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Chapter 1

“Look sharp, everyone. We’re almost there,” Nika said from the front passenger seat of the SUV.  Arkady was driving and Lydia and I were in back. The SUV sped down a veritable tunnel in the New Hampshire forest, tree boughs all but bending over the road.

“You can feel her?” Lydia asked.

The blonde mindreading vampire held up a tablet with some kind of location app running, her expression a smirk.

“Yeah, I thought I gave you too much credit,” Lydia said, trying for a recovery. 

Tanya’s two right hands were constantly shooting one-liners at each other. Well, mostly Lydia did the verbal sniping, but Nika was no slouch.  Me, I tried to keep my mouth shut most of the time. As the only werewolf in a coven of vampires, I was already an outsider.

“How about you, Snow Princess?  You got that cannon ready?” Lydia asked me, nodding at the Auto-Assault 12 that rested muzzle down on the floorboards, its stock between my knees.

“So not a snow princess,” I said. “And yeah, I’m ready.”

“Cruel,” Arkady said from the front seat. “Alpha sending you from pack to be near him.”

“Who else would you pick to be pack liaison?” Lydia asked. “Chris has history with her, even if it’s not the kind of history our little Ice Wolf might wish for.”

“Leave off already,” Nika said before I could respond. “She’s right where she’s supposed to be.”

What the hell did that mean?

The other two shut up and when Nika started to check her handgun, Lydia abruptly followed suit.

“I doubt we’ll even need these,” the littlest vampire said. “Let’s face it; we’re just here for cleanup most likely.”

I doubted she was wrong.  The two we were catching up to would likely have killed everyone on the clandestine base by the time we arrived.  Brock had radioed that Tanya had jumped from his Cessna over six minutes ago.  Three-hundred and sixty seconds was a lifetime for Chris Gordon and Tatiana Demidova to exact revenge on the idiots who had kidnapped their goddaughter.  As much as I detested the vampire princess, even I couldn’t ignore just how lethal she was. And Chris… well, I still remembered my violent introduction to him and the supernatural world.

The roars and growling are beyond anything I’d ever heard, the sounds of extreme violence echoing across the deserted campground.  Dan was out cold and I’m just standing there, almost naked, in complete darkness, listening to jaws snapping and bones breaking. 

The thing that attacked the tent was right out of a horror movie, all teeth, red eyes, and claws.  I was sure I was dead, as it ignored Dan and his self-inflicted head wound, instead snapping at my bare legs with a sound like Uncle Paul’s old bear trap. But the truly scary part was the human hand that reached from the darkness to grab the beast’s own ankle and haul it into the darkness like a bad puppy.

I could hear sounds like sledgehammers hitting wet concrete, of teeth slamming shut on empty air, of whimpers and whines coming from the monster, and a low, awful laugh coming from something that could probably form words if it wasn’t fighting.

Then it went quiet… too quiet… sudden quiet.

I realized I was holding something—my Maglite.  With shaky hands, I flicked it on, slicing the beam through the night, afraid I might see a monster but terrified that I wouldn’t see it in time.

Instead, the beam found a man, dressed all in black, wearing a partially shredded vest similar to what Uncle Paul’s SWAT buddies would wear. He was young, muscled, and currently holding up a hand to block the light from his eyes.

“Do you mind?  The light?” he said, his voice startling in its normalcy. 

I dropped to light to his legs and studied him while he studied me.  Suddenly I realized I was standing there in just my thong, something that hadn’t seemed as important a few moments ago when the beast from hell was chomping at my legs.  Who cares what you’re wearing when you get mauled—you’re just going to die covered in your own blood anyway. But now I was exposed as I studied a man not too much older than me, an incredibly fit man with military-cut brown hair, shockingly white teeth, and vivid eyes that I couldn’t quite get the color of, dressed in police-style clothing but without any weapons.

He scanned me from top to bottom, his eyes focusing on my feet as he suddenly frowned.  Then they came back up, skipped right over my exposed parts, and locked onto my eyes.  “What’s your name?”

“S-stacia.  Stacia Reynolds,” I said, frowning at my own nervous stutter. “What’s yours?”

“I’m Chris.  Listen, Stacia. We don't have a whole lot of time before others arrive.  I have a lot to tell you and no time to be delicate about it,” he said.  Then he produced his own light from a pocket on his vest and shone it into the night.  A massive pile of clawed muscle and fur lay twenty feet away, the huge body twisted and broken.

“That is a werewolf.  A rogue.  It bit you, and in one month you'll be a werewolf, too.”

“Like that.  I'll be like that,” I said in surreal horror, somehow simply suspending any disbelief.

“No, not like that.  I guarantee it. He didn’t have anyone to guide him. You will have the best of help.  You'll be guided through it, and you'll be fine,” he said with absolute sincerity.

I recognize sincerity because I almost never hear it from men.  I hear bragging and lies, pickup lines and sexual comments, but I rarely hear anything sincere.  That and the fact that he wasn’t staring at my tits or leering at my pink thong was oddly disconcerting.

He spent more time studying my ankle, which was bleeding, his face tight with something like worry.  A man who I was absolutely convinced had just killed a bear-sized monster with his hands was staring at all one-hundred and twenty pounds of me with worry.

He started to talk, telling a tale of folktale creatures made real, shadowy government agencies, and imminent events that were already engulfing me.  He suddenly squatted down and held my wounded leg with both hands, his skin so hot, it was like he had just handled a steaming pot.  A shock ran up my leg and then he was removing his hands and I could not understand what I was seeing.  The agonizingly painful puncture in my calf, the one I had been doing my best to ignore, was gone, just a smear of blood over unbroken skin. And the burning pain was gone too.

“Now, I need your help with two things,” he said, brushing his short hair with one hand. “First, I need you to get dressed, ’cause you’re distracting as hell, and second, where are those hot dogs I smell?”

“Two minutes,” Nika suddenly said from the front seat. 

“Pray, wolf girl. Pray that little girl is okay,” Lydia said to me, staring straight ahead.  She was worried and Lydia Chapman was almost never worried about anything.

Arkady wheeled the Suburban around a corner, and we were suddenly passing through an open fence gate, the guardhouse window splashed with blood—from the inside.

I heard a roar, a very familiar roar, muted but coming from the chalet in front of us.  Arkady slammed on the brakes but I was already bailing out of the car, my left hand racking the bolt on my fully automatic shotgun.

I followed the roaring, its timbre so deep it seemed to rattle my sternum.  As I raced to the open door in the vacation home, I heard Nika behind me.  “No one alive in the house or the first level below it,” she said.  Of all the vampires, I trusted Nika the most.  By no means my bosom buddy, she was, at least, always honest with me.  And her telepathic abilities were terrifying until you realized that she had absolutely no interest in hearing the crap that other people thought.

The inside was a slaughterhouse: bodies, body parts, and gallons of blood strewn everywhere.  This was Grim’s work, Chris’s monstrous alter ego, his combat persona.

Below me, I heard yet another roar, so loud it made a werewolf’s sound like a rabbit’s squeal.  I know because my own roar is nothing shabby.

The enraged challenge of a pissed off Kodiak came from the open stairwell that descended below and I took the stairs as fast as my feet would let me, praying the prayer Lydia had encouraged.  Please let that little girl be okay.


Chapter 2

If you’ve ever seen a science fiction movie with evil science gone horribly wrong, then you have an idea of what the first five levels down were like.  Bodies, broken machines, devastated laboratories, and shredded creatures from hell.  By my count, less than ten minutes had elapsed since my Alpha, Brock, had announced the pride of the vampires had jumped from his plane.  I could see her handiwork everywhere, liberally mixed with Chris’s lethal touch.

Enemy soldiers lay dead everywhere in that facility.  Almost all either had a gaping red hole in their skulls or a bullet entry in their eye and vast exit wounds at the back.  Strange robots sparked and clicked, broken and shattered like toys.  I could see where Awasos had come through, apparently following behind his people, his huge claws leaving furrows in furniture and concrete and his massive body resizing doorframes on his way through.  It didn’t look like he’d had much to fight until almost the last level.  The jellied and crushed body of a mutated gorilla clearly displayed his particular brand of fury, a level of violence that even Chris would have trouble replicating.

As I entered the next stairwell, I heard Toni’s distinctive voice somewhere below. “Declan, Mr. Chris.  His name is Declan and she is Caeco, and they’re my friends.”  A wall fell behind me, masking the sounds from below.  When the noise settled, I heard her again. “Declan, don’t do anything sparky, okay?  You’ll just make him make him mad.”

Who the hell was she talking about?

I arrived at what used to be a jail, the twisted steel bars and shattered concrete indicating some very recent renovations.  Toni was already seated on Awasos’ back and Chris was looking at two young people, each maybe a year or two younger than myself.  The female was standing in a confident, balanced stance, her muscled body that of a trained fighter, her male companion looking athletic and cautious. Both were watching Chris with wariness, yet none of the shock I had seen so often on older, experienced people of violence when they meet Grim.  Interesting.  So was the dead, black-clad body lying on the floor of the cell.

“Yo?  Everyone alright?” I announced myself.

Chris turned to me and I couldn’t immediately tell if Grim was driving or Chris himself.  His right brow rose in question.

“I’m with the relief force.  We found the mess you left all through this place, so I headed here.  Heard furface here announcing himself,” I said. “Hey, Toni, you okay?”

“Yes, Miss Stacia.  I told them that they would be sorry.  That Mr. Chris and Miss Tanya would come and ’Sos and everyone and it would be real bad.  I told them that Mr. Chris would be angry,” she said, looking at her godfather with a tiny frown.

He reached out and grabbed ’Sos by his jaw. 

“You—get her out of here.  Do not stop to fight with anything—got it?  Just kill anything in your way, but head straight out,” he told the bear. “You—stay on the bear.  Hang on tight; both fists full of fur,” he said to Toni.

“You two: Follow them and get out.  There will be people upstairs that’ll help you get home,” he directed at the teenagers.

He looked my way. “Stewart upstairs?”  I just nodded. “Follow this crew and make sure they all get out all right.  Stewart should meet these guys,” he said, indicating the teens. “I’m gonna find Tanya and have a chat with whoever took Toni,” he finished, his voice dropping into Grim’s deep tones. 

Okay, the apocalypse was here—at least for this evil lair.

“Time to go, everybody.  Grimmy’s gonna smack somebody,” I said, waving the bear, the little girl, and the teens to get in front of me.  A final glance at Chris and then I followed the others.

’Sos wasn’t messing around, charging upstairs and across each level without any pause.  The teen girl, Caeco, kept right up, keeping a reasonable distance behind him, carrying a bag she had snagged from the floor of the jail.  She moved like a were or young vampire, but she didn’t smell like either.  The boy, Declan, smelled human and though he moved well, he wasn’t as fast or sure as his companion.  Still, teen boys have nothing if not energy and he did all right, glancing back at me once or twice.  He had really blue eyes, very like Tanya’s, eyes that were not nearly as scared as perhaps they should be—as any reasonable kid probably would be.  The image of the dead woman in the cell popped up in my mind’s eye.  Hmm.  I watched closer as we moved through scenes of gore and destruction.

We passed the big bodies of whatever had occupied the next floor, and both teens glanced at them, especially when ’Sos smacked the gorilla carcass out of his way like a pillow.  On the robot floor, Caeco paid no attention to the sparking machines, but Declan was clearly intrigued.  Curious but not afraid.

We got to the stairwell as Arkady and Lydia stepped out, both blurring to the side to avoid the bear-shaped bulldozer and his rider.

“Alright, Toni!” Lydia called, her eyes flicking to the teens before looking at me.  She gave me a frown and a sharp nod.  It didn’t take rocket science to know she would be intensely curious about my group.

Bodies appeared in greater numbers, human bodies, which Caeco completely ignored.  Declan studied them as we ran, giving me a glance but otherwise just working at keeping up.

The main chalet was still a graphic horror scene of splattered blood and broken bodies. The girl just ran right through it all, her steps agile and adept as she skillfully avoided the pools of blood.  The boy copied her, athletic if not as sure, but also not pausing to take in the horror.  Who the hell were these kids?

We emerged outside into a hive of activity.  Four Blackhawk helicopters sat on the open space, armed Oracle troops standing watch.  I spotted Director Stewart standing not far from one of the copters and steered my group his way.

“Director Stewart, got some people for you to meet,” I called out, getting his attention.  His assistant, who smelled like weasel, had already spotted us.

“Miss Reynolds and Toni!  Are you alright, my dear?” he asked Toni, moving up close to Awasos without any of the fear most people have.

“Hi, Mr. Stewart.  Hi, Miss Adine,” Toni said, finally releasing her death grip on ’Sos’s fur.

“Okay, furface. Hunker down a bit,” I said to ’Sos.  His shoulder was higher than my head and I wanted to inspect Toni for injury.

He was reluctant but relented and I hauled her down.  Instantly, he pulled her into his chest, guarding her with more than a half ton of bear body.  I pulled his paw away and gave her a quick once-over.

“Yo, need a blanket over here and some water,” I yelled out, knowing that Coven personnel would hear me. Glancing at the kids, I turned to Stewart and Adine.  “Chris felt you should meet these two. Director, this is Declan and she’s Caeco. They’re...” I said, or started to say.

“Oh, I know who they are,” he interrupted, smiling. “Michael West has told me so much about you both.  I’m as happy to see you both safe as I am Toni.  Not happy that I’ve failed to keep all three of you safe, though.  I’m sure you’re as disappointed with me as Chris must be?”

I pulled back, surprised by this turn of events.

“Chris is upset with himself, Director,” I said, taking a blanket from a camo-clad Oracle operative and diving into cave grizzly to wrap up my charge. “He sees Toni’s safety as his responsibility and his alone.” 

Awasos growled at my words, his meaning clear—at least to me.

“I know ’Sos, but that’s how he sees it,” I said.

“You have a very good insight with him, Miss Reynolds,” Stewart said.

“I think you know it’s a bit more than that, Director,” I said. “But can I leave these two with you?  I’m gonna get Toni loaded onto one of the birds.”

“Certainly, Miss Reynolds.”

“’Sos, you can’t get on a chopper like that—you’re too heavy.  Change,” I ordered, in no mood for his shenanigans.

We headed for the closest Blackhawk, the bear shrinking into a wolf.  Behind me, I could hear the conversation still happening.

“Most unusual, wouldn’t you say?” Director Stewart said.

“What is he?” Caeco asked.

“No one knows.  Chris calls him a were-bear-wolf.  Like so many things in Chris’s life, Awasos defies explanation,” Stewart answered. “But back to you two.  We did a poor, poor job protecting you.  I am very sorry about that.  What do they say?  Three strikes and you’re out?”

“Well, Director Stewart, Miseri was a world-class operative and she’s been in charge of my security my whole life.  She was very persistent,” Caeco answered.

“Is she no longer with us?”

“We—I killed her,” she said. “I overheard her being ordered to use Toni hostage against her godfather.  Declan was able to free himself and then me.  We stopped her.”

The running engines of the helicopters finally drowned out even my hearing and I focused on Toni.  Once I got her strapped in and sipping some cool water, I sat myself down and buckled up.  Not that long ago, I wasn’t familiar with the safety restraints on a Blackhawk, yet now they were old hat.

Minutes later, I saw the teens getting onto another helicopter, and not long after that, Chris, Tanya, Lydia, and Arkady came out of the complex.  Moments later, they boarded our bird and we were lifting off, apparently in a bit of a hurry.  Chris kept looking up at the ceiling of the copter, like he was seeing something far above us.  Then the crew chief yelled and pointed out the window.  A bright white point of light in the sky above grew rapidly larger and brighter before flashing down.  A massive concussion shook our ride and Stewart turned to Chris in horror.

“What did you do?” Stewart demanded.

“I made a statement.”


Chapter 3

“Again.  Go over it again,” Brock said.  It wasn’t a request.

“All of it?” I asked.  We’d been at this for a while now: him, me, and Afina.

