set in my ways. I like my routine.” She paused, then asked, “Do you offer tarot readings? I have a few issues I’d like clarity on, but the only people I know who can read the cards are too close to me. I don’t exactly want them to get wind of my secrets, if you understand.”

      Granny had ordered business cards made up for me, so I fished one out of my purse and handed it to her.

      “Yes, I can read tarot. Here’s my card, in case you haven’t been to Shadow Magic before. I’m booking appointments now, though I don’t have my schedule with me.” I paused, then asked, “Have you lived here all your life?”

      “No, actually,” Verity said. “When I first moved to Terameth Lake I wondered if I had done the right thing. I visited here once about twenty years ago. When I left, the town wouldn’t let me go, so I found a job and moved here. The first few months were little rocky, but it didn’t take long to settle in. It seems like I’ve been here forever. It won’t take you long to adjust and get to know people, especially with Granny on your side. Overall, most of the townsfolk are friendly. There are a couple bad places in town that I’d avoid. I don’t recommend going down near Massacre Rock. That’s definitely a bad place in town.” She rolled her eyes.

      I stared at her for a moment. I didn’t recall any such place. “Massacre Rock? What the hell happened there?” I wasn’t sure what I expected her to say, but I envisioned some sort of deadly shootout back during Prohibition that I had never heard of when I was young.

      “I gather about twenty-five years ago, a serial killer came through town. He killed five women and three children while he was here. And he killed them all near Massacre Rock. Then he scattered their bodies around town. It took the police a while to figure out where they were being killed.”

      That had been after I left to join the Crown Magika. “Ugh. I’ll bet that place is haunted.”

      “Well, I don’t recommend visiting there after dark, especially if you’re alone. It’s on the other side of town, in Hell’s Thicket.” She paused, then took a long breath, letting it out slowly. “Not to be rude, but you’re witchblood, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, although my type of magic is considered rare. Why?”

      “Hell’s Thicket got its name because members of the Covenant of Chaos performed demonic rituals there. They supposedly opened up a portal. A lot of people tried to pinpoint its location, hoping to close it. But nobody has ever been able to find it. A lot of odd things are seen out that way.”

      “Oh?” This was getting interesting. I was beginning to see the benefits of knowing someone who was a historian. I had known none of this when I lived here. Then again, I had been focused on school and growing up and getting accepted by the Crown Magika.

      “Oh, yes. Monsters, ghosts, all sorts of dangerous creatures. Unfortunately, it seems to be a rite of passage for curious teenagers. More than a few have been hurt, some attacked by ghosts. Others by some sort of forest monster.” She shook her head, frowning. “Kids.”

      “Why doesn’t the town wall it off or something?” I didn’t like wanton development but it seemed like it might be good to clear the land and turn it into some sort of government installation.

      “They’ve tried. The town council voted to cordon it off with an electrified chain fence. They also hired security guards to patrol the perimeter. But kids still find ways to sneak in. It’s become a regular thing at the end of senior year for high schoolers to make their way into Hell’s Thicket and taunt the powers that be. Every year somebody gets hurt, but we still can’t convince them that they’re better off leaving well enough alone.”

      “Well, that sounds stupid,” I said. “I guess you can’t convince teens that they aren’t immortal.”

      Verity laughed, straddling the log and leaning back against the curve of the trunk. She looked up at the sky, and her hat fell off, exposing her bright red braid that she had wound around her head. Her hair was the color of spun copper, and I realized that she was actually quite pretty.

      “Too true,” she said. “By the way, since you were gracious enough to answer my question, allow me to return the confidence. I’m a selkie. You’d think I’d be out on the ocean’s edge, but I’ve been through the shadow towns. Whisper Hollow is far too dark for me. And Moonshadow Bay is a lovely town, but it’s too close to Bellingham. I prefer rural areas.”

      “I’ve never been to either place,” I said. “My mother moved us here when I was barely in my teens and I lived here until I turned eighteen.” I paused, then asked, “Are there others of your kind around here?”

      “Actually, yes. Terameth Lake offers me the opportunity to swim in my seal form as much as I want to, plus all seals around here are protected by law. There’s a small Pod who live by the lake south of town. I’ve been accepted into the group. We’re the Mountain Lake Selkies. I’m not in the inner circle, but that’s all right with me. I’m with my own, and I feel safe here.”

      There was something about Verity that inspired trading confidences. I decided right then that I wanted to get to know her better.

      I glanced at my watch. It was quarter to ten. “I have to go, but please, give me a call. I’d like to talk more, if you’re up for it. Maybe we can meet for coffee?”

      Verity smiled and nodded. “I think I’d like that too. I’ll call you tomorrow—today I have a picture to sketch and then I’m spending the afternoon putting up some peach preserves. But yes, I do think we’d hit it off. I’ll talk to you later, Marquette. It’s been nice to meet you.”

      She stood and headed down the beach as I made my way back to my truck. It felt like I had made another step into fitting into the town. I was making friends, finally—something that I’d only ever been able to do with other agents. And it felt right.

      I reached my truck as the rain began again. As I drove carefully out of the campground and back to Huckleberry Loop, I realized that I was actually happy. And that was a big step to adapting to my new life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      I stopped in the Cat’s Cradle to drop off the forms and pay the adoption fee. “Make me a double-shot caramel latte, please.”

      As Jillian fixed my drink, I wandered over to the cat condo, looking for Sunshine and Midnight. They were curled up together, asleep. Their fur shifted gently as they twitched in their dreams. Midnight’s fur was sleek and shiny. Sunshine’s hair was long and fluffy. He’d need a good brushing every week. I decided to let them sleep right now, paid for everything, and then after adding a couple walnut-raisin oatmeal cookies to my order, carried the latte and cookies back to Shadow Magic.

      “I’ll be back around eleven to pick them up,” I said.

      Jillian grinned. “You won’t be sorry,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      I unlocked the door, set my cookies and coffee on the counter, flipped on the lights, made sure everything looked good, and flipped the sign in the window to open. After that, I took my place behind the counter.

      I pulled out my e-reader and brought up the book I was currently reading—a thriller from a new-to-me writer—and immersed myself in the action as I ate my cookies and drank my latte. About fifteen minutes later the bells on the door jangled and I slid the e-reader beneath the counter into one of the cubbyholes.

      Marlo Mason had entered the shop. She was an elderly puma shifter who liked to think she dabbled in magic. She didn’t, really—she had no magical powers beyond her ability to shift and even that was getting sketchy given her age—but she bought spell kits and dutifully followed the directions. They worked in a way for her, enough so that she returned once a month. She would buy a prosperity kit and use it before she bought lottery tickets. When I thought about it, she actually seemed to win every time—not much, but enough to cover the cost of her kit and a couple of meals out.

      “Good morning, Marquette,” she said, looking around. “You’ve got it looking festive in here!” She was about four-eleven, and her hair was long and silver, trailing in a braid down her back. She wore a flowered housedress, and she carried a white handbag over her arm. She walked up to the counter and set her purse on the glass, opening it.

      I thought she was going to pull out some cash for a kit, but instead she brought out a plastic bag containing a stack of what looked like sugar cookies in the shape of pumpkins with orange icing on them.

      “Here you go, dear. I decided to do some baking and thought I’d bring you and Granny some cookies.” She handed me the crinkling sack with a bright smile.

      I flashed her one in return. “Aww, you didn’t have to do that, but we’ll enjoy these,” I said, meaning it. I liked Marlo and I liked her baking—she brought us cookies for almost every holiday. “Do you want a new spell kit?”

      She nodded. “Yes, if you wouldn’t mind getting it for me? The usual, please.”

      I slid off my stool and ducked out from around the counter, retrieving the kit. It contained a candle, pre-carved and anointed, a packet of incense, an incantation, and cabochons of prehnite and citrine to place by the candle. We charged ten dollars, plus tax, for the kit, which we enchanted during the waxing moon cycle.

      “Here you go,” I said, handing her the kit. She tucked it in her shopping bag and handed me eleven dollars. I gave her back a dime. “Good luck.”

      She beamed. “I don’t need luck, not with your and Granny’s skill. Have a nice day, dear, and I hope you love the cookies.”

      I waved as she exited the shop. I was about to go back to my book when a group of four women entered the shop. I hopped off the barstool and went into my professional witch mode, and was busy until Granny got there at ten till eleven.
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        * * *

      

      At precisely eleven o’clock, Granny took over and I slung my purse over my shoulder, picked up the carriers from the back of my truck, which was parked out front, and strolled to the Cat’s Cradle. Jillian was waiting for me. She looked as excited as I felt. I hadn’t been sure at first, but now, seeing Midnight and Sunshine sitting there waiting for me, I realized I was absolutely thrilled.

      “Is everything okay? Are they ready to go?”

      Jillian motioned for me to set the carriers on one of the tables, and—to my surprise—Midnight and Sunshine casually walked over to the table, jumped up, and curled up inside the carriers without any prodding at all.

      We told you we were waiting for you, Midnight said.

      I laughed, reaching in to give both of them a scratch behind the ears before shutting the carriers and fastening them securely.

      Jillian handed me a receipt, which I folded and put in my purse, along with a file folder that she slid into a manila envelope. “Here’s all their information for the vet. I recommend going to Dr. Wise. She’s over on 43rd St. and she’s a wonder with animals.”

      I grinned. “Granny’s excited about this, too,” I said. “At first I thought she was more excited than I was, but now I’m actually really looking forward to having them home.”

      Jillian bagged up a couple éclairs. “For the road,” she said. “Here, let me help you carry them to your truck. You should put them in the front seat if you have room, rather than the back.”

      “Of course. I cleaned out the cab of my truck this morning so that both carriers could fit.” I picked up Midnight and she picked up Sunshine. We headed out of the cat café, leaving her barista to watch the shop.

      Out on the sidewalk, I was surprised to see so many shoppers already milling around. Usually, the downtown area was pretty empty until lunchtime and afternoon.

      “There’s quite a crowd so early,” I said. “Is there something going on?”

      “Actually, there is. There’s a talent competition at noon in the town square. It’s for kids from sixteen to eighteen. The winner receives a $5,000 scholarship to the college of their choice. If they aren’t ready to go to college, it goes into a trust for them until they choose a school. If they haven’t entered college by the time they’re twenty, they get the cash.”

      “Well, that’s cool,” I said. “Who sponsors it? And who are the judges?”

      “It’s sponsored by the mayor’s office. And the judges are an independent panel made up of several of the merchants. The panel changes every year, so we all get a chance to serve on it. It’s selected by lottery, though if you have a kid who’s eligible for the competition, you can’t be on the panel at the same time.” She shrugged. “For such a small town, Terameth Lake takes education seriously.” She paused, then said, “You do know that there’s a magical academy not too far out of town? It’s a little farther up toward the Mountain.”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t know shadow towns were associated with anything like that.”

      “Most of them are. Moonshadow Bay has an academy, out on Nimah Rock. I don’t know about Whisper Hollow.”

      We stopped by my truck and I unlocked the doors. After glancing at the street to make sure there wasn’t any oncoming traffic, Jillian hurried around and slid Sunshine’s carrier onto the passenger seat. From the driver’s side, I placed Midnight’s carrier next to Sunshine’s. Using the seatbelts, we managed to fasten them both firmly. She set the bag of éclairs on top of the carriers and shut the passenger door.

      “Thanks for your help, and thanks for the éclairs. I’ll get them situated at home and then let you know how they’re doing. In fact, why don’t you come over for dinner tomorrow night?”

      “If Granny doesn’t mind, that would be lovely.” Jillian pulled out her phone to mark down the appointment.

      “Granny won’t mind. She doesn’t care when I have other people over, as long as I don’t expect her to take care of the cooking. And even then, most of the time she volunteers to fix dinner, which I gratefully accept. I’m not much in the kitchen.” The clock on my phone said it was eleven-twenty. “I need to go. I’m supposed to meet Dagda down at the police station at around one.”

      “Why on earth do you want to do that? I thought the two of you didn’t get along very well,” she said.

      “I’m not that fond of him, but… Did you hear about Patricia Henson’s body being found in Tiger’s Eye Park?” It’d been on the news so I wasn’t giving away any secrets.

      “I saw that last night. Wasn’t she one of your clients?”

      I glanced around to make sure we weren’t being overheard. “Yes, and she told us several things that are kind of nerve-racking, given the fact that she was murdered. I’m going down to talk to Dagda. Since I was an agent with the Crown Magika, I might be able to help, unofficially.”

      Jillian lowered her voice. “Do they know how she was killed?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, but he’s keeping that information private so I shouldn’t repeat it. I trust you, don’t get me wrong, but I wouldn’t want anything getting out accidentally. If there’s one thing the Crown Magika taught me it’s how to keep a secret.”

      Jillian frowned. “I get it. But as soon as you’re able, I want all the details. Meanwhile, I’ll see you Thursday night, if not before. Call me if you have any trouble or if you need any help with the kitties.”

      As I slid into the driver’s seat, I gave her a wave and fastened my seatbelt. I glanced over at the carriers. “Well, I hope you’re ready to go home.”

      All I heard was a little purp, and then Midnight’s voice filled my head.

      Of course we’re ready. Can you get this thing in gear so we can get home and get out of these carriers?

      With a laugh, I turned on the ignition, shifted gears, and pulled away from the curb, heading home with my precious cargo.
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        * * *

      

      All the way home, Sunshine and Midnight chirped and purped, but neither one of them said anything to me again until we reached the house.

      The rain had started again, so I hurried around to the passenger side. As I opened the door, a flash of lightning split the sky. I held my breath, counting. One… Two… Three—on the count of three a rumble of thunder rattled the ground. Three miles away. By the way the hairs on my arms stood up, I sensed that the storm was coming toward us.

      Noise, scary scary noise… Midnight’s frantic cry hit my thoughts as another fork of lightning branched out.

      “It’s all right. Don’t be scared. I’ll get you inside. The storm won’t hurt you.” I lifted both carriers out, surprised by how heavy both were, then used my hip to shut the door. I hurried up to the porch, scurrying up the stairs. At the door, I set the kittens down to fumble for my keys. They didn’t seem to like that at all, but the moment we were inside and I shut the door against the storm, I could sense them calming down.

      “Your home,” I said. “This is where we live.” I carried them to the spare bedroom upstairs, next to mine, and shut the door behind me, setting the carriers down on the floor. I pulled off my jacket and draped it over the back of the armchair. I had gotten soaked on the dash from the truck to the porch.

      Settling down on the floor, I pulled off my boots and then opened both carriers. After I did that, I reached up on the desk for two cans of cat food, which I opened and scooped into two dishes. Granny had made certain there wasn’t anything they could get into that would hurt them, so as they slowly slinked out of their carriers, looking around, I leaned back to give them room and time to adjust.

      Well, what do you know—pitty pats! Dominique knelt beside me. I could see the faint glimmer of her aura. She sat down on the floor beside me.

      Midnight looked at her, sure and steady, then raced over to jump on my lap, snuggling up against me. Surprised, and gratified, I stroked her back and leaned down to give her a kiss on the head. Sunshine followed and I soon found myself inundated with both kittens.

      “They don’t seem afraid of you,” I said to Dominique.

      I’m not interested in frightening them. They’re such beautiful creatures.

      “Are you afraid of Dominique?” I asked them, lying back as they stretched out across me, falling into a rumble of purrs.

      No. She won’t hurt us, Sunshine said.

      “Are you happy to be home with me?” I asked.

      A moment later, Midnight answered. Very much. The other lady was nice, but we didn’t like having so many people trying to pet us when we didn’t want them to.

      I understood exactly what she was talking about. If you were sensitive to energy, regardless of whether you were human, witchblood, or cat, it was unnerving to have too many people crowded around you. And cats weren’t quite as able to tell people to quit touching them without drawing blood.

      “Well, you’re safe here. You’ll like Granny, she loves kitties. And she’s witchblood as well.”

      We waited for you for quite a while, Sunshine said. I didn’t think that you were going to come for us. But Midnight promised that you would and I trusted her. Sunshine sounded almost bereft. He let out a little mew.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, scratching him under the chin.

      Midnight answered. We lost our mother and two of our siblings when we were babies. A feral dog killed them. I made Sunshine follow me underneath a house until the dog went away. But we heard my mother and our two sisters screaming. Our mother tried to protect us all.

      My heart lurched. I couldn’t imagine how traumatic that must have been. I gathered them tight in my arms and hugged them. “I will do my best to never let anything or anyone hurt you. I know you miss your mother and your sisters, but you have me now, and you have Granny.”

      And you have me as well, little lights, Dominique said.

      I suppressed a laugh. Dominique was perfectly serious. “And you’ll have Dominique as well. We’ll take care of you and love you. If you don’t feel good, you need to tell me. I know it’s scary, but I can’t help you unless you tell me you need it. Promise me?”

      Midnight hesitated, then in what felt like almost a whisper, I heard a plaintive All right.

      “I have to go out for a while, but you’ll be okay here. Nothing can get in, and Dominique will keep an eye on you. She’s friendly, so don’t worry about her. I’ll be back later.” I stood up, after kissing both of them again. Midnight yawned and headed over toward one of the kitty beds. As she curled up in it, Sunshine followed her. They were asleep before I even left the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The Terameth Lake police station was located next to City Hall, on Hibiscus Way. With the library across the street, and the main fire department next to the library, that took care of most of the government offices. The post office was farther down the street, and there were a string of stationery shops, cafés, and antique shops nestled in between the heavy brick buildings. While not directly downtown, the grouping was east of the town square.

      I parked in a visitor’s space in the parking lot that divided the library and the fire department. On the way back to town, the rain had revved itself up again, and now it was pouring. I didn’t like using umbrellas, but given that the rain was coming down in sheets, I decided it might be wise. But as I stepped out of my truck and opened my umbrella, the wind caught hold of it and whipped it out of my hand, sending it high into the air as it spiraled over the buildings.

      Shivering, I zipped up my jacket as I began to jog toward the street. I had to wait for two cars to pass—not bad, given how small the town was—until I could run across the road toward the police station. I was fully aware that I was jaywalking, but there was no chance that I was going to walk down to the corner to use the crosswalk. When I reached the other side of the road, I pushed off and leapt over the gutter, landing on the sidewalk. The water was pooling so quickly along the sides of the road that I would’ve been ankle-deep in it if I had walked the last eighteen inches toward the curb.

      At least the police station was accessible. There was a stairway up to the main doors, but there was also a ramp to the side that was sloped on a gentle incline for wheelchair users. I raced up the stairs, wincing as my hip began to ache. When it got chilly and the rain was heavy, I had begun to notice discomfort in my leg that had been shattered. Every joint in it grumbled. Ignoring the pain, I pushed open the door and entered the building, wanting to shake myself off like a wet dog.

      Inside, the department was far more progressive than it looked outside. The heavy brick was covered up with drywall, and the walls were painted a pale blue—calming and quiet. A second set of double doors waited in front of me, accessible through a metal detector. Two guards stood there, one on either side.

      As I moved toward them, one of the security guards standing to the side tipped his hat, giving me a gentle salute. I thought about all the metal I had in my purse, including a switchblade, and grimaced. And of course, I set off the detector immediately.

      “Please move to the side and empty your purse.” The guard to the left flagged me over to a table, where I emptied my purse. He stared at the switchblade for a moment, pursing his lips, then press the button as he watched the blade flip open.

      “What’s your business here?” he asked.

      “I’m here to see Chief Bruin. I have a one o’clock appointment. My name is Marquette Sanders.”

      One of the guards brought out a tablet and checked it. “She’s on the list.”

      The other guard made a phone call and I heard him quietly say, “She’s got a knife in her purse.” He paused, then hung up and motioned me through the doors. “Do you know where you’re going?”

      “No, I don’t think I’ve ever been in the police station before. Which way do I go to find Chief Bruin’s office?” I slid my purse back over my shoulder after replacing everything, including the switchblade.

      “Take a left, follow the hall to the first right turn where you’ll turn right. You’ll find the double doors leading into the general offices. Check in with the dispatcher there. I called ahead that you’re cleared for entry.” He gave me a polite but gruff nod as I entered the building.

      I followed his directions and a few moments later I was standing at another set of double doors. They were made of glass, but I guessed they were bulletproof. As I entered that sector of the building, the sounds of radios and talking and voices fell away. I had passed what appeared to be a general waiting area and the restrooms.

      The receptionist looked up from her desk, where she was watching an array of miniature monitors. She was wearing a headset. With the keyboard in front of her, she seemed to be fielding numerous calls, as well as keeping an eye on the rest of the building. I caught a glimpse of the front doors from where I was standing. I counted nine monitors before she interrupted my thoughts.

      “Name and business?”

      “I’m Marquette Sanders, and Chief Bruin is waiting for me.”

      “May I see your identification?” she asked, glancing at a tablet in front of her. I handed over my driver’s license and she jotted down the number on an actual piece of paper before handing it back to me. “If you have a seat over in the waiting area, he’ll be out shortly.”

      She motioned to a waiting area within the enclosed office array. I passed by the leather sofa and settled myself in one of the two matching chairs. There was an end table filled with outdated magazines, and a water cooler with paper cups.

      I looked around for something to focus on while I was waiting, and was about to pull out my phone so I could continue reading the book I was in the middle of when a noise announced that Dagda coming through a door at the back of the room. He wound his way through the various desks, stopping here and there to say something to the officers manning them, and finally he was standing in front of me.

      “I’m so sorry to keep you waiting. It’s been a busy morning. Come on back,” he said, motioning for me to follow him.

      I shouldered my purse and together we navigated the labyrinth of desks.

      “It looks like you’ve got a well-staffed department,” I said, jerking my head toward the maze of desks.

      He snorted. “Half of them are unused. We aren’t hurting as much as some other cities, but we don’t have extra personnel to investigate petty thefts or, God forbid, a jaywalking incident. Not that jaywalking is illegal here.”

      That surprised me. I thought jaywalking was illegal everywhere. “You’re kidding? It’s not illegal to jaywalk in Terameth Lake?”

      “Not if you don’t cause an accident and you’re eighteen or older. Any kids caught jaywalking are promptly warned and given a slap on the wrist to keep them alive.”

      He opened the door for me and I passed through, looking around. We were in a foyer, with what looked like his office on the right—his name was stenciled on the door, and to the left were restrooms and what looked like a break room. There also appeared to be a couple conference rooms farther down toward the back, but I couldn’t tell from where I stood if that was what they really were.

      Dagda motioned for me to follow him into his office. To the right, there was at a round table. His desk was all the way to the left, large and utilitarian, with a leather chair behind it. There were file cabinets along the back wall, and metal storage cabinets next to them.

      “Have a seat,” he said, pointing to one of the chairs at the table. “Would you like some coffee?”

      One look at the sludge in the coffee pot and I shook my head. “No, thank you. I’m not particularly thirsty, unless you have a Diet Coke somewhere.”

      To my surprise, he walked over to his desk and bent down to open a mini fridge. He came up with a can of Diet Coke and handed it to me. “Here you go. I hope you don’t mind drinking it out of the can, but at least it’s cold.”

      I popped the top on it, and took a long swig. He was right—it was nice and cold, and I wiped my mouth, refreshed. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      He retrieved a file folder from his desk and then joined me, carrying a cup of the mud that passed for coffee. As I watched, he spooned four spoons of sugar into it, then poured in probably a quarter of a cup of cream. I blinked, looking up at him, trying not to smile.

      He gave me a sheepish look, shrugging. “What can I say? I never learned to make coffee, and my girlfriend does it at home.”

      “Everybody who drinks coffee should know how to make it,” I said. “What would you do if your girlfriend went away on vacation?”

      “Use instant? Go to Starbucks?” he said with a laugh. As I grimaced, he added, “I know, I know. My mother’s been telling me to learn how to cook for years, but it’s…”

      “Demeaning? Like it is for some women? Come on, everybody needs to know how to take care of themselves on a basic level and that includes making coffee.” I rested my elbows on the table, folded my hands together and rested my chin on them.

      “Granny’s right. You are a troublemaker,” he said, his smile fading a little. “But she’s also said the same thing about me for years now.”

      “Granny thinks you’re trouble?” That seemed hard to believe. Dagda seemed like a by-the-book person.