“Let’s go from when you arrived on base,” Afina suggested with a glance at her husband and mate.

For the fourth time, I described entering the AIR silo complex, the destruction and death spread throughout the multiple levels, coming upon the jail section, and all of my interactions with Toni, the two teens, and Chris.

“Where was Tatiana?” Brock asked.

“I don’t know.  Deeper in, I’d guess,” I said with a shrug. “He was leaving to find her and the people responsible.  Brianna DuClair was involved, from what I understand.”

“How did he call down that asteroid?” Brock asked, agitated.  Understandable.  Chris Gordon had turned both the supernatural and natural worlds upside down with just his presence.  Now an asteroid had somehow fallen on the base of the organization that had kidnapped his goddaughter.  Apex predators have a difficult time adjusting to even bigger predators.

“I told you… I have no idea.  I don’t even know for a fact that he did.”

“But Nathan Stewart accused him, and he didn’t deny it—he said it was a statement, right?” Brock pressed.

“Correct.”

Afina patted her husband’s arm, but her eyes stayed locked on me.  “Let’s circle back to the jail cell business.  These kids,” she suggested.

“From what I heard the girl, Caeco, tell Stewart, and some of the later comments I heard on the jet home, she was apparently a project of this group, Agents in Rebus.”

“Genetic engineering, right?” Afina asked.

“Well, she moves like a were, her scent is off, and I heard her mention the dead agent in the cell had been in charge of her security for her whole life.”

“How was her scent different?” Brock asked, getting interested despite his fixation on the asteroid.

“It was mostly human, but I also smelled some cat, maybe canine, and oddly, ape.”

“How do you know what ape smells like?” Brock asked.

“Bronx Zoo.”

“That would make sense,” Afina said, turning to him. “If you were engineering a new, improved human, I would think chimpanzee genes might be useful.”

“She also smells, faintly, like a… well… computer, or a cell phone.”

They both just looked at me blankly, like I might be a bit crazy.  “Just reporting what I smelled,” I said.

“Perhaps because you are so new to this life, it was just something, some machine, burning in the building?” Brock suggested. Sure, deny my abilities even when I have repeatedly outperformed all of your natural-born werewolves.

I shrugged.  “Maybe.  Seemed to be part of her.  The boy was the one who smelled of smoke and char.”

“But human?” Afina asked.

“Witch human,” I said. “According to both Lydia and Nika.”

“Ah, the mindreader.  She likely knows a great deal more,” Brock said wistfully.

“Boy witches are rare, from what I understand,” Afina said.

“He was shockingly confident,” I said, mentally replaying every observation I had of him.  “Chris had just torn the whole cell block apart like putty and they were both super wary, but neither fully smelled of panic.  I can understand how a genetically engineered person might have less fear, but a supposedly weak male witch should have been pissing himself.”

“You said the body had some char on it and the boy smelled of char?” Afina asked.

“Char and… ozone,” I said, as I made the mental connection about his scent. “And I did hear Chris mention that he supposedly fried three AIR soldiers and a Humvee.”

“Can witches harness electricity?” Brock asked his mate. 

Afina tapped her bottom lip, considering the question.  “I don’t know. But I should be able to find out.  You’ll come with me,” she said to me. “It’s time to meet with the local Circle we ally with.”

“Mitzi, from now on you liase with Stacia, who you already know.  She’ll be your point person for the pack,” Afina said a day later as we sat down at the coffee shop.

“You did warn me that our time together would be short,” the witch said as she turned her attention to me.  Blondish hair, hazel eyes, about five-two and dressed in black slacks and a rich burgundy sweater that emphasized her curves.  Pretty, with a sharp gaze.  I’d met her before and even introduced her to Plasma, which became her favorite club.

“Okay, I’m officially intrigued,” Mitzi said. “What can I do for you?”

“We have a quick question about Craft.  Could a witch manipulate electricity?”

“Depends.  Most of us can cause failures in computers and cameras and that kind of thing.”

“What about electrocuting someone?” I asked.

“Like a Taser?” she asked, and I nodded. “Hmm.  I don’t know anyone that can do that, but never say never with regard to the Craft.  I suppose it’s possible a dual nature witch might be able to.  Something like Earth and Fire, but they’d have to be both very powerful and very skilled.”

“So it might be possible?” Afina asked.

“I should think so.  Do you know someone who did this?  I’d love to meet her.”

“Her?” I asked.

“Undoubtedly.  Males are rare, weak, and single affinity.  But if you find one of those, I’d be even more interested,” she said with a raised brow and a grin.

“We came across a situation where there were indications that a witch might have been involved.  The scene smelled of ozone and someone had been electrically burned,” Afina said. “Made us curious, as we hadn’t heard of this ability.”

It was a good deflection.  The supernatural world is all about information as power.  Of course, it made sense that the pack would be curious about a new type of magical weapon.

“We’ll keep a lookout for a guy witch for you.  Now, when are we hitting Plasma again?” I asked.

“You name it and I’ll be there.”

“I’m free tonight,” I said.

She scoffed.  “Free?  I doubt that,” she said with a wink.

“They call us maneaters, but the word was made for that one back there,” Afina said as we left the coffee shop. “Her Circle is very useful to us, but be very careful around her.  And don’t give away that kid witch to her.  From what you say, both Oracle and your favorite power couple are heavily interested in him, and Mitzi would eat him up and sell the leftovers.”

“The witch and his test tube girlfriend should be safe.  Chris and Tanya are going to pay for college for them.”

“Let’s keep that information to ourselves.  No need to stir up trouble by sending Mitzi after the boy and possibly pissing off Gordon and his vampires.  Have fun on your night out.”

I did, as usual, but when it came to men, Mitzi was the apex predator, not me. 

“This is better than I thought it would be,” she told me.

“The club?” I asked, confused because it was like our third time there.

“No, I knew Plasma would be off the chain.  I was talking about going out with you. I always  had doubts. You’re a guy magnet, but you are so not free.  To put it into terms that a Vermont girl might understand, having you with us is like hunting bucks over bait,” she said with a gleam as a vampire waiter brought us a round of free drinks, courtesy of a trio of clearly wealthy men at a table across the room. “You break their hearts, sweet stuff, and we’ll snap up the pieces, right, girls?” she said, directing the last at her friends, Cara and Aleah.

“Absolutely,” Aleah agreed, twirling her hair as she made eye contact with our admirers. “Just give us a bit of time before you pick your prize of the night.”

I smiled and sipped the cosmopolitan that had appeared in front of me, not bothering to tell them that I’m not a casual sex kind of person.  I mean, it had happened occasionally, but I grew up having to be extremely guarded around the parade of men who pursued my mother after dad died.  Men who made it clear that an underage teen was fair game as far as they were concerned.

I have my occasional moments, but they happen on my terms.  I had dated a handful of the pack’s single males, but they were either too immediately territorial or too threatened by a newly turned were who could shift as fast and smoothly as I did.  The vast majority of weres shift from human to animal form.  The ones who could shift to a combat form melded from the best of both were few and far between.  The fact that I’d had almost immediate success assuming a were-woman form had been a big disruption in the Malleks’ pack.  As far as regular humans, I did seem to attract the big bucks who thought they were a catch for any woman and wanted me as a trophy.  They didn’t work out… at all.  Nothing chills a male libido like a woman who can turn into a wolf.

I grew up with a healthy dose of fear for men.  My looks and body came early, along with the predatory stares, glances, and gropes.  But now I was a much bigger predator, and no regular human had a chance of overpowering me. 

The day after the attack in the campground, I woke up with a fever and a few aches.  It faded by nightfall even as my strength and speed grew.  My senses became hyperacute, and I broke more than few doors, cabinets, and utensils until I mastered the new me.  And with all that physical ability came a temper and a truly scary capacity for violence.  I started to learn to fight as soon as Brock and Afina brought me into the pack. 

And Tanya might not like me, but that didn’t keep her from seeing that I get even better training than the wolves could provide.  The pack had a twice weekly training session.  Tanya required us to work out five days a week.  My fear of men was gone, replaced by confidence and an undercurrent of anger, a darkness that could be unhealthy for aggressive males of any species.

A vampire at the nearest bar crooked a finger at me.  “Excuse me, ladies. I’ll be right back.”

I wove through the crowd, bruising the wrist of at least one groper who chanced to grab my ass.

“Katrina,” I said as I arrived at her corner of the bar.

“Having fun, blondie?” she asked, her eyes roving across the table I had just left.

“Building rapport and all that.  What’s up?”

“The pesky one and I have to head up to Burlington to set up that school Chris and Tanya are all hot for.  So you need to be on call to cover for our absence.”

Juggling two jobs was tricky, but both employers gave me lots of leeway.  Still, it was like dancing a knife’s edge to balance what I could reveal to each of them about the other.

“Okay, duly noted.  Nika staying on hand?”

“Yes.  She’s front line but she will likely need some backup.  The boss has lots of irons in the fire.  She’ll call or text if she needs you,” she said, then slowly leaned close and sniffed me.

“Alcohol?”

“It has no effect on me,” I said. “People keep buying me drinks. It’s probably good for the club’s bottom line.”

“As long as you don’t get busted by cops for underaged drinking.  Your LV might keep you safe from the demon alcohol, but don’t endanger the club’s liquor license.”

“Any cops in here are likely some of the ones buying me drinks,” I said.

She snorted, then turned away without a goodbye.  Standard Katrina.

I glanced back at my table, only to find it empty.  A quick scan found the three witches at the table of men who had sent us the most recent round of drinks.  From the looks of things, the witches likely wouldn’t love it if I joined their hunt, as each was talking to one of the three men.

Perhaps an early night was a good idea.


Chapter 4

“Ah, hey, Nika,” I said as I entered the outer administrative offices.  She was standing at the reception desk, which I always found odd.  I mean, Tanya’s group was basically in hiding, moving their headquarters from this property to that one all the time.  Why the hell was there a reception desk for a secret office?

“Hey,” she said back, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.  Of all the vampires I’ve met, Nika is the one I admire.  Never mind the super vampire princess—blah.  As far as I’m concerned, that female won all the lotteries—ever.  Genetic, looks, money, power, education, brains, business acumen, armies of followers, and him.  Chris.

But Nika is just so calm, cool, collected, refined, stylish and, well, everything I want to be when I grow up.

“You’re doing just fine,” she said to me with a grin.

“You said you don’t read our minds,” I replied, folding my arms over my chest.

“And I don’t.  Unless I have to. But I’ve been doing this for over a century and my ability to read body language and the tiny expressions people make has gotten really good,” she said, folding her own arms to match my posture.

Could she really read me that easily?

“You’re pretty guarded but in the time you’ve been with us, I’ve learned your tells,” she said.  “Plus, you aren’t all that guarded when you look at him or when you glare at her.”

“And you think it’s a bit pathetic that I keep hanging around,” I suggested.

“Not pathetic.  Certainly, if it was any other situation, I’d admire your determination and persistence, but this one is different.”

“The angel thing?”

“Yeah, the angel thing,” she said with a nod.

“But see, they aren’t angels now,” I said. “They’re here on Earth and they have free will.  Free to get it right and just as free to fuck it up.”

One perfectly manicured brow arched up as she took that in.  “Well, that explains a lot,” she said. “Interesting.  However, Stacia, I don’t think you understand the Darkkin concept of Chosen.”

“No, I don’t.  But does Chris?”

She pulled back, tilting her head.  “Hmm.  I see.  Anyway, they are upstate tonight, meeting with government officials.  So I’m babysitting the empire.  You’re my backup, especially when the morning comes.”

I had been looking forward to continuing the argument about my chances with Chris, but she’d just dropped the topic like it wasn’t even a thing.  Annoying.  I didn’t answer her right away until her words sunk fully in.

“Wait… morning?” I asked.

“Yeah, they’ll be up there overnight, or so they think.  So help me put out fires for the first half of the night, then catch some rest until I can’t stay awake,” she said.

That was reasonable.  More than reasonable.  Easy, even.  “What’s on fire?” I asked.

“Actually, not too much, but when things get quiet, I get suspicious,” she said with a grin.

Tanya’s business empire was growing and spreading into new fields, but the core of it still remained essentially a real estate business.  Each individual investment was expected to carry itself and eventually contribute to the bottom line.  Firefighting when the boss was away tended to take the form of fielding calls from property managers regarding vacancies, maintenance and zoning issues, and budget questions.  Mostly it was taking notes and then deciding which internal department needed to weigh in.  Nika was right, though… it was quiet tonight.

“Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask you,” she started off after hanging up with a building manager in New Jersey. “You met those kids, right?”

“What kids?” Although I had a pretty good idea.

“The test tube girl and the witch?”

“Yeah.  Briefly.  Why?”

“Tell me about the witch?” she asked, casual but interested.  By now, I had learned that Nika was almost never casual.

“I don’t know… he was a kid, like high school age,” I said, looking at my nails.  Two can play at indifferent.

“So, like a couple of years younger than you?” she asked with a grin.

“Yeah, maybe, but you know, a boy.  They’re so much less mature than girls at that age,” I said.

“Is that how he seemed?  Immature?” she asked, frowning.

“Actually, not really.  The two of them had apparently killed the AIR assassin who was supposed to threaten Toni.  Toni said he was telling her jokes when Chris arrived.”

“So a couple of high school kids off a highly experienced, top-of-the-line assassin and then he worries about a little girl’s feelings?” she asked, brows up in disbelief.

“Well, I guess.  Toni seemed to like them… well, him more than her.  She’s a bit… stiff… aloof.  He seems… normal.”

She snorted, and it was my turn to give her a questioning look.  “Normal.  Nothing normal about that one,” she said, paging through a report on her tablet.

I waited, but she stayed quiet. 

“Well, other than he’s a witch, a rarity for males,” I said.

She snorted again, still staring at the report.  I focused on her and when she finally felt my gaze, she looked up.  “Chris is absolutely obsessed with that kid.  Thinks the girl is pretty cool, but obsessed with the witch,” she said.

“What do you mean by obsessed?”

“Well, he came back from New Hampshire all focused on your idea of providing college to them.  Then we found out that Oracle had the exact same idea except the feds were going to build them a school.  Chris kinda flipped out, saying the feds would get the kid and we didn’t want that.  Tanya and Lydia started to wonder about his fixation, so they had me read him.  What?” she asked at my look. “That’s part of the deal—his part.  Anytime he acts weird, I’m to read him by his request.  Anyway, he thinks the kid’s super important.  Doesn’t know for what, but he’s absolutely convinced. So we brokered a deal to go in with Oracle on the school. Then Tanya and Chris went up to Vermont with that damned book to find a way to protect Toni and when they came back, she was completely convinced too.”

“Huh?” I asked.

She turned and focused on me, clearly warming up to the topic.

“Tanya’s been around enough of the Coven’s associated witches to have an idea of capabilities.  She said this kid and his aunt were completely off the charts.  The aunt and her sister escaped a dangerous situation in Ireland, arriving here with the sister pregnant.  The two were some of the top witches ever seen in Ireland and according to T, it shows.  The aunt used the book to do a major spell on that God Tear Chris carries, a spell that T said took enormous power, probably more than a full circle of strong witches could provide.”

“Just herself and the mother?” I asked.

“No, the mother is dead, but here’s the kicker… the kid provided her with the power… by himself.  Then when the spell was done and they came under attack by zombies, the kid incinerated like a dozen with just a thought.”

“Hold on… you said zombies?”

“T said they were more like dead body robots, not Walking Dead types.  But still.  So now she’s almost as obsessed.  Apparently, Chris identifies with this kid like a little brother or something, but even T feels she has a lot in common.”

“What the hell would a natural-born vampire princess have in common with a Vermont kid witch?”

“I asked the same thing.  Her response was all about the natural born thing.  See, Declan, which is his name right?” she asked.  I nodded, impatient. “Anyway, Declan had his powers from birth, according to the aunt.  Tanya was basically born with vampire strength and speed.  Both had to grow up staying in control of themselves.”

“But she was among vampires,” I protested. “What regular human, especially a boy, could grow up with crazy powers and not fuck stuff up?  I remember idiots in my school who couldn’t keep control of a lighter, for God’s sake.”

“And yet, according to the aunt, Declan only lashed out with his powers once,” she said with a theatrical smile, saying nothing further.

“You are maddening.  How and why did he lash out?”

“He and another kid, his friend, were kidnapped by a serial killer.  Declan fried the guy with a car battery—while sitting six feet away.  He was like nine or ten.”

“Holy shit.  Rough.”

“Yeah, and then the kid he saved—his so-called friend—ostracized him.  And because he was a popular kid, all the other kids followed his lead.  Can you imagine?”

Oh, I could imagine all right.  Been there and had that shirt.  Slut shamed for sex acts I never committed.

“Right, I guess you could at that,” she said, watching me. “But imagine going through the hell of other kids in school while you sat on the power to basically level the school with a thought and yet you never lashed out.”

“He did seem awfully—self-contained,” I mused.  She widened her eyes, so I explained. “In the bunker, he seemed in awe of Chris—well, Grim, really, but not like any normal teenager. Hell, not like any normal human would.  And as we ran out, I followed and he didn’t lose his shit once, not at the dead bodies or the creatures we saw.  Seemed intrigued by the robots, but that was it.”

She was nodding.  “That tracks. They both said he is magically gifted with computers and tech.  Tanya thinks Chet would give a kidney to have this kid working for him if he finds out what he can do.  What does he look like?”

“You never saw him?”

“No, too busy with fifty other things that night.”

“Tallish.  Maybe a little over six feet.  Thin… well not thin as in scrawny, but like he’s not grown into his body. Seems in shape because he kept up with ’Sos, the test tube girl, and me.  Black hair, but really bright blue eyes.”

“So kid next door.  Plain.”

“Oh, not like that.  He’s probably going to be pretty cute in a year or so.  Just still in that fast growth stage, a little gawky maybe.  Girls probably notice him, at least his eyes.”

“Okay.  Good to know.  My impression is that we’re going to see a lot of him if the power couple have their way.  Hate to trip over him and not have a clue.  Hey, would you call this guy in St. Louis back?  I’ve got to sign off on this report.”

I called Gary in Missouri, who wanted to skimp on funding his building fund this month, and nipped that idea in the bud.  Then I went and got some food, pondering all the little revelations Nika had provided.  If nothing else, working for the pack and Demidova was interesting.

“Rise and shine,” a soft voice said.  I snapped awake, my eyes locking on the familiar outline in the doorway of the little lounge.  “I’m going to pass out soon and you have a job.”

I stood up from the couch and pushed my hair out of my face.  “What?”

“Tanya is headed here but falling asleep.  They apparently flew a copter into Central Park at the request of the police.  Chris did some demon shit and is now getting food.  Tanya is headed here but she wants you to take a car and driver and track him down.  When he’s done eating, bring him home.”

I glanced down at the clothes I was wearing, which were rumpled. 

“You have just enough time for a change of clothes.  You can borrow some of mine.  Let’s go. I’m about out on my feet.”

She led me to her rooms and turned me loose in her closet.  Dangerous move, Nika.  I love clothes.  After my dad was killed, we had a rough time making ends meet, a condition that continued right up until I got bit.  The result was a lot of thrift store finds and very little new clothing.  I made do with what I could, but the mean girls always noticed. Now, however, I had a nice apartment I shared with Mom, who also had gotten great jobs, first for the pack’s corporation, and then one in medicine. So I had enough money to buy almost any fashion I wanted.

That said, Nika had been collecting clothes for a hundred years, and she made a ton of money.  She was maybe an inch taller but otherwise her clothes mostly fit.  I was tempted to go crazy but she had been… nice… well, nicer.  I picked out a silk blouse, a leather jacket, and some killer Jimmy Choo shoes.  I carry leggings in my everyday bag, along with dry shampoo, makeup, and deodorant.

While Nika lay dead to the world in bed, I brushed my teeth, cleaned, and brushed my hair, applied a little makeup, and dressed in Nika’s clothes.  Then I marched to the front of the building where Stevens from security was waiting with a black SUV.  He gave me a leer and a nod.  Normally that would piss me off, but Stevens is an unabashed ladies’ man and while I’m sure he’d jump at a chance to jump me, he never pushes.  That may be due to the fact that I have tapped out every single one of the security staff in hand-to-hand training.  Or maybe he just has some code of conduct he follows.

He drove us to 77th and as we got close to the West Side, I let my mind wander.  My attention pulled to the right, and I had Stevens turn.  Then I felt pulled to the left and we turned again. 

“Pull over here,” I said, my eyes snagging on a diner that felt exactly right.

“How do you do that?” Stevens asked. 

“I don’t have any idea.  Likely because he healed my bite wound or something.  Just seem to know where he is if I’m close enough.”

I got out of the car and walked inside.  People turned to look, but I had already spotted my prey.  He was sitting across from a young woman who looked scared but determined.

My enhanced hearing brought me her words from across the room.  “I think you are a demon yourself… or at least part demon,” she said.

I couldn’t help my laugh at that, and they both turned to look at me as I approached his booth.

Hip checking his shoulder, I made him slide over, then sat down and immediately stole his fry.

“Hey,” he protested.

I looked at the girl.  East Indian descent, average height, pretty, and defiant.

“Hi, I’m Stacia and you are one seriously funny girl,” I said.

“This is Brystol Chatterjee, Stacia,” Chris said. “She’s a reporter and I’m her story.”

Awesome.  Time to get to work.


Chapter 5

“Mom, you here?” I yelled out as I came home.

“Living room, dear,” she called back.

I locked the door because Brooklyn, dropped my keys in the key dish on the kitchen counter, and stepped into our home.

In Vermont,  our trailer was old and the park owner had let it age very ungracefully.  It was breezy and cold in the winter, and a veritable metal oven in the summer.

Our new place was soooo much better.  It wasn’t a new apartment, but it was lovingly maintained and because our landlord was a member of the New York Pack, we were treated well.

I took a cautious sniff.  Just Mom.  Cool.

When we first moved in four months ago, Mom brought home her first New York date and I had a sudden epiphany.  My mom sought out men she perceived to be alphas, men who could take charge.  It explained so much about my teen years because the parade of men who came through our trailer were definitely authoritative, at least in Mom’s eyes, and maybe even my adolescent ones.

But as an adult, with a bit more experience in the world and certainly more experience with real Alphas, I realized her perceptions were… imprecise.

The guy she brought into our apartment was big, loud, and aggressive; traits he displayed immediately upon seeing me in my casualwear.  “Lisa, you never told me you were setting me up for a three-way,” he said with a leer, weaving although he stood in the doorway.

“Sean, this is my daughter,” Mom said, frowning at him nervously.

“But not my daughter,” he crowed.

“Sean, that’s not appropriate,” she said, annoyed.

He spun to her, brows furrowed, instant anger radiating from every pore.  “Who the fuck are you to correct me?”

“She’s my mother,” I said from right behind him.  He turned around, his big arms flailing, and I caught the left arm that would have clipped me.

“Bitch!  You need a lesson in manners,” he said, pressing his bulk against me as his other arm reached for my own arm.

I squeezed the wrist I was holding, ramping up the pressure to about a third of what I could bring to bear.

His wristbones creaked and shifted as he screamed in pain, falling to his knees.

“Date night is over, Sean,” I said, yanking him upright and shoving him into the hall.  He slammed into to the far wall and I swung the door shut, right in the middle of a string of curses.  I listened as he swore a blue streak before stomping down the hallway.

My mom was staring at me, speechless.  “Stacia Reynolds!” she finally exclaimed.

“There’s eight million people in this city, Mom.  Choose better,” I said.

“He was my date,” she said.

“He was a belligerent asshole and I let him leave without breaking any bones,” I said.

Her look of shock seemed frozen into her features as she just stared at me. 

“Do you have any idea how many of your boyfriends I had to escape and lock out of my bedroom growing up?” I asked. “Never again.”

She flinched at my words before her face crumpled and the tears poured forth.  I had her wrapped in a hug in a New York second before she could turn away.

“I get it, Mom.  You missed Dad and you look for guys that seem like Dad,” I said. “But the ones you find aren’t the same.”

She’d done better after that night, but I was always a little gun-shy when I came home. 

“New clothes?” she asked from the doorway to the living room.

“Borrowed from a coworker.”

“You’ve been gone over twenty-four hours.  You must be exhausted?” she asked, looking at me with concern.

“Actually got almost six hours of sleep, and I’m off for the rest of the day.”

“Me, too,” she said. “Let’s go out today,” she suggested.  And we did.  Mom–daughter day in Brooklyn.

The next time I came home was almost a week later.  My mom met me at the door, wrapping me in a hug this time, tears running down her face.

“I’m fine, Mom. Really.”

“You’ve been gone a week and I saw you on television, fighting that thing in Washington and there are all these reporters coming around and…” She broke off, burying her face in my shirt.

“Yeah.  Big changes,” I agreed.  Who knew that one week would see us close a Circle in New Jersey, almost get blown up by a cruise missile, go into hiding, fight multiple incarnate demons—including a prince of Hell—lose a friend, actually go to Hell, fight our way back, and finally get captured by the government and bound with explosive collars before getting released by the court of public opinion.

“I don’t care if you’re a werewolf, darling, but do you have to do all these dangerous missions with him and her? To lose one of your team like…” She trailed off.

Yeah.  Lost Trenton.  Collared with explosive collars that would have killed us all at the same time.  To sit so still, afraid—no—terrified that any move I made would kill us and then to be thinking that any of the others could have moved too much and killed us—me.

Her question was on point, one I had been asking myself over and over.

“You have doubts too?” she asked, brow rising.

“Not whether the job is important, but whether it needs to be me, whether the team really needs me.”

“What about him?  You’ve been fixated on him for some time now. Did something change?  Something happen while you were… gone?”

A sigh escaped me before I could squelch it.  “I guess I know the answer to my usefulness.  It’s real.  I’m pretty good at analyzing stuff, I’m awake during the day, my sense of smell is better than a vampire’s, so yeah, I add value to the group.”

“But what about Chris?”

I laughed, but it was short and sounded bitter, even to my ears.  “Not sure about that either.  Seems like I’m hanging around, waiting for him to fall out of love for her and into my waiting arms.  We seem to be friends, but there’s this whole fallen angel thing.”

“So it’s not the team, it’s the man,” she stated.

“Yeah.  I guess.  I’m just very confused, Mom,” I said.

“Aw, honey, I’ve always been confused by men.  By every damn one of them,” she said. “Let’s get you some food and”—she leaned close to sniff me—“a shower, and we’ll watch a movie or something.  I know, I can do your nails while we watch a comedy on Netflix.”

Mom time helped, but my confusion didn’t go away. Luckily, my life was too busy to dwell on my doubts.  Tanya had reached out to Brock and Afina to discuss what was being called the Emergence: the revelation to the world that werewolves and vampires, demons and angels were real.  The three of them decided that I should play a big role in the battle for public opinion.  Tanya’s public relations team had me doing interviews, photo shoots, public events.  Either Kyle or Jules or often both were sending me all over the place, spreading the word that supernaturals had always been around, yet our particular group was saving the day.

And all that PR work came around the real job: sending demons back to Hell.  Halloween was, pardon me, a nightmare.  November and December were bad, but not as bad.  We did quite a bit of travelling, mostly in Europe, a not-so-subtle message to the Garth Administration that we were better allies than enemies.  Chris traveled to Burlington to be there for the opening of the experimental college program co-created with Oracle, and then we headed to France to engage a particularly tough possession, at least by the standards of other exorcists.  For Chris, not so much.

I was in my hotel room, leafing through a magazine, when I heard Tanya answer a call in the suite’s living room. 

“What happened?”  I heard her say, her tone intense. “I’m putting you on speaker.  Chris and Lydia are here.”

I turned down my television volume to nothing, interest piqued.  Katrina spoke without preamble, launching into a story about the witch boy getting attacked by a fellow student, a giant werewolf.  She told it matter-of-factly, explaining where she had been during the fiasco, how the boy’s magic had been blocked by some kind of antimagic cuffs, and that the teacher had stood by while the big wolf kid beat Chris’s favorite witch with escrima sticks.

She finished and the room next door was dead quiet.

“I’ll kill that fuckwad Jenks,” Chris said, his voice deeper.

“He’s alive though?” Tanya asked.

“Dislocated jaw that was reset, and perhaps cracked ribs.  He passed out when they reset the jaw,” Katrina reported.

“He still have those antimagic cuffs on?” Lydia chimed in.

“As far as I know.”

“Probably for the best. He’ll be humiliated and royally pissed off.  He might kill Jenks and the wolf kid,” Lydia said. 

Kill two werewolves? They kept saying he was strong, but that statement shocked me.  Lydia isn’t prone to exaggeration. If she said it, it was possible, at least in her opinion.  And so far, she had always been right.

“I didn’t know cuffs like that existed.  That’s why I didn’t anticipate this,” Katrina said.

“None of us knew about them,” Tanya said. “Kat, being a bodyguard isn’t really your thing, and asking you to guard a human witch who is awake all day when you sleep wasn’t fair to you or well-thought-out on my part.”

“I disagree,” Chris said. “Declan should be okay with a wolf if he has his magic.  We didn’t consider that.  This Jenks is a complete idiot.”

“We’re coming back, Kat.  I… we’ll teach him ourselves, at least for a week or so.”

“When?”

“We gotta finish up some stuff, so try to keep him out of trouble over the weekend.”

“Yes boss,” Katrina said and ended the call.

“Yo, Stacia?” Lydia called, her voice at normal level. “Come on over.”

I entered the living room, where they were all seated.

“You heard?” Lydia asked.

“Yeah. Sounds fucked up,” I said cautiously.

Chris shot to his feet and started pacing. 

“He’s alive, Zayka,” Tanya said.

“I—we wanted to reward him for helping us, and instead we almost get him killed,” Chris said, still pacing.

“A dislocated jaw and broken ribs are not, generally, life-threatening,” Lydia pointed out. 

He spun around and pinned her with a glare.

“She is correct, Christian,” Tanya said.  Using his full first name was a serious escalation.

He looked her way and met her gaze for a moment, the two of them doing that creepy thing where they seem to almost be speaking silently.  Every time I see it, it’s like another nail in the coffin of my dreams.

“So we’re going to Burlington?” I asked, hoping to break the tension.

“We, certainly are, wolf girl. You especially,” Tanya said, turning to me.

“Me? I only met the kid once,” I said.

“But you are arguably the only one who can provide any degree of grappling and hand-to-hand training with him that is remotely close to human level.  Lydia, I need a training facility. Something derelict and run-down.  We are going to beat on him, and he will in turn beat back.  His magic is extraordinary, so I need something that he can wreck if it comes to that.”

“He’s very controlled, Tanya,” Chris said.

“Yes, and we need him to release that control, just a bit,” she replied. “We will take every effort at safety, but none of us know much about magic, and you saw what he did to those revenants.  Burnt all of them to ash in mere seconds.”

“So wait… burned them to ash?” I asked. “And you want me to beat him up?”

Tanya turned to Chris, clearly putting the ball in his court.

“That is another reason for you to be involved,” Chris said. “He is extremely unlikely to lose control with you as opposed to, say, Arkady.”

“Because… I’m female?” I asked, crossing my arms.

“Yes,” he said. “You’re closer to his age, and Declan has very rigid principles.”

“Like he won’t hit girls?” Lydia asked.

“No. He trains girls in Krav with his instructor and Katrina reports that he spars with his girlfriend all the time, getting his ass kicked regularly,” Chris said. “But, in my, opinion, he will be extremely loath to use magic against you without restraint.  With myself, Tanya, or Arkady, he’s going to be intimidated, power-wise.”

“And I won’t intimidate him at all is what you’re saying,” I said, getting annoyed.