      He snorted. “You think you know who I am, but you don’t. Okay, let’s skip the sparring and get right down to business if you don’t mind. It’s been a busy day and I already have a headache.”

      Given it was already one-thirty, I agreed. “What have you got for me?”

      Dagda made sure the door was shut, then sat down again.

      “Given your clearance with the Crown Magika, I think it’s safe talking to you about this. Even if we don’t see eye to eye, we both want the same thing. Fairness, justice, and for what’s ethical to prevail.”

      “I won’t argue with that,” I said.

      “Okay, here’s the thing—top-secret stuff. About two years ago, we suspected that the Covenant of Chaos was attempting to create a stronghold here. Not within the borders of the town—they wouldn’t be that stupid. But near enough that they can access Terameth Lake for whatever they need.”

      “That’s not good. I don’t even know if the Crown Magika knows about this—as one of their specialists on the Covenant of Chaos, I’d think I’d have been apprised about it. Have you ever reported it?” I suppressed the urge to refer to the group by the unofficial snarky acronym that we used at the agency—COCK—because the Covenant of Chaos was run by a bunch of testosterone, ego-centric men. I didn’t think that Dagda would appreciate the humor and irony.

      He nodded. “But we can’t prove anything and we were given the brushoff.”

      “That doesn’t sound right.” I frowned. “Who did you talk to?”

      “An agent named Harley?”

      I froze. “Harley Jackson?”

      “Yeah, why? Is there something wrong?” Dagda frowned. When he frowned, he looked terribly stern and intimidating.

      “Yeah,” I said, slowly. “Harley Jackson was convicted by the Crown Magika for treason. My former supervisor let me know in case I’d need to give testimony. Luckily, I didn’t have to, but apparently Harley’s been acting as a double agent for the Covenant of Chaos. So, everything you told him probably went directly to them rather than the Crown Magika. Unfortunately, the Covenant of Chaos will, at times, work with the Blood Collective.” I paused, then asked, “Have you done anything about it besides talking to Harley?”

      “Every couple months I’ve sent someone—an officer—to their supposed base to remind them that we know about them. Oh, nothing like what you used to do, but just knock on the door and make a few polite inquiries that reminds them we know they are there, and we know they’re up to no good. So far, they haven’t done anything we can pin on them. I kind of wish they would so we could clean them out, but they have rights as long as they aren’t overtly breaking the law.”

      “Their rights?”

      Dagda sighed. He didn’t look happy. “Did I mention that we think the Blood Collective is hiding behind the Covenant of Chaos?”

      “Oh, that makes sense. You’re talking about the Vampire Rights Act,” I said.

      About a decade or so ago, a group of vampires and their supporters banded together to secure a vampire rights act. It was all well and good, when dealing with members of the Northwest Vampire Collective. However, the Blood Collective didn’t care about rules and regulations, and they didn’t abide by the law.

      “Do you have any evidence that the Blood Collective is working with the Covenant of Chaos?”

      Dagda stared at the folder in front of him as if he were debating whether to show it to me. Finally, he pushed it across the table toward me. “Mind you, there are some gruesome photos in there, but you’ve probably seen worse.”

      I flashed him a curious look, then opened the folder. Sure enough, the photos were gruesome, but they made it clear that the bodies of the women were all marked by a vampire bite in the thigh. I flipped through the stack of photographs. Each one seemed a little more brutal than the one before. There were five of them, all women.

      “Five victims before Patricia?” I asked.

      “Yes, and we think there may be more. We do get a lot of drifters along the sector of the state, so we don’t know if any of them have vanished. Also, the area is so wooded and we’re so close to the mountains that there could be dozens of bodies out there we might never find. As I told you, Patricia Henson was drained of all her blood, like the rest of these women.”

      I caught my breath. “Do you think the Blood Collective’s behind this?”

      Dagda locked gazes with me. “I honestly don’t know, but that’s one of the reasons I wanted to talk to you. Since you tell me my connection with the Crown Magika was a turncoat, I doubt they ever heard my concerns. No offense to your prior employer, but they don’t tend to pay attention to small-town police chiefs like me. And while they’re more active within the shadow towns, I’m wondering if I should bother trying to contact anybody else there. But you were an agent with them. You understand their methods.”

      I took a deep breath, leaning back in my chair. Dagda was asking me to help him with the case because of my background. Which meant he really did want me to investigate. Well, at least I thought that’s what he meant. I decided to make sure instead of leaping to conclusions.

      “Are you saying you want me to start investigating this case?”

      Dagda shrugged. “I suppose, yes. That’s what I am asking. I know that you were laid off—retired, rather—because of an injury. I’m certain that if you help us out, it won’t be as dangerous as your job was there. It’s not exactly like I’m sending you after a full-on terrorist organization.”

      I didn’t want to tell him that every single member of the Covenant of Chaos and the Blood Collective was considered a terrorist, but the truth was, they were. Every single person belonging to both organizations was a danger of one sort or another and if I investigated this case and discovered that a vampire from the Blood Collective was at fault, the fact that it was simply one vampire wouldn’t make it any less deadly.

      Dagda looked so hopeful that I didn’t want to dash his optimism.

      “I suppose I can give it a go. I don’t promise that I can solve this, but I’ll look into it. However, I need your cooperation, and I’m going to need the files of all these cases.” I glanced at the door. “I also need backup. I can’t go out there without anybody knowing what I’m doing.”

      Dagda let out a breath of relief. “I can provide you with somebody you can trust. What I can’t offer you is a salary and, to be honest, I don’t know how to repay you. You would be an independent consultant for the department, but we don’t have a lot of discretionary funds. Can you think of anything else that you might be willing to take in lieu of a paycheck?”

      Great. He was expecting me to do the work of an investigator without getting paid. But I did know that funds were tight with most police and sheriff departments.

      “I’ll tell you what,” I said. “Give me some time to think about what proper payment might be, other than money. Meanwhile I’ll take these files home and look them over. As far as assigning me someone on the force for backup, I’d like to meet the person first. When you are working on cases like this—domestic magical terrorism cases—you have to trust your partner.”

      Dagda handed me photocopies of all the files. “I thought you’d ask for these. Meanwhile, I’ll go through my roster and see who I think might fit best. I’ll pick two or three officers and you can meet them and make the choice yourself. Will that work?”

      “That’s as good a way of finding me backup as any. Meanwhile, I’ll have a look at these and tell you what I think.” I slid the files into my tote bag. “And I know enough not to let anyone else see them or handle them. I’m not stupid.”

      “If I thought you were, you wouldn’t be here. All right, Marquette.” Dagda stood and held out his hand. I stood, taking it. “I’ll talk to you later. Call me if you find anything,” he said.

      The files were thick. “Will do. It will take me some time to go through all of this. A lot of my skill as an agent with the Crown Magika was being able to suss out underlying motives and energy, but that came with a lot of letting the information soak into my subconscious.” As I slid my purse onto my shoulder, he stopped me before I headed to the door.

      “May I ask you what you specialize in? Magic-wise, that is?”

      I let out a sigh. “I’m one of those rare witches who can work with all elements. There’s a lot more to it than that, but I’ll tell you more later.”

      As I headed for the door, a premonition swept over me, like something walking over my grave. While I had been angry when I was forced out of my job, I had come to realize it had been a relief in a way that I had never expected. Now I was facing stepping back into that world, and I wasn’t sure that I was capable of doing the job again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      After talking to Dagda, I headed back to the shop to help out Granny. I didn’t want to leave the kittens alone, but I knew they’d be safe in the room, and Dominique was watching over them. When we got home, we could spend all evening with them. By then, they’d be adjusted to the house.

      Granny was finishing up with a client—she was bagging what looked like a mountain of goods—when I entered the shop.

      “I’m back,” I said. “What do you want me to do?”

      Granny motioned to the center table that I had set up the day before. Half the candles were gone. “Can you restock the table? We had a rush this morning.”

      As the customer left the shop, I looked around to make sure nobody else was around. “Dagda asked me to help out with the case,” I told Granny when I knew we were alone.

      “You mean Patricia Henson?”

      I paused, then said, “It goes deeper than that. I told him I was going to talk to you about it. I suppose we should wait until tonight, but the fact is there have been at least five other murders that resemble Patricia’s. We may be dealing with a serial killer.”

      “Were they all killed the same way? A bite mark on the thigh?”

      I nodded and grimaced. “All were exsanguinated, and the only bite marks they could find were on the thigh.” I restocked the candles, and then swept up a bit of debris I found on the floor that looked like someone had spilled some crumbs. There was something that felt off to me. Not with the shop, but with Dagda’s cases. I must have looked troubled because Granny noticed.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Yes, actually there is. I’m trying to unravel the feeling I have about this case because something doesn’t track.” I paused, leaning on the broom. “I know this sounds crazy, but I honestly don’t think this was a vampire kill. I don’t think any of them were.”

      “That’s quite a statement to make, considering there was no other sign that could have led to their deaths. What makes you think that there aren’t any vampires attached to this?”

      “Rogue vampires, from my experience, are far more cunning than whoever is doing this. They never leave their kills around to be found, because they know that they’ll be tracked down and eventually staked. And they know that the members of the Northwest Vampire Collective—or whatever regional group if it’s elsewhere—will work with Otherkin and humans to track them down. In fact, the vampire community goes after its rogues more readily than humans do.”

      “Why?”

      “Because rogues give the vampires who play by the rules a really bad name. They’re dangerous on more levels than one. No, I don’t think this is some rogue vampire.”

      “I take it you’ve interacted with several over your years with the Crown Magika?” Granny asked.

      “Yes, I have. I’ve taken down several rogue vampires during the course of my career. Not one of them was easy to track down, and not one of them left any sign of their kills around.” I returned to the broom to the stockroom. While I was there, I popped a Happy Hippo pocket sandwich into the microwave, heating it for two minutes. Then, carrying it on a plate, I returned to the front of the store where Granny was chatting with a new customer.

      I recognized her as Asia Jacobs, the mother of twin hellions. They lived two streets over. Her teen daughters were constantly getting in trouble, to the point where their neighbors had the police on speed dial. Donette and Ronette were budding earth witches who liked to use their powers in ways they weren’t supposed to.

      Not only had they created a few speed bumps that weren’t supposed to be on the roads, but they had destroyed Irma Megara’s roses, they had set off a 4.4 earthquake on the south side of town, and they had almost managed to raise an earth elemental, but their tutor caught them minutes before a raging elemental swept through the neighborhood. That last infraction had earned them a trip before the local Court Magika, where they had been warned that one more strike would get them sent away to a magical boarding school where they would be supervised 24/7 until they graduated.

      I plastered on a smile as best as I could and walked over to the counter, leaning on the glass next to her. Taking a bite of my sandwich, I wiped my chin and said, “Hey, Asia. How are you doing?”

      Asia smiled back at me, her smile as plastic as mine. She had never forgiven Granny for banning the twins from coming into the shop. The thing was, Granny made the best charms around and had the best quality ingredients, so Asia had to shop with us if she wanted to cast any decent spells.

      “Oh, fine. I’m purchasing some autumn wards for the house.” If her smile was any brighter, it would have blinded out the sun.

      Granny chuckled. “Well, you know how well our goods work. How are those hell hounds of yours?” She could get away with barbs like that. Nobody ever contradicted her.

      Asia was fuming, but she sucked it up and shrugged. “My girls are fine. I’m sure you’ll be happy to know that their father and I have finally decided to enroll them in boarding school. They’ll be leaving for the fall semester starting next week. At least they’ll get to see something of Europe while they’re away.”

      “You didn’t decide to put them in the Alpine School for Witches?”

      “Is that the academy near Terameth Lake?” I asked.

      “Yes, that’s the Terameth Lake academy. The one near Moonshadow Bay is called the Glacier Peak Academy for Witches.” Granny winked at me. “Both of them are equally dedicated to helping the youth of our kind.”

      “If you must know, both academies refused to take my daughters, even though we offered to pay extra. I admit that my girls are high-spirited, but that’s not a bad thing—” Asia started to say, but Granny interrupted her.

      “It’s not a bad thing unless they run around causing havoc and destruction,” she said. “Let’s face it, Asia. You never controlled those girls when they were young, and you never taught them any responsibility. I don’t know what you’re expecting now that they’re almost adults. What school finally accepted them?”

      If looks could kill, Asia would have struck Granny down with a lightning bolt. Instead, she bit back her anger as she answered. “Black Forest Academy.”

      Granny stared at her for a moment, then chuckled. “Well, I think you made the right decision. If anybody can straighten those girls out and turn them into productive members of society, the teachers at the Black Forest Academy can. They don’t mess around.” She bagged up Asia’s supplies. “I know you think I get on your case about the girls, but you have to admit they’ve jumped the shark. Their last little trick almost gave Jennifer Amos a heart attack, and if it had, I’d be on your case, lickety-split. You know that you should have taken care of this earlier.” She stared at Asia as she handed over the sack.

      Asia let out a long sigh, looking both resigned and irritated at the same time. “Blame their father for that. I tried to teach them manners, but Josh encouraged them to rebel. Finally, I gave up because they obviously love him more than they love me. Try playing bad cop all the time and tell me how much you enjoy it.” She turned on her heel and marched out of the store.

      “You sure gave her an earful,” I said after the door closed. “I’ll be surprised if she comes back.”

      “Asia is a talented witch. I don’t think she ever meant for her girls to get so out of hand, and she’s probably right. It’s probably their father at fault here, but she could have stepped in and put a stop to it. She didn’t want to make waves. All it got her was a bad name.”

      “I noticed.”

      “The community cringes whenever she comes around because she can’t control her children. She was kicked off the PTA, she got drummed out of the Witches Guild. She’s isolated and alone without friends and why? Because everyone’s afraid that if they invite her over, she’ll bring her daughters and they’ll tear up the joint.”

      “What was she like before she had them?” I asked. When I thought about it, the reason I ignored Asia was because I didn’t want to hear about or see her kids.

      “She had so much potential. I ride her hard about it, and it looks like it’s finally worked. The Black Forest Academy will straighten out her girls and see that they learn to use their powers responsibly. They do not put up with bullshit there.”

      “You do realize that if you weren’t so well-respected in this town, you’d never get away with talking to a customer like that,” I said.

      “Which is exactly why I use my power,” Granny said with a laugh. “Now, you were going to tell me why you don’t believe that a vampire’s responsible for these deaths. Or rather, you did tell me. But couldn’t there be a rogue vampire out there who bucks the trend? Maybe he’s crazy? Psycho? It occurs to me that you can’t live for thousands of years like some of these vampires have without going a little bonkers. Although the word ‘live’ isn’t exactly what I mean.”

      “I know what you mean,” I said. “And yes, of course there could be a rogue vampire who breaks the stereotype. But he wouldn’t belong to the Blood Collective, and even the Blood Collective would chase him down and stake him. They have too much to lose, to allow an unstable vampire to put the authorities on alert. The moment you think ‘rogue vampire’ you automatically think ‘Blood Collective’…and they don’t want anyone out there crazy-dancing under the moon and putting the bite on random victims.”

      I wanted to go home, curl up on the sofa, and start reading the files that Dagda had given to me, but a sudden rush of customers pushed all thoughts of the case out of my mind as I jumped in and helped Granny for the rest of the afternoon.

      By the end of the day, we had doubled our sales from our usual take. As I restocked the shelves, Granny counted the money and tucked it into the safe in the back.

      “What do you want to do for dinner?” she asked. “I can whip up some spaghetti or something at home.”

      “Why don’t we do sloppy joes? I haven’t had those since I was a kid.” I suddenly found myself salivating for the thick, runny, tomatoey, sandwiches. “Do we have everything we need?”

      Granny gathered her things. “There are some hamburger buns in the freezer, and we have ground beef and tomato paste and sauces. I also have some frozen French fries I can toss into the air fryer.”

      “Sounds good to me,” I said. “I’m sure the kittens are ready to be out and about. Should we let them out tonight? And, before I forget, Jillian’s coming over for dinner this week,” I said, filling her in on our plans.

      “No, let’s leave them in their nursery for a few days. We’ll go in and spend several hours with them, though. There’s a TV in there, so we can watch a movie and play with them while we’re hanging out. What do you intend to feed Jillian? And are you planning on cooking?” She grinned.

      “Yeah, I thought I would buy ingredients for tuna casserole.” I couldn’t cook worth beans and we both knew it. Given my job had been so demanding, almost everything I ate had been takeout or microwaved. I was slowly learning how to cook from Granny, but I wasn’t a natural, and more often than not, she did the cooking for both of us. I chipped in by buying extra groceries and by cleaning up afterward. Cleanup, I could master.

      “Well, I could make a tuna casserole, but would you like something else instead?” By the way she said it, I knew she wasn’t looking forward to eating anything that I came up with.

      “What? You don’t think Jillian will like my tuna casserole?” I laughed as I locked the door behind us after setting the alarm. Even in a town as small as Terameth Lake, alarm systems were the name of the game when it came to retail businesses.

      “Let’s say that your talents are located elsewhere than the kitchen. What do you think about mashed potatoes and meatloaf, and maybe some glazed carrots?”

      I licked my lips. “That sounds good, actually. All right. Do we need anything? I can stop at the store on my way home tomorrow.” I was supposed to be working the afternoon shift at Shadow Magic. Granny would take the morning shift from nine until one.

      “Why don’t you stay home tomorrow and look through those files Dagda gave you? I can run the shop myself. I’ve been doing it for almost forty years since I bought it from Erin. As far as the food goes, I’ll check when we get home and let you know if we need anything.” Since we had arrived in separate vehicles, we beelined toward our respective parking spots.

      I jumped in my truck, slamming the door and starting the engine. As I waited for a chance to enter traffic, the Mountain peeked out from high above the mist from the valley. The clouds allowed a glimmer of sunlight to come through, but more clouds were incoming. As I stared up at Mount Rainier, all I could think about was when she would next erupt, and whether it would be in my lifetime.
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        * * *

      

      I made it home before Granny, who had decided to stop off and get some ice cream for dessert. She had also bought a cherry pie that looked and smelled delicious. As she began fixing dinner, I headed toward the second floor, eager to greet the kittens.

      They were sitting there, waiting for me, both looking up with wide eyes. Even though they were eight months old, they still looked kittenish, and they still had that frenetic new to the world energy.

      I settled down on the floor away from the door, and they bounded over onto my lap. I gathered them up, holding them snugly as I buried my face in their fur. It suddenly hit me that I was already bonding with them.

      “Wow, you guys have already wormed your way into my heart. How about that?” I whispered. “So, how are you? How was your day?” I lay back on the floor, letting them curl on my stomach. Neither one answered, but I caught a glimpse of a wrestling session that they had just finished, and they were both happy as punch to see me. I petted them, and talked to them for a good twenty minutes before Granny came up to join me.

      It’s the Crone Mum! Midnight let out a purp that sounded suspiciously like a snigger.

      “What she saying? I can tell she’s saying something,” Granny said.

      I stared at her. “Can’t you hear them?”

      Granny frowned, looking at me with a strange look. “What would make you think I can hear them?”

      “Because I can. As clear as day.”

      She straightened. “Can you usually hear animals?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve never been able to hear any of them before I met these two—at least not in this way. But I can hear this pair clear as a bell. We have conversations, if you want to call them that. I have no clue how they can think in English.”

      Even as I said it, I knew it sounded ridiculous.

      “Cats don’t think in English,” Granny said. “You should go back to the Aseer. When were you first there? Actually, I suppose I should ask, when you were last there?”

      I shrugged. “I went to the Aseer when I was sixteen. Is she even still around? She seemed old to me.”

      “They’re all old as the earth, it seems. We’re lucky to have several in the same region. Most are scattered around the world and not easy to find.” Granny held out her hand for Sunshine to sniff. The kitten took a hesitant lick, then began to rub against her.

      “Why do you think I should go back to her?” I asked as Midnight jumped in my lap.

      “Because if you never were able to talk to animals before, then either these are extra-special, or something’s shifted in you. Most familiars can’t make themselves understood quite so readily. Usually, communication is limited to impressions.”

      I stared at her. “You mean this isn’t normal for a familiar?” I was in the middle of petting Midnight, and she turned an irritated head to stare at me when I stopped stroking her for a second.

      “I mean just that,” Granny said. “Now, let’s go eat dinner and then we’ll come back to watch a movie with the munchkins.”

      As we headed downstairs, I wondered what the Aseer would have to say. It had been a long time since I’d first met her.
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      The evening went by quickly, with playing with the kittens and watching the movie. By the time we were ready for bed, both furbabies had crashed into a deep sleep. We tiptoed out of the room, quietly closing the door behind us. We had spent three hours with them, and by now it was ten p.m.

      “I met an interesting woman this morning when I was out at the beach,” I said. “Have you ever met Verity? She works at the historical museum.”

      Granny blinked. “Verity actually deigned to speak to you? I’m surprised. She keeps to herself most of the time. I’ve met her and, while she’s trustworthy, she’s extremely picky about who she interacts with. No shade on you, my dear. Verity isn’t one to engage others first.”

      “That’s not actually a bad thing,” I said. “We hit it off, or it seems like we did. We had an interesting conversation, anyway. She’s supposed to call me about getting together for coffee.”

      We headed downstairs for a quick snack. I hunted through the refrigerator until I came to a bowl of pudding. It was reminiscent of the lemon filling from a lemon meringue pie.

      “Can we eat this?” I asked, holding it up.

      “Of course. That’s the leftovers from a pie I made for Mrs. Bronhurst the other day.” Granny arched her eyebrows, and I knew that there was a story attached. I divided the pudding into two separate bowls and set them at the table as Granny handed me a spoon and we settled down to eat.

      “Okay, what’s the story here? Mrs. Bronhurst, huh? I don’t think I’ve met her.” I scooped up a spoon of the pudding and slid it into my mouth, melting at the velvety sour-sweet tang of the lemon. This wasn’t from any mix. Granny was an excellent cook, and she loved making treats for people.

      “If you don’t know Mrs. Bronhurst yet, you probably will. Well, unless she dies first. But even though she’s human and ninety-one, it’s hard to imagine her kicking the bucket. She’s a royal pain in the ass and they almost never die,” Granny said, winking at me.

      “Man, if she’s what you consider a friend…”

      “Oh, she’s all right. In fact, she’s got an amazing story behind her. Although she’s one of those people who consistently gives out compliments with one hand while slapping you in the face with the other. However, she played an integral part in the US effort during World War II when she was barely twelve.”

      “That’s young.”

      Granny nodded. “She was a child prodigy. Her father worked for the war office, and one night she was looking over his shoulder as he was attempting to decode something from the Germans. Some intercepted message. He couldn’t figure it out, but after five minutes, she had cracked the code and figured out the hidden message.”

      “Smart kid,” I said.

      “Oh, she was brilliant. I suppose she still is.”

      “What was the message?”

      “She cracked the code about an attack planned for one of our submarines. She ended up saving the sub and all the men aboard. If she hadn’t cracked it that night, the next day the submarine would have been ambushed and most likely, it would have sunk.”

      My estimation for Mrs. Bronhurst shot up right there.

      “Her father basically inducted her into the war office the next day and she became the youngest code breaker they had. She was homeschooled with a tutor while she worked at the Pentagon part time.”

      “Did she go on to join the military after she graduated?”

      “The tutor freed her up from the constrictions of school. She received her bachelor’s degree in science when she was eighteen, and her master’s degree when she was nineteen. A few years after the war ended, she started a business and her research figured heavily into the developing computer technology. A lot of the men in the high-tech world still don’t want to admit that a woman could do what they couldn’t, but the truth is that Mrs. Bronhurst was amazing.”

      “I assume from her name that she married?”

      Granny carried our empty dishes over to the sink to wash them. “When she was thirty-five. They never had any children, and she ended up being responsible for a lot of advances in technology. She insisted on going by her married name. One time she told me that it had taken her so long to find someone who would marry her—back then being smart wasn’t a virtue in a woman—that she sure as hell was using the title.”

      “Well,” I said. “That’s quite the story.”