Lydia snapped her fingers at me, then waved her hand up and down my form.  “Don’t be dense, Stacia.  You know exactly what we’re talking about.  Giant Russian vampire warrior, God Hammer, Night Angel, or beautiful, blonde Vermont girl.  Kinda simple math.”

“I turn into a wolf.  You don’t think that will intimidate him?”

Lydia looked at me.  “No, I don’t think it will.  Bet you fifty bucks.”

“You’re on.”

Katrina called again Monday evening as the Demidova jet approached New York City. 

“Changed my mind, boss,” she started out. “I want to stay on this job.  It might be the best I’ve had in decades.”

“What happened, Kat?” Tanya asked, glancing at Chris.

“Kid was back in Survival class this morning.  Shocked everyone, especially Jenks and the big wolf asshat.  Got right in the wolf’s face and ended up crushing his trachea.  Wolf Changed and the kid flung him away with magic like tissue paper.  Then the witchy aunt showed up and the shit really flew.  It was… awesome.”

“Start at the beginning, Kat, and tell us every detail,” Tanya commanded. 

It took fifteen minutes to get through the whole tale, with Chris, Lydia, and especially Tanya asking questions left and right.  Katrina was right. It was a pretty great story.

“So Declan plotted and executed a near perfect revenge, yet no one died,” Tanya said, nodding in admiration.

“Then after dinner, we all got called to the basement and the aunt took over the Wytchwar thing. Didn’t see that one coming. Had Declan bring in like forty or more tons of dirt with magic and set up a wicked cool game course.  Had the kid demonstrate how the game is really played.  He made a little fighter out of dirt and scraps of his antimagic bracelets, then rained holy mayhem down on the Barbies the other witches were using. Seems we’re all supposed to get a little dirt fighter for our own.  Boss, where did you find this kid?  He draws in trouble like a magnet but somehow, he turns everything around.  This has to be the best babysitting ever.”

“We’ll be there, tonight.  Keep an eye on him, Kat,” Tanya said.

“I’ve been lurking nearby from the moment I got up this afternoon. I don’t want to miss a thing,” she said. 

“Well, what do you make of that?” Tanya asked after they hung up.

“Who was that and what did she do with Katrina?” Lydia asked. “She doesn’t like anyone.”

“You think she likes the kid?” I asked.

“Not like-like,” Lydia said.  “Katrina doesn’t go down that road.  But she’s clearly fascinated by him, which is…”

“Unprecedented,” Tanya said.

“Unheard of,” Chris guessed.

“I was going to say extremely rare,” Lydia responded.

“Sounds like this training will be interesting,” I said.

“I’m kind of sorry I have to stay in New York and help Nika,” Lydia said.

“I want Nika up there on Thursday,” Tanya said. “She can offer some mental shielding training that we all can’t.”

“I’m going to need updates,” Lydia said. “You need to fill me in, blondie,” she said to me.

“Just keep your fifty-spot ready for payment,” I smirked.

She laughed.  “Oh, young one, you have so much to learn.”

Turns out she was right.


Chapter 6

“Interesting,” Tanya said. “What do you all think?”

“Gets his ass liberally kicked in the first case,” I said. “But the second one is like a different person was in the fight.”

“Did you see his eyes?” Chris asked quietly, frowning at the split screen that showed both of Declan’s fights.  Our plane was fifteen minutes out of Burlington’s Jetport, and we had seen the two videos twice each.

“Zayka,” Tanya said softly.

“No, Tanya,” Chris said, a word combination I’d rarely heard. “He’s so, so humiliated.  If those bracelets had come off, he’d have likely destroyed the whole school.  I want words with Jenks.  Tonight.”

I looked closely as the first fight replayed.  Declan’s eyes were full of pain after the action, but Chris was right.  There was utter and complete rage in them too.

“But kid comes back three days later and destroys wolf,” Arkady said. “And wood dummy.”

“Yeah,” Tanya agreed. “You ever see a witch burn anything that fast or completely before, Arkady?”

“Nyet,” the giant vampire said, shaking his head.

“And you want me to beat him up?” I asked.  Were they crazy?

“He was humiliated, Stacia,” Chris said. “Made powerless—you know—like when we were chained in the Pentagon basement.”

Hmm.  That I could understand.

“Much more importantly, according to Kat, he broke those cuffs himself within an hour of the fight,” Tanya noted. “Then stayed quiet for the whole weekend.  Beat the wolf this morning but killed no one.  Can you imagine the control that took?  I can’t.  Had the government come near us three days after the Pentagon incident, I would have gone berserk.  Instead, he hunkered down, plotted his course of action, and executed it perfectly.”

“Kat also said he walked forty tons of dirt into the basement like some massive alligator,” I noted.

“Gina said it was more like sixty tons,” Chris noted, eyes on the video as he froze it.

“You are beating yourself up, but he survived and thrived,” Tanya said, slightly exasperated. 

He was silent but his side eye in her direction spoke volumes.

She sighed.  “Okay.  Training tonight starts with diagnostics.  Chris, you visit Jenks, then after that, you and I will bring Declan to the building.  Arkady, you are on first floor.  Stacia… let’s put you on third.  See if he even gets that far.”

He did.  On his first run.

I listened to the sounds below as Chris first explained the rules, then left the witch—excuse me, the warlock—to face Arkady.  As Chris said, beating a four-hundred-year-old vampire’s speed advantage was dicey.  I heard the kid take a hit, bounce around, get up, get knocked down, get back up, get yanked off his feet and get dragged to the second floor. My sensitive ears told me the moment he dropped back to the ground floor, followed by a sharp snap of electricity and a curse by Arkady.  Interesting.  Next a scraping, like… chalk.  Then an impact.

“Hah!  Very good, Declan,” Chris’s voice drifted upward.  “You’re learning.  Now, how to move forward?  You’ll have to leave the circle sometime.”

More sounds I couldn’t quite interpret.  Like wood being thrown.

“Oh, but I’m not there anymore,” Chris said.

Snapping sounds, wood again—not bone.

“Nice,” Tanya said.  “But wooden blocks aren’t very scary.”

“I thought we were training?” Declan said, his voice surprisingly deep. “If this was for keeps, I’d make them all wooden spikes or pull up concrete from the floor, or just flatten the building,” he said, then I heard feet pounding across the floor and up a set of stairs. 

“Breaking my building is a fail,” Tanya said.  I hated that I had been around her long enough to realize she was amused.  Me?  Not so much.  I’d most likely survive if he knocked down the building, but who wants that?  Not me.

“But points for out-of-the-box thinking,” Chris said.  He was clearly having fun.  “But how to cross the rafters?  Can’t put a circle down up here, now, can you?”

I heard a new sound, one I’ve never heard before.  It was a cross between a zap and a zing.  Like something powering up.  Maybe sort of like the sound a Star Wars lightsaber makes in the movies.

The kid was now crossing the open joists of the second floor, the one lacking actual flooring.  A thud, a sizzle, and then the highest-pitched screech I’ve ever heard from Arkady.  Holy shit, this freaking eighteen-year-old was doing it.

I backed into the darkness, watching the stairwell.  A rushing set of feet, then a shaggy head of hair poking up.  A hand flung a loop of wire which flexed itself into a circle.  Ah, clever, but he wasn’t in it now, was he?  I hit him with a full growl.  Werewolves project their growls deep into the infrasound region, way below human hearing.  Like a tiger’s roar, the infrasound usually freezes prey, especially humans.  Not him.  He flung a hand and a ball of light burst into being like a newborn star.

His eyes found me, then ’Sos, then came back to me.  He eyed his wire circle, but I wasn’t having it.  I moved forward.  He flexed a hand and something shot out, moving in a fast arc around him.  What?  Wood blocks?  What was this, playtime?

I dove under his spinning toys and leapt.  And got hit by a truck.  A blast of invisible power knocked me off course, my midair twist avoiding most of it.  I did not, however, escape the jolt of electricity he hit me with.  Muscles frozen, I hit the ground, stunned enough that I automatically shifted back to human.  Damn.  And the real kicker was I could tell he held himself back.

Footsteps came toward me and I played dead, mentally checking my limbs and body.  All present and ready to go.  A warm hand touched my shoulder, turning me upward.  I rolled with it, almost onto my back, breasts fully exposed.  Ah, the male of the species.  Predictable. Three, two, one.  I shot my hand upward as I opened my eyes, his throat gripped firmly in my fingers, his eyes snapping up from my chest to meet my own.  I stood up, like a Turkish Get Up with a hundred-and fifty-pound dumbbell.  Hah. Dumbbell.

My other hand gripped his hair at the back of his head, and I shook him slightly.  “Snap… your neck is broken,” I said. 

The look in his blue eyes was rueful, abashed.  And very blue, almost as blue as Tanya’s.  I let go and he caught himself, eyes still locked onto mine.  Chris, Arkady, and Tanya were suddenly behind him, and he turned at Chris’s chuckle.

“Fooled by the helpless naked female act… classic,” Chris said.  Arkady even laughed.

“I thought I’d really hurt her,” Declan said, his head shaking side to side.

I took the opportunity to pull on leggings and a sweatshirt.

“Do you think ’Sos would just lie there if she were really hurt?” Chris asked.

The kid shrugged.  “She got me good.  I just don’t know what will hurt a were and what won’t.”

“Hitting them with a bus is a start,” Tanya said. “Please feel free to do so with this one.”

“Nice,” I said from just behind Declan.  He tensed up at my voice, his head stiff like he was… afraid to look?  Or being polite?  Hard to tell, as most men take every opportunity to look. The polite ones are really rare.

“He held back… I could tell,” I said. “Both the mind blast thingy and the personal lightning bolt… which stung like hell, by the way.  You should try one, Tanya… you might like it.”

Chris sighed, focusing on Declan.  “Not shabby for a first try.  What do you think, T?”

“He learns fast, but is very slow,” she said, looking at the kid. “You must work like a tank, using your power to armor yourself from our attacks.  Then strike back.”

“He stopped telegraphing his bolts right away… is good,” Arkady said.  Arkady doesn’t usually hand out compliments.

“I wonder if his circle or shields are bulletproof?  We should try them out,” Tanya said, curious.

“Ah, let’s go back down to the first floor and we can experiment… very carefully,” Chris suggested in a soft tone, which was good because the kid looked a little freaked out. “Circles work best right on the ground, right?”

“Yeah, I don’t think activating one this far up would be useful for physical protection.  It might block a magical attack, but for shielding from objects or direct attack, touching ground is a must,” Declan said in that shockingly deep voice.

“Wire circle on rafters worked, no?” Arkady questioned.

“Yeah, but I was desperate, plus I could see the ground.  I think that helped.”  Or maybe it was the case that magical theory was a bit skewed around this witch.

The others stepped through open parts of the flooring, dropping down to the ground.  I glanced at the witch before following suit. I could hear him above me, coming down through the same holes, only he grabbed the joists, dropping a floor at a time.

By the time he was down, Arkady had a gun out, screwing a suppressor into place.

“Makarov?  Sweet,” Chris said with interest.

“Dah, spoils of war,” Arkady answered, looking up at Declan in a challenging way.  The witch looked clearly worried. 

“Step in circle please,” Arkady directed.

“Ah…”

“Declan, just sit on the ground.  Arkady will shoot at the air above your head so that if it doesn’t work, it won’t hit you,” Chris said, smiling slightly at his nervousness.

“What about ricochets?  What if it gets through one side and bounces down the other?” he asked. 

It was a lot to ask.  They had dragged him out of bed, unannounced, beat him all around the place—which he took like a champ—and now wanted to shoot him in a manner he’d clearly never tested before.

Without thinking about it, I grabbed his hand.  “Come on; I’ll sit in here with you,” I said, pulling him with me into the circle. “You won’t let anything hit us, will you?” I asked, giving him an encouraging smile. 

In hindsight, I recognize that maybe that wasn’t fair.  I am fully aware that many, if not most, males will go out of their way to avoid looking weak in the presence of a pretty girl.

I sat and patted the ground next to me.  He folded down beside me.

“Now, force fields on or shields up or whatever it is you do,” I said with another smile.  He looked at me, the slightest furrow forming between his eyes as he touched one finger to the wire hoop.  That sharp sizzle-snap happened again, and I felt the hair rise on the back of my head.

Arkady chambered a round and aimed above our heads.  The kid looked from him to me, his expression clearly wondering at our sanity. Then he closed his eyes, his brow smoothing out.

Arkady fired, the suppressor knocking the sound down enough that I realized he had subsonic rounds loaded.  That’s one thing the movies get wrong.  Silencers aren’t silent and most bullets are supersonic, breaking the sound barrier with a sharp crack.  These were louder than a pellet gun but quiet enough that no one outside would hear them, meaning they were loaded down in power, moving below the threshold of sound. 

The bullet stopped cold, hanging in midair.  Arkady fired four more times and I watched each bullet snap to a sudden stop.

“Damn.  That’s cool,” Chris said, looking at the suspended bullets.

Declan opened his eyes, looking up, his face reflecting relief.

I stood up.  “Go ahead, big guy.  Empty the mag,” I said to Arkady.

He emptied the last six rounds.  Three bullets hovered near my face, the others at chest height.  Heart height.

“Holy shit.  You guys don’t play around, do you?” Declan said, shaking his head.

“Actually, the rumor is that the one next to you is all about playing around,” Tanya said.

Ah, back to it, I see. Some days it’s like high school never ended.

“That was awesome, Declan,” I said to him. “Now let’s get out of here before you freeze to death from all the cold, frigid things in here.”

“It never ends,” Chris muttered, giving Declan an apologetic look. “How do you get out?” he asked.

“As soon as either of us touches the circle, it’ll break,” he said, standing up and nodding at me.  I stepped through the arc of the circle and all the bullets dropped.

“So how does that work?  I thought circles were used to keep things in… like, say, demons?” Chris asked.

“Depends on the direction the caster set it in.  If I close a circle from inside, it blocks things out.  If I close it from outside, it locks them in,” he said.

“What about a two-way circle?  Both blocking and locking?” I asked, wondering if it was a stupid question.

“I’ve never heard of that.  It’s always vulnerable from one side,” he said with a shrug, no judgement in his expression.

“How about shields you put up?  They block bullets too?” Arkady asked, reloading his pistol.

“Theoretically,” Declan answered in a flat tone, clearly uninterested in exploring that concept.

Chris laughed at him and tapped his shoulder.  “We won’t try it today.  You’ve done pretty well, I’d say,” he said, looking pointedly at Tanya.

She had been standing silent, deep in thought, but her face morphed into a smile that even I had to admit was stunning.

“Yes, a very good first session, Declan.  We will ramp it up a bit tomorrow.  What are your thoughts?” she asked.

He didn’t answer instantly, thinking it through.  “I think you all took it very easy on me.  I think that anything I came up with, you would have gotten around, especially if you worked as a team rather than individual attacks.  I don’t think I realized how very fast you all are,” he said.

“Is good… you are not cocky,” Arkady said. “What you say is all true, but this is only beginning.  You have much power, need much practice.”  He pointed at the scattered bullets and cases on the floor. “Never seen a witch stop bullets before,” he said, bending over to pick them up, as well as the casings.

Declan immediately joined in, but I snagged the two final bullets.

Arkady held out his hand for them. 

“Nope, I’m keeping these.  Maybe make earrings out of them,” I said.  I’ve never been shot and because of Declan’s mojo, I still hadn’t.  They would be cool mementos.

“Alright, Declan.  Same time tomorrow?” Chris asked. “Meet us here?”

“Sure.  Ah, thanks,” he said.  We just beat him up and shot him and he thanked us.  He left the building, moving into a jog, his breath puffing in the cold air in a way that Tanya and Arkady’s never would.

I watched him go and realized I owed Lydia fifty bucks.  And oddly enough, I didn't care. It had been an eye-opening morning.


Chapter 7

The vampires headed to the hotel for bed, as the sky was lightening quickly.  Chris had something to do at Arcane with Gina.  He invited me along, but I declined.  I had yet to see the school, but I didn’t feel like following him around, and I was hungry.

Putting my hood up, I strolled downtown Burlington, finding a breakfast place that wasn’t too overrun with students.  It wasn’t empty but it also didn’t have lines out the door, so it worked for me.

My time in front of all those cameras was making staying incognito difficult but in a town that had three colleges, dressed in leggings, a UVM sweatshirt, my old LL Bean boots, and a puffy jacket for camouflage (wearing just a hoodie in northern Vermont in January was a bit conspicuous), I could stay under the radar.  Still got my share of looks and stares but none that came with eyes widening in recognition.

It was a very Vermont kind of place, with a full coffee menu and dedicated barista as well as a menu of foodie-pleasing breakfast burritos and sandwiches featuring farm-to-table ingredients.  I placed an order for the Farmer’s burrito and the Pig in the Eye breakfast sandwich, along with a maple latte, paid, took my little metal stand with my order number and my latte, and found a table.

It was too warm in there to keep the jacket on, but I left my hoodie up and sipped my maple goodness while I pondered the morning.  It had been way more fun and exciting than I had imagined.  When Chris and Tanya had announced that we were going to train a teenage witch boy to fight, I had mentally set the bar low.  Sure, he’d purportedly been training in Krav Maga for years, but this wasn’t the family dojo, or even a high-level Brazilian jiu-jitsu school. This was three of the top vampire fighters in the world (and a werewolf) against a skinny kid who could, what?  Hex us with boils?

Then we saw the Monday morning video and my interest rose—slightly.  But four minutes into the training, he was already bouncing Arkady and Chris around the ground floor, repelling Tanya (which is a great phrase in my mind), and then blasting me with freaking chain lightning.

I beat him because I have boobs and he’s a teen male.  Actually, to be fair, it was boobs, teen male, and enough compassion on his part to make sure I wasn’t truly hurt. 

My food came and I focused on moving it from outside of me to inside me.  I burn crazy calories just standing around, let alone making two form shifts in a morning.  Head down but ears and nose open for business, I munched happily.  The Farmer’s burrito was down to its last bite when my hyper hearing picked up a conversation across the little restaurant. 

“I just don’t see it,” a female voice started. “That walking monster of dirt was over twenty feet long.  No single Circle that I know could do that.”

I stopped chewing.

“There be many Circles back home what would have no trouble at all, but only as a group,” another female said in Irish brogue.

I peeked out from under my hood.  Four college girls sipping hot drinks and picking at pastries. A more than pretty blonde was likely the first speaker and an extremely attractive brunette facing her was the source of the lilting accent.

“I overheard Gina telling the aunt, Ashling, that the whole school was basically built for him,” said a black-haired girl with dark eyes and the high cheekbones of a Native American.

“Why’s he with the test tube terror, anyway?” the fourth girl said, fluffing her own blonde hair.  She turned slightly and I thought I was seeing double for a moment.  Then I realized that the two blondes had to be related and maybe even twins.

“If ye had listened the first five times I told ye, Erika, ye’d know it’s on account of his aunt keeping him hidden.  He’s never even met any witches till me and my clan ran into him,” the Irish one said, exasperated. “Which makes sense, as I ken tell ye that every Circle back home is focking flipping out. No wonder his mum and aunt kept him inna closet.”

“I don’t know if I believe it, Ryanne,” the first blonde said. “There’s just no way any single person could do it.”

“Fine, don’t believe a word that comes out of me mouth, Brit,” Ryanne said. “Jest ignore everything ye see and feel with yer own senses.  But Clan Irwin is more than believing me.  They’re gearing up for a visit.”

“And they’re as good as he is?” the black-haired girl asked.

“Mum says they’re top ’o the line—now days.  But she says the Irwin sisters were better and Miss Ashling herself said last night that he was even better than his mum.  Oh, shite, is that the time?  I’m gonna be late for class.”

“Class with him?” the twin named Erika asked.

“No’ today, ye jealous twit; that’s Mondays and Wednesdays,” Ryanne said, standing to put on her coat and gather her stuff.  I studied her and the others.  Witches of Arcane, facing shattered worldviews.

The Irish witch left and I slowed my eating to listen in to whatever happened next.

“She’s got a head start on all of us,” Erika said.

“Not on me,” her sister said. “I’m with Steve.  Don’t much care what Mom says.”

“Don’t look at me,” the other girl said. “He scares the living shit out of me.”

“He protects little girls, Tami,” the first blonde said. “Ryanne says he thought she was in trouble with some douchebag at her gig and came to rescue her.  That sound like someone to be scared of?”

“Absolutely.  Illogical to reveal himself to save some girl.  That kind of do-gooder bleeding heart crap will get him killed or enslaved,” Tami said. “We’ve got to go too, Britta.  Class in fifteen.”

The girls cleared up their stuff, bundled into jackets, and headed out, leaving me to ponder their words.

That blue-eyed kid had apparently stood the witch world on its head, and he was going to need everything that we could teach him.

I walked to the hotel and fell into my own bed.  Vampire hours are darkness dictated and my own schedule is now some weird hybrid of night and day.  I woke in late afternoon, took a shower, dressed, and re-polished my fingernails (the polish disappears whenever I Change), and then ventured out of the suite and down to the hotel’s restaurant.

“Ma’am,” a staff member approached as I sat in a lounge chair, looking at a menu.

“Yes?  Can you take my order?”

“Ah, well, see the thing is,” he began, stuttering a bit. “Um, we don’t normally serve yet… ah… see the time and well—yeah, okay.  What would you like?” he asked, coming to some kind of decision. 

I took pity and ordered a pair of simple chicken salad sandwiches.  I’m not oblivious.  My looks have granted me privilege time and time again, both before and after the Attack.  But if a smile got me food without me having to talk to management and invoke the name of Demidova, well, I’ll do that every day, all day.

I was starting the second one when a wraith dressed in the body of a college coed slipped into the lounge chair across from me.

“Excellent,” Katrina said, looking at me with satisfaction. “Saves me from having to pry you from your wolfish lair.”

“Yo, Kat, ’sup?” I said, taking another bite.

“I need to know how it went,” she said, her unblinking gaze locked on me.

“What?”

“The training, blonde one, the training.  How did it go?”

“Arkady gave him a compliment,” I said. “Several, actually.”

She stared at me.  “I’m waiting for the joke, but you aren’t delivering it.”

“No joke.  The kid did well.  Adapted hella fast.  I’m a bit nervous to see what he comes up with for tomorrow.”

“Ha.  Knew it,” she said. “Compliments from Arkady, though?”

“He got knocked around for like forty seconds, then set up some serious defensive stuff which rocked Arkady and Chris and then made it to the third floor.”

“He won?” she asked, frowning.

“No.  I stopped him.”

“With what?” she asked, head tilted.  Then she looked me up and down before nodding to herself.  “Of course.”

“What the hell do you mean by that?” 

“I mean, he came face to face with the girl that every male in his school worships from afar.  Do you have any idea of how many posters of you are in that pool of puberty?”

“Well, he didn’t have any problem blasting me with a lightning bolt,” I said, looking at my newly polished nails.

“Let me guess… he burned your shirt clean off and froze up at the sight of your tits?” she asked.

I snapped my head up, but she wasn’t sneering or looking judgmental at all.  She looked curious.

“Well, no,” I said, then couldn’t stand it. “I was in wolf form.  He knocked me clean back to human and yes, he froze up a bit when he saw me naked.”

“Only you could get away with that,” she said, then held up a hand when I started to open my mouth to object. “I mean literally that.  If I took my shirt off, he wouldn’t even glance at my ta-tas.  It would work with most males but he’s… focused.”

“Why me, then?” I asked.

“You know, I’m not sure why, but I was sure he would react to you differently than the rest of us.  You seem more—human.  You’re close in age and that comes across in some unconscious way, maybe,” she shrugged. “You, ah, didn’t happen to video it, did you?”

“Sorry,” I said. “Too dark and not enough time to set up cameras if I even had any,” I said.  She looked majorly disappointed, which was so off-brand for Katrina Westing. “I did manage to record audio on my phone,” I said.

Her eyes lit up, hand outstretching.  “Gimme,” she demanded.  Then she shifted slightly in her chair. “Please.”

I brought up the recording I had made for proof with Lydia.  Proof that totally supported that munchkin vampire’s side of the bet.  Should have erased it.

She closed her eyes and leaned back, the phone on low volume and held on her lap.  When it was done, she sighed, opened her eyes and, before I could stop her, sent herself the audio file.

“What is with you?  You’re not acting remotely normal,” I said.

She shrugged and looked out one of the lobby windows.  Then her gaze came back to me and pinned me.  “I like this one.”

I couldn’t speak for a moment, feeling my eyes get big and round.

“Not like that!” she objected, reading my expression.  “Sex is for prey.  He’s not prey.”

I had never heard her say she liked anyone, in any capacity.  It was assumed she liked Tanya and Chris and maybe some others, but she’d never said it.

“If you repeat that, I’ll deny it,” she said.

“Not my business; hardly know the kid,” I said. “Although, doesn’t he have a girlfriend?”

She snorted.  “Her.  Shit, I think I’ve got more emotion than that one.  No, it’s just that he’s…” she trailed off as I leaned forward, literally on the edge of my seat. “He’s a trouble magnet.”

Wait… what?

“He gets into crazy wild trouble, then somehow turns everything on its head.  Take this game of his—Wytchwar.  The Barbie witches were trying to figure it all out and his aunt just shook her head and had him school them.  There was flame throwing, bombs going off, melted Barbies, chopped Barbies, Barbies falling to their doom.  Freaking awesome.  Crazy to watch it but I’m going to get to play it.  Gave him my hair and everything.”

“What?  Your hair?”

“He links you to a dirt person—avatar, I guess, with a piece of your hair.  I was first in line for that shit.  Monday he’s supposed to get them done, so don’t wreck him, Blondie,” she warned, shaking a finger at me. 

“Sounds pretty cool,” I said, trying to picture it. 

“You have no idea.  None,” she said, then paused to look out the window. “Every damned person in that school is nervous around me—’cept him.  Just gives me a look and says ‘Yo, ’Trina.’  Kind of like you do.”  She looked at me and tilted her head, thoughtful. 

“What?” I asked, unable to take whatever weirdness was brewing behind her eyes.

“Nothing,” she said.

I sighed and she smirked.  “Just had a thought.”

“First time for everything, I suppose,” I said.

She pointed a finger at me, eyes wide in mock surprise.  “Nice one. But no.  I was just thinking…” She held up a hand before I could take the next shot. “I was thinking what a nice pair you two would make,” she said.  “You know… when he eventually breaks up with robot girl.”

“What?” I said, not seeing that coming at all.

She shrugged.  “Just a thought.”

“He’s so not my type,” I said.

“Oh, you mean unavailable—until the end of time?”

I flipped her off.  She snorted, then chewed a nail a bit.  “I’d love to be there tomorrow.  But the boss didn’t invite me.”

I studied her.  She was seriously fixated.  “Is he that violent?”

“No, which is the ironic part.  He just tries to keep his head down, doesn’t react to insults, doesn’t show off or brag, like at all.  Treats everyone pretty much the same.  Doesn’t even flirt like his roommate.  That’s one’s kind of interesting too.  Strange things happen around the pair of them.  It’s, as you might say, hella interesting.”

“Listen.  He’s supposed to meet us at the building at like five-thirty tomorrow morning.  It’ll be dark out.  Maybe dangerous.  He might need an escort,” I finished.

She opened her mouth, then froze up for a second before nodding.  “Hmm.  You’re not as horrible as they all say,” she said. “Nice talk, blonde one.  I’m outta here.”  And she was gone.


Chapter 8

Katrina was so right.  Hella interesting. 

Arkady’s very first attack resulted in the giant vampire getting blasted through what sounded like four big support beams.  Declan’s light steps sounded across the open first floor and then pattered up the stairs at a dead sprint while the big vampire cursed in Russian.  I glanced up at Katrina, who was looking down from the ceiling rafters, eyes wide in delight. We both watched through gaps in the flooring to see what happened next.

Declan started across the open joists, not even using his wire circle thing, just hopping from one to the next.

Suddenly, the darkness was broken by a sharp flash of bright blue light and a loud snapping sound.  The image of Tanya’s shocked face was burned into my retinas, much to my delight.  The witch threw a hand in her direction, his mental blast snapping a set of exposed two-by-fours like twigs but missing the lethal vampire. 

He headed for the stairs and I readied my contribution, but Tanya chose that moment to come racing at his back.  She got blasted for her troubles, slammed almost all the way across the second floor, her body snapping several more supports.  I didn’t care if the building fell down; this was frigging awesome.

Declan jumped up and started up the stairs.  Just as his head reached the opening, I shoved my beam of wood across.  His magic shield was supposed to protect him, but it blasted him straight down as it cracked the beam.  He hit the floor and his shield fired off again, sending him to the ceiling, which in turn sent him back to the floor.  He twisted one hand and his Mexican jumping bean impression stopped. 

Chris also stopped, just above the kid, his finger pointed like a gun.

“Bang… you’re dead.”

“Thank you.  I needed someone to put me out of my misery,” Declan said, his voice weary as he lay there, staring up.  I glanced up at Katrina. She wasn’t fast enough to completely wipe the grin from her face.

Chris hauled him upright as Tanya appeared, unfortunately none the worse for wear.

“So cool.  What was it you did?” she asked him.

“Caeco thought I could make my shields into reactive armor.  It would be a counter to your speed.  The static was my idea.”

“Clever.  Both defenses overcame our speed,” the vampire princess said.

“But not the building itself,” I said as I pulled the cracked beam out of the way.

“I like this one, my Queen,” Arkady said, leaping up through a gap in the floor.  “He learns fast, yah?”

“Very,” Tanya said, flicking bits of wood off the witch.  I rolled my eyes at that little display, annoyed by her sudden familiarity, as if she was the one to find him in the silo. 

“Learning to get my ass kicked,” he muttered.

“Spar with the pride of the Darkkin world you do, young Jedi,” I said in my very best Yoda impression. “Did you expect to win?  Against them?  You’ve done really well,” I told him with a smile.

“Yeah, till the building beat me up,” he said, his own smile back at me lighting up his face.  He was actually pretty cute, and those blue eyes were kind of killer.  The girl witches must be competing lik hell for his attention.

“Are you hurt?” Chris asked.

“No, just bounced around like a jumping bean,” he said.  I grinned as he reinforced my own impression.

“So you learned to shield yourself well enough to stop the equivalent of an Elder vampire and even with the explosive cycle you got caught in, your protections kept you safe,” Chris said. “It was only when you removed them completely that you met your fate.  So what did you learn?”

“Drop the outer shield to stop the cycle, keep the inner one up... and look where I’m going.  Oh, and we tested it. My shield, that is.  It will stop bullets,” he said.

The hypocrites proceeded to warn him about the safety of testing like that.  When Declan mentioned his roommate and roommate’s sister, I piped up.

“I like those two, Mack and Jetta.  They’ve been through personal hell, but they survived, thrived, hunted down their parents’ killers, and kept together,” I said.

Tanya frowned at me.  “I hate to agree with you, but I must.  You have good friends, Declan,” she said, turning back to the witch.

Which led to a back and forth about how he ended up rooming with Mack in the first place, with Declan guessing that Chris and Tanya had handpicked him.  They admitted to selecting quite a few of the College Arcane kids.

“Well, thanks.  But who picked the other kids?” Declan asked.

“Stewart and his people,” Chris said in a hard tone.  Oracle and its leader were not safe topics.

Declan winced at that, but something seemed to occur to him. 

“Oh, that reminds me.  I think I have the answer to your exploding necklace problem,” he said, like it was no big deal.

You could have heard a pin drop.