      “But she can be mean, and that’s why I tend to stay away from her. But her birthday was Monday, so I made her lemon meringue pie and took it over to share with her. She doesn’t have many friends. Her husband died twenty-some years ago. She’s alone in the world, and for someone who gave the world so much, that doesn’t seem right.” Granny gave me one of those looks that strongly suggested I make friends with Mrs. Bronhurst, even though I didn’t want to.

      “All right, I’ll manage to bump into her, and I’ll spend some time with her.”

      “I think you’ll have more in common with her than I do,” Granny said. “And now, I’m for bed. Turn off the lights and make sure everything’s locked up before you head up to your room.”

      I sat in the kitchen for a while longer, thinking over the evening. The cats were happy and seemed settled. And the story of Mrs. Bronhurst kept playing through my mind as I checked the doors, made sure the stove was off, and climbed the stairs to my bedroom.
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        * * *

      

      Granny let me sleep in, and when I checked, I discovered she’d already fed the kittens. I was still in my robe when I brought them into my bedroom to hang out. Midnight was complaining that they wanted to explore the house, and I tried to appease her by promising that it would only be a day or two longer until we managed to make sure everything was safe for them, but that elicited a cat’s version of a raspberry. But she still let me pet her and both of them fell asleep on my bed after we had a rousing game of red-dot toy and chase-me/chase-you.

      I carried them back to their room and neither one woke up more than to squint at me during the process. Making certain their fountain was full and their food was still plentiful, I scooped the box and then headed back to my room to get dressed.
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        * * *

      

      I fixed myself a cup of tea and settled down at the kitchen table with the files. The files were thicker than I expected. But then, I wasn’t used to dealing with all the minutia of a case. When I was with the agency, I would receive a detailed mission, but all the background information had already been parsed and summed up for me. I was dealing with raw data here, the notes taken by the cops as they found the bodies.

      Since she was the most current, I decided to start with Patricia’s case. Her file wasn’t as thick. The first thing I noticed was that none of her family or friends had been interviewed yet.

      I glanced over her statistics. This was her first marriage, although it was her husband’s third. Since he was a shifter and she was human, he was quite a bit older than she was, and he had stepped outside his pack to marry her.

      He was a wolf shifter, which seemed odd. Shifters and vampires didn’t get along well, not usually, so if he did have a vampire mistress, then he was bucking the odds. Patricia was twenty-eight, and human. Her husband, Reginald, was well over two hundred and fifty. Which meant he was on the other slope of middle age, even for shifters.

      I sat back, thinking. What was an aging wolf shifter doing with a twenty-eight-year-old human to begin with? Most wolf packs did not approve of intermarriage. What could he offer her? Was she a gold digger? Or had she truly fallen in love with him?

      Picking up my phone, I dialed Granny at the shop. “Do you know how long Patricia was married to Reginald? And do you remember when they got married? Did his family object since she was human?”

      Granny paused, then said, “Hold on a moment. I’m slammed down here. Let me call you back in a few minutes when I can take a look at the ledger. By the way, those pumpkin spice pomanders you made? We’re almost out of them. People absolutely love them. Do you think you’d have time to work up a few more?”

      “I can do that. Problem is, I’m going to need a whole bunch more mini pumpkins and fresh cloves from the farmers market. I wasn’t planning on coming downtown today, so either we drive to Bliss Farm tonight…or…if you could pick them up on the way home?”

      “I’ll pick them up. And I’ll call you back in a few minutes when things calm down a little.”

      I set my phone down again, and sipped my apple cinnamon tea. As I was going through the files, jotting down notes that seemed significant, I heard a sudden whoosh in back of me and then a light laughter.

      “Hi, Dominique. What’s up?” I had gotten used to Dominique’s sudden appearances, and also her voice. She had talked to me when I was young, but that had been a long time ago.

      They’re adorable. I love them. I wanted you to know that I’ll take care of them as best as I can when you’re gone. I can’t actually feed them or pet them, but I can talk to them. And I can let Granny know if something’s wrong. She can’t hear me the way you do, but I can alert her when something is amiss. We’ve had that bond ever since she was my ward.

      “Does it seem strange, being here now? Since you were her nanny, when she was little? So much has changed since then.”

      Sometimes, yes. And I do keep track of what’s going on in the world. To be honest with you, I’m grateful I don’t have to deal with the realities of living in this world, in terms of functioning in it. It’s quite different when you look at things from my side of the Veil. I have less of an attachment to it, except for those I care for. I’m less invested in what happens than the living. Although as long as there is someone alive in this world that I care about, I will always have some sort of connection.

      I pushed my chair back a little, and put my pen down. “Is there anyone else alive besides Granny that you took care of?”

      In a way, but it won’t be long before that person will be joining me.

      She seemed reluctant to talk about it, so I backed off of that subject. Another thought occurred to me. “Dominique, can you travel outside the house? I think you told me you could, but I can’t remember. Are you stuck here?” A thought had occurred to me and I wanted to see if it was viable.

      Dominique took a moment and I could tell she was thinking over her answer. I can go places if I choose to. There’s a limit to how far I can travel, but I can wander around town if I choose. I am less ghost and more of a spirit guide for Granny. See, even I refer to her by that name. That woman was old when she was a child. Her whole family knew it, and so did I.

      “If I took you to the scene of a murder, would you be able to tell me if there are any ghosts there? And if there are, do you think you’d be able to communicate with them?” It suddenly occurred to me that it would be extremely helpful to have a ghost on my side during an investigation. I also wondered if the Crown Magika had ever thought of it. Surely there had to be witch-ghost pairings in the agency.

      Dominique hesitated. She showed up as a wispy, translucent version of who she had been as one of the living. Sort of like the old-time film projectors that flickered the faded images on screen. After a moment, she said, I suppose I could. I can try.

      “If you’re game, I’d like to give it a go. But first I need to skim through the rest of these files. I’d rather go in with as much information as possible.”

      Dominique drifted away from the table. Let me know when you want to go. If you call my name, I’ll be able to hear you.

      “Say, if it’s none of my business, tell me, but why didn’t you go through the Veil? Why are you still here?” I had never thought to ask her when I was a teenager, and since I’d been back, the thought hadn’t come up. I didn’t have much experience with ghosts or spirits, and this seemed like the perfect opportunity to learn answers to some of the questions I’d had over the years.

      Once again Dominique hesitated. Then, she said, Those of us who know we have died are sometimes offered a choice. Don’t ask me who offers it to us—all I know is the option was there when I crossed over. I had the choice to stay for a while, to watch over people I cared about. I decided I wanted to do that. I wasn’t ready to die, but then again, who is? My death wasn’t sudden and I knew it was going to happen, but I felt like I’d left a few things undone in my life. Now, I’m doing what I can make up for that. So, when I do go through the Veil, I’ll be able to move on without regret.

      “Does Granny know about this?” I wasn’t sure how much Dominique had talked to Granny. “You said she can’t talk to you like I can?”

      To be honest, no. She knows I’m here, and occasionally we can communicate, but nothing on the scale you and I do. I was entirely surprised when you sent up such strong signals.

      That confused me. “What do you mean, ‘strong signals’? I wasn’t aware I was sending anything.”

      Dominique seemed as shocked as I felt. Are you positive? I thought you were trying to communicate with me. Your curiosity’s everywhere, and I thought you were trying to summon me. Not the usual way that I’m used to, but I felt pulled to talk to you and I thought it was because you wanted to talk to me.

      I leaned back in my chair. First the cats, and now Dominique. But the cats were alive, and Dominique wasn’t. “Maybe I should call the Aseer. Granny wants me to. I can talk to the kittens, in a way that she’s never heard of any witch being able to. And now I can talk to you this clearly and I had no idea other people couldn’t.”

      What was your ability when you were first assessed by the Aseer?

      I thought back, trying to remember the exact wording. It had been thirty-six years.

      “The Aseer said that I have a rare form of magic that’s found in less than 10 percent of the witchblood community. I’m very good with precognition and premonitions, but mostly, I can sense things. I can sense when ghosts are around, I can sense when certain shifters and vampires are around, and my magic seems based in the ability to be in the right place at the right time. That stood me in really good stead when I was working for the Crown Magika. I always seemed to stumble into situations with the right equipment, or when the enemy was least prepared. Well, there were a few exceptions, especially when I had the accident. But otherwise, luck’s always been on my side.”

      You might find that your accident was actually a positive thing. Sometimes what seems like an interruption turns out to be a wonderful opportunity. I know that sounds like white-light New Age folderol, but it can be true. Maybe you weren’t meant to stay with the Crown Magika. Maybe your path was supposed to veer off to the side. Have you ever thought of that?

      Several people through the past few months had mentioned this to me. It’d been irritating and I’d angrily shut them up, but now I wondered, were they right? Was I really supposed to take a different route? I had loved my job so much that it seemed laughable to even consider that I shouldn’t be doing it. But maybe they were right and I was being shortsighted.

      “Oh, I meant to ask you, do you prefer being called a ghost or a spirit? Or is there some other term that’s more politically correct?” I didn’t want to offend her.

      Dominique cleared her throat. Either, although I tend to use the word spirit. I made a choice to stay. Most ghosts don’t. And I think you should call the Aseer. Meanwhile, why don’t you finish going over those files. Then, if you still want me to go out to one of the crime scenes with you, I’ll do my best. This is the most interesting thing to happen to me in decades.

      Laughing, I went back to the files, poring over them for another hour and a half. Then, realizing my stomach was rumbling, I decided to stop for lunch. I left my notebook and files on the table, made myself a turkey sandwich on white with provolone, and—carrying the sandwich and my water bottle—headed upstairs to play with the cats for a while.
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      After playing with the cats for a while—Sunshine was happy-go-lucky and laid back, while Midnight was chatty and hyper—I told them I would be back later and, after making sure they had plenty of water and food, I headed back downstairs.

      I yawned, stretching, as I approached the table again. Picking up my notes, I sat down to look for anything that might shed light on the case. Even though he had acted blasé, I could sense that Dagda was truly hoping I could help him. While I had come to believe that he was a solid officer, it was easy enough to tell that he had never dealt with a case like this. I could almost smell the fear on him when we were talking about the cases.

      In all of the cases, the victims had been found alone, exsanguinated, with only the bite on the thigh to account for it. All of a sudden, I stopped. I flipped back through the various files, searching. Sure enough, I saw no mention of any of the victims’ cars. Most of them have been found out in the woods surrounding one area of the town, and yet none of the cases mentioned finding their cars nearby.

      I picked up my phone and call Dagda.

      He answered on the second ring. “Hello? Chief Bruin here.”

      “It’s Marquette. I have a question for you. I didn’t find any mention of how the victims got to where they were found. There were no signs of any of their cars at any of the murder scenes? And if not, were their cars at home? I’m not noticing a lot of the details filled in.”

      He paused, then after a moment, cleared his throat. “I’ll be honest with you. We’ve barely scratched the surface on this situation. We’ve managed to interview a couple of the families, and have the rest on our list, but we’re strained to the limits now. These murders have happened so quickly that it’s thrown us for a loop.”

      “So you’re giving me a case that you haven’t even investigated yet? Can’t you get in trouble for that?” I wasn’t sure whether he really could get in trouble, but it seemed odd. I wasn’t part of the police force and—even though I had worked for the Crown Magika—it seemed like a breach of protocol.

      “Oh, we’ve taken the evidence and the ME’s on top of things, but I feel like we’re treading water and are about ready to sink. The last tax levy barely paid for the 911 system. Right now, the police aren’t exactly in favor around the nation. I get that. I truly do. There are bad cops out there and unfortunately, they do bad things, like kill innocent people. But taking away the money we have to investigate crimes like murder and rape isn’t going to do anybody any good. Our funding is stretched to the limit.”

      I knew he was right. And I understood why he was doing what he was. In fact, if I were in his shoes and I had someone like me available, I’d probably hand over the stack of files as well.

      “So, do you want me to interview some of these people? There are some questions I need answers to if you expect me to help. But in order to get those answers, we have to interview their families and friends. For example, why did they find Patricia Henson in Tiger’s Eye Park, and how did she get there? Where is her car? Do you even know that?” I was frustrated, and I was trying not to take it out on him because it really wasn’t his fault.

      Dagda let out a sigh. “I suppose I can issue you a special investigator’s license from the department. Then, you’ll be official if you want to investigate the families and interview them. I certainly don’t want to turn down your help. But you do have to be discreet. I’m going to assume you know how, given the cases that you worked on over the past…” He paused.

      “Go ahead and say it. Over the past thirty-some years. I went to work for the agency when I turned twenty. It’s been thirty-two years and I don’t lie about my age.” I stifled a laugh.

      Dagda snorted. “Well, I would never peg you for fifty-two. I would have believed you if you said forty, but man, you’re in shape and you keep yourself fit. You also don’t seem to have any wrinkles.”

      I laughed again. “Remember, I’m witchblood. I work out three times a week minimum, and it used to be five days a week before I hurt myself. I know four forms of martial arts, I can perform parkour with the best of them, and I can kill a man with my thumb to his throat. You don’t spend thirty-two years in the field chasing down vampires without keeping yourself in top condition. That’s what I miss most. That exhilaration when you’re on the chase.”

      “I suppose that can help. So, come on down and get your license. I’m swamped and don’t have the time to bring it out.” He sounded tired and I suddenly felt bad for him.

      “Sure, I’ll drop down in a little while. I think I’ll have a look at the murder sites first, or at least the dumpsites. I assume you’ve already been over them, but maybe there’s something I can pick up on.” I planned to take Dominique with me, but I wasn’t going to tell Dagda that yet. I could do that later if we found anything new.

      “When you visit the families, please be discreet. You can tell them you’re a special investigator doing some quid pro quo work for me.” He paused before the bravado drained out of his voice. “I really appreciate this, Marquette. I’m caught between a rock and a hard place. The budget’s strapped. And…” I heard him sigh. He had been about to say something else.

      “What? If you expect me to get tangled up in this, you need to tell me everything. If you expect me to go interview these people, I need to know what I’m getting into. And I need to know everything that I’m dealing with.”

      “We found some conflicting evidence. First, as to your question how the victims got to the drop sites, we found absolutely no trace of any tire tracks. Now, it’s been rainy, so you would expect to find at least something in the mud. That’s one checkmark for potential vampire kills. However, my intuition is telling me that’s not what we’re dealing with.” He sounded uncertain.

      “Me too. That’s why I’m asking. To be honest, I think this is a setup. Not for the police, but for the vampires. People are skittish about them, and with a good reason. But I can tell you, no rogue vampire I know would ever leave their kills out in the open. I have worked dozens of cases over the years, at least fifteen dealing with rogue vampires. And not one of them left their feeds in an easy-to-find place. Every single victim of a rogue vampire was found by odd chance. Every single victim was well hidden out of sight, or their bodies were destroyed.”

      Dagda cleared his throat. “All I can tell you is this—if both of us have the same hunch, we’d better listen.” He paused. I heard the sound of the door opening and someone speaking. After a moment he came back on the line. “I have to go. We’ll talk more when you come down to pick up the license. I’ll have it ready for you in half an hour. I’m going to need you to sign some papers, though.”

      “Of course, as long as I don’t have to sign away my firstborn. Although considering I never plan on having children—because I’m witchblood, that’s still a possibility—it doesn’t matter. I’ll be down in about half an hour.” I hung up.

      I had learned never to discount the intuition of a fellow officer, whether they were a police officer, a fireman, or someone belonging to the agency. Our lives often hinged on paying attention to that intuition, and most of us had learned not to ignore it.

      I made sure I had everything, my keys and wallet and purse, and for good measure, I ran up to my room and dug out my lucky stake. I had taken down more than thirty-five high-profile vampires with it, and had earned a reputation as one of the most effective agents against the fangster-set. The stake was incredibly important to me and I always took it on missions where I knew that there was a chance that I wouldn’t make it through.

      As I hefted it in my hand, I remembered the day it had saved my life.
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        * * *

      

      It was my third assignment, and I still didn’t know what I was doing. I had been assigned to a remote location, high up in the Cascades, near Glacier Peak, where the roads had ended and the actual mountains took over. I had been dropped off via a helicopter, at the foot of the glacier-covered stratovolcano. One of the most active of the Cascade sisters, Glacier Peak rose over 10,000 feet to its summit, the land around it built on layer after layer of lahars—the churning mud and debris flows that the volcanoes in the Cascade chain periodically shed. They were like Mother Nature’s menstrual flows.

      A short but winding path led up the side of the mountain to a cave. Within that cave lurked an ancient vampire from an ancient time—straight out of the distant past when vampires ruled the night and preyed on people and nobody could do much of anything about them. Back then, the few who could hunt them down didn’t have tech to rely on.

      My great-great-great-grandmother Molly had been part of the Crown Magika, and she had hunted vampires too, though back then things were far different. There had been no internet, there were no cars, and there was a vicious animosity against witches and Otherkin.

      When Molly went hunting, she wore leather armor, she hunted by torchlight, and she had a rare magical power that the Crown always took advantage of: she could sense when the undead, the unliving, and spirits were around. She could see the aura of death that surrounded them, so even if a vampire was trying to pass, she knew what they truly were.

      Now, I carried on her legacy, only I couldn’t see their auras. But I had luck on my side, as well as a plethora of gadgets. And I didn’t have anybody objecting to my career. Great-great-great-grandfather had left Molly when she refused to quit her job. He didn’t like being left at home with the kids. So he abandoned the family, and she was forced to quit. After that, he offered to take her back but she refused, struggling to raise their daughters on her own.

      I thought about all of that as I snuck toward the cave. Since it was daylight, the vamp wouldn’t be able to see me, but we weren’t sure if he had any friends or allies who might be watching for him.

      Long story short, I made my way to the cave and slipped inside. It took me awhile to find my footing at the base of the mountain and to navigate the narrow path that was barely wide enough for one person. Once I reached the cave, I made two mistakes that could have been fatal—and almost were. I didn’t take my time to look around, and I didn’t check the time of day.

      Instead, I saw the casket propped up on two sawhorses and went straight for it. As I opened the lid, someone hit me from behind and I blacked out.

      It had to be at least two hours later when I woke, because outside, it was dark. Given we were in late winter, it could have been any time after four p.m. I became aware of a muffled throbbing in the back of my skull. Whoever had clocked me had done a good job of it. I tried to move and realized that I was tied to a post in the center of the cave. I was sitting on the floor, my hands behind me.

      Two figures were nearby. They were both men, and my internal alarm bells started ringing immediately. The taller one was dressed in a hooded cloak. It covered everything but his face, and his eyes were shining like fire reflected in diamonds from the depths of the hood. A vampire. And right then, by the force of his energy, I knew it was the vampire we were looking for.

      I forced myself to look away and shifted it to the man beside him. Whether he was a shifter or human, I wasn’t sure, but at least this man was alive. He was leaning against a wall, and by his stance I could tell that he was uneasy being so close to his vampiric associate.

      It was then that I noticed a third person. Whether they were male or female, I couldn’t tell, but they were installing a couple chains from a lower part on the cavern’s ceiling. The chains were attached to a T-bar that was connected to a stake driven directly into the ceiling. At the end of the chains, I could see shackles.

      The main chain that fed through the stake in the ceiling seemed to be on a pulley system. When they were finished, they would be able to shackle a person so that they were pulled off the floor by their arms. That meant that, regardless of the shape their prisoners were in, they could hoist them up. Shuddering, I tried to make myself as quiet and unnoticed as possible. It was stupid, really, given they had already captured me, but inside a little refrain was running. If you stay still as a mouse, they’ll forget about you.

      Unfortunately, my reasoning was totally off-base. As I sat there, the vampire started toward me, moving slowly and deliberately. He made no sound, even though his feet brushed the rocky floor and he appeared to be wearing a pair of motorcycle boots. I steeled myself as he knelt beside me.

      “Do you know who I am?”

      The accent was Russian. I tried to decide whether it would matter if I told him that I knew who he was. On one hand if I claimed ignorance, perhaps they’d merely wipe my mind and send me on my way. On the other hand, if I told him I knew who he was, he might send me back with a message to the agency. Again, alive would be preferable.

      But I knew in my gut that he wasn’t going to let me go.

      “I’ve heard of you,” I said. “I wondered if you were a myth.”

      The vampire leaned down to stare at me.

      I wrenched my gaze away, closing my eyes. Slowing my breathing, I focused inward, as the agency had trained me to do. I needed something to latch onto, so I thought of my great-great-great-grandmother. We’d never met, but I could see her image from a painting her mother had painted of her. She had dark hair, with brown eyes, and even through the hands of the painter, I had been able to sense her power.

      Molly, are you there? Are you watching over me? If so, strengthen me with your courage. You were so brave. Help me be brave. Lend me your courage.

      I didn’t expect an answer—it was more of an exercise we had been trained in to gather our focus and find our center so we could drop into the deep trance that would give us strength to make it through torture. A ripple passed through me, cool and comforting, startling me. The energy felt sentient, with a consciousness behind it. From a long distance, I caught the words I’m here and I knew someone was beside me.

      Before I could process the fact that someone had answered me, cold fingers with long nails slid down my cheek, then roughly jerked my chin upward. I opened my eyes, trying to reestablish my focus, but I found myself staring into a demon’s eyes.

      His name was Erall, and he was evil incarnate. Rogue vampires were problematic, but some rogue vampires were a scourge on the face of the planet. Erall didn’t hate humanity, he didn’t respect the living enough for hatred. No, he viewed mortals as mere cattle, to be fed upon as needed, to be used for whatever he desired without any regard for their lives or loves. Erall was the worst kind of vampire—he simply didn’t care whether he caused pain or death.

      “Look at me, woman,” he said, his gaze piercing through my wards and blocks. “Look at the face of your death.”

      He bared his fangs and I realized that he was going to drain me dry. He wasn’t going to ask me where I was from, or who I was. He didn’t care. All that mattered was I was a mosquito in his world and he was about to hit me with a giant flyswatter.

      I glanced at the chains hanging from the ceiling and my vision clouded. I wasn’t going to fall prey to my own stupidity. I wasn’t going out without a fight. I scrambled, trying to get to my feet. He laughed, fueling my anger to a white heat.

      “No,” I muttered.

      “What?” He obviously hadn’t expected me to speak.

      “Hell no, you bloodsucker. You’re not about to be the last face I see.”

      I struggled again and my fear and anger rolled into a dark ball of energy. I could feel it pushing at the edges of my aura and I quickly turned to stare at the post I was chained to.

      As Erall’s laughter echoed throughout the chamber, my anger grew, and so did the roiling ball of energy. The next moment, I let it go. The bolt shot free and manifested into a shrieking ball of light. It hit the post and the chains, shattering both. Without thinking, I grabbed up a long shard of the post and turned.

      Erall was mid-laugh, frozen, staring as he tried to comprehend what had just happened. His buddy pressed his hands to his stomach where another piece of the post had impaled him as blood streamed out around the edges of the wound.

      Before Erall could shake free from his confusion, I turned back to him and gripping my stake, thrust it into his heart. As the vampire convulsed, I heard the woman’s voice again.

      That’s the way you do it, she said.

      Erall picked that moment to explode into a pile of ashes, and I stood alone in the cave, wondering what the fuck had just happened.
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      When I stopped at the police station, Dagda made me stay long enough to have my picture taken so he could include it on the license. He also provided me with a list of addresses of the victims’ families and once again, administered a warning to be professional. I bit my tongue, biting back a tart retort that I’d had more professional training than he had.

      As I headed out to my truck, I glanced over the names. I sat there for a moment, trying to decide the best way to proceed. My stomach rumbled and I decided I’d think better with some food in me. I started the ignition, then eased out of the parking lot and rumbled down the road toward the nearest Freddy’s—a local takeout joint owned by a wolf shifter. He made the best boneless rib sandwiches in existence. Granny had introduced me to him when I first arrived in town and now, I didn’t let a week go by without stopping for a RibSub—eight inches of sloppy, saucy, rib sandwich.

      I placed my order and—while waiting for the chocolate shake and sub—decided I might want to also take Dominique with me when I went to question the families. But first, I eased into a spot and made sure the sub was firmly over the container as I bit into it. I didn’t need barbecue sauce on my shirt or jeans. As the tangy tomato liquid raced down my throat, followed by the spicy, salty meat and the soft bread, I leaned back in my seat. I licked my fingers and then plugged my phone into the onboard system that allowed me to work hands-free.

      “Jerica, take notes.”

      “Notes application opened and ready,” responded the mechanical voice.

      We had had a much better voice-operated system in the agency, but since I was no longer an employee there, I couldn’t access it. I’d had to hand over my phone for a new one that was thoroughly cleaned of anything related to the Crown Magika. It had felt like part of my life had been scrubbed away.

      “Make a bullet list.

      
        	Get Dominique.

        	Interview families.

        	Investigate murder sites.

        	I might want to do that first before anybody else gets out there.

        	Ask Granny if there’s any spell that might help uncover the truth.”

      

      But then again, wouldn’t Granny have already suggested that? Or maybe Dagda hadn’t thought to ask—he was a shifter, and shifters didn’t know a lot about magic. But I would ask to make sure. One thing the agency drilled into us was: never ever assume anything. Assumptions led to disastrous mistakes, and we had been taught to check, double-check, and triple-check everything.

      As I finished my sandwich, I realized that I was lonely. It hit me full force like a ton of bricks. I loved Granny, but I couldn’t rely on her for my entire social life. I was glad that I had invited Jillian for dinner. We were friendly, and maybe we could become closer friends, but I needed to start reaching out in the community. As I thought about my lack of social interaction, the phone rang and Jerica announced, “Verity is on the line. Shall I pick up?”

      Surprised but pleased, I said, “Yes, put her on speaker. Hey, Verity. I’m glad you called.” I took a gulp of my shake and wiped my mouth. Even though she couldn’t see me, I didn’t want to sound sloppy.

      “Marquette, how are you doing? I thought I would call and schedule a coffee date if you would be interested.”

      “Yes, I’m definitely interested. What about dinner? Maybe we could get some dinner?”

      She thought for a second, then said, “Have you tried Handles? It’s a little diner up toward the Mountain, about five miles east of town. It’s worth the extra time to get there. They specialize in Northwest cuisine.”

      I had never been there, but it sounded good to me. Northwest cuisine wasn’t that well known yet around the country, but it included a lot of salmon, venison, wild mushrooms, berries, ferns, as well as featuring Asian profiles because of the substantial Indian and East Asian populations.

      “That sounds good. I close up at six o’clock. Will they still be open?”

      “They’re open until ten. I’ll call and make reservations for seven-thirty. That should give us plenty of time to get there. Do you want to go together or meet there?”

      I thought about it for a moment, then said, “Why don’t we meet there? I’ll call you if I have any change in plans, but I don’t anticipate anything interfering.”

      “Right, then. I’ll see you then.” She hung up before I could say good-bye. Remembering what my grandmother had said about her, I guess that I at least warranted her approval.
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        * * *

      

      At home, I called for Dominique after playing with the kittens. She showed up a few minutes after I called her.

      “Are you ready? How does this work? Do you ride in my truck?” I had no clue how ghosts transported themselves. Could they even ride in a vehicle?

      Dominique laughed. I can ride in a vehicle. I don’t take up any space, not on your realm. I could follow you on the astral, but it’s easier if I sort of attach myself to you. It’s not going to be like a cord that could drain you, but it will keep me connected to you so that I don’t end up shooting off in the wrong direction. It takes a while to get the hang of being dead. It took me a long time to figure out how to travel around on my own.

      Curious, I asked, “So, the ghosts who are trapped in a certain area—how does that work?”

      Let me tell you as we’re going along.

      According to the clock, it was already two o’clock.

      “You’re right. I’m not going to interview any of the families today, since that could take a while and I’d need to make the phone calls first to set up the interview times. But I want to go look at least at one of the spots where they discovered the bodies. I suppose we should start with Patricia, because she was the most recent victim, and because I had met her.”

      I stayed very still while Dominique made a connection with me. It was as though I could feel the cord going into my third chakra, connecting her to me. But she wasn’t draining me, on that she was correct. I just could sense her presence more keenly. I hadn’t realized that ghosts could do this, and it showed me how easy possession would be.

      As I walked back to my truck, I felt all too aware that I was towing her behind me. And that was exactly what it felt like—like I was the boat and she was the water skier. I tried not to show much of a reaction because it seemed rude, but I found myself walking more delicately, as though if I stumbled it would break the bond.

      I got into my truck and waited for a moment until she slid into the passenger seat. I turned the ignition and plugged in the location to the GPS. Jerica steered me out of the driveway.

      Dominique laughed, startling me. The look on your face is so funny right now, she said. You look like you’re trying to balance a very heavy headpiece.

      I realize that for all my attempts to be blasé about this, I really wasn’t. “It’s so weird having you attached me. And I don’t mean that to be rude, I really don’t. It’s not bad—it’s just odd. I’ve never had anybody bonded to me in this way before. At least not that I knew of.”

      Most people who have attachments aren’t even aware of them except through the way they handle life, or if their emotions are running in a different direction than they’re used to. But you seem hyperaware, even for a witch. I can tell this is making you uneasy, but I assure you I am not trying to do anything to influence you.

      “I know you’re not. And you’re right—I am hyperaware. I’m uneasy, but only because it’s such a new experience for me. Have you ever possessed anybody?” As soon as the words left my mouth, I realized how rude they were. But Dominique seemed unfazed.

      No, I have not. Possession is an aggressive act, and I’m not an aggressive spirit. Now, Granny might tell you different, based on how I treated her when she was young, but we were stern back then, and she was a very willful child. You wouldn’t believe how often I had to make her stand in the corner, to think over her behavior.

      That made me laugh. “Granny was an unruly child? Somehow that doesn’t surprise me.”

      She never wanted to wear her dresses or proper shoes. She grew up in Boston, you know. And there, during that time, witchblood children were expected to behave even better than human children. It was important to keep peace in the neighborhood, and that meant you didn’t let your child run around throwing spells at the neighborhood bullies for teasing the neighbor’s dog.

      “Did Granny do that?” I snorted, trying to picture her as a little girl.

      Granny believed in making people accountable for their actions. One time I almost lost my job because of her. She was eight, and there was a neighbor boy who was bent on being a hooligan. He was a wild child, and his father was the richest man on the block.

      “It seems like that’s always the case, doesn’t it?”

      Leroy—the little boy—got away with almost anything he wanted to do. One time Granny wandered outside as Leroy was starting to torment one of the neighborhood strays. It was an old tom we called Bumpkis, and Bumpkis had seen so many fights that he had a shredded ear. Oh, he was a snarly old tom, but he was a good cat, and he was Granny’s friend.

      “She always takes on the strays and underdogs of the world,” I said.

      When she saw what Leroy was about to do—she never told us what, but gods know, it was probably bad—she cast a spell that knocked Leroy all the way against the fence and then launched him over it. He broke his arm, sprained an ankle, and had so many bruises and slivers that it took them several weeks to heal him up. His father and Granny’s father had a major fight over the situation, but Granny’s father was true to his family. He believed her when she told him what Leroy was going to do.

      I found myself entranced by the story. “What happened?”

      I’m not certain what the night entailed, but Leroy never again attacked any of the neighborhood animals. In fact, he appeared to become a solid member of society. He even tried to date Granny when she was older, but she never forgave him for his childhood proclivities. She told me that “a man of a certain bent will never change.” And she was right. You might be able to change someone on the outside, but chances are the monster still resides within.

      “Did his monster ever return?”

      As I turned into the parking lot of Tiger’s Eye Park, Dominique let out a sigh.

      Yes, his monsters returned in full force. When he was twenty-eight, he was arrested for killing six women over a period of five years. Apparently, Granny was right, you can’t change a monster. They may cover up their stripes, or their wolfish teeth, but you can’t change the monster once it’s integrated into the personality. Are we there yet?

      “Yes, this is the park where they found Patricia. I’ll have to walk a ways, but I don’t think that should bother you. Can you stay connected to me until we get there?”

      I most certainly can, she said.

      We got out of the car and, with me carrying my tablet and a camera, we followed the road to the first turnoff that led into a thicket.

      Tiger’s Eye Park sprawled over four hundred acres, providing areas for rock climbers, a dog park, and a community festival area, as well as numerous hiking trails that led up into a heavily wooded area known as the Nightgu Thicket.

      I wasn’t sure who it had been named after, or even if it had been named after a person, but the thicket was heavily shaded from the sunlight and on a fairly steep incline. It wasn’t a hiking trail for an easy stroll in the afternoon, or a leisurely walk holding hands with a loved one. No, the Nightgu trail was meant for serious hikers who wanted to get in an ambitious workout. And it certainly wasn’t a trail that a woman wearing heels would attempt. Patricia Henson had been wearing four-inch stilettos when her body was found.

      The park was fairly crowded, given it was a weekday. In an open meadow area, near the central festival grounds, what looked like a grade-school class of children gathered around several teachers.

      I wasn’t sure what they were doing but it looked like they might be examining the local bug population. It struck me as somewhat dangerous that the teachers would bring them out here so soon after a murder victim was found in the park, but there were at least twenty children, and what looked like three or four adults milling around, so maybe they figured there was safety in numbers.

      I stared up the trail, then turned around. It would add an extra few minutes onto my hike, but I decided that I would go grab a walking stick I kept in my truck. I had never needed it before the accident, but ever since I had shattered my leg, I couldn’t count on stamina and endurance. Sometimes I needed extra support.

      Why are we leaving? Dominique asked.

      “We aren’t. I forgot my walking stick in the truck.”

      I’m so glad I don’t need anything like that anymore, Dominique said. But then again, a good ghost buster could blast me out of existence. I could fight back if they tried, but not unless I wasn’t worried about hurting them.

      “I have a question about that,” I said. “If you don’t want to go when somebody’s trying to exorcise you, how easy is it for you to blow them off, so to speak?”

      Dominique was quiet for a moment before she said, Well, it depends on who’s doing the exorcism, and how badly I want to stay. If I really don’t want to go, I’m strong enough now that I could probably give them a migraine. Hell, I could probably blast them across the room if I really wanted to, but most of the spirits I know who stay behind voluntarily and who aren’t out to do harm don’t like to use our powers like that. The very reason we stick around is to help out, not to hurt someone. Although if I needed to protect someone I cared about, you can bet that I’d use whatever powers I had on hand.

      “I’ve heard about spirit shamans. What about their powers?”

      I knew that spirit shamans’ powers were such that they could force someone across the Veil. It wasn’t exactly like an exorcism either. They could literally force the dead to move along.

      Yeah, that’s a different matter altogether. Some witches have an incredible talent dealing with the dead, but even their powers will not match those of the spirit shamans when it comes to the spirit world. Although spirit shamans don’t have other types of magic, witches aren’t necessarily born to deal with ghosts. Witchblood is quite different than the blood of the spirit shaman.

      We were back on the trail, and I was relieved when I realized I’d made the right decision going back for my walking stick. The grade started relatively easy but quickly turned into an uphill struggle. It had to be at least a twenty-degree incline. Serious hikers indeed.

      The sounds of the children’s laughter fell away as we made our way up the trail, with the sounds of birdsong and the rustling of bushes taking over. The rain had let up again, but the trail was still muddy, making it doubly hard to ascend. I found myself actually envying Dominique. She wouldn’t have any trouble or get out of breath or have her knee joints hurt. My body ached because of the wet weather. I’d never ached before, but injury could produce massive changes in the body, as I had found to my dismay.

      Dominique fell silent, but I could still see a slight glow of her outline. Patricia’s body had been discovered up top by the head of the trail, off to the left in a clearing. I wasn’t sure how far we had to go, but it couldn’t be much longer. About two thirds of the way up, I stepped off to the side where a fallen log served as a bench.

      “I need to take a breather. My gods, I’m out of shape. I’m trying to get back into good fighting order, but I’m afraid it’s going to take more than a few times per week at the gym. When I think of how far I’ve fallen from where I was, at the beginning of the year, it makes me want to cry.” I stared at the ground, rubbing my knee to ease some of the burning that was starting to take over.

      It must be difficult, knowing that you had to leave your entire world behind. Dominique sounded sympathetic, and right now I felt like I could use the sympathy.

      I tried not to let myself mourn for what I had lost, but sometimes it felt impossible to face the reality. “Thank you. I’ve tried to keep my complaining at a minimum, but now and then I just want to cry. I loved my job. I was at the top of my game. I was at the top of the agency. They called me in when nobody else could get the job done.” I lowered my head, staring at the ground.

      “And now what am I doing? Working in a retail shop, helping out the local chief of police who doesn’t have enough money to hire an investigator. I’ve fallen so far that I fear I’ll never be able to get up again. And I know that this is a new path and that I have to accept it, but damn it, I don’t want to accept it.”

      I turned to look at Dominique, whom I could see faintly against the background of the trees. “It’s hard keeping up appearances. I realized today how lonely I am. I had lots of friends in the agency but we really can’t associate with outsiders without compromising our missions. I had to leave all my friends behind. When Verity called me today to set up a coffee date—well, a dinner date, I felt like I’d struck the jackpot. I don’t even know the woman, yet I’m grateful for her attention. How pathetic is that?”

      Dominique wrapped her ghostly arms around my shoulders and I actually felt a warm ripple of energy run through me, both soothing and yet uplifting at the same time.

      It’s not pathetic at all. It’s human—well, witchblood. It’s natural to crave a connection with others. I know you and Granny have a connection, but you do seem isolated and I’d like to see that end.

      I bit my lip, staring down at the ground. “I am isolated. I tried to pretend that it doesn’t matter, but if I’m going to have to live a life outside of the agency, I can’t live it in isolation. I need friends, and I’m not sure how to make them anymore. In the agency we were all sort of flung together. We had a common goal, we had commonalities that no one else experienced. But how do you make that connection when you’re one in a million?”

      There’s no good answer for that. There’s no real way of giving advice for how to make friends. But I think if you go on being yourself, it’s going to happen naturally. Try not to be impatient, and be grateful that you have Granny. She’s a powerful ally, and a good friend.

      I pushed my pity party back where it belonged. “What doesn’t kill us makes us stronger?” I asked, kind of joking and kind of not.

      Dominique laughed. I don’t particularly like that cliché, because it isn’t always true. Anyway, are you ready to start up again?

      I push myself to my feet, and gauged how far we had to go. It would be less than a few minutes, though I was sure at the end it would be a struggle. Whatever the case, Dominique had fired me up again and I was ready to give a last push toward the top of the ravine. Struggling and slipping, I managed to make it to the top, where I fell down on a patch of grass and leaned back in my hands. Sometimes the littlest wins were the biggest, and sometimes they meant more than most expensive prize on the block.
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      After I had a chance to rest for a few minutes, I pushed myself off the ground and opened up my tablet. Dagda had given me the directions to where they had found the body, which was off the trail a little ways. I looked around, scanning for the telltale markers that Dagda cautioned me to look for. Finally, I saw them. There were two posts behind Huckleberry Bush, which connected to a bridge crossing a stream.

      The stream was only a few feet wide, but on the other side, the wilderness took over completely. This side of Tiger’s Eye Park led up into the wilds toward Mount Rainier. We weren’t in national forest territory yet at this point, but we weren’t that far off. I wasn’t sure how far the park boundaries extended, but it would be hard to tell the difference between the park and the land beyond.

      We were on one of the small foothills that led into the massive Cascades, and by small, I meant large compared to the rest of the country. The foothills in the Cascade Range would be dubbed a mountain in other states.

      I crossed the bridge, sensing Dominique right behind me, and then pushed through some of the undergrowth. It was still easy enough to tell that plenty of people had been through this area recently, but given another two weeks, there wouldn’t be a trace. The foliage sprung back quickly here, and even if it had been trampled by dozens of police and medics and search and rescue people, most of the groundcover had rebounded, hiding any evidence that there had been an investigation here recently.

      I slowed down, not wanting to get off track. From what Dagda had told me, people disappeared from the park every year, and nobody ever found out where they went. He had chalked it up to being too close to the wilderness, but this was a shadow town, and with that came an odd sense of mystery and intrigue.

      “The dumpsite should be straight up ahead,” I said, glancing back to see the shimmer of Dominique’s form following me.

      Carefully, she said, I sense a great unease, and there are watching eyes in the forest.

      “Do you think any of those watching eyes would talk to me? If I asked nicely?”

      I can’t give you the answer to that. I’m not even sure who the eyes belong to. But they’re around us, and they are wary. They have good reason to be, given what most of the humans are like who come through here.

      I considered her statement. It was all too true, given how people treated the Earth and her resources. And I didn’t hold myself immune to that either. Everyone made an impact on the planet, and no matter how small of a footprint we tried to leave, that footprint was going to be there. I was about to respond when we broke into a clearing around ten feet in diameter. It was almost a perfect circle, as if the forest had grown its own little grove. I saw the remains of caution tape, and realized we had reached the site where Patricia Henson was so unceremoniously dumped.

      “We’re here. Can you see if she’s around? If any ghosts are around?” I thought it would be little scarier than it seemed, and truthfully, even though it seemed serene, there was an under-riding current of agitated energy.

      Dominique was quiet for a moment. There is someone here, but I don’t think it’s Patricia. I can sense an older spirit, and actually I can see him. Do you want me to ask him who he is?

      “Would you please? I’d appreciate it.” I walked over to a fallen log and settled myself on it. The moss had grown thickly over it, almost like a cushion. On that moss, tiny toadstools and other fungus had taken up residence. I looked closely for carpenter ants, but the tree had fallen recently and they hadn’t had time to get to it yet. Wondering what had killed the tree, I settled down on it and drew a soft breath.

      One thing my time in the agency had taught me was patience. There had been cases where I had spent two months shadowing my quarry one step at a time, painstaking inch by inch until it had about driven me nuts. But I had learned from the experience. I had learned how to be patient; I had learned how to listen and move one step at a time.

      I tried to expand my consciousness, to see if I could sense any other spirits here. Dominique was easy, and the months I had spent in the house with her made it that much easier. But rogue spirits, ghosts I wasn’t living with on a day-to-day basis? They were another matter. At least I thought they were.

      A few moments later, Dominique came shooting across the clearing back to my side. Okay, the new spirit said he will try to contact you in a moment. You need to open yourself to him. I don’t think he’s dangerous.

      “Did he give you a name?”

      Dominique shook her head. Not yet. He says he wants to be sure of me before he transfers that information. I’m giving him time to scout out my energy.

      “Can you estimate how long he’s been here? In the park, I mean.”

      Dominique gave me a little shrug. It has to be some time, she said. The way he’s dressed indicates that he hasn’t been in corporeal form for a long time. I’d estimate that he probably died in around the 1950s or a little earlier. In the spirit world it’s not considered polite to ask when someone died until you get to know them a little. I will tell you that his energy seems very prim and proper, and I don’t get any negative vibes off of him.

      Well, at least that was something. The last thing I needed to deal with was a malign spirit who didn’t want to be interrupted.

      “So, it’s rude to ask a ghost when they died. What about asking how you died?” I really wasn’t up to speed on ghostly etiquette. In fact, it occurred to me that I didn’t even know there was such a thing. And right on top of that realization came another: I hadn’t really considered spirits or ghosts to be…people, so to speak. I had never once considered a ghost’s feelings. I had a lot to learn, apparently.

      Sometimes it’s obvious, because some spirits retain the visage of what they look like when they died. It’s kind of hard to conceal an axe in the head or something like that. Others, like me, don’t show any sign of what killed us. But that tends to be common among the spirits who have chosen to stay here and guide others. We’re less tied to our deaths. Dominique straightened her shoulders and looked to her left. Here he comes now.

      I squinted, looking toward the direction she had indicated. Sure enough, I could see the faint outline of a man walking toward us. He was probably about fifty-nine, maybe fifty-eight, and he was wearing one of those trench coats that were so common during the 1940s and 1950s. Beneath that he was wearing a suit, and he was carrying an umbrella and a briefcase. He looked as though he could be walking down any city street, albeit in an out-of-date outfit.

      I waited until he got closer, and then gave him a respectful nod. I wondered if I was going to hear him the same as I heard Dominique. My answer came quickly.

      How do you do, madam? Your friend indicated you might want to talk to me? He sounded suspicious, but he seemed open to communication.

      “How do you do, and yes, I would appreciate it if you might be able to answer some questions. My name is Marquette, and I’m helping investigate a murder.” I wasn’t sure if I should have said that or not, but he perked up the moment he heard me.

      A murder! Heavens, I’ll do whatever I can to help. I was a lawful citizen when I was alive, and I would do my best to help whenever asked. Now, even though I’m in spirit form, I still consider myself a citizen of this town and I will do whatever I can to aid you. Times have certainly changed. In my day, women investigators were rare. He tipped his hat to me and I realized he was wearing a bowler.

      “I appreciate it. I’m lending my services to the police department here. I worked for the Crown Magika before this. I’ve got an extensive background in investigating all sorts of cases.”

      My name is Ernest Freeman. He looked up at the sky. It looks like it’s going to rain shortly. Perhaps we had better get started before you get soaked. He paused, then added, It was a day much like today when I died here. I had a heart attack, in case you’re wondering. I decided to take a long walk through the park and, quite honestly, I knew my heart wasn’t up to the climb. But I wanted to give it a try. I didn’t believe my doctor when he told me my heart had some serious issues. Sometimes you live and learn, and sometimes you learn by dying.

      I suppressed a laugh. He was a jovial little man, with a dry wit. I decided that I liked Ernest Johnson, as much as I could like anyone in this short of a time.

      “A woman was found in this area, right here actually, a few days ago. Now, we don’t think she was killed in the park. Her body was drained of blood, and officials suspect a vampire kill. But something tells me that’s not necessarily true. Were you possibly around when someone dropped her body here? Did you see anything that might help?”

      Ernest sat down on the log next to me, a gentle energy surrounding me as he did so. I glanced up at Dominique, who gave me a soft smile.

      After a moment, Ernest cleared his throat. Or at least it sounded like it in my head. I do recall something. It was the day before last.

      “That’s when they found her body here.”

      I always take my evening constitutional along this path. I don’t have much choice, actually. While I decided to stay, I somehow managed to connect to this park and I can’t seem to leave. If you’re a witch, I’d appreciate it if you could possibly sever that bond for me at some point. I’d like to visit my wife and see if she is still alive, although when I think about it, she wouldn’t be. Would she? I don’t even know how many years it’s been since I died. That was back in 1948.

      I bit my lip, dreading to tell him that it was highly unlikely his wife was still alive. “It’s 2022 now. How old was she when you died?”

      Ernest let out a sigh. Oh no, she’s most likely passed on. We’re both human, and in 1948 she was thirty-five years old. She’d be hundred and nine today. But if you get the chance, can you look up an Elizabeth Johnson who used to live on Pine Street? If there’s any way she’s still alive, can you tell her I said I love her and I’m sorry that I didn’t listen to the doctor?

      “Of course. I’ll check and we’ll let you know.”

      Thank you, I appreciate it. All right… So, the night before last I was taking my evening constitutional and I heard something in the bushes. I thought perhaps it was a dog or a rabbit or something, and since I love animals, I walked over to take a look. I saw something carrying what looked like a large plastic bag. It took the creature both hands to carry it, and the way the bag draped in their arms, I’d swear there was a body there. They knelt beneath the bush over there and opened the bag. A moment later, they lifted out a woman and dropped her on the ground. I thought it odd. It seemed strange that they wouldn’t dig a hole to bury her. After all, most murderers don’t like to leave evidence of their kills, at least not from the murder magazines that I read. I was an avid mystery fan and I loved Agatha Christie. He beamed, shaking his head. I do miss reading.

      I thought for a moment. This went along exactly with what the officers had found. Patricia Henson had been found beneath a bush. “Can you describe what the person carrying her looked like?”

      I can try, but the shadows concealed so much.

      It occurred to me that I could bring a sketch artist out here and relay the information. “Would you mind if I brought out a sketch artist to draw what you tell me?” Even if Dagda couldn’t afford one, maybe I could ask Verity. She was an artist, and she was good at it.

      Ernest clapped his hands, a delighted look spreading over his face. I would love that! I’ve always wanted to work with a sketch artist. You don’t know how much I loved a good mystery, he added.

      I grinned. “I’m beginning to understand. All right, I’ll try to bring an artist out. Will you be around this week?”