“See, I got the idea while I was lying in my room, waiting for the painkillers to kick in.  I thought of my mother’s grimoire and the passages about battle glyphs being tattooed on warriors.  It was the only way I could see to be able to fight Dellwood for even a moment without just blasting him to atoms.  And then it occurred to me that it would have been cool if I had the runes that I used to break the antiwitch bracelets already tattooed in place.”  He held up an arm and black shapes writhed across his skin.  I had been thinking about the phrase blasting him to atoms, but now I paid attention.

“But those are now permanent?  Even as they fade?” I asked.

“My aunt says the henna may completely disappear, but the magical outline will always be there.  See, they glow a little if I power them up,” he said, holding up the back of his hand to demonstrate.  “In daylight, that would just turn black.  Kinda freaky, but I’m glad they won’t show all the time.”

“We will explore your glyph powers later, but how does that help us with restraints?” Tanya asked.

“Don’t you see?  If I can make these, then I can make similar ones that will allow all of you to cut any neck or wrist bonds with a thought,” he said.

“We don’t have magic,” Arkady pointed out. 

“You don’t have to. All it takes is my magic to draw the glyphs.”

“Do you know for sure that it will work?” Chris asked.

“Not fully, but I’m pretty sure.  See, I have to make a bunch of golems for the nonmagical kids to use in our school game.  Those golems will each be tied to one kid, but the power they run off of is mine.  As I perfect them, I can write glyphs that will protect each of your team from restraints.”

“We don’t take tattoos very well,” Arkady rumbled.

“Actually, some of the wolves in the Mallecks’ pack get tattoos.  The ink has a tiny amount of silver and a hint of wolfsbane.  Not enough to be harmful, but it prevents the design from disappearing through Changes or accelerated healing,” I said.

“We’ll figure something out, but they may end up like mine—magical and not truly ink-based.  Caeco will help me work them out.  She really likes the idea of being able to defeat any restraints or prisoner collars,” he said.

“Seeing as she is already a highly trained and skilled operator, that makes sense,” Tanya said. “You, on the other hand, while skilled and powerful, lack crucial training.  So now we will do some hand-to-hand sparring.”

“With you?” he asked, frowning.

“No, we will use the wolf,” she said, rolling her eyes in my direction.

I matched her sneer before I gave him a real smile.  “Come on.  I’ll be kind,” I said. “I hope you don’t have any hangups about fighting with a girl?”

“Hello?  Guy with bioengineered assassin girlfriend, remember?  She beats me up all the time,” he said.  I certainly hoped she didn’t, as that seemed more abusive than girl friendly.

“Wait, why are we even attempting this?” he asked Tanya. “I don’t think I can even hurt her.  I had to crush Delwood’s throat to get anywhere, and I’m not doing that.”

“As I said, you would need a fast-moving truck and we don’t have any,” Tanya said, throwing a smirk my way.  Which meant she missed his frown at her words, but I sure saw it.  Aww.

“No, this is more of an assessment,” Tanya concluded. “Start with strikes and kicks to see how you attack and defend.  No damaging targets; I just want to see how you move.”

“Okay,” he said, turning and throwing a center kick my way.  No warning, but it wasn’t full speed either, so I just batted it away as I dropped into my own fighting stance.  He immediately threw a Muay Thai roundhouse at my leg, followed by a jab-backfist-punch combination, which I ducked and blocked.  He really didn’t have any qualms about fighting me and I was kind of jazzed by that.

It took the security guys a bit to decide they could throw actual punches my way, followed quickly by the realization that I just shrugged off their best blows and they couldn’t shrug off mine.  I think they kept forgetting the werewolf part, but Declan had seen me in all my wolfish glory just twenty-four hours ago and it didn’t seem to faze him at all.

He kept moving constantly, making me turn to him, his blue eyes locked on mine, a poker face in place.  This was fun but I also felt a kind of a buzz, like the air was charged with electricity or something.  It made the hair on my neck and arms lift up.  Ironic, right?  The werewolf gets the neck hair lift from the human’s presence. 

Of course, this human could throw lightning, fire, and who knew what else, so maybe not so ironic.

He hesitated, just a teeny bit, and I launched my own side kick, which sent him flying.  Sudden worry flooded me, but he just rolled backward and came up on his feet, eyes still locked on mine, guard up.

“Okay, stop,” Tanya said. “Now let’s try out your ground game.  Throw her,” she said, but without any rancor. “Don’t go out of your way to defend the throw but follow your instincts on the ground,” she said to me.

Instead of a throw, Declan threw his right arm in a punch that slipped past the left side of my face. When his forearm hit the side of my neck and his left arm grabbed my right wrist, I realized what he was doing.  A combat judo throw. Swiveling in place, he turned his hip into me as his arm pulled down on my wrist and his right arm applied sideways pressure on my neck.  I felt my feet lift off the floor as I went up, over, and down.  It was well executed, and I enjoyed the little swoop I felt in my belly as I went over.  But I was an active participant here, so I threw my left arm around his body, simultaneously looping my left leg around his thigh, giving me a chance to lock him into my half guard as my weight headed for the ground.  I weigh more than I look like I should, weres having denser bones and muscles than humans, and it surprised him, but he still tried to control how we landed.

A split-second opportunity gave me a chance to get full guard, my legs around his waist, ankles locked behind his back.  His body was a pleasant surprise, all hard muscle and long limbs, much stronger than I had thought.  Oddly, I felt goose bumps raise on my arms, distracting me a little as I started to work his arms for a kimura arm lock. He frantically defended his arms, so with a sudden change, I moved into a scissor sweep, putting him on his back and giving me side control.  Now my greater strength made it hard for him to fight as I wove my arms around his into the kimura I had wanted from the start.  He fought me as hard as he could, but I was relentless and suddenly he was tapping my hip with his free hand.  Instantly, I stopped. 

“Okay, Declan?” Tanya asked.

“Yeah.  She’s a lot stronger than Levi,” he said, wiping his brow with the back of one hand but smiling.

Me? I was exhilarated.  Not that I had beaten him, but that he fought me with everything he had—at least, everything human normal.  I had more than half expected him to zap me, but he followed the rules exactly, worked his hardest, and didn’t throw out some bullshit excuse or whine.  So different from Deckert’s special warfare guys when I bruised their egos.  And a refreshing break from the wolves of the pack, who seemed to believe submitting to a female fighter was the end of their pack status.

“You did okay,” Tanya offered. “But she clearly has more grappling time than you.”

“I only know a little.  Krav has some ground stuff but not as much as BJJ,” he said. 

“Stay on your back,” she directed him. “Take full mount,” she said to me.  I jumped onto him, straddling his body, basically with my butt sitting on his stomach, knees on either side.  It’s the classic bully on the playground position where the bottom kid gets whupped.  Getting out of it was a vital skill. He was much warmer than the vampires.

I sat straight upright to keep him from having a chance to pull my upper body down and close to his, thus shifting our centers of gravity in his favor.

“Ooof, you weigh a ton,” he said to me with look of mock disbelief.

“Rude,” I said, frowning, but I was laughing internally. 

“Vampires are much lighter,” Lydia offered from the sidelines. “Unless we Pull.”

“First things first,” Tanya admonished.  She was in full instructor mode, possibly the only mode that I can stomach. “You”—she pointed at him—“treat her like she is offering you an upside-down plank, one to strengthen your flabby core.  And then see about getting her off you.”

His core certainly didn’t feel all that flabby.  In fact, I doubt he had an ounce of fat on him.

He flexed his stomach, his whole body tightening in a surprisingly muscular way.  Then he jerked his hips, knocking my weight forward so that I had to catch my fall with both arms on either side of his shoulders.  He locked my left elbow joint, bending it into its natural curve, which brought me even closer to him, our eyes locked together.  This was an assessment, so I resisted just a minimal amount to make him work for it, and my grin told him exactly that. 

His brow arched and then his left foot hooked over my right leg, his right leg folding and tucking under me, twisting his foot out to the side enough that he could again lever his hips, shoving that right leg up as he pulled down hard on my arm.

My face folded close to his, our eyes still locked as he rolled me over, his breath warm on my face.  Minty.  And then using my body’s momentum to roll with me, he ended up on top. 

“Good,” Tanya said, and only then did his eyes leave mine. “Solid technique, but you would have to work really hard if she fought back.”

“This is why I did the battle glyph thing,” he said. “Dellwood weighs as much as Stacia and I combined.”

“We will work the glyphs later. Maybe Friday,” Tanya said.

“I’m curious as to what you would do with a vampire who used Pull?” Chris asked.

“Oh, no doubt I’d use magic,” he said.

“I know, but I don’t think that would do any good,” Chris said.

Declan frowned in disbelief, clearly not buying it.

“Perhaps a demonstration.  Arkady?” Tanya called.

“Dah, time to squish little witch,” the massive vampire said.  I think he was joking, but I didn’t really like the image he presented.  Not at all.

Declan rolled off me, onto his back, and Arkady descended like a tree falling, his massive legs and knees eclipsing the teen.  He’s huge and when he locks to the ground with vampire energy, he is immovable. 

Declan squirmed just a little, but clearly nothing was moving the monster on top of him.  Then he frowned, his eyes narrowing.

Arkady grunted in surprise at something, shifting slightly and tilting his head as he increased his Pull.

It was Declan’s turn to grunt, his expression flickering to pain and then, suddenly, panic. 

“Ah…” I opened my mouth to do something, to say something, but the panic in the eyes went away and they suddenly glowed bright blue.  Lit up like he had LEDs in them or something.  And with a ripping noise I’ll never forget, Arkady vanished up into the rafters where Katrina had been sitting.  Declan was left on the floor, the boards on either side of him ripped free, probably still clinging to Arkady’s knees, the big vampire banging around somewhere above.  A soft sound behind and a quick turn revealed Katrina gently letting herself down from above, the biggest smile I’ve ever seen on her face.  She caught me looking and went blank.

“Holy shit,” Lydia said, looking up into the darkness. “Is he out on the roof?  Hey, what was that you were saying about not doing any good?” she asked Chris, deadpan.  The Hammer of God had his mouth hanging open and he just looked at the littlest vampire wild-eyed.

“Okay,” Tanya said, tearing her eyes away from the ceiling. “Good workout.  Tomorrow Nika will be here to work on your mental shielding, first under normal conditions and then during combat.”

“Is he okay up there?” Declan asked. “I got a little freaked out when he wouldn’t budge.”

“He’s fine,” Lydia said with a wave and a smile.

“Ah, okay.  Yeah, I’ll just head back to Arcane,” he said, glancing upward. 

“I’ll walk with you,” Katrina said. “I want to talk to you about my avatar.”

He turned away from her, giving me an eyeroll and a little smile.  Then he suddenly stopped.  “Thanks everyone.  I really appreciate it, and Stacia, thank you for being an excellent partner. Oh, by the way, my aunt Ashling extended an invitation to any of you for Rowan West. I told her that vampires don’t eat but she said maybe you, Stacia, or you, Chris, would visit.”

“Come on, kid. We need to get my weapons figured out,” Katrina said impatiently.

“Right.  See you all tomorrow,” Declan said, then walked out, listening to Katrina talk about flamethrowers.

A few seconds after they left, Arkady came plummeting down from above in a shower of splinters, thudding into the remains of the floor.

“I don’t think your building is going to make it, zayka,” Chris said.

“It was never supposed to,” she said with a sly smile. “Demolition is scheduled for next week.  Any damage now just saves me money.”

Arkady popped up to his feet, a foot-long splinter sticking out of his arm.  “What did I miss?”

“Nothing,” Lydia said. “You hit every beam in this building at least once.”


Chapter 9

The rented Audi purred around a climbing curve and a long single-story building came into view.  An artfully carved wooden sign declaring it to be ROWAN WEST hung from the eaves, the dark stained wood standing out against the lighter cedar siding behind it. 

The paved parking area in front of the building was packed with cars and I was forced to pull into the overflow parking lot on the side.  As I got out of the car, I got a side view of the property, seeing both the restaurant’s front as well as the fences for the carefully arranged gardens in the back.  They stretched almost to the edge of the forest where a beautiful, mature tree whose species I didn’t recognize held pride of place. The limbs were bare of leaves, giving me no further clues.

There were raised beds along the front of the building, all filled with snow but clearly ready to be planted come spring.  Wood smoke scented the air, the source pouring from both the shiny metal chimney in the middle of the building and from a separate chimney down at the far end where a PRIVATE sign hung over the only other door.  There was a classic Vermont barn in back and a shipping container that was sided by panels of wood that had been deliberately burned in the Japanese style of preservation called shou sugi ban.  Somehow, it made the container look classy.

The whole place gave off a feeling of pride; everything clean, neat, tidy, and elegant in a rustic farm way.  The hills rolled down and away from the restaurant’s high perch, currently blanketed in white but promising a green in spring that would perhaps rival that of Ireland.

The barnwood entry door was heavy and banded with iron but floated open with just a touch, revealing a warm, inviting entry with a hostess station that was currently unoccupied.  Inside, the room was three quarters full of diners and almost immediately, I started to gather a few stares.  Dressed in jeans, cute brown boots, a dark green sweater, and a leather jacket, I wasn’t exactly dressed to the nines, but that didn’t seem to matter.

A waitress approached me, her eyes widening.  “Oh, you’re her,” she said.

“Excuse me?” I asked. 

“I’m sorry,” she mumbled, embarrassed. “You’re her, from Washington.  The wer…” She didn’t get to finish, as a very pretty woman in jeans, black boots, and a black sweater appeared behind her. 

“Thank you, Corey, but I’ve got it from here,” the newcomer said in a beautiful brogue.  I recognized her as the woman who had hugged Declan when the Blackhawks had set down for the second and final time that night in New Hampshire.

“Miss Reynolds, welcome,” she said with a bright smile.

“Miss O’Carroll,” I said with a nod of my head and a small smile of my own.

“He described ye as too beautiful for words, but I thought the lad was jest waxing poetic,” Declan’s aunt said, shaking her head, eyes wide. “And ye must call me Ashling.”

“Wait, he said what?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking. “And I’m Stacia.”

“Well, Stacia, he said, and I quote, Aunt Ash, the vampires don’t eat.  But Chris or Stacia might come out.  You know him, but if a young blonde woman comes in and she’s too beautiful for words, that will be Stacia.”

I must have gaped at her a bit as she smiled.  “He’s a cheeky lad and almost never notes if a lady is beautiful or not—at least out loud.  Had a bit of a hard time in school, see, specifically with the social elite, so he’s not always trusting of attractive girls, but ye’ve clearly won him over.”

“I’ve only met him a few times,” I said as she turned and led me deeper into the restaurant.  People, diners and staff alike, openly watched us as she opened a door into a private dining room.

“But ye’ve been training him to protect himself,” she said. “Which I thank ye for.”  She waved me to a table that was set for two people.

“Not sure if training is the right word, and it’s been a team effort,” I said, taking the chair. “Did you know I was coming?”

“I had a feeling,” she said casually, taking the other seat. “And anything that keeps my lad from getting killed by some sadistic arseholes is more than grand to me.  But I’m curious—what would ye call it?”

“Maybe fine-tuning his instincts,” I said. “He didn’t have exposure to werewolves before Arcane, did he?”

“Weres of any kind, vampires, or even other witches.  I’ve kept him under the radar his whole life and now the whole world knows of him,” she said with a sigh. “How is he doing in this tuning?”

“He’s a bit amazing, really,” I said, realizing that I meant it. “He adapts to things so fast and thinks entirely outside the box.  I’ve mostly been helping with his hand-to-hand because I’m not an uber vampire, but frankly, if he has magic… well, don’t tell him I said this, but we have a pool as to when he holds off all of us at once.  It will be either tomorrow or Friday, but he’ll do it.”

She was studying me like I was the answer to life.  “Does he use the glyphs, then?”

“He hasn’t used them at all.  Tanya won’t let him until she assesses them.  No, he just uses what he learned from your book friend, and what’s he’s learned from his girlfriend.”