      Where else am I going to go? he asked, winking at me. But his wink was friendly, rather than suggestive, and he looked absolutely thrilled.

      It hit me that he looked a lot like George Costanza on the Seinfeld TV show, except he was wearing the bowler hat, and he was a little leaner than George. I turned to Dominique.

      “Thank you so much. Is there anything else you can sense out here? Did Patricia get caught here, by any chance? Do you sense any threads leading to her spirit?”

      Dominique started to speak, but before she could, Ernest interrupted.

      Sometimes a spirit won’t return to the place of their death until they’ve come out of the immediate shock. When I died, I was in a nebulous area filled with mist and clouds. I could barely see anything. That lasted for about two weeks, from what I can understand of my timeline. And then I found myself being offered the choice of moving on or returning to stand guard. So your murder victim might still show up.

      “Thank you, Ernest. See you later. I’d better get a move on.” I started back toward the trail, and Dominique stopped me.

      I’m going to stick around for a couple minutes and say good-bye to Ernest again. But I’ll meet you at the car.

      “All right,” I said. “Don’t take too long.” As I headed back toward the trail, I could still sense an eerie energy in the area, but what it was, I couldn’t tell. Maybe, just maybe, Ernest would have more information for me when I returned with Verity.
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      Dominique and I arrived home around five p.m. I had stopped to pick up some brownies and ice cream for dessert, along with some caramel and chocolate sauce.

      As Dominique faded off into the house, I carried the bag of food into the kitchen and set it down. Granny wouldn’t be home until around six-thirty. Since she was going to make dinner for Jillian and me, I decided to write up my notes about what I had found out from Ernest and then study the files a little longer. By now it was raining outside, so I lit a fire in the fireplace and settled down with my notes. By the time Granny arrived home, I had worked up a list of preliminary questions to ask the families.

      I set aside my notebook and followed Granny into the kitchen, where I set the table as she washed her hands and began to pull out dinner preparations from the refrigerator. I washed my hands and walked over to the counter, looking for something to do.

      “How can I help?”

      “Why don’t you make the salad?” She pushed the greens, tomatoes, cucumbers, and pine nuts toward me. As I retrieved the salad bowl from the cupboard and began to tear up the greens—I knew enough not to use a knife to cut them—I told her about my afternoon with Dominique.

      “Well, then, what do you think of my old nanny?” Granny’s eyes were twinkling. “She was good to me, I have to say that. Dominique was with my family for many years.”

      “I like her. I remember liking her when I was a child, as well.”

      “I didn’t know you knew about her back then.”

      “I talked to her—we became friends. I’m glad that she’s here voluntarily, and I like that she’s willing to go out to do things. I don’t have many friends yet. And I don’t mind having a ghost for a friend. It’s not so different from having a living person around. Especially since I can talk to her so easily.”

      Granny set down her whisk. She was making a sauce to go over the meatloaf.

      “I’m serious,” she said. “You need to make an appointment with the Aseer. Almost every witch I know of who deals with ghosts in any way can’t talk to them as clearly as you can. The same with the cats. You seem to be able to communicate on a sophisticated level with creatures that most of us can’t emulate. Please promise me you’ll call the Aseer tomorrow and make an appointment.”

      As she picked up her whisk again, I promised that I would.

      “I think I’ll look up Ernest and see if I can find a record of him,” after I told Granny what had happened in the park. “I do know that ghosts can lie, so I want to make sure that he’s not leading me on.” I finished making the salad, then pulled my tablet out of my purse and sat down at the table, tapping away at the screen.

      I typed in Ernest’s name, remembering that I had promised to check on his wife, and immediately found the obituaries for both Ernest and Elizabeth. In fact, Elizabeth had died ten years after Ernest, which meant she must have moved on after death without contacting him.

      That made me sad. I wondered what he would think about the information. Sure enough, Ernest had been found in Tiger’s Eye Park right around the time he said he had died, and he had suffered a heart attack there from overexertion. Apparently, he had a weak heart, and just as the doctor had warned him, it led to his death.

      Elizabeth had died when she drowned in a boating accident over at Ocean Shores. She had gone out on a speedboat with her new husband. I frowned, not certain how Ernest would take the news that she had remarried. An unexpected storm had sprung up and the boat took on water. Before they could deploy a life raft, a rogue wave had tipped it over. They went down with the boat, and while authorities found wreckage indicating the speedboat had been demolished, they had never recovered the bodies.

      I glanced up from my tablet. “There are so many ways to die in this world. If people actually thought about how many potential accidents there are, or how many ways one can die, nobody would ever leave their house.”

      “Well, that’s one of the downsides to life. We’re fragile beings at the core. We like to think we’re resilient, and it’s true the body can take a beating and still keep on ticking, but eventually our luck runs out.” She finished with the sauce and set it to the side. Then, after mixing up the ingredients for the meatloaf, she packed it into a baking pan and tucked it in the oven. Next, she began peeling potatoes. I offered to help, but she waved away my offer.

      “I’m fine. You know how much I love to cook, and you took care of dessert so I don’t have to worry about that. Why don’t you go play with the cats until Jillian gets here? In fact, we should begin letting them out now. I think everything has been kitten-proofed in the house, and at least you can warn them to be careful. Impress on them that there are dangers they may not recognize.”

      I pushed my way up from the table, setting my tablet aside, and was about to head upstairs when the doorbell rang. “That’s probably Jillian.” I headed to the door and opened it, but to my surprise there stood Dagda.

      “What can I do for you? But hey, I have some information.”

      Dagda had a strange look on his face. He looked pale and worn out. “We found another body on the other side of town. I think it’s the same MO. This time, the victim was a thirteen-year-old girl.”

      My heart hit my stomach. “You need me to go with you?”

      He nodded, an apologetic look on his face. “I’d appreciate it if you would. We can use all the help we can get on this. I can’t hide the fact much longer that we have a serial killer in Terameth Lake.”

      As I let Granny know what had happened and asked her to entertain Jillian while I was gone, I couldn’t help but wonder what the hell we were dealing with. And how I had ended up getting involved.
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      Dagda had asked me to meet him in an empty lot right near Hell’s Thicket. After giving me the address, he had taken off so he could get there as soon as possible. I had to gather my coat and purse and put on some shoes.

      “Dominique? Dominique? Dominique!” I waited until she showed up. “Can you come with me? There’s been another murder and I thought maybe the spirit might still be around.”

      Dominique agreed, and we headed out as soon as I gathered my things. As I brought up the GPS on Jerica, I wondered who in their right mind would have killed a thirteen-year-old girl. Obviously, it wasn’t anyone in their right mind, but after all these years, it still boggled me how people could do things like this, especially to a child.

      Dominique and I both remained quiet as I forced myself not to speed. As my truck rumbled along over the pavement, I was grateful for the seatbelt. There were a lot of potholes in town, but I assumed that the budgetary problems that had hit the police department had also hit City Hall.

      The rain was pouring down, and I was grateful that I’d remembered to bring a hooded rain slicker. As I navigated the backroads of the town, it began to dawn on me how rural we were. We were too far away from any large town to quickly reach a major hospital. Oh, Terameth Lake had its own urgent care clinic, but the town wasn’t set up to handle more than a simple heart attack or a broken leg.

      Both sides of Tamlin Loop were heavily wooded, with the undergrowth so high it might as well be a secondary layer of trees. The streetlamps were far and few between, and most of the drive was illuminated only by the headlights on my truck.

      A moment later, Dominique spoke. This is bad, isn’t it? I mean, now we’re talking about the death of children.

      “Yes, it’s bad. There have been several of these cases, as I told you, but until now, they’ve all been adults. I still don’t think it’s a vampire, but we should ask Ernest what time of day it was that he saw the person bringing the body. If it was before sunset, there’s no way it could be a vampire. Not unless they have an accomplice who can walk under the sun.”

      Dominique paused, then said, Do you remember much about your time here, when you and your mother and brother lived with Granny?

      I forced myself to keep my eyes on the road. “I remember talking to you. My brother could never sense you, but then again—he was always slow with magic, and mostly interested in making money.”

      I watched over you the years you were here. I promised Granny I would. She paused. Do you remember one day when you were outside in the yard, near dusk? A van drove up and a man called out, asking if you would give him directions.

      I clutched the steering wheel tighter, forcing my attention to the road. But, like a broken water main, the memory came flooding back. My breath quickened. “It was a green van, wasn’t it? With yellow stripes on the back. There was some sort of writing on it, but I can’t remember what.”

      Dominique nodded. Yes, it was. And the man kept trying to get you to come closer. Your mother was at work on a night shift, and Granny was down the street, helping someone who had arthritis.

      My stomach lurched. “The man was trying to kidnap me, wasn’t he?”

      I remembered feeling unsafe. And then a voice—now I realized it was Dominique’s—had screamed for me to run inside and lock the door, which I did. I had picked up the phone, ready to call the police. But I looked outside and saw the man hesitate in front of the house, then speed off. As far as I knew, I had never seen him again. And I never told anyone, most likely because I hadn’t wanted to face the possibilities that had run through my mind.

      Yes, and I told you to run, to get in the house, and lock the door.

      “I heard you. You saved my life, didn’t you?” I was shaking now. “Please tell me he didn’t kidnap some other girl? Please tell me that my silence wasn’t responsible for someone else getting kidnapped.”

      I wanted to cry. All the fear I had pushed into a dark closet came sweeping back. I had repressed the memory, hiding it as deep as I could, and then I’d learned martial arts and later joined the agency. But now, heading to where a thirteen-year-old girl had been found dead, all that fear from my childhood returned, causing a major adrenaline spike.

      Dominique’s voice was soothing, more so than I felt I deserved. The man left town. As far as I know, he didn’t abduct any children from Terameth Lake, but there’s no doubt in my mind he went on to kidnap children elsewhere.

      “If only I had told someone. They might have caught him,” I said, angry at my lack of responsibility.

      You were thirteen. You were frightened and there was no adult in the house. Have some compassion for yourself, Marquette. You weren’t to blame.

      I tried to control my breathing, tried to remember everything that I had learned. But some of those walls were breaking down, now that I wasn’t faced with a continual stream of potential death and dismemberment. I felt like I was losing something. Like I was losing the ability to be on alert every minute of every day.

      “You know, in an odd way I hope I meet him again sometime. And I hope I recognize him. Because I’ll teach him what it means to be a perverted piece of shit. And I won’t hold back. I don’t care whether he’s turned into an altar boy at this point. The fact is, I know he’s killed children before, and he would have done the same to me if he’d gotten a chance. I have no doubt that he’s continued doing what he did best.” I wanted closure. I wanted to put something right that I had let go astray.

      Isn’t that the turnout up ahead? Dominique asked.

      Silently, I pushed all my thoughts about the predator to the backburner as I turned into the picnic area. We were down the street a block or two from Hell’s Thicket, according to GPS. I sat still after turning off the ignition, trying to control my shaking.

      You need a clear head, Dominique said. We’ll talk about this later. It was a mistake for me to bring it up now. Take three deep breaths and let them out slowly, and bring your mind back to the present.

      I did as she suggested, bringing my focus back to the present. Finally calm, I stepped out of my truck. Dagda was on the other side of the clearing. With Dominique by my side, I headed over, dreading what I was about to see.
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        * * *

      

      During the course of my time with the Crown Magika I had seen a lot of dead bodies and investigated a lot of murders. While I never had gotten used to it, I had come to a quiet acceptance. Not that I accepted the murderers, but there was a certain solemnity and ritual when approaching a murder victim—with a respect that wasn’t exactly voiced, but put into action.

      Usually during the first few moments, people talked in hushed whispers, almost as if trying not to disturb the dead. As the work continued, the volume of the voices grew louder, but—at least in my experience—there were no jokes, no laughter, merely respectful and methodical communication as needed.

      But when the victims were children…well, children were different. The mood shifted to a somber brooding—a thin veneer over anger that smoldered beneath the surface.

      I paused, watching Dagda as he stared down into a pile of undergrowth. He was surrounded by what I assumed were emergency techs, and it was then that I saw the ME’s car to one side. A woman was talking to Dagda, and I assumed it was Canes.

      I sucked in a deep breath and headed their way, steeling myself. Dominique was right beside me. As we approached, Dagda turned around. He looked resigned.

      “Hey, Marquette. Thank you for coming.” He paused. “This is Amanda Canes, our medical examiner. Amanda, this is Marquette Sanders. She was an agent with the Crown Magika and I’ve pulled her in as a special investigator for the case.”

      Amanda nodded and sighed, but didn’t offer her hand. She was wearing gloves, which had all sorts of muck on them. “We’re about ready to take her in. But I looked her over and sure enough, there are bite marks on her thigh.”

      “Was she killed here?” I asked.

      Canes hesitated, glancing at Dagda, who gave her the go-ahead.

      “No,” she said. “She’s been dead for at least twenty-four hours. Less than seven hours ago, a group of students from the Alpine Lakes Academy was here, holding a ritual. There was no body here at that time. They left by three p.m., and so the body had to be dumped here between then and six, when it was discovered.”

      A three-hour window wasn’t long. “That means that the killer was here a few hours ago.” I paused, looking around. “Can you excuse me for a moment? I won’t disturb anything.” I moved to the side where I wouldn’t be heard. “Dominique? Are you here?”

      I’m here, she said. What do you need?

      “Can you look around to see if the girl’s spirit is anywhere nearby? Or any other spirit who might have seen her body being disposed of?” I waited while Dominique began searching. A moment later, Dagda joined me.

      “I saw you talking to…the air,” he said, glancing over his shoulder. “Poor kid.”

      “Have you told her family yet?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “When I leave here, I’ll go directly to tell them. I know her father—we went to school together. This isn’t going to be easy. Her name is Thea Smith. She was planning on becoming a teacher.”

      I sucked in a deep breath. “Listen, I have something to tell you. I was going to call you tomorrow, but now’s as good a time as any. I took Dominique, our house ghost, out with me to the park where you found Patricia. She was able to contact a ghost there who saw Patricia’s body being dumped. I’m planning on taking a friend of mine who’s an artist out there tomorrow evening. With Dominique’s help, we plan on having Ernest give Verity a description of the person he saw carrying Patricia’s body.”

      Dagda stared at me. “What?”

      “You heard me. And by the way, Dominique is here. She’s out searching to see if Thea’s ghost is anywhere around. Patricia wasn’t in the park, by the way.”

      “Why didn’t I think of doing that? I never in the world thought of calling on help from the spirit world. You’re brilliant!” His eyes lit up and for the first time in days, I saw hope there.

      “It didn’t occur to me till yesterday, actually.” I frowned. Dominique still wasn’t back. “I’ll let you know when she returns.”

      “So, the ghost in the park saw someone dumping Patricia’s body?”

      I nodded. “He couldn’t tell if it was a man or woman, and whoever it was, was cloaked up and short. But he’ll do his best.”

      The techs began to lift Thea’s body out of the undergrowth. My stomach lurched as I stared at the young girl. She would never grow up, never become a teacher, never experience her first date or her first kiss, never go on to accomplish whatever great successes she might have been fated to. Her skin was waxen, so pale that it was almost blue. The rosy life in her cheeks was gone, and she looked almost vampiric, with her lips still stained bright pink. A sudden thought broke through my morose thoughts.

      “Dagda.” I tapped him on the shoulder. “Have any of the victims turned? Have any risen as a vampire?”

      “No, they didn’t. Isn’t there a three-day window before they rise?”

      “Yeah, there is. And since they haven’t, I can almost guarantee we’re not dealing with a rogue vampire. Most of them like siring new vamps. That’s one of the few ways we get new vampires anymore. Unless a vamp and their potential sireling file an ironclad contract with the state, a vampire can be staked for siring someone.”

      In fact, the world population of vampires was slowly decreasing. As accidents and suicide eventually claimed vampires’ lives, not that many volunteers were lining up to be turned.

      The latest statistics I had read theorized that within the next few hundred years, the vampire population would be limited to vamps three hundred years and older. There was a strict limit on how many vampires could be coined each year, and only so many licenses were available.

      “Why would someone try to imitate a vampire, though?” He frowned, shaking his head. “What would it get them?”

      I tried to run through potential scenarios. “Well, remember Elizabeth Bathory? Maybe we’re dealing with a psycho who wants to bathe in blood, or…I’m not sure. Imitating a vampire would throw the cops off the real trail.”

      “They’d have to find a way to drain the blood from two puncture wounds. That could take a long time.” Dagda motioned to Canes. “Is there a way to quickly drain every drop of blood from someone through two puncture wounds, without being a vampire?”

      “As far as I know, it would have to be done magically,” Canes said. “If there’s internal bleeding, death may come quickly, but extracting the blood through such minuscule holes would take time.”

      “How long was Thea missing?” I asked.

      Dagda checked his notes. “Three days. Apparently, her parents thought she was staying with a friend named Kenya. So the family didn’t worry because she wasn’t supposed to be home until today. They couldn’t get in touch with Thea, so her mother called Kenya’s parents to see when they should pick her up. According to them, Thea had never arrived, but Kenya had received a text message telling her that Thea had canceled to go to her grandmother’s.”

      “Then someone had to know that she was going to stay over.” I jumped as Dominique appeared next to me. “Hey, did you find anything?”

      Dominique had an expression on her face that told me she had, and whatever it was had scared her shitless. Yes, I found something. I don’t know what the hell it is. I think it’s magical, though, so you should take a look at it. I don’t know if someone who isn’t witchblood can see it.

      “Let me tell Dagda. I want him to come with us, even if he can’t see whatever we’re looking at. How far away is it?”

      A few minutes’ walk into the forest. It’s not exactly in Hell’s Thicket, but it’s close. The energy from that part of the woods extends over here, though I don’t know if you knew that.

      Dagda was staring at me as I was having my one-way conversation with the air. “Did she find anything?” A faint note of hope filled his voice.

      “Yeah. We need to go check it out. You may not be able to see it. Dominique says she thinks it’s magical and that possibly only those of witchblood can see it. I want you to come with me, though.”

      He turned to Canes. “Wait here. Don’t take her away yet.”

      As we headed into the undergrowth, Dominique leading the way, my pulse raced. But I wasn’t exactly afraid. I was on the job, and while I was downhearted about Thea, I was feeling a spark that I hadn’t felt since I left the agency. And then I realized: I felt useful again.

      The undergrowth thickened, making it difficult to push through, and there was a subtle pulse that ran through the foliage. It wasn’t normal earth energy, but something dark and foreboding. I shivered as I tried to pinpoint exactly what it was. I wasn’t being watched, but a resounding current was definitely running through the ground and the trees, a current that felt almost sentient.

      “Can you sense it, Dagda? The energy that’s running around this area? If it’s like this here, I dread to think of what it’s like in Hell’s Thicket.” I had to monitor my breath, to keep myself calm. I kept telling myself, There’s nothing to be afraid of here, but then I realized that was far from the truth. I changed my inner mantra to Panic will do you no good, so remember your training.

      As I felt the subtle easing of tension, I was able to think clearer. I stopped for a minute to take a deep breath and let it out slowly.

      “What is it?” Dagda asked.

      “I was starting to hyperventilate from the energy, so I called on my training to calm down.”

      Dagda stopped in his tracks, closing his eyes. After a moment, he opened them and, in a shaky voice, said, “It’s taking everything I have to force myself to stand here. I’ve never felt anything that filled me with so much dread, and I’ve been in Hell’s Thicket before. This is something different—it reminds me of Hell’s Thicket, but it’s more dangerous than anything I’ve encountered before.”

      “Isn’t there supposed to be a portal in Hell’s Thicket somewhere?”

      “Yes, though we’ve never been able to pinpoint the location. Why?”

      “Suppose something came through it—something dangerous and different than anything we’ve encountered. Since we’re both certain that we aren’t dealing with a rogue vampire, what if there’s a creature who can mimic the vampire’s bite and drain the blood out of the victims?”

      We’re almost there, Dominique said. You might want to be quiet. I’m almost positive there’s something out there in the woods that can hear us.

      “Dominique said we should quiet down, that something is listening. We’re almost there—wherever there is.”

      We fell silent as we followed Dominique, and not two minutes later, she stopped. I held my hand up to Dagda and he stopped behind me.

      There, over there on the ground. Can you see the marking?

      I slowly moved forward, stopping when Dominique held up her hand. She pointed toward the ground and I knelt, staring at the markings that were pressed into the dirt. On the ground in front of me was a wide circle, almost five feet across. There were various runic markings all the way through it and the entire sigil glowed with a pale green light. A faint mist hovered over it, making me queasy. I couldn’t read the markings, but Dominique was right. Whatever this was, it was magical, and it hadn’t been placed here by anyone with good intent.

      I turned back to Dagda. “Can you see it?”

      He stared to where I was pointing. “No, I can’t see anything. But something’s giving me the creeps. What are you looking at?”

      “It’s a sigil. It’s magical, all right, but whoever created it…my gut tells me it’s not of witchblood-make. I think it comes from some creature with a natural magical ability.” I stared down at the markings. The runes looked like nothing that I had ever seen before. I knew that if I took a picture it wouldn’t show up, so I turned back to Dagda. “Do you have a notebook and a pen or pencil? I want to draw this so that I can look it up when I get home.”

      While he retrieved a notebook and a pen from his jacket pocket, I turned to Dominique. “Have you seen any sign of Thea’s spirit? Is she around here at all?”

      Dominique shook her head. No, I’m sorry. I don’t see any sign of her. I do find it strange that I couldn’t find any sign of Patricia, either. With violent deaths, there’s almost always some residue, at least.

      Dagda gave me a questioning look. “Well?”

      “There’s no sign of Thea’s spirit anywhere. In fact, there wasn’t any residue with Patricia either. I wonder about the other victims. It’s been a while, but we should take a look at their murder sites. That’s not to say that the spirits aren’t hanging out where they were actually killed, but a lot of times they stick around the site where the body was dumped.” I took the pen and paper and began to sketch out the sigil, taking pains to make it as accurate as possible. Maybe Granny would have some idea of what this was.

      “What could account for that? Could they have gone through the Veil?”

      I bit my lip, thinking about his question. “It’s possible, but honestly? I would expect to find some residue left here, in the spirit world. Some sign that they had been murdered violently. My guess is that the bite mark was strategically placed to throw us off track, which means whoever our murderer is, they’re smart. Maybe not smart enough to know the truth about rogue vampires, but smart enough to figure out a potential scapegoat.”

      I finished up with the drawing and then stepped back, carefully tearing the page out of the notebook and putting it in my pocket before returning the notebook and pen to Dagda. I turned to Dominique. “Is there anything else we should know? And did you by any chance see any sign of a sigil over in Tiger’s Eye Park, near Patricia’s dropsite?”

      No, but I can go back and look again. I don’t tend to wander off site, remember? Plus, we were talking to Ernest there.

      “Why don’t we do that tomorrow morning? I don’t want to go there at night alone.”

      “Go where?” Dagda said.

      “Back to the park where Patricia was found. I’m now wondering if there was a similar sigil somewhere back in the copse of trees there.”

      “I can go with you if you want to drop over there tonight. That way, you’ll have some protection.” He ran his hand through his wavy hair, shaking his head. “I can tell you, I don’t like cases like this. And I hate it when kids are killed. It’s so…cruel. Adults are a tragedy, yes. But when you kill a child, you kill the future. You wipe out hope.”

      “All right.” I glanced at the time on my phone. Jillian was probably gone already. “Let’s stop over there now, and get it over with.”

      Without a word, Dagda and I headed to our cars, Dominique following me. Part of me wanted to destroy the sigil before leaving, but I didn’t know what the ramifications would be. It was better off to leave it alone until we knew what it was. I thought about asking Dagda to put some crime tape around it or post a guard, but that might be asking for trouble. Hopefully, we’d figure out what to do before anybody else stumbled on it.

      The medical examiner was ready to leave with Thea’s body. Dagda spoke to his men for a moment, then to Canes, and then he got in his patrol car and headed out of the turnout. I followed him onto the road, on to Tiger’s Eye Park.
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      As we reached the outskirts of the park, I found myself hoping that we wouldn’t have to deal with a similar sigil. The energy had been so disruptive and concerning that I really didn’t want to know what had created it. Dominique had little to say on the way there, although at one point she turned to me.

      Have you ever seen anything like that before?

      I turned into the park entrance and parked next to Dagda.

      “No. Not in all my years with the Crown Magika. But remember, I’m used to dealing with vampires and the occasional rogue witch, especially from the Covenant of Chaos. I don’t think I’ve ever dealt with creatures that are from another realm. And I seldom ever dealt with ghosts. In a sense, my job was far more mundane than what I’m doing right this moment. Granted, it was dangerous, but given what this creature is doing, I’d rather deal with a rogue vampire.”

      Vampires are more familiar, they’re common. I suppose to a lot of humans they seem exotic, but really, they’re not. Not when you compare them to some of the hidden things in the shadows.

      She waited till I put the car in park and then stepped out, directly through the car door. It was disconcerting to watch her walk through, but then again, I’d seen all sorts of things. And Dominique was turning out to be far more help than I ever expected.

      “Thank you, by the way.” As we headed over to Dagda, I turned to her. “We appreciate everything you’re doing for us. I hope that we’re not inconveniencing you.”

      She snorted. And exactly what else do I have on my schedule? Oh, there are things that I do besides hang around the house with you and Granny. But I stayed here to help. I wasn’t sure what I would need to do in order to make that happen, but apparently after all these years—well—now it’s actually happening. I have a purpose again.

      I wondered if everybody felt the need to be useful. I hadn’t realized ghosts needed that, too. “I actually thought when you died, you just moved on to doing something else.”

      Some do, but as I said, I felt the need to stick around and I had no clue why. I mean, I did help when that man was about to grab you, but other than that, all I’ve done is wander around the house, and occasionally go outside. I’ve been questioning whether I was deluded when I decided to stay. But now I realize that I wasn’t. I can actually make some sort of a difference here.

      As we approached Dagda he turned around. “All right, show me where you met this Ernest.”

      I groaned. “I don’t look forward to walking up that slope again.” I turned to Dominique. “Can you go up and take a look around? If you find something, we’ll head on up. If not, then I’m taking my tired body home. By the way, if you run into Ernest would you tell him that I found out his wife is dead. She died ten years after he did.”

      I will, Dominique said. I’ll be back as soon as I can.

      As she took off, speeding away faster than I could follow in the darkness, I motioned for Dagda to join me over on one of the benches. The park was closed, since it was after dark, but there was no way to actually gate it off. As we sat there, the fog rolled in as mist swept across the sidewalks, as though out of some witch’s bubbling cauldron.

      “What do you really think we’re dealing with?” he asked.

      “I haven’t the faintest idea. But I don’t think it’s vampire and I don’t think it’s human and I don’t think it’s another witch. I honestly think we’re facing some creature that neither one of us knows much about. Isn’t the Pacific Northwest filled with urban legends? I mean there’s Bigfoot, and don’t we have some creature in a lake over on the peninsula?”

      “Those are just the tip of the iceberg,” he said, in all seriousness. “Native legends are filled with creatures from the Thunderbird to Bigfoot, to a number of other odd spirits. This area is riddled with magic, and it was the last to be tamed—if you can ever say nature is tamed—as the settlers moved west. I think people live with the knowledge that there is another layer of existence here. And I’m not talking about Otherkin. Everybody knows about the Otherkin. But there’s another layer beneath the surface, embedded deeply within land here, and it’s wild and feral, and so filled with magic that it defies all attempts to tame it. “

      “For a bear shifter, you’re extremely poetic.” I was surprised again by the depths beneath the surface. I had originally chalked Dagda up to being mostly brawn, a little brain, and all too much good old boy.

      “For someone from the Crown Magika, who lives life on the extreme, you’re showing some mighty bigoted colors. You really don’t give much credit to me or my kind, do you? We’re all a joke to you. But I have news: we may be a small department, but we’re not the Keystone Cops. We don’t bumble around like the sheriff in Cabot Cove. We may not have the budget to do everything needed, but we do our best to make things work. And yes, I love a good doughnut, but I also like salmon mousse spread thin on expensive crackers.”

      I blushed, although you couldn’t see it in the darkness.

      After a moment, I said, “You’re right. I came here with a chip on my shoulder. I was one of the best agents they had. It hurt more than you can imagine to walk away. I tried to talk them into changing their minds, but they refused. Given my injuries, and the way things happened, I’d be setting myself up for disaster.” I shrugged. “I can’t yet face the fact that I was one of the best, and then I fell so far, so fast. It’s been really easy to pick apart you and your department, so I didn’t have to look at my own failures.”

      Dagda leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. He let out an all-too-patient sigh.

      “You didn’t fail. It’s never easy to be benched or to admit that you can’t do what you used to be able to. I’ve never had anything quite as drastic happen to me, but I didn’t originally plan on being police chief in a small town, you know. I’m tall and I’m strong. I wanted to be a professional football player. In fact, I was on the college football team. I was the jock who dated the cheerleader. I was all set to go all the way on a football scholarship to the University of Washington for my last two years. I was so positive that I would make it pro that I didn’t even pick a decent major.”

      I grinned, asking, “So what did you major in?”

      He sputtered. “Pop culture.”

      “Is that a thing?” I had never heard of anyone majoring in pop culture before.

      “Unfortunately, yes. Anyway, I settled into the UW. I had friends doing my homework for me, I had women vying for me. But two months in, I got out of bed one morning and went into the shower. I didn’t notice that my roommate had dropped the soap and he hadn’t picked it up. I stepped on the soap and went down, twisting my knee and hitting it on the lip of the shower so hard I could barely crawl out to call for help.”

      I was beginning to sense where this was going. “Oh no, what did you do to it?”

      “I tore the ACL and shattered my kneecap. It was probably due to a combination of my weight and of the force at which I was falling. Even though I eventually healed up, the doctor told me my football days were over for good. I had destabilized the muscle too much and it would have the tendency to twist at any given time. So there I was. I couldn’t keep my scholarship because I couldn’t play football, so I came home to Terameth Lake. Mind you, this was back during the 1960s, and medicine wasn’t as advanced as it is now. I had screwed around in community college because I was so sure I was going to be a pro player. I had nothing to fall back on, so I decided to train for law enforcement. And eventually, I became the chief of police here. And that’s my story.”

      “But you’re quite a bit older than that, aren’t you? Most shifters that I’ve met have been in their two hundreds.”

      He stared at me, then burst into laughter. “I’m still a young whippersnapper. I’m seventy-nine, so I’m not even in the prime of my life, considering a bear shifter’s lifespan.”

      I grimaced. “I’m sorry. I did not mean to assume that you were—” I stopped as I saw Dominique coming back down the hill. She had a serious look on her face. “Here she comes,” I said.

      Dominique stopped beside me.

      “Well?” I asked. “Did you find anything?”

      She nodded. Yes, a sigil exactly like the other one. I can show you now, if you like. It’s fading though, it’s not nearly as bright in terms of energy.

      I told Dagda what she had said. “Should we go look?”

      “Can Dominique verify that it’s exactly like the other one?”

      I turned back to Dominique. “Did you hear him?”

      Yes, I heard him. And I can verify it’s exactly the same in both looks and energy, except that it’s fading. I don’t think there’s anything else around. I did see Ernest and I gave him your message. He sends his thanks. I also asked him if he had ever seen that sigil before and he was surprised as I was. He has no clue who or what created it.

      I gave Dagda the message. “I don’t think it’s going to do me any good to look at it. I trust Dominique. But if it’s faded it means that whatever made it isn’t around here, or maybe they created it at the time of Patricia’s death and it only lasts so long. I need to talk to Granny about this and quite frankly, I don’t think my knee can take another hike up the hill right now.”

      “All right, go home. I’ll call you if Canes finds anything new. Meanwhile, see what you can find out about the sigil. Oh, and Marquette?”

      “Yes?” I asked as we stood and headed toward the parking lot.

      “We’re good. It is what it is and I assumed things about you, too, that were far from the truth. Let’s start again. Friends?” He held out his hand.

      I slowly took it, giving it a shake. “Sounds good to me,” I said.
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        * * *

      

      By the time we got home, I expected Jillian to be gone but her car was still there. Surprised, I entered the house, Dominique right behind me.

      “You’re still here!” The smell coming from the kitchen hit me and all of a sudden, I felt starved. I had missed dinner. “Please tell me there’s some meatloaf and mashed potatoes left?”

      “I kept it warm for you,” Granny said, heading toward the kitchen. Over her shoulder she added, “Why don’t you change into some comfortable clothes. You look cold.”

      “That’s because I am cold. While the rain held off most of the time, the mist and fog made everything feel damp. And the temperatures are plunging. I wouldn’t be surprised if we didn’t have a freeze soon.”

      I dropped my backpack and purse on the sofa, then—turning to Jillian—I said, “I think I’ll do what Granny suggested. I’m going to run up and put on some pajamas or something.” I stopped abruptly as Midnight raced through the living room. She raced over to my side and leapt into my arms.

      You’re home! I missed you. She gave me a little wiggle butt and then proceeded to purr so loud it was hard to talk over her.

      “Yes, I’m home. What are you doing out?”

      Granny let us out. Don’t worry, we won’t try to go outside. She made it clear how dangerous out there it is. Sunshine and I already have had enough of being outdoors. She sounded so distraught that I gave her an extra cuddle.

      “But you’re safe here as long as you stay inside. Would you like to come upstairs with me while I change?” I glanced around. “Where’s your brother? Where’s Sunshine?”

      He’s asleep on Granny’s bed. She settled in, snuggling close against me. I carried her upstairs to my room, setting her on the bed as I stripped off my clothes. While they weren’t wet, they were damp and clammy, and it felt good to get out of them.

      I longed to take a hot shower, but the fact that Jillian had stuck around wasn’t lost on me and I decided that a shower could wait. I slipped into my pajama shorts and the long tunic that went with them, then draped a robe around my shoulders. The house never seemed quite warm enough to me.

      “Midnight, do you want to stay here? You look sleepy. I’ll be up later to go to bed and if you like, you can sleep with me.”

      She yawned and I could almost see her tonsils, her little mouth was so wide. Murmuring something that I couldn’t quite catch, she lay her head down and was out like a light. Kittens were like that—one minute they were racing across the room and then the next they were curled up in a pile, snoring.

      I quietly exited the room after putting on my slippers. As I curled up on the sofa next to Jillian, Granny brought in a plate filled with mashed potatoes and gravy, meatloaf and some glazed carrots. She set them on a TV tray and scooted it over to me, adding a glass of sparkling water.

      “Here you go. I hope you enjoy dinner. There’s plenty of dessert left.”

      Granny settled in the rocking chair as I dug into the food. Jillian was looking right at home, flipping through an old cookbook that Granny had brought out for her.

      I ate about half my dinner and then let out a long sigh as I slowed down. “It’s been one hell of a night, I’ll tell you that.”

      “What happened?” Jillian asked.

      “If I tell you, you have to keep it quiet. At least until it comes out on the news, which….” I pulled out my phone and checked Chatter—a massive social media site. Apparently, Thea’s parents had been notified because there it was on the news: a notice that she had been found dead, and that foul play was suspected. “Well, it’s news now.”

      “What?” Jillian asked.

      “Do you know a thirteen-year-old girl named Thea? I can’t quite remember her last name—oh, it was Smith. Thea Smith.”

      Jillian shook her head, but Granny nodded.

      “I’ve met the child. She came in once or twice to pick up some things for her cousin or her aunt or somebody. What happened?”

      “Thea was killed, and her murder looks a lot like Patricia’s. But I found something that may help lead us to the killer. You see, it looks like a vampire kill for all the victims. However, I happen to know that no rogue vampire would kill someone like that and leave their remains to be found. It just doesn’t happen. I took Dominique with me to see if any of their ghosts were around, but instead, she found something else.” I pulled the piece of paper out of my purse and handed it to Granny. “Have you ever seen anything like this?” I asked.

      Granny sucked in a deep breath. “Where on earth did you find this?”

      “In the woods—one near Hell’s Thicket where we found Thea’s body. The other was hidden behind a group of trees near where they found Patricia. Do you know what it is? Dagda couldn’t see it, but Dominique and I both could. I drew it out as exactly as I could.”

      “What color was it?”

      “A sort of icky green. It glowed, and looked as though it had been drawn into the soil. But if it had been, then Dagda should have been able to see it, shouldn’t he have?”

      “I’ve seen this once before,” Granny said.

      She set the paper down on the end table next to her and jumped up, heading for the bookcase. She sorted through the books until she found one, a volume that looked handstitched. The cover and back were both black leather. Sitting down again, she flipped through the pages. I wanted to look over her shoulder, but my desire to finish my dinner was stronger than my curiosity. After a moment, she tapped one of the pages and held it up so that both Jillian and I could see. Sure enough, drawn out on the page was the exact sigil that I had seen, complete with all the runic markings.

      “What the hell is it? That’s what I saw.”

      Granny turned the book back around, reading from a passage that looked hand printed next to the drawing.

      
        
        “Many people believe that the Red Hats are responsible for these mutilations, where every drop of blood is drained from the victim’s body. But Red Hats don’t have the magic necessary. Instead, we must look deep into history, back to the times when the Fae roamed openly.”

        

      

      “The Fae?” I asked, staring at her. The Fae were generally elusive and seldom interacted with human culture. In fact, I didn’t think I’d ever encountered any of them. We were treading into unknown territory.

      “I know. We’ll have to be extremely careful—the Fae can be treacherous,” Granny said before she continued.

      
        
        “We’re not talking about the Fae that occasionally crop up among the Otherkin. No, these are the Fae that predate them—especially the Shadow Fae. Night Hags are a rare subset of vampiric Fae. Not only do they feed on the blood of their victims, but they suck out their souls, consuming them for extra energy. Often mistaken for a vampire kill, the victims will have puncture wounds found near their thigh. They may show no other sign of distress to explain their death.”

        

      

      I set down my fork, staring at Granny. “Oh my gods, that’s exactly what we’re dealing with. What the hell is a Night Hag?”

      Granny looked at me and continued.

      
        
        “The Hags have the ability to charm and mesmerize, especially those who are preoccupied. They can lure their victims with almost a single whisper. Luckily, Night Hags are rare, and are seldom found on our plane of existence. But the sigil is a sure sign that one has taken up residence in an area, and the sigil will be drawn every time the Night Hag makes a kill. Unless you can evict them from your area, and ward against them ever returning, your best bet is to dispatch them in order to avoid a rash of murders.”

        

      

      Granny looked up from the book. “I know of them, but I never in my life thought I’d ever have to face one.”

      I finished my meal, thinking it was easier when I hadn’t known the answer. Now, we would have to figure out how to either banish the creature, or kill it. And somehow, I didn’t think either choice would be easy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Jillian left soon after. Granny and I settled in at the table while she fixed us some cocoa. We were both quiet. The realization that we were dealing with a creature straight out of legend put a huge dent in the already-dented evening.

      “Well, I have no clue what to do,” I said, holding my mug between my hands as I stared at the table. “I don’t know what to tell Dagda. What do you suggest?”

      “I suggest we do a little research on Night Hags and figure out what—if anything—we can do about them before we talk to him. I think this one must have come through the portal in Hell’s Thicket.” Granny set a plate of cinnamon toast on the table. “I’ll check with a couple friends—including the high priestess of the Mountain Moon Coven.”

      Each shadow town had a coven that was connected to the Court Magika and that served as a protective agency for the town, as well as having a law enforcement tie-in with the Court Magika. I expected that Granny would be the high priestess, but she told me that she had retired from the post about a decade ago. Now, she served as an advisor to the current high priestess, whose name was Cleo. Cleo was probably the second-most powerful witch in town after Granny.

      “So I shouldn’t call Dagda tonight?” I didn’t want to burden him anymore than I had to, especially after the evening we’d had.

      “I don’t think there’s anything he could do, do you? Let him rest. And you should get to bed too. You had a long day. Would you like me to take over for you in the shop tomorrow?”

      I felt bad that she even asked. “I’m here to help you. Helping Dagda comes second, especially since he’s not paying me. I can do research at the shop between customers. And I know that you promised Lena you’d meet her for lunch.”

      Lena was one of Granny’s best friends. They were about the same age and had gone through a lifetime of experience together. I could call Dagda from the shop, and there were plenty of research tomes there for me to go through. One of them had to have something about the Night Hags in it.

      “If you’re sure—I don’t want to miss lunch with Lena. I’ll ask her if she’s ever dealt with a Night Hag before.” She finished off her piece of cinnamon toast and leaned back in her chair. “I don’t know if we’ve ever faced anything this dangerous in Terameth Lake. I mean, other than the Covenant of Chaos and the Blood Collective. They’re enough to manage on their own.” After a moment she stood. “All right, I’m going to bed. My bones grow weary after about ten.”

      I laughed. “I bet you could outlast anybody in town, doing anything.”

      “I wish,” Granny said, giving me a naughty wink. “I’m afraid my days for some of the finer things in life are—not over—but severely curtailed.”

      I carried the dishes over to the sink and followed her toward the living room. “You could have a boyfriend if you wanted to. I know there are plenty of men around town who would probably jump at the chance to date you.”

      “Oh, I know that, but dating is such a hassle. And I’m set in my ways. There’s no way I’d ever want to live with another man. I went through that in my younger years, and I’m done compromising.”

      “Do I put a crimp in your style? I can look for another place. I have the money and I really don’t want to put you out or inconvenience you.” I hadn’t thought about the fact that Granny might want her privacy. I was so used to living in an apartment with other people around all the time that I’d forgotten how much some people wanted their solitude.

      “You don’t put a crimp in anything. I enjoy having you here. But when you want to buy your own place, I won’t stop you. There are a lot of beautiful houses for sale in this town. And I know someday you’ll need your own home.” Granny bade me good night and I headed up to my room. The master bedroom was on the main floor, so Granny and I had divided the house, to an extent. Out back was a greenhouse add-on, where Granny grew her herbs during winter. She also grew hothouse tomatoes and lettuce during the winter seasons.

      Both kittens were on my bed and I debated whether I should put them back in the nursery for the evening. I sat down on the bed, patting the cover beside me, and they jumped up for pets.

      Do we have to sleep in the other room? Midnight asked. We want to sleep with you. You promised.

      “I know I did, but now that I think about it, you’re still babies. You’re going to want to rampage around the house. It’s your nature, you can’t help it at this point. There are still areas that could be potentially dangerous for you. I think you’d better go back in the nursery after we have a cuddle. This weekend, I’ll do my best to kitten-proof any last dangers, all right?”

      Both of them protested, Sunshine less so, so I gave them a long cuddle, brushing their coats and playing with them. Ten minutes later they dropped into their kitten stupor and they didn’t object as I carried them back into the nursery. I made sure they had food, and clean water in their fountain, and that their litter box was sifted.

      As I headed back to bed, I wondered what Verity would say when I told her what was going on. I no longer felt it necessary to ask her to draw the person Ernest had seen, now that we knew what was going on. But I still had the feeling she might know something about the Night Hags. She just seemed like the type—a walking encyclopedia. After all, she was a selkie and they were a form of Fae, albeit also a shifter. Hoping for more answers come morning, I took a quick shower and then crawled into bed, falling into a deep sleep the minute my head hit the pillow.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The shop was busy ten minutes after I opened up, and it kept busy until the lunch hour. I expected another rush of customers after lunch was over, so I called Jillian and ordered a turkey and provolone sandwich with extra tomatoes, along with a side of fries, and a quad mocha. I was still exhausted from the night before.

      “I’m so sorry that I wasn’t able to be there for dinner last night—” I started to say.

      “Oh, that wasn’t a problem,” she said. “But I will say this: I’m scared to go out alone now.”

      “Well, your fear isn’t unsubstantiated. We really don’t know when the victims were kidnapped, or where they were killed. And now that we know what we’re dealing with, it seems even more frightening. Hell, I don’t even know what a Night Hag looks like, let alone how to kill one. I’m going to start researching some of the books we have here while I have a break. We’ve been so busy today. In fact, Granny says yesterday she had to restock four of the different tables. Okay, if you can send my lunch over as soon as possible, I’m going to dive into research.”

      “I’ll send it over in a few minutes. By the way, the kittens looked happy and healthy. I was so glad to see that.” She hung up before I could say anything more, and I wandered over to the bookcase we kept as a research section.

      None of these books were for sale, and they were all behind locked glass doors. We allowed people to sign up to read them for an hour or so, but we had to unlock the case to get the book and they had to sit at a designated table while reading. Some of the books were handwritten, several hundred years old. Granny and I talked about a project where we planned to scan in all of the unique ones, and we’d create our own bound versions so that we could lock away the originals to keep them safe in an archival format.

      I looked over the titles, deciding to start with Lindstrom’s Grimoire of Cryptozoology. I settled in at the tarot table, pushing the candle and crystal ball to the side. As I began to flip through the pages, I realized that there were numerous creatures I had never heard of. Each entry had a carefully drawn illustration, and some looked downright freakish.

      The book was set out in alphabetical order, so I flipped through to the Ns. Naiad, Naga, Nerium… And then, three pages over, I came to what I was looking for. “Night Hag. Here we go.”

      

      
        
        Night Hags are often lumped in with incubi and succubae. They’re also often confused with the Bean Sidhe and the Bean Nighe. While they are from the same realm, they definitely different in nature.

        Night Hags are female, and no one knows how they reproduce. They are considered astral spirits; however, they drain both blood and life energy. This makes them akin to vampires, except they’re are magical beings. They’re unrelated to witchbloods. Solitary, they are seldom found in any grouping, and they’re highly territorial. Once they establish a hunting ground, they stick to it for as long as they can.

        Their kills are often misidentified as a vampire kill, given that Night Hags possess two fangs, similar to a vampire’s. However, they are able to draw blood much more quickly than a vampire, and they will drain their victim dry, whereas most vampires don’t. Ugly and grotesque to look at, the Night Hag also possesses the ability to charm their victims and lure them into a solitary area. In older times, they were often waiting along the road for lone travelers.

        Today, a number of Night Hags have chosen to make their home in parks or wooded copses, and they often prey on joggers or solitary hikers. They will create a sigil of magical runes, which acts as a summoning beacon.

        Quite often, their victims will think they hear someone they know, or they’ll hear a cat’s cry if they love cats, or anything that will charm them in. The Night Hag doesn’t have to know what their victims’ vulnerabilities are. The sigil works the magic for them. Once the victim goes looking, the Night Hag easily overpowers them, using a powdered dust that causes the victim to fall into a coma. At that point, the Night Hag drains them of their blood and life energy without any resistance.

        

      

      

      I looked up as the bells on the door jangled. It was Jimmy, carrying a bag with my sandwich and fries. Jillian had added three cookies to the mix.

      “Hey, so did you get a job with Jillian?”

      His eyes twinkled. “Yeah, I have Friday mornings off from school, so she hired me for Friday mornings, and the Tuesday and Thursday evening shifts. It’s perfect. I wanted something other than food service, but she’s nice, and it’s a whole lot better than fast food.” He pulled out the receipt. “Let’s see, that will be six-fifty, please. The cookies are on the house.”

      I handed him a five and three ones. “Keep the change. And good luck.”

      After he left, I looked at the notes I had jotted down. At least we knew how the Night Hag snared her victims, but now we had to find out how to kill her.

      As I bit into my sandwich, I realized I still needed to call the Aseer. I pulled out my phone. Granny had given me the number of the local woman who acted as the Aseer for Terameth Lake. I hoped she’d have some openings soon, because I didn’t want to go all the way to Moonshadow Bay, which was where the location of the other Aseer I knew of. After swallowing, I called her.

      She answered on the third ring. “The Aseer speaking. How may I help you?”

      The Aseers gave up their own name when they took their post. They would use their title as their name until death, unless they were unable to continue in their duties.

      “My name is Marquette Sanders. I saw you years ago when I was sixteen, I believe. My goddess-mother thinks I should come visit you again and have you reassess me.”

      “Why? What’s changed?”

      “I’ve developed some interesting capabilities and powers that I never had before. I’m fifty-two now—”

      “Oh, so you’re right on schedule.”

      I knew what she was talking about. Witchbloods, when they reached their fifties, underwent a shift in the structure of their magical powers. Quite often their powers grew stronger, but now and then, someone would develop new abilities.