“And those two are still a thing, are they?” she asked.  Before I could answer, she waved a hand. “Doesn’t matter.  First girlfriends and boyfriends are mostly just that—the first. It’s jest she’s a good girl and offers him a bit of protection from the wolves at the gate, ye see.”

“Wolves?” I asked, frowning. 

She put her hand to her mouth.  “Oh, I’ve stepped right in it, I have.  No, I refer to the witches who now know jest what a prize is living among them.”

I nodded in understanding of her faux paus until her words sank in.  “Is he in danger from the other witches?”

“Not physical, dear.  It’s more like they’ll be out to trap him emotionally, ye see.  Witches have been breeding the lines for centuries.”

“They want to seduce him?” I asked.

“Some.  Well, most.  Hmm.  Maybe almost all.  His pedigree is without blemish.”

“But Tanya said his mother—your sister was raped?” I asked as gently as I could.

“Aye. Yet the line the rapist descended from is a powerful one, almost as grand as the Irwin line.”

The door opened and Corey the waitress brought in a huge tray of food. We hadn’t even looked at the menu.

Ashling looked at me with a smirk.  “I wanted to impress ye with our food, so yer getting a bit of everything.”

“How long ago did you know I was coming?” I asked, looking at the breadth of food in front of me.  Several kinds of sandwiches, burgers, pasta dishes, bowls of soup, and a whole host of appetizers.

“A while,” she answered airily. “These lobster sliders are grand, if I say so me self,” she said, putting two on a plate and handing it to me.

“Like this morning?  When he extended the invitation?”

“And this brisket will melt in your mouth,” she said, adding a slice to my plate. “A bit before that,” she said, not meeting my eyes.

“Like as early as Monday?  When he fought the werewolf a second time?”

“Wow, ye are persistent, now aren’t ye?”

“Like a dog with a bone,” I said, arching a brow.

“Touché,” she acknowledged. “When he was taken by those awful people, into that hole in the ground, I knew then, ye see.  He is my lad, and I am one of the best with Air to ever come out of the village.”

“Air helps with divination?”

“Aye.”

“And you saw me coming here—today?” I asked, taking a bite of the lobster.  She was right—it was killer.

“No, darling.  I saw that someone would come, but not who or when.  Then Monday night, I cast again.  I knew it would be today.  The who, I guessed from his own words, ye see.”

I stopped chewing, frozen.  She was watching me, and she nodded.

“He was born here, in this very building, into these very hands, he was,” she said, holding them up. “And when I set him on me sister’s chest, she took one look and she says, He’s touched by the Goddess.  She was right.  The things that occur around that boy ripple through the ether like waves and the events at that silo were a damned tsunami.”

I started chewing again and swallowed.  My mouth wasn’t clear before she spoke again.

“But never mind that,” she said, waving one hand before leaning forward. “Jest why are yer here, darling?” she asked.

“What?” I think I might have stuttered, caught off guard.

“Well, ye see, I might know something is going to happen, but I don’t know the why.  So I’m jest wondering what decided ye on coming here.  Today,” she asked, her tone reasonable.

I felt myself frowning at the directness of her question, but she held up a hand.  “I’m not out to put yer back up,” she said. “But if it was important enough for me to see it, it begs the question of why.”  Her head was tilted and her expression was simply curious, her eyes bright with interest.

I paused my reflexive anger and thought about what she had just said.  Why did I come out here?

“Boredom?” she guessed. “I can’t imagine waiting on me ass all day fer vampires to wake.”

It was my turn to tilt my head.  “Katrina said he made sixty tons of dirt walk?”

“Ah, curiosity, is it?”  she mused, nodding. “He did.  Showing off a bit.  But that Katrina seems a bit… too focused on him?”

“She was sent by Tanya and Chris to keep an eye on things.  Did a shitty job of it by her own admission, but babysitting isn’t really in her skillset.”

“Yer all here and she’s still…”

“Interested in him?” I guessed.  She nodded. “Katrina is odd, even by vampire standards.  But she admires power, skill, and successful vengeance.  Oh, and graphic violence.”

“Violence?”

“Your nephew’s game promises to be a safe outlet for the mayhem she craves,” I said, biting anther little mini-roll sandwich that had roast beef with a truly luscious horseradish cream sauce.

“Ah, Wytchwar.  We’ve gone and set up a right proper course.  Perhaps you’ll see it?”

“Perhaps.  Ashling, I was in a restaurant yesterday morning and I heard four girls talking about your nephew.  I suspect they may be some of those witches.”

“And did ye hear any names?”

“Erika, Ryanne, Britta, and Tami,” I said.

“Ah, the twins, the Irish lass, and the scary one,” Ashling said.

“Two of them sounded predatory and two of them had no interest,” I said.

“Oi, I can likely guess,” she said. “’Tis fer sure that Erika was all for dragging him to bed while her sister wouldn’t give up her own wolf, and Tami would not like a witch more powerful than herself.”

Her own wolf?  That caught my attention, but I still had a more pressing question.  “And Ryanne?”

She sighed, frowning.  “That one is actually friends with Declan.  She’s a singer, ye know?  The lead for her sisters’ band.  They met Declan in an Irish pub in Burlington, under conditions that raise the hair on me neck.”

“She’s very pretty,” I noted.

“She is that, but almost more important, she’s funny, personable, and treats him like a friend rather than someone to seduce.”

“He’s eighteen and she’s got that whole sexy Irish thing,” I pointed out.

“Oh, sure he notices you pretty girls as much as the next guy, but he also was mistreated by most of the pretty girls in his school.  So jest having good looks isn’t enough to endear someone to him.”

“Most of the pretty girls?”

“He had a pair of friends from elementary on, a boy and a girl.  The boy, Trey, was with him when the pedo poached them.  When me lad fried the killer right to death.  From that point on, he treated Declan as a pariah. And being the school’s kingmaker, so to speak, he turned the rest against him too.  Lots of name calling, at first, like cat killer, blood bather, cursed one.  But not the girl.  Jessica may be the top o’ the heap socially, but she is worthy of the title.  Kind, compassionate, intelligent, and strong.  Oh, and pretty too.  She and Trey are an item, but she didn’t let that stop her from remaining friends with the lad.  Declan only has a few friends, all what ye might call nerds.  But Jessica is still his friend, as much as she can be.”

“Cat killer?”

“On some level, they knew we be witches.  The fact we have occult supplies in our in-house store gives the rumors a bit of credence.”

“You said they called him names at first?”

“Declan was raised by me sister, me, and, after we got together, me partner Darci.  All ladies. He needed a male to show him how to be a good man.  Can you imagine a lad with his power twisted up by puberty and name calling?  Anyway, after the pedo, I made the acquaintance of Levi, our book expert, as you say.  Levi taught Declan fighting, so he would not have to go right to his Craft.  But mostly he taught Declan how to be a man.”

“But the name calling?” I asked.

“Oh, we’re gettin’ there.  See, Declan has been taught to sit on his power all his life.  But there are times when ye need to use it and ways to use it right.  Levi knew me boy well and suggested that he jest foil their precious electronics.  Ye lose an expensive iPhone every time ye call a certain kid a name, well, ye stop pretty damned quick.”

“Fascinating.  Wish I’d had that power as a kid,” I said.

“Ye bloomed young, did ye?” she asked me, eyes full of understanding.

“Yeah.  My dad died in the army and not long after, I started changing.  Pissed off the other girls and when I didn’t give the boys what they wanted, they started name calling too.”

“Teens are savages,” she said. “I imagine the attention is even worse now? With all the press?”

“Men have very selective memories.  They wolf whistle at the wolf and never even think it through,” I said. “If they saw me Change, they’d shit themselves.”

“Had me share of men issues before I realized I didn’t like the breed, at least for partner material.”

“Believe me, I’ve given it thought.  Serious thought.  But I am not attracted to women at all that way.”

“You’ll find the right one, darling, or he’ll find you,” she said, patting my hand.

“So you think Declan will pursue Ryanne?”

“Not while he’s keeping time with Caeco.  He won’t break faith.  Loyalty is sooo very important to him.”

“But I understand that he broke faith with you?”

“He did, but, and I warn ye not to tell him this”—she shook a finger at me—“as me Darci has pointed out, giving a gift of his mum’s and telling him he can’t look at the whole thing was a foolish thing to make him promise.  And he felt it was an emergency.  Last I knew, there was no emergencies that require a lad to fall into bed with a girl while dating another.”

“Oh,” I said. “That makes sense, but you’re still pissed?”

“Damned right I am.  It be why I told ye of his description of ye.  I don’t believe I was supposed to repeat that, but he also never said I couldn’t.”

I laughed.

“Which is why, after we finish our bread breaking, I’ll give ye a proper tour, including his private container.”

“He lives in the shipping container?”

“A safety measure.  It be very well grounded, ye see.”

I didn’t see, not exactly, but I was sure more explanation would be forthcoming, and I realized I was very much enjoying my time with Declan’s fascinating aunt.


Chapter 10

The whole gang was there Thursday morning.  Chris, Tanya, Arkady, Lydia, and Nika as well as myself.  It was Nika who sensed them first. 

“They’re coming,” she said.

Tanya frowned.  “I don’t hear them,” she said.

“I don’t either; another minute or so for that.  But I can feel him,” Nika said. “He needs better shields.”

“That’s a priority then,” Tanya agreed.  I tilted my head and picked up Kat’s voice.  She was going on about bombs.

We all ended up listening to their conversation for the better part of a minute and a half.  It was mostly one-sided; odd for the spooky vampire.

“Can you spell a steel bb to launch from my avatar’s hand?” Katrina asked.

“Yes, but it will be a weak shot at best.  Residual power in an object weakens faster the more alien the action.  An exploding stone will stay powered longer than one that has to zip through the air,” Declan answered.

“Why?” she asked.

“Because to make an exploding stone, we first force water inside it, then put a heat spell to flash the water into steam.  Boom.  That’s a natural action. Put a river rock in a fire and watch what happens.”

“Then how will you make projectile weapons?”

“Like my buddies in that AIR silo lab, that’s how.  We’re here.”

They stepped in, Katrina first, followed by a cautious witch.

“Declan, this is Nika.  You briefly met Lydia during the rescue,” Tanya said.

He nodded hello, eyes darting around, smiling when he saw me, then did a double take as he looked at what I was wearing:  Black tights, bare feet, and a black t-shirt—with a silver tree that I now knew was called a Rowan tree or mountain ash.  The words Rowan West were printed in script in a curve above the treetop, right across my chest.  One brow went up in question and his heartbeat picked up a bit, but then he refocused on Tanya.

“As you’ve heard, she’s a telepath, but I doubt that conveys her true strength,” Chris said.

“We have some in the Arcane program, including my friend Ashley, but hers only works with dragons, and the others aren’t very strong.”

Dragons?

“Yes, well, we’re going to spend the first half of training working on improving your shields,” Nika said. “They’re weak.”

He frowned but didn’t say anything.  “I felt you coming for two minutes before you got here,” Nika said.

“Oh, damn.  Here, how about now?” he asked.

Nika blinked, stared at him for a few seconds, then gave him one small nod. “Better.  Why did you walk around at half shield?”

“That was ninety percent shield, not half.  Maybe ninety-five.”

Nika tilted her head. I couldn’t tell if she was reading him, reading his body language, or both.

“I see.  Would you drop them altogether, please?” she asked.

He shook his head.  “No, but how about half?”

Nika took a step backward. “I see,” she said. “Can you go back to full?”

He nodded and her shoulders relaxed just ever so minutely.  “Okay, that explains much.  You actually have strong shields, but you are…”

“Sloppy?” he offered.

“I was going to say inconsistent, but sloppy works,” Nika said. “The result is me getting flashes of your thoughts.  Not now that you’re up to full, but when you walked in before, I got lots,” she said, arching one brow.

His skin flushed.  “I see.  So I have to use full power shields all the time?”

“You do if you don’t want people like me to see your thoughts,” she said. “Do you?”

“Nope.  I’m good,” he said.

“We’ll see if you are or not,” she responded, smirking. “Especially when you’re fighting someone else at the same time. Like, say, Stacia here, in her beast form.”

“Fight her in middle form?” he asked, turning to Tanya with a question on his face.

“We won’t do full fighting because that would take magic and you might actually hurt her,” Tanya said, giving me a side-eye glance.

“Oh, okay,” he said, like facing me in beast form was nothing.

“Really?  It’s okay?” I asked, perhaps a little sharply.  No guy thought either of my other shapes was okay, especially the beast or middle form.

“Ah, yeah.  Couple of the kids at Arcane can hold a pretty good middle form.  It’s badass,” he said with a shrug.

“You know what?” Nika asked. “Let’s dive right in.  Stacia, please Change.  Declan, come over here.”  She led him to the open concrete floor, giving Lydia and me each a glance, brows arched.  More reaction in our telepath than the last three missions combined.

I slipped around the corner and peeled off my tights and shirt, folding them.  I kind of liked the shirt, but Declan would likely have a negative reaction to it after this.  Maybe a couple of weres did hold a middle form, but it wasn’t like mine.

I Changed, the shift effortless, like always.  Most of the pack went through hell when they shifted forms, but I never had.

“Okay, Stacia. Come on in,” Nika called.

Declan was lying on his back like grappling was about to go down.  I had to duck my head as I stalked forward, my hind claws clicking on the concrete.

“Whoa,” Declan said, staring up at me from the floor.  I go over seven feet and more than three hundred pounds in middle form.  From the floor, it had to look even taller.  “Holy shit. Holy shit,” he said, jackknifing upright. “Your form is—perfect.  Absolutely perfect.  Total symmetry, complete articulation of every joint, and perfectly furred.  Wow, the guys are going to flip out.  I can tell them, right?” he turned away and looked hopefully at Tanya.

“Sure,” she said looking at Chris and then Nika, maybe a little nonplussed.  I certainly was. 

“Ah, Stacia, we’ll have you straddle him like you would in full mount in BJJ. No weight though,” Nika said, her own tone slightly uncertain. “Declan, you’re already getting spotty on the shields.”

“Sorry, sorry.  Just, you know, wow,” he said like a fanboy.  I growled a little, just to see what he would do.

“Right.  Not professional.  Got it.  Okay, I’m ready.  What do you want me to hold back from you?” he asked Nika as I loomed over him, folding my giant legs down and dropping both clawed hands to either side of his head. 

“Hold back something personal.  Like say… how you feel about that witch, Ryanne?” Nika suggested as I opened my jaws wide and leaned down.

“What?” he asked, head jerking toward Nika. “Why would I have feelings about her?”

I growled at him because he wasn’t taking this seriously.  His eyes flicked back to mine.  My eyes… not my teeth, not my jaws, but my eyes. 

“I just don’t see the relevance,” he said to me.  I gave him a small roar.  Finally, he closed his eyes, but no, they popped right back open, full of surprise. “Mint?  How can you smell like mint?  The weres at school have really bad halitosis in wolf or beast form.”

“They probably have garbage breath in regular form too,” Lydia pointed out.

“Oh, that makes sense. I make it a point not to get that close.  Okay, thinking of how I feel about Ryanne,” he said, looking up at the ceiling.  He stared up for a few seconds, then his eyes flicked down to mine.  Then back up, then back down and stayed on me. “Who has breath that fresh all the time?  I mean really?” he asked me.

Tanya looked at Nika, brows up.  Lydia was smirking and Chris was trying not to laugh.

“Maybe we should trade pretty wolf for ugly warrior?” Arkady suggested.

“No!” Declan said, grabbing my wolfish wrists like he was going to hold me in place. “Why would we do that?”

“Because, Harry Potter, you don’t seem to be afraid of the big, bad wolf,” Lydia suggested.

“No, really. I’m terrified,” he said.  Every one of us tilted our heads to listen.  Nope, his heartbeat was normal and his acting was horrible.

“You know, that’s fine,” Nika said. “Let’s try shields during sparring. Stacia, hop up and please Change back.” 