      “Yes, so can I make an appointment?” I pulled out my planner that I kept in my purse. I didn’t trust technology to not somehow lose dates for me.

      “I’m booked up for the next couple months, but let me see.” She paused, finally coming back on the line. “My next available appointment is on November 20, at nine a.m. Will that work for you?”

      I jotted the appointment down in my planner. “That should be fine.” I gave her my number and promised to call if plans changed before then. I went back to my book as I finished my lunch, hoping that the lull in customers would continue for a while.

      As I read on, my stomach lurched a couple times. Of all the things we could be facing, it had to be something that was as hard as a cockroach to kill.

      
        
        When a Night Hag moves into your territory, you must uproot her as soon as you can. The longer she stays, the more power she’ll draw from her environment, and the harder it will be to eradicate her. You cannot send a Night Hag back to her own plane; she will have developed a connection with the land and be drawn back to it time and again. The only way to ensure that your territory is free the Night Hag is to kill her.

        

      

      I finished off my fries and bit into a cookie. Sometimes it would be so much easier if we could pull a Dorothy and throw a bucket of water over our enemies, melting them into a puddle. But life didn’t work that way. I kept reading:

      
        
        To kill a Night Hag, you must first find their lair. One of the best ways to do this, if they have already started their hunt, is to triangulate the position by noting all of the kills that you can, and finding the center point. They work in a circular pattern, and most often don’t go beyond a certain point for their kills. This is the one advantage that can help you go after them.

        Their lair will be a rough cave, dug into the side of a ravine. Night Hags fare best in heavily wooded areas, where they can draw energy from the land and the plants. This energy is quite different than the life force that they draw off of people. The land feeds their magic, while the life force helps keep them alive.

        Night Hags are seldom found in the desert or a city proper, unless there are heavily wooded copses within the city limits. The opening to their lair will be covered with bushes and other foliage. Quite often, the Night Hag will take some time to set up her nest by digging up plants nearby and planting them in front of the opening. Once secure in her privacy, she will begin the hunt. Therefore, if you have a Night Hag hunting in your territory, chances are she’s been there far longer than you realized.

        Once the Night Hag has created her nest, she will perform a ritual in which she extracts an organ the size of an egg that lies next to her heart. This is called the chroleen and it is the organ that contains the soul of the Night Hag. She will bury this organ, which resembles an emerald-colored kidney, within the nest somewhere. Usually, it will be in the pile of debris she gathers for her bed.

        Pay close attention: this is the only way that you can kill a Night Hag. You must discover her chroleen and stab it with a silver dagger. When you have done this, the Night Hag will die. However, in addition to her ability to mesmerize people, the Night Hag has long, sharp claws that can eviscerate an elephant. It would take one flick of her claws to tear open her opponent’s stomach. Therefore, your best option is to fight her from a distance while someone else searches for the chroleen. The Night Hag is considered a difficult opponent, and it is not recommended that amateur hunters go after her.

        

      

      I sat back, staring at the text. I was going to need help taking her down. But given her hunger, and the fact that she wouldn’t stop unless we killed her, we had no other choice. Taking a deep breath, I took out my phone and put in a call to Dagda.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      After I called Dagda and asked him to meet me at the shop, I put in a call to Verity.

      “Hey, I’m not sure how you’d feel about this, but would you possibly like to go monster hunting instead of out to dinner?”

      She paused, then in a deadpan voice, asked, “What kind of monsters are we hunting?”

      “Have you ever heard of a Night Hag?”

      Another pause, and then she said, “Actually, I have. And if there’s one in town, we’re all in trouble.”

      “Oh, there’s one in town, and she’s made a number of kills. I found information on how to destroy her, but we have to act soon. For some reason I had a feeling that you’d be helpful. I’m working with Dagda Bruin, the chief of police. And my goddess-mother—Granny—is also involved.”

      Verity was silent for a moment, then she let out a breath and said, “I’ll come talk to you. Are you down at the shop?”

      “Yes, I am. I’ll see you in a while.” After saying good-bye, I called Granny. “I don’t want to bother you while you’re out with Lena, but I found out how to take care of the Night Hag. It’s going to require several of us, along with a bit of luck. Dagda and Verity are coming down to the shop, and I’d like to involve Dominique if I could. She can sense these things—she was able to see the sigil along with me.”

      “Lena and I finished lunch. I was just about to head over to the nursery to pick up some new plants, but I’ll stop at home and tell Dominique as best as I can that you would like to see her.”

      “If you stand near the kitchen and call her, she’ll hear you. You can tell her what I said. Ask her to get in the car with you and she’ll be able to do so without a problem. Sit in the driver’s seat and open your third chakra. She’ll be able to cord in, and it will help her keep her focus while you drive down to the shop.”

      As I waited for everybody to show up, another rush of customers arrived. I threw myself into helping them find spell components, and bagged up their purchases. Once again, the tables on which I’d laid out the candles and spell kits emptied, and during a lull, I managed to run to the back storeroom to retrieve enough inventory to restock them.

      People were serious about the Harvest Festival. The sidewalks outside were full, with shoppers filling the town square. Autumn was an excellent time to build up the wards, and it was always wise to renew protection spells guarding the house before Samhain. It was much better to ward before the holiday than after.

      Verity was the first to arrive, and I ran down what had happened and handed her the book with the information on the Night Hag in it. “Why don’t you sit over there and read that, while I take care of the customers who are coming in?”

      She obliged, as I once again manned the counter.

      The first customer wanted to buy some candles, but the second had a more specific question. “I’m wondering if you sell any of Majikoil’s oils?”

      The woman was dressed in a pale linen suit. Her hair looked like it wouldn’t move in an earthquake, it was so lacquered down. She had stylishly coiffed blond hair and had a wholesome look that felt contrived. I knew immediately who I was dealing with, or at least, what her agenda was. And Granny had given me specific instructions on how to answer that question.

      “No. And we never will. Majikoils is a multilevel marketing company—actually, they’re a pyramid scheme. We do not carry their products and we don’t recommend them.”

      The woman’s face fell, and she stood there, looking almost scandalized, with her mouth slightly open. It was then that I noticed she was carrying a rectangular satchel.

      “I’m so sorry that you’ve bought into the bad rap about us,” she said, setting her case on the counter and opening it up. Sure enough, there were at least fifty dram-sized bottles in it, each marked with a different number on top. “We aren’t a pyramid scheme. We’re a multilevel marketing company, yes, but we do not engage in shady business practices. Let me demonstrate some of our products for you and I’m sure you’ll change your mind when you see the quality—”

      I let out a groan. “No. Pack up your wares and, if you have no other business here, leave the shop. I told you we aren’t interested.”

      “Are you the owner of the store? I’d like to talk to the owner.” She sneered at me, a smarmy look on her face that made me want to smack her across the face.

      “I speak for the owner of the shop. She’ll be here any minute, and trust me, I’m being much nicer than she will be. I suggest, for your own peace of mind, that you leave now. And take your magical oils with you. We already have a line of ethically enchanted oils that are crafted by a powerful witch.”

      Her eyes widening, she stared at me like I had told her that Santa Claus wasn’t real. Then she got angry. “I can’t believe you’re letting this opportunity pass you by. Not only would your shop profit beyond your wildest dreams from stocking our company oils, but you could be a consultant for us as well. I’m sure it would earn you more than anything you’ve ever done.”

      Between the worry over the Night Hag and my frustration that she wasn’t listening to me, my temper jumped the shark. I placed my hand lightly on the counter and before she knew what was happening, I had leapt over it to stand directly in front of her. Hands on my hips, I leaned toward her.

      “Listen, hun, see that door? I suggest you use it before I kick you out. Because I can throw you out on your ass so hard that it will make putting on panties hurt. I refuse to be disrespected in my goddess-mother’s shop, especially when her wishes are that we avoid your brand like the plague. So put that bottle back in the case, pick up your wares, and walk out that door while you’re still on your feet. I suggest you never come back.”

      “I can’t believe you’re talking to me like this. You haven’t heard the last from us. We’ll sue you for libel…or slander…or whatever we can.” She slammed the case shut and yanked it off the counter. Turning on one heel, she strode out of the shop.

      I rubbed my temples. Verity, who had been watching the entire scene, joined me. She placed a hand on my right arm, and—looking worried—led me back to the table with her.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I hate people who prey on others. Whether it’s an MLM or a predator, I hate them. They take advantage of desperate people. Do something for society, not something to hurt it.” Letting out a sigh, I dropped to the seat opposite her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make a scene, but she pissed me off so much. I figured it was better than decking her.”

      “Inevitably,” she said. “The Majikoil company has been around for awhile, and they quickly became one of the most aggressive MLMs I know of. I gather that there was recently a kerfuffle in Moonshadow Bay involving them. I think the Court Magika is actually getting involved at this point, but I don’t know the specifics.”

      “How do you know that?” I asked.

      “I have a friend there. Her name is Rowan Firesong. She’s the high priestess of the Crystal Cauldron, the Court Magika’s coven there. I assume she and Granny know each other. I think Granny’s older than she is, but they’re both basically the old witches of the village, if you will.”

      At that point, Dagda entered the shop and Granny followed shortly behind him. They joined Verity and me at the table, but the customers were starting up again in a steady stream.

      “Why don’t I take over for you for a few minutes?” Verity asked. “That way you can tell Granny and the chief about what you learned.”

      Granny thanked her. After showing Verity how to use the cash register, she returned to the table, at which point I opened the book to the page regarding the Night Hag.

      “So, Dagda, we’ve discovered what the creature is who’s killing our people. It’s a Night Hag, and taking her down is going to be a chore.” I read aloud to them from the book, detailing everything necessary. I tried to keep my voice low so that customers wouldn’t hear us.

      Dagda’s expression went from hopeful to afraid. “I know my men. They’re good officers, but I don’t think they can take on something like this. They can help in triangulating her whereabouts, but most of my officers are shifters and they don’t deal well with magic. They can be easily charmed.”

      “I’ll be going with you,” I said. “And Verity has volunteered as well. I’m not exactly sure why I asked her, but I’m trusting my intuition. It’s never failed me before. In fact, I’m alive because of it.”

      “I’ll go too,” Granny said. “And Dominique is out in the car. I have a silver dagger at home, so I’ll run home and get it. We should search for her by day. I don’t want to be hunting her in the nighttime.”

      “Do you mean we’re going out now?” Dagda asked, looking more than a little alarmed.

      “I think we have to,” I said. “Granny, is there anybody else in the Mountain Moon Coven who would be helpful? Preferably someone who can fight.”

      She thought for a moment. “Let me make a phone call.”

      As she walked away from the table, Dagda gave me a searching look. “Have you ever dealt with anything like this? And be honest, please?”

      I took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “When I was with the agency I dealt with numerous villains and bad guys. A good share of them were vampires. There were some other cases that dealt with witchblood—members of the Covenant of Chaos, along with a few other offbeat cases. But I’ve never faced anything quite like this. The Crown Magika doesn’t involve itself in creatures out of cryptozoology. Creatures like the Night Hag? She goes beyond simple cryptozoology. She’s in the same class as incubi and succubae, creatures that I would call minor demons.”

      “You know that these woods are filled with odd creatures and even more dangerous phenomena,” Dagda said. “I’ve lived around here all my life, and one thing I’ve learned about the Mountain is that she attracts chaotic creatures. Bigfoot, lizard men, even the UFOs seen around here 1947 and afterward… And then there are the legends that go back so far no one knows how they started. Have you ever been up to Mount Rainier?”

      I shook my head. “No. Why?”

      Dagda fiddled with the book, then placed a bookmark where we had been reading and closed it, pushing it to the center of the table. “There’s an energy running all through Mount Rainier National Park. Every time I’ve gone camping, I felt it, and every time I’m there, it gets stronger, especially once evening hits. There are watchers in the woods, things that we can’t even imagine, waiting for us to make one mistake. Remember, I told you that people go missing there, you know?”

      “What exactly do you mean by ‘missing’?”

      “I mean there are a couple thousand people who disappear each year in the national parks, and most are never seen again. Not all of them just get lost and die. The few who do reappear often can’t remember where they have been. Or they have strange tales about creatures that were chasing them into the woods. They lose time, vanishing from one spot and showing up in another almost instantaneously. Skeptics try to explain these happenings away, but you can’t explain away event after event with the same story. Not that many people get amnesia, and grizzly bears don’t leave eighteen-inch footprints in the ground.”

      I thought over what he said. “Have you ever seen anything out there?”

      Once again, he paused. “I’ve seen glowing eyes watching me from the woods, eyes that don’t belong to any animal that I’ve ever seen. I’ve seen Bigfoot once or twice. He chased me through the woods once when I was young, but a deer jumped out between us and he took off after the deer. Later on, while my buddies and I were trying to find a way out of the park—we had gotten turned around—we found that deer. She was mangled, torn apart as though some giant had picked her up and ripped her in half. And people hear tapping out there in the old mines. The sounds of miners from a hundred and fifty years ago, still excavating the ore. I don’t like being in the park at night.”

      Granny returned at that moment. “I called Colton, and before you say anything, Dagda Bruin, remember how powerful of a man he is.”

      Dagda grimaced but said nothing.

      “Who’s Colton?” I asked.

      “He belongs to the Mountain Moon Coven. He’s witchblood, and he’s one of the burliest men I’ve ever met. He’s six-five if he’s an inch, a mountain of a man. He also has a powerful way with earth energy. He might be able to best the Night Hag at her own antics. As a matter of fact, I was thinking of introducing the two of you.” Granny wrinkled her nose at me, winking.

      I started to protest, but then saw the look of irritation on Dagda’s face. Somehow, that prodded me into saying, “Sure. I’d like to meet him.”

      “Colton’s a Birkenstock-wearing, card-carrying member of the radical left,” Dagda said.

      “He’s not a radical and you know it,” Granny said. “You don’t like him because he consistently beats you at Trivial Pursuit and Scrabble during game nights.”

      “Game nights? I didn’t know we had game nights.” I perked up.

      “They’re held at the town center every two weeks during the autumn and winter. The first one of the season should be starting up again Saturday night, I believe.” Granny sighed, then opened the book again to stare at the entry on the Night Hag. “I’m going home to get my dagger. When Colton shows up, tell him I’ll be back.”

      Dagda grimaced. “Should I stay here?”

      “Why don’t you go back to the station and triangulate where the Night Hag is most likely to be?” I suggested. “Remember, she should be at the center of the circle if you connect all the sites where the victims were found.”

      I returned to the counter, motioning for Verity to let me take over. She had done a good job, and I was grateful for her help. “Do you want to run next door and get us a couple lattes?” I pulled a twenty out of my pocket and handed it to her. “I’d like a caramel triple-shot latte, with lots of whipped cream.”

      “What size?” she asked.

      “Large. Get whatever you like. And why don’t you ask Dagda if he wants anything before he heads out.”

      Verity headed over to Dagda, who shook his head, and then she darted out the door. The afternoon rush of customers was beginning to taper off as Dagda stopped at the counter.

      “Don’t get too chummy with Colton,” he said.

      “Why not?” I asked, realizing I was enjoying the look on his face. He had an ego problem with the man, that much was clear. I hoped it wouldn’t spill into our hunting down the Night Hag.

      “Oh, for Christ’s sake. He’s kind of slick. But then again, given your background, you probably dealt with plenty of characters like that.” Before I could say a word, he was out the door and into his patrol car.

      When Verity returned, she handed me my latte. She had bought something similar, only I could smell the cinnamon wafting out of hers. The shop was free of customers again so I motioned for her to follow me over to the table.

      “Do you know anything else about the Night Hags?”

      She nodded. “My ancestors came from Ireland, and I believe the Night Hags originally came from Scotland.”

      “Actually, they’re thought to have come from a different dimension. They are astral creatures, it looks like.”

      “Yes, but the legends have roots in Scotland. I can’t say that I relish the idea of hunting her down, but you’re right. We have to. If we don’t there will be more deaths, and no one will be safe against her. If she’s feeding on children as well, then we can’t let her go.”

      “You don’t have to go with us,” I said. “But I felt like I needed to ask you.” I wasn’t sure what else to say, because I couldn’t pinpoint my thoughts into words.

      But Verity could—and she did.

      “You asked me because I’ve done this sort of work before. I don’t go broadcasting my background. As I told you, I’m a selkie. I grew up in Ireland, but I wanted to come over to the States even when I was young. I’ve always had a fascination with all things historical and mythological. Well, mythological in that the mythos of the Otherkin is more like our history. Most of it is based in reality, but no one knows how true some of the stories are. Long ago we were either worshipped or viewed as having a pact with the devil. Now, of course, the truth has come to light. We’re all individuals, just as much as humans are. Good apples and bad apples, all mixed together.”

      “So, what kind of work did you do, and was it here? Or back in Ireland?”

      “It was back in Ireland. My mother is the leader of the Micklebey selkie pod. We tend to be assertive in our attempts to protect our people, as well as our waters. I suppose you could call us eco-conscious. There are some Otherkin who are as dangerous as human developers, at least regarding the development of wild places. While we had to deal with human developers according to human laws, the Otherkin, we dealt with in our own ways.”

      “So you were embroiled in a fight?”

      “A group of kelpies were trying to take over one of our breeding grounds, and it ended in a bloody battle. I learned how to fight back and protect myself when I was very young. One of the reasons I chose to come over here was to get away from that, but I’m realizing that this sort of thing follows you everywhere. The Night Hag may not be threatening the selkies’ breeding grounds, but she’s threatening people. There’s no way any of the humans could deal with her.”

      “What kind of weapons do you use?” I asked. I had never expected to talk shop like this again, but here I was, discussing weapons of choice.

      “I’m a black belt in karate and jujitsu. I can use nunchaku with the best of them, and as an added oddity, I’m an expert with blow guns. I can target someone over a hundred yards away, using a 40-caliber blowgun, and I can hit them directly in the middle of the forehead. I’ve got excellent aim.” She looked pleased as punch, smiling as if she told me that she was an expert at making chocolate chip cookies.

      “Boy, you have layer after layer, don’t you?” I laughed, shaking my head. “I don’t think we have a blowgun. We may have nunchaku, or Dagda might have them.”

      Verity shrugged. “No sweat, as the kids say. I have a blowgun at home, along with a number of tranquilizer darts. I don’t know if they’ll work on a Night Hag, but it can’t hurt to try. And I have several pair of nunchaku.” She stood, adjusting the sweater she had wrapped around her waist. “I’m going to go home and dress for the woods. This is not exactly the outfit that I want to wear while wandering around looking for an old hag who is trying to murder everyone. I’ll be back within an hour.”

      As she headed for the door, I could only wonder what else she had done in her life.
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      Colton turned out to be delightful, to my surprise. He had all the appearances of a bad boy, except that he was an intellectual with a good sense of humor, and surprisingly modest. At least in terms of his abilities. But I understood why Granny called him. He had an extremely strong connection with earth magic. Dagda was right about him being an eco-nut, but he wasn’t rude or condescending.

      From his very first words of Hello, how are you? I knew we were going to be friends. It didn’t hurt that he was cute, too, though I had the suspicion he might be too young for me. Plus, I wasn’t looking for a relationship, I reminded myself. I had enough on my plate without dealing with a man.

      Granny closed up the shop early as we gathered around the table. Dagda had returned with several charts in hand, and Verity had returned, dressed for the woods, with her blowgun and nunchaku in hand. Dagda gave her a long look when he saw those, his eyebrows arched.

      “Oh, don’t get your knickers in a wad,” she said. “I’m an expert with this thing, and if it can help us, then I’m bringing it. And don’t you start on me about unauthorized weapons. There’s nothing against the law about me owning this blowgun. Or these darts.”

      I laughed, cutting it short as Dagda gave me an exasperated look.

      “You got to admit, at least it’s not a gun.”

      Granny had brought me my good-luck stake as well as my switchblade.

      “Dominique’s still in the car. Unfortunately, she can’t break through the wards on the shop. I warded the shop against spirits and I forgot to specify her as an exception.” Granny had also brought several of her tools—a wand, her silver dagger, and a few other assorted accoutrements.

      “I guess we’re ready,” I said. “Dagda, did you figure out where we’re likely to find her?”

      Dagda spread out one of the charts. “Here’s the most likely possibility. The second one is less likely. So, here’s the main circle, with the center pinpointed. My gut tells me this is the one we’re looking at.”

      As we stared at the chart, I saw exactly what he was saying. The first circle was much easier to see. And the center landed directly in the middle of Hell’s Thicket.

      “Of course. Hell’s Thicket, where else would it be?” Verity said.

      “Sometimes things are more predictable than we expect,” I muttered. “We should head out before it gets dark. It’s already two p.m.” I glanced around. “Who’s riding with whom? I don’t think we should bring all of our cars.”

      “We could all go in the patrol car though it would be a snug fit—” Dagda started to say, but Granny interrupted him.

      “Verity, why don’t you and Colton ride with Marquette? I’ll ride with Dagda and take Dominique with me.” She smoothly slid her arm through Dagda’s elbow and he graciously escorted her out of the shop. The rest of us followed, with me pausing to arm the alarm and lock the door.
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        * * *

      

      The clouds had socked in and it was drizzling as we headed to our vehicles. Once we were at my truck, Verity motioned for Colton to get in first.

      “I get claustrophobic when I’m in the middle of things,” she said.

      Colton scrambled in. It was a tight fit, but we made it. I fastened my seatbelt and started the ignition. Once we were all settled, I pulled out of the parking spot and followed Dagda, who was a couple cars ahead.

      As we headed toward Hell’s Thicket, Colton proved to be a nonstop fount of questions. By the time we got there, he knew where I had worked, why I had been let go, a bit about my childhood, and had proceeded to try and pry into my plans for the next few years. He was nice, and pleasant, but he was driving me nuts.

      “Colton,” Verity said, jabbing him in the arm. “You might want to nix the questions for now. I think Marquette has had enough of answering them, am I right?” She didn’t reprimand with her words, but it was clear she was irritated.

      Colton blushed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be such a chatterbox. I have a form of attention deficit disorder, and it leads to me talking a lot when I’m nervous.”

      “That’s all right.” I smiled at him, before returning my attention to the road. “I’m not a big talker, and I like to take my time when giving my information to someone new. But considering we’re going into a fight together, I suppose that we can’t exactly consider each other strangers.”

      As we approached the thicket, I saw that Dagda was talking to one of the security guards. We caught up to him, parking to his left, and scrambled out of the truck. I made sure that we all had our weapons of choice—Colton was carrying a crossbow strapped to his backpack—and we joined Dagda.

      I glanced at the electrified fence, expecting to hear it hum, but was surprised that it gave off no sound whatsoever. I made a note to myself to remember not to touch it. The fence, which ran the perimeter of the thicket, probably wouldn’t kill us, but grabbing it wouldn’t be any walk in the park either.

      “Do you want us to come with you, Chief?” one of the guards asked.

      Dagda thought about it for a moment. “I don’t think it’s wise. What we’re hunting is highly dangerous and could probably kill you without blinking an eye.”

      I still found myself staring at the fence and all of a sudden, I realized that there was no electricity flowing through those chain links. “Are you sure this is an electrified fence?”

      “It’s supposed to be,” Verity said.

      “Well, it’s always been—” one of the guards started to say, but the other guard approached it and pulled out his phone, bringing up some sort of app.

      “I’ll be damned. There isn’t any juice flowing through it. The app here says it’s dead as a doornail.”

      “What the hell?” The second guard looked confused but then reached out gingerly, lightly putting his finger on the fence. Nothing happened.

      “She’s managed to create a way to get in and out of the thicket without you knowing,” Dagda said. “If we skirt the perimeter, and find where the fence has been deactivated, that’s probably close to her nest.”

      “Should we split up?” Colton asked.

      I shook my head. “No. She’s too powerful. If we split up there’s a good chance one of us will end up dead. We start at one end and head around to the other. Meanwhile, Dagda, you should call out some reserves to stand with the guards here.”

      Dagda grudgingly pulled out his phone. While he called the department, Granny and I headed over to the edge of the fence.

      “Where’s Dominique?” I turned around looking for her spirit. And there she was, getting out of the patrol car and heading our way. I motioned her over. “Dominique, could you do a favor for us? We’re looking for a hole in the fence, probably made by the Night Hag. I assume you heard Granny and me talking last night?”

      Dominique nodded. Yes, and Granny told me all about what you’re facing while I was in the car with her.

      I relayed the information after realizing I was going to have to act as interpreter.

      “Oh good, I wasn’t sure she heard me or not.” Granny paused, then added, “So, is she going to look for the break in the fence?”

      Dominique was already on it. Stay here until I get back, she said. This will be quicker for me to do, and that way you can get right on track with your plans.

      By the time Dagda was off his phone, Dominique was back. I explained to him what she was doing, and then turned back to her and asked, “What did you find?”

      I found a break in the fence about a third of the way around, leading directly into the rest the woodland. It’s about five feet high and about two feet wide, so you should be able to get inside without a problem.

      I thanked her and related her findings to the others. As the first of two patrol cars pulled in to supplement the guards, the five of us started around the perimeter of the fence, following Dominique. One of the guards had cut the circuit breaker off at the source, preventing any unfortunate accidents from happening.

      The fence had been firmly set in concrete around the entire perimeter of the main thicket. It must have cost a fortune, I figured.

      The ground in the thicket was relatively level where we were at, but we were almost ankle-deep in forest debris—needles that had been blown off the trees, old leaves that were mulching, ferns that were growing beneath the fence, their roots spreading far enough so that they were coming up on the other side. Within the fence, the thicket continued, with huckleberry bushes and skunk cabbage and butterfly bushes and a canopy of mosses that spread thickly across the soil.

      The thicket itself was huge, with the fenced-in area just a fraction of the whole, but still respectable. I could feel energy coming from within, which meant that yes, a portal probably existed in there. The sound of birds in the immediate area had faded. They seemed to avoid this part of the thicket, sticking to safer areas.

      I stepped over a garden snake that slithered past.

      On this side of the mountains, we didn’t have rattlesnakes, unless one somehow hitchhiked a ride from east of the Cascades, nor did we have many poisonous insects or spiders. The black widows that made their home on the east side of the Cascades occasionally caught a ride over here, especially in the climes closer to the mountains, but they were still rare. Hobo spiders, however, were now endemic to western Washington.

      Some people said that they dry bit 50 percent of the time, while still others insisted that hobo spiders had a necrosis effect to their venom. Even though the snakes and insects were relatively harmless, this part of Washington state was home to many bears and mountain lions, and these predators often found their way down into the suburbs. A town like Terameth Lake—found at a higher elevation and much more rural—definitely saw its share of the big predators. And coyotes were everywhere, in the cities as well as in the small towns.

      After about fifteen minutes of us walking, her floating, Dominique stopped, pointing to the fence. While the others couldn’t see her, they could see the hole in the fence that was, as she had said, about two feet wide and about five feet high. Dagda knelt by the opening, examining the wires.

      “I think these have been burned. It looks like some sort of acid ate through the chain link. Would a Night Hag have that ability?”

      Granny shook her head. “From what I read, no. Let me take a look at it.”

      Even as she moved forward, I could tell there was no magic to whatever had created the opening in the fence. There was no magical residue.

      “Whoever did that didn’t use magic,” I said, “but I’ll bet you anything that the Night Hag is taking advantage of it.”

      “She may be taking advantage of it, but it was recently done. Look at the ground around the opening. There are burn marks there, and some of the vegetation is still freshly affected,” Colton said.

      “If she can charm people, couldn’t she have forced someone to create that opening for her?” Hunching over, I crawled through the opening in the fence. Immediately I felt a magical signature thrum through the area, like a slow beating of a drum. “Something’s here, that much I can tell you.”

      Dominique joined me, turning her head to the left as she stared toward a cedar. The energy is coming from someplace shortly beyond that tree. Be careful, we’re in dangerous territory now.

      I relayed what she had said. “Aren’t cedars supposed to be protective?”

      “The wood is, yes, but that doesn’t mean something negative can’t take up residence near one.” Granny stared forward, looking slightly unfocused. “I can feel her. The Night Hag. She’s old and cunning, and I think she knows we’re coming for her.”

      “Well, that makes matters worse.” Dagda hesitated. “Should we come back later?”

      “No. If she knows we’re on to her, she’ll move somewhere else and continue killing until we find her again. We need to take care of this now. If she’s waiting for us, so much the better. We won’t have to track her down.” I took a deep breath, the thrill of the hunt running through my veins again.

      “You’re enjoying this,” Dagda said, staring at me.

      “Not exactly enjoying it, but yes, I feel alive.” I brought out my switchblade and flipped it open. The blade was eight inches long, and razor-sharp. Granny brought out her dagger, the silver glinting in the late afternoon sun. Verity readied her blowgun, fitting a dart into it. And Colton brought up his crossbow, nocking a quarrel into place. Dagda took out his gun.

      “A gun won’t do any good against the Night Hag,” I warned.

      “No, but if she has anyone charmed into her power, and they happen to be around, I can take them down.”

      I grimaced. Dagda wasn’t thinking entirely straight. “You can’t shoot someone if she’s bewitched them. They wouldn’t be acting under their own power.”

      “Better that than to allow her to continue killing people. I’ll try to avoid shooting anybody who’s innocent in this, but a bullet in the leg will stop them as sure as a bullet in the heart.”

      Still thinking he was making a terrible mistake, I turned back to the bushes and forged my way ahead, pushing through them to reach the cedar tree. I was intent on getting this over with as soon as possible.

      As I swung around the tree, I saw a slope leading uphill. It wasn’t a steep gradient, but it was enough to where someone could build a lair in its side. I motioned to the others, who were scrambling to keep up with me. As we headed toward the slope of the ravine, I noticed that one area had a fuzzy look to it, almost as if it had been blurred. I pointed toward it.

      I turned to Dominique and whispered, “Can you check inside?”

      Yes, I’ll be right back. Wait for me. She whisked away, faster than I could see, heading toward the wall of the ravine. As she hit the blurry-looking area, she vanished and I realized that she had either found a portal or she had driven herself into the hillside. I looked at the others, who were getting ready should anyone come out.

      As Dominique emerged, her eyes wide, there was a sound behind her. It was a loud and angry shriek. Before Dominique could speak, I ran forward. I motioned to the others and they followed me, right into the opening.

      We plunged into the cave in the mountainside.

      Crap! I had forgotten we needed light. But the next moment Colton held up his fingers and a glow emanated from the tips, surrounding us and stretching out about five feet in diameter.

      A sound echoed from the corner and began to grow louder. Double crap. She was in here.

      I whirled around, my knife out, as a hunched figure scurried forward, shrieking with every step. She was so loud it was distracting, and she was headed directly toward me.

      I held my knife out, hoping to hell that I could dodge her and still get an attack in. I didn’t know what she was planning on doing, but I was directly in her way and she didn’t seem to be stopping.

      Colton fired a shot with his crossbow, the quarrel spinning through the air, aimed directly at the Night Hag. It caught her in the shoulder, and she shrieked again but kept on running. By now we could all see her and I dodged out of the way.

      She was about four feet tall and bent over, wrinkled beyond belief. Her long matted hair fell in knots down her back, gray and unwashed. Her features looked like a cartoon witch from Halloween TV shows. Her hands were up, ready for a fight, and even from where I stood, I could see the curved talons, at least three inches long and reminiscent of raptor claws. They were serrated on both edges, gleaming and deadly in the dim glow of Colton’s light spell.

      My heart skittered as she swiped at me. I managed to dart to the side, but one slice from those claws and I’d lose my insides.

      The quarrel was stuck in her shoulder, but it didn’t seem to have slowed her down.

      The next moment, a feather dart went whooshing past. The Hag shrieked again as the dart landed smack in the middle of her third eye, in the center of her forehead. Her eyes were devilishly gleaming, a putrid green, but now her third eye was oozing pus, along with some other liquid that I didn’t want to even take a guess at.

      She stopped short, swatting at the dart, trying to knock it out of her eye, but it was deeply implanted, and she shrieked again. Her voice scared the hell out of me, but I stood my ground, my switchblade out and ready.

      Damn, I wish I knew how to use some other weapon, I thought. Or at least, I wish I had brought one of my other weapons. I could use a dagger and a sword, but I had brought neither, expecting that Granny’s silver dagger would be enough.

      Dagda took that moment to fire two shots directly at the Night Hag. They went through her, emerging from her back to impale themselves deeply within the wall of mud. But again, they didn’t seem to faze her.

      Granny was looking around for something and I realize she was hunting for the chroleen. We had to give her time to find it.

      Hoping that the dart would do something to the Hag, I hesitated. But all it seemed to do was make her furious. She let out another shriek and scrambled toward me. I turned and raced toward the exit of the cave. If I could get her outside, Granny would have time to search.

      Verity seemed to understand what I was doing and she followed me, shooting another dart into the Night Hag’s back. It went through the knotted hair, sticking into the skin. At least I hoped it was her skin, and not the wrinkled gown she seemed to be wearing.

      The Night Hag’s skin was pale green, and altogether she looked a putrid mess.

      I glanced over my shoulder to gauge how far behind me she was, and she opened her mouth, revealing two glinting fangs. The afternoon light didn’t seem to affect her, and I really wished that she had more in common with a vampire than just the curved teeth.

      Another sound revealed that Colton had caught up to us and he launched another bolt into her. This time, it stuck in her upper left shoulder. That still didn’t slow her down.

      I was faster than the Night Hag, but she was faster than either Verity or Colton, and as I raced forward, jumping over the roots of the trees, I prayed that my instincts were good. But then, just as I thought I had gotten far enough out of her reach to catch my breath, my knee went out from under me, giving way suddenly as I toppled to the ground.

      “Damn it!” I moaned, bringing my leg close to my chest as my kneecap throbbed and burned. I couldn’t get up. At that moment I realized the Night Hag was directly over me, and then—in the blink of an eye—we were engaged, wrestling on the ground as she tried to bite into my leg. She changed course, aiming for my throat, and I realize she had a good chance of managing it.

      Grabbing her around her neck, I tried to choke her, but her skin was rigid, with no give to her throat as I squeezed as hard as I could. My switchblade had skittered across the ground, and I couldn’t reach it, but then I remembered my stake. My trusty lucky stake.

      I tried to hold her off with one hand as I fumbled for my belt. I had hung it on my belt loop, and now I managed to grab it, bringing it up and thrusting it deep into her chest. She groaned, staggering back as I rolled out of the way. Then, without a second thought, she yanked the stake out of her chest and tossed it on the ground.

      I tried to get up, but my knee was still on fire, so I scooted back, trying to roll away as she came at me again.

      Thunk. Another bolt hit her as Colton took aim, fired, and quickly reloaded.

      The dart had fallen out of the Hag’s back, and she didn’t seem to be slowed down by the tranquilizer, so Verity tossed the blowgun to the ground and pulled out her nunchaku. She moved in, flipping them around with the expertise of a master.

      The Night Hag turned, gauging the danger, and then raced toward Verity, once again shrieking. Unfazed, Verity landed a strong hit against the Night Hag’s face, splitting the flesh.

      Colton dropped his crossbow and brought out a dagger from a sheath on his belt. We surrounded the Hag, trying to keep her at bay long enough for Granny and Dagda to find the chroleen. I didn’t know how long we could manage. The creature had taken a massive amount of damage, but she still kept fighting. And if she got hold of one of us, she could kill us within minutes if not seconds.

      I managed to stand, but my knee was throbbing and it felt like my leg could give out again at any minute. I picked up a rock and heaved it at the Night Hag, managing to catch her in the mouth. One of her fangs broke off—we could see it fall—and that seemed to enrage her even more. Ignoring the others, she set her sights on me again, racing across the moss-strewn forest.

      Before I could move, and before the others could intervene, she knocked me down again, and this time she meant business.

      She wrapped her hands around my throat, squeezing to the point of where I couldn’t breathe. It felt like she was going to break my neck, and I struggled to push her off again, but this time she was wise to my tricks.

      The Hag leaned down and raked her broken fang across my arm, coming far too close to the artery in my wrist. I jerked my arm back but she grabbed the other, raising my wrist toward her lips. Her jagged teeth surrounding the fangs shimmered in the silvery light of the afternoon. Overhead, lightning flashed, the neon forks splitting the sky. Immediately, thunder rumbled through the air, shaking the forest.

      Startled, the Night Hag stared up at the sky, then—as another bolt of lightning jumped from cloud to cloud—she turned back to me. At that moment, Colton and Verity arrived and they tried to drag her off of me.

      But she was strong, ever so strong.

      As a third round of lightning blinded all of us, the Hag let out a screech that almost broke my eardrums. She stiffened, slowly letting go of my arms, and then fell to the side.

      As Colton and Verity helped me sit up, we turned to look at the creature. She looked shocked, as though she had never expected to die. But dead she was, as dead as the victims she had claimed.

      Colton picked me up in his arms, warning me not to try to walk. As he sat me down on a nearby log, the rain poured down, soaking us all. Dagda and Granny arrived, and I saw Dominique with them. They looked at the Night Hag, then back at us.

      Granny held up what looked like an emerald kidney that was turning black, her silver dagger thrust deep within the chroleen.

      “Do you think she’s the only one?” I asked.

      Granny nodded. “I do. At least for now.” She looked me over carefully. “You’re bleeding.”

      I had scarcely noticed the streaming blood from my wrist, but now realized I was beginning to feel a little faint.

      “We got off easy,” I said, leaning over to rest my head between my knees.

      We were alive. But in all my time with the agency, I had never felt so close to death as I had during this fight. Vampires were tough, rogue vampires were worse. But now I knew that creatures far more dangerous than vampires and chaos magicians existed in our world. And I felt that much less secure.
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      The next morning Granny hired someone to come in and watch the shop while we took the day off. I was still in my pajama shorts and cami, sitting on the sofa with the cats on my lap. Granny was in her robe, in the kitchen fixing breakfast, when the doorbell rang. I hobbled over to open it.

      Dagda, Colton, and Verity were all waiting on the step. I invited them in. I wasn’t wearing any makeup and my hair was pulled back in a ponytail, but I couldn’t give two figs about it. As I ushered them in—we’d invited them over for breakfast—I yawned. I was exhausted, and my knee was throbbing. It still hurt like hell. I was wearing a brace, but I wouldn’t be running around anytime soon. While I hadn’t injured it again, I had definitely stressed it beyond its limits.

      “Is Granny in the kitchen?” Colton asked.

      I nodded. “She’s making waffles and sausage. I wanted to help, but my knee won’t allow me to stand for long. As a matter of fact, I need to sit down again.” I limped toward the living room, grimacing as I did so.

      Colton headed for the kitchen, while Verity helped me back to my seat. Dagda followed us in. He seemed oddly quiet, but I figured he was as tired as the rest of us, if not more. He had to stay up half the night as his men went through the Night Hag’s nest, looking for evidence that she had killed the others.

      “Did you find what you’re looking for?” I asked.

      He stretched, yawning. “Yeah, we can nail her for all of the killings. It looks like she managed to lure them from different places around town. Somehow she managed to get them back to her lair in order to feed on their blood and life energy. But since she seems to have struck at night, and there’s a lot of wooded area in our town, it doesn’t surprise me that she was able to dispose of them without being seen. Though why she took them out again and dropped them off elsewhere, I don’t know.”

      “I think I know,” Verity said. “She didn’t want to sully her nest. She wasn’t going to want to keep carrion around. She didn’t need the bodies. She already had the food she needed—their blood and their energy.”

      I thought about everything, then said, “You know what seems saddest to me? The fact that their souls are obliterated. I know that the law of thermodynamics says that somehow their energy wasn’t destroyed. And it wasn’t. She fed on it. She absorbed it. But their souls are gone. There’s no chance for them to come back around on the Wheel and that makes me sad.”

      “I understand. I felt the same way,” said Verity.

      Right then, Dominique walked into the living room and sat down beside me. I told the others she was there, then turned to her.

      “What is it?”

      I thought you might like to know something, she said. When we were out there, I saw something that you didn’t. Once the Night Hag was killed, I saw Thea’s spirit speed by. She didn’t even look at me, but disappeared through the Veil. And I saw several other spirits as well, ones I assume were the Night Hag’s other victims. So she didn’t destroy their souls. They were simply trapped within her when she fed on them. When you killed her, it freed them to move on.

      Relief swept over me, filling my heart. I told the others, and called for Granny and Colton to come hear what Dominique had observed. The news seemed to ease matters for all of us, giving some comfort that we had actually accomplished more than we thought we had.

      “You know, if you hadn’t come to Terameth Lake, we might not have been able to solve this.” Dagda looked at me, his eyes kindly for a change. “I hope you realize that you’ve made a difference for a lot of people. The families get closure, the spirits of the victims are free, and we can close these cases and mark them solved. I don’t think my men would have had enough time or energy to figure this out without your help.”

      His words warmed my heart. I smiled and stared at the coffee table. “I think you would have figured it out eventually. And Granny and the others would have helped you.”

      “We’ll never know, but I do thank you for what you did. I hope it helps to know that, since you didn’t want to quit your job and come here.”

      I realized that it actually did help. “I felt like I was being punished when I first left the agency. Now, maybe fate does have other ideas for me.”

      Colton and Granny returned to the kitchen and then carried in platters of waffles, sausage, and eggs. As Granny brought out the TV trays, Colton made another trip, bringing back maple syrup and butter, along with a pitcher of orange juice. Dagda had stopped at a coffee stand, and he had brought triple-shot lattes for everyone.

      As we settled down with our trays and our breakfast, Midnight and Sunshine jumped on the back of the sofa. They curled up behind me, commenting to me on everyone. I tried to keep a straight face at some of their remarks, but…cats. What could you do?

      “So, what’s next?” Granny asked me.

      “Well, I have an appointment with the Aseer for November. Until then, I guess I work in the shop. I’m thinking of hiring myself out as a psychic investigator. I seem to be good at figuring out things and it makes me happy to solve mysteries, whether it be for the Crown Magika or for a neighbor. At any rate, I’m finally making some friends. I might even call my brother.”

      As I poured syrup over my waffle and sausages, I realized that, for the first time since I had injured my leg, I truly felt happy. I felt like I belonged. I wasn’t sure what was coming next, but I was sure that I could handle it, whatever it was.
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      The Shadow Town World (Paranormal Women’s Fiction):

      Magic Happens Series: Preorder the second book now: Charmed to Death. Follow the adventures of Marquette Sanders, who is forced to retire from the Crown Magika after a bad injury sidelines her. She moves to the town of Terameth Lake, WA, where she attempts to adapt to small-town life in order to escape her old enemies from the Covenant of Chaos. First book: Shadow Magic.

      Moonshadow Bay Series: January Jaxson returns to the quirky town of Moonshadow Bay after her husband dumps her and steals their business, and within days she’s working for Conjure Ink, a paranormal investigations agency, and exploring the potential of her hot new neighbor. Seven books are currently available. Keep a watch out for Witch’s Web!  Begin with Starlight Web.

      Whisper Hollow Series: The town where spirits walk among the living, and the lake never gives up her dead. Begin with Autumn Thorns, and join the darkly seductive world of Kerris Fellwater, spirit shaman for the small lakeside community of Whisper Hollow.

      The Wild Hunt World (Urban Fantasy):

      Night Queen Series: Meet Lyrical, one of the Leannan Sidhe. A displaced princess, Lyrical is working for the newly revamped Wild Hunt Agency in Tattered Thorns. Preorder the second book, Shattered Spells, now!

      Hedge Dragon Series: Storm, one of the Hedge Dragons, leaves her home in the Forgotten Kingdom to search for her sister, who’s been abducted and sold into slavery. First book: The Poisoned Forest.

      Wild Hunt Series: And if you want to read the Wild Hunt Series, where the world of the Wild Hunt began, start with The Silver Stag. Ember Kearney, caught between the worlds of the Light and Dark Fae, is swept into the glittering world of the Wild Hunt Agency when the god Herne recruits her.

      Outliers:

      If you prefer a lighter-hearted paranormal romance with some steamy vampire-witch action, meet the wild and magical residents of Bedlam in my Bewitching Bedlam Series. First book: Bewitching Bedlam. Warning: This is NOT a cozy series!!! This series is complete.

      I invite you to visit my Fury Unbound Series—a dystopian urban fantasy romance. Bound to Hecate, Fury is a minor goddess, taking care of the Abominations who come off the World Tree. Begin with Fury Rising. This series is complete.

      For a dark, gritty, steamy series, try my world of the Indigo Court, where the long winter has come, and the Vampiric Fae are on the rise. Begin with Night Myst. This series is complete.

      If you like paranormal mysteries, try my Chintz ‘n China Paranormal Mystery Series. Begin with Ghost of a Chance. I consider these Cozies with Teeth. This series is complete.

      For all of my work, both published and upcoming releases, see the Bibliography at the end of this book, or check out my website at Galenorn.com and be sure and sign up for my newsletter to receive news about all my new releases. Also, you’re welcome to join my YouTube Channel community.

      QUALITY CONTROL: This work has been professionally edited and proofread. If you encounter any typos or formatting issues ONLY, please contact me through my website so they may be corrected. Otherwise, know that this book is in my style and voice and editorial suggestions will not be entertained. Thank you.
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      I often listen to music when I write, and SHADOW MAGIC is no exception. Here’s the playlist for the book:

      
        	A.J. Roach: Devil May Dance

        	AC/DC: Back in Black; Dirty Deeds Done Dirt Cheap; Hells Bells

        	Adele: Rumour Has It
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        	Airstream: Electra
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        	Arch Leaves: Nowhere To Go
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        	Eurythmics: Sweet Dreams
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        	Godsmack: Voodoo

        	Gordon Lightfoot: Sundown

        	Gorillaz: Demon Days; Hongkongaton
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        	Low: Witches; Plastic Cup; Half-Light; Witches
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        	Mark Lanegan: The Gravedigger’s Song; Riot in My House; Phantasmagoria Blues; Wedding Dress; Methamphetamine Blues

        	Mark Lanegan/Duke Garwood: Pentacostal; War Memorial; Mescalito; Death Rides a White Horse

        	Matt Corby: Breathe

        	Nancy Sinatra: These Boots Are Made For Walking

        	Nick Cave & The Bad Seeds: Do You Love Me; Red Right Hand

        	Nik Ammar & Marla Altschuler: Hollywood

        	Nirvana: Lithium; Heart Shaped Box; Come As You Are; Lake of Fire; All Apologies; On A Plain; Plateau; You Know You’re Right

        	Oingo Boingo: Dead Man’s Party; Elevator Man; Return of the Dead Man

        	Orgy: Social Enemies; Blue Monday

        	PJ Harvey: The Words That Maketh Murder; In the Dark Places; C’mon Billy; Down By The Water

        	Red Venom: Let’s Get it On

        	Robert Palmer: Addicted To Love; Simply Irresistible

        	Robin Schulz: Sugar

        	The Rolling Stones: Gimme Shelter; 19th Nervous Breakdown; Mother’s Little Helper; Jumpin’ Jack Flash; Sympathy for the Devil; What A Shame; The Spider and the Fly

        	Rue du Soleil: We Can Fly; Le Française; Wake Up Brother; Blues Du Soleil

        	Sarah McLachlan: Possession

        	Screaming Trees: All I Know; Dime Western

        	Shriekback: Underwater Boys; And The Rain; The King In The Tree; The Shining Path; Intoxication; Over the Wire; New Man; Go Bang; Big Fun; Dust and a Shadow; Agony Box; Now These Days Are Gone

        	St. Vincent: Pay Your Way In Pain; Down And Out Downtown; Los Ageless

        	Steppenwolf: Born To Be Wild; Magic Carpet Ride

        	Talking Heads: Life During Wartime; Take Me To The River; Burning Down the House; Swamp; Psycho Killer; I Zimbra; Moon Rocks

        	Tamaryn: While You’re Sleeping, I’m Dreaming; Violet’s In A Pool

        	The Temptations: Papa Was a Rolling Stone

        	Tom Petty: Mary Jane’s Last Dance

        	Trills: Speak Loud

        	The Verve: Bitter Sweet Symphony

        	Zero 7: In the Waiting Line
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