I leaned back and stood.  The kid under me had the temerity to hold up his hand for a lift.  To me.  I hauled him to his feet, maybe a teeny bit harder than necessary, but he just bounced up.

I shifted over by my clothes and pulled them back on.  When I came back, the kid was rooting around in his messenger bag. He produced two giant Snickers bars and tossed them to me.

“All I have,” he said apologetically.

“Declan, you’ve been at Arcane for like what, two weeks?” Chris asked as I tore into the first candy bar.

“Three. Almost four,” he said.

“You seem comfortable around weres,” Lydia noted.

“Well, that depends on the were.  Dellwood—hell no.  Matt, the kid crushing on Jetta?  Sure.”

“And how do you feel about Stacia?” Nika suddenly asked.  His head whipped around to her and he paused, eyes narrowed. 

“Well, we’re sparring partners.  So total respect,” he said, giving me a nod before looking back at Nika.

“And look. She’s got your restaurant shirt on.  Sharp-looking shirt.  That’s a good sign, right?” Nika asked.

“It tells me she met my aunt today.  Probably heard a lot of crap about boring stuff,” he said, giving me a glance.

“No, it was very interesting,” I said with a grin.  Should I repeat what he’d said to his aunt?  Hmm.  Probably not in front of this group; Lydia was merciless.  I shifted my stance a little, standing a little hipshot, watching his eyes.  They widened slightly, then narrowed.  His heartbeat picked up just a little.

“Did you read my thoughts or what?” he asked, clearly done.

“No, your shield stayed solid, but then you weren’t worried at all, so not a good test,” Nika said.

“Stacia, takedown of your choice,” Nika said. “Declan, think of what you first thought when you entered the building tonight, and try to block me.”

I circled him as his eyes focused on mine, but his brow was furrowed like he was wrestling with something else.  I feinted for his arm, then dropped into a single leg lunge, wrapping both of his legs with my arms and bodily throwing him to the ground.  He broke his fall but I had no problem arm barring him into submission.

“Now we’re talking,” Lydia commented as I released him.  He didn’t meet my eyes as he turned to look at Nika. 

“Yeah, we have work to do,” she said. “I got it loud and clear, so you didn’t defend your mind or your body well.”

He was frowning at her, but he slowly nodded. 

“So what was he thinking?” Lydia asked.

“Nope.  Just between me and her,” he said instantly, his tone suddenly very serious.

“Nah, inquiring minds want to know,” Lydia pressed.

His posture changed.  It was slight, but I saw it and I don’t think Lydia did.  He was ignoring everyone in the room but Nika and his face was expressionless, his hands curled, just slightly.

“Seems like that should be telepath and mind defender privilege,” I said, suddenly concerned.

“Seems like,” he agreed, still watching Nika.

Lydia opened her mouth but Tanya made a tiny motion, shutting her down.  She and Chris had picked up on the sudden change as well.  And Nika certainly had.  She was frozen, head tilted, studying Declan.  After a moment, she nodded slowly.  “We’ll leave it to you, then,” she said.

“I was thinking Ryanne is funny and she’s a great performer,” he said, still locked in place, eyes on Nika. “I’ll prove it by dropping my shields to half.”

Nika actually winced, holding up one hand as if to block a bright light.  Then she blinked and gave him a slow nod.  As if they reached an agreement.

“We can keep going?” Tanya asked.

“Sure,” Declan said.

“Pick a playing card, number and suit,” Nika said, “and guard it.”

“Done,” he said as I lunged for a throw.  He foiled my throw, instead jumping guard by literally jumping up and wrapping both legs around my waist, his weight pulling us toward him as he landed on his back.

“Good, Declan,” Tanya said.  It took me five solid minutes to get a triangle choke in place and Nika shook her head when he got up. “Nothing.”

We did those four more times till our session was up and then he and Katrina headed back to Arcane, the kid wasting no time getting his stuff and leaving with a quick, perfunctory goodbye.

“He okay?” Tanya asked Nika.

“He let me right in, but he has boundaries and I almost crossed one.  He’s okay, I think.”

“Seemed a little fast to get out of here,” I noted. 

“He’ll be fine,” Chris said in typical man fashion.  Then he and queenie bee left for some work shit, Arkady acting as driver.

They left the building, but neither Lydia nor Nika moved an inch till the car drove off.

“Well, what was that?” Lydia asked Nika.

“We have to remember that he was handed the biggest humiliation of his life less than a week ago,” Nika said. “And had I listened to you, I would have humiliated him again, and he had a deep line drawn.  Luckily, I rarely listen to you.”

“Hey,” Lydia protested.

“What would have humiliated him so badly?” I asked.

“I asked him to rethink what he was thinking when he and Katrina walked in.  I got a sliver of it then, but this time, it was crystal clear,” Nika said. “Had I said anything, he’d have walked out and not come back.”

“And,” Lydia said, rolling her hands impatiently. “What’s the dirt?”

“He was excited to be here, excited to see you,” Nika said to me. “And then guilty for being excited to see someone when he has a girlfriend, and then saw the shirt you are wearing and his heart skipped a beat.”

“Oh.  He has a crush on the White Werewolf—like, you know, four or five million males,” Lydia said. “Big deal.”

“It is.  His shields were on max as he left, but I saw everything when he let me read him.  He’s angry with himself for letting himself like you.  And the shirt meant you went to his home, his family.  It had impact.  He knows you don’t like him back and that you’re basically in love with Chris, so he has absolutely no chance—ever.  Oh, and the whole werewolf thing?  Doesn’t even see it.  In fact, he worries that we’ll all realize how big a freak he is, and he’ll face more rejection, but this time by his hero and his crush.  And he’s upset for being mentally unfaithful with Caeco.”

“Oh,” Lydia said. “Damn. That’s a lot of pressure.”

“Yeah, damn,” Nika said. “So this will be a tough ask, Stacia, but you gotta be gentle with him.  Keep on keeping on.  You are friends whether you know it or not, so just be… friendly.  And careful with deliberate poses.  You were just having fun, but that seems maybe…” She frowned, clearly trying to find the right word.

“Dangerous?” Lydia suggested.

“Cruel,” I said as I tried to wrap my head around her words.  Not to brag, but as any reasonably attractive girl will attest, lots of guys get crushes. And some get weird. But rarely do people with crushes happen to be, by their guardian’s own admission, the most powerful witch alive. Had I not been to lunch with Ashling, that little reveal might have been a teeny bit worrisome. What could he do?  What couldn’t he do?  But based on everything she told me, and everything I already knew, he was more honorable than an Eagle Scout, more faithful than a Marine, and being raised by women, entirely chivalrous.  Also, by her admission, he could level Burlington in about ten minutes.

“Kid about blinded me when he lowered his shields to half,” Nika said. “We were lucky to find him in time.”

“Yes, according to Ashling, had we not shown up when we did, he would have taken matters into his own hands.  His girlfriend and Toni were in danger.”

“He would have just what… walked out?” Lydia asked in disbelief.

“Ashling said the asteroid was like a nuke falling from the heavens.  Declan would have been like a nuke from inside,” I said.

Nika was nodding and Lydia was quiet. 

“I’m gonna grab some breakfast and mull this over,” I said.

“Yeah, food for thought,” Nika said.


Chapter 11

He was quiet the next morning.  I got my usual smile and a nod, but he was pretty much all business from there out.  It was glyph day and Tanya wanted to learn everything about them. 

There was quite a bit to learn.  They increased his speed and strength a lot.  Maybe a very newly turned werewolf level, but they also ran out of steam fast.  His magic pot of power was, I guess, normally intimidating.  But the glyphs used human muscle, bone, and nerves, and those only had so much to give.

“I would guess it has to do with how much glucose your muscles can store,” Tanya said.

“And I’m not built like Captain America over here,” he said, nodding at Chris. “Or the Terror of the Steppes,” he added with a nod at Arkady.

Chris laughed and Declan grinned.  Ashling had warned me that he had a killer sense of humor but he wasn’t a clown.  It came out when he got to know people, but not before. He was self-deprecating from the beginning, but throwing a joke, especially one that included Arkady, was new.

“How does he know that title for me?” Arkady asked Nika quietly.

“He made it up,” she answered.  Declan didn’t appear to hear them.  After dealing with the super senses of the team, it was an adjustment to realize for all his power, he just had human-normal senses.

But I digress.  The first part of the workout was his graduation exercise, his final attempt at making it to the end of the third floor.  He did it immediately, as he had a new weapon in his arsenal.  When he started across the first floor, he just walked.  Tanya charged and then she ran headfirst into a wall.  An invisible wall—that was sticky.  It stopped her and then slowed her just enough for him to hit her with a kinetic blast, knocking her across the floor.  The rules had been changed to allow that if he scored a solid kinetic blast, that was considered an incapacitating shot.  The rationale was that he would use overwhelming electricity or fire if it were real life, and after he demonstrated on a six-by-six-inch beam of wood and leaving it ash in a solid second, well, the rule got changed. 

Arkady didn’t learn from Tanya’s lesson and went out next as Declan reached the end of the first floor.  Chris attacked on the second floor, coming up from underneath, straight through the joists.  Or at least tried too.  The sticky wall was under the kid too and he used a really, really solid bolt of static on Chris and then he was on my floor.

“Hey,” he said as he climbed cautiously up the stairs.

“Hey yourself,” I said, then threw the eighty-pound block of chimney brick and concrete at him.  The block met the same fate as the others, slamming to a stop.  I jumped from behind it, landed on top the frozen masonry and jumped for his face.  It seemed like a pretty good workaround for his new trick and really, I only had moments to come up with it.  What actually happened was I came to a complete halt, suspended four feet from him, just floating in space.  I could move all my limbs, but it was like I had an antigravity belt or something, like I was caught in cotton.

“You’re a certified menace,” he said, eyes wide as I swung and kicked in midair.  Then he proceeded to walk across the floor, me floating along beside him like an animated balloon.  He tapped the beam on the far side.  “Good?” he asked, and at my frustrated nod, he gently set me down.

“Or were you two supposed to dive in?” he asked Nika and Lydia.  Nika’s eyes were slightly wide, unnoticeable really, unless you knew her.  But it was the equivalent of Nika shock. 

“Nah, I don’t get paid the big bucks to do that rough and tumble stuff,” Lydia said, glancing at Nika and then doing a double take.

By this time, Tanya and Chris were upstairs, Arkady right behind them, and the kid got involved in a discussion about his new trick.  Lydia took the distraction to lean over to her blonde buddy.  “What’s got your nose hairs fired up?”

Nika ignored her, looking at me and raising both brows.  “Did he hurt you?” she mouthed.

I shook my head.  “Just my pride.  Like being held in big balls of cotton.”

She shook her head, mouthing a “Wow” to herself.

“What’s the deal?” Lydia demanded.

“Holding a person with TK without hurting them is almost impossible, or at least that’s been my experience among Darkkin with telekinesis skills.”

“So, master level?” Lydia asked. 

“Way beyond,” Nika said as Tanya suddenly turned our way.  She ran her gaze over her sisters in all but blood and then focused on me, eyes narrowed. “Stacia, let’s use you for a comparison to our warlock.”

“I mostly prefer witch,” Declan said quietly.

“What should I do?” I asked, moving closer.

“Let’s start with a push-up contest.  Declan, fire up your glyphs and match her for every push-up.  We’ll go for an hour since you blasted through the graduation exercise so fast.”

He kept up through two thousand and ninety and then collapsed. I stopped at twenty-two-hundred and looked at Tanya and Chris.

“More in the tank?” she asked me.

“Yeah.  I’ve done five thousand in an hour before.”

“What’s your normal, Declan?” Chris asked.

“I’ve never gone for an hour.  Done a hundred once or twice but never kept going.”

“Release your glyphs,” she said, and I could see the moment the pain hit him. 

“Oww,” he said, trying to shake his arms but clearly having trouble.

Tanya handed him a bottle of Gatorade—red, of course—and he struggled to sip it.  I stepped over and helped his arm reach his mouth. As soon as he drank it, he looked immediately relieved and gave me a nod of thanks.

“Blood?” he asked Tanya.

“Blood,” she answered, watching his reaction.

“What’s next?”

From there, she had him do timed runs across the floor or up the stairs, and his speed about doubled with the glyphs.  We did some blocking and punching drills where he had to hit my palms or put up his own hands for my punches.  Again, about double in speed.

“Aunt Ash says that the warlocks of old all got addicted to the adrenaline of combat, to using their glyphs, and then went kind of batshit,” Declan noted when Tanya called it. He was worried.

“For those warlocks, who came into their tattoos in combat and only knew combat, that makes sense.  It actually afflicts regular soldiers and warriors, too.  Adrenaline junkies.  But if you are trained to use the glyphs and use them in practice with care and thought, you shouldn’t have a problem.  Somehow, Declan, I doubt you are headed for a life of boredom,” Tanya said.

“No shit,” Katrina said from the shadows, but I don’t think Declan heard her.

The dynamic duo took him to a graduation breakfast after he shook everybody’s hand, although I went in for a hug.  Vampires are not so touchy with humans, but weres like contact.  He whispered “Thank you” in my ear and then he was gone with the bosses and we were sent back to New York City.  Just that fast.

“That didn’t seem so horrible,” Lydia said in the car while the sun was still down, looking my way.  “Although maybe I speak to soon. I mean, I’m not the one who had to wrestle a stinky teenager.”

“He’s not stinky,” I said, knowing as I spoke that I was falling into her trap.

“It’s also not funny,” Nika said. “I cannot get over him holding you in the air as gentle as a pillow.  No telekinetic I’ve ever met would attempt that with anyone but an enemy.”

“I’m not his enemy,” I said, wondering at her inference.

“No.  You are absolutely not his enemy.  He was on full lockdown today, but his body language gave him away.”

“What?”

“He was trying to distance himself from you, but he couldn’t, not completely.”

“Crushes don’t just disappear in a night,” Lydia said. “Right, Stace?”

I flipped her off.

Immediately upon arrival back in the city, I had to debrief to my Alphas, giving them the rundown on Declan.  I kept back some stuff though, especially anything about his possible crush on me.  I knew the Malleks, and they would want me to lure him to become a pack asset and I felt too protective of him to do that.  I had helped train the kid to protect himself and now I was supposed to throw him to the wolves.  Nope.  Not happening.

I helped close portals, kick demon ass, and had a really busy PR schedule.  Interviews and photo shoots filled my days, party and club appearances my nights, at least when corporate matters didn’t claim my time.  Parties are fun, but after the third one in as many nights, with every business mogul and film producer coming on to me, it got old.  I found the quickest way to send them running was to let my eyes bleed from green to yellow, my voice getting naturally deeper.  That worked most of the time, but there were a few who found that a turn-on, fear of the beast sending them into overdrive.  I stayed away from those freaks, relying on Mr. Deckert’s security guys to get me away without me having to rip any arms or legs off.

February rolled into March and the days grew longer.  Katrina announced that Arcane was going on spring break, but the kids would all stay and participate in an Oracle event for several days, and then starting Thursday of break week, they would have a family weekend.  Tanya told us to be prepared for a visit to the campus for the family event, as it promised to be extremely important for political, business, and strategic purposes.  Me, I was interested in seeing the school that our witch went to.

Thursday night of that week, Katrina called during the middle of a staff meeting.  Arkady, Deckert, Tanya, Chris, Lydia, Nika, myself, and our PR people, Kyle and Jules, as well as Darion Cornell, the corporate attorney, were all present.

“Boss, big drama,” Katrina started. “I just sent a video.  You’re going to want to watch it.  Over and over.  Best stuff I’ve ever seen.”

“Kat, for the sake of my sanity, just tell us what happened,” Tanya said with an eyeroll.

“The kid got attacked by that witch from the city.  He and his Irish friend.  Right in the parking lot.  Whole thing got caught on like four security cameras, two security guard phones, and about fourteen student phones.  I put it all together for you.  Freaking awesome.”

“Katrina, is he hurt?” Tanya asked in a tone that nobody ever ignores.

“No.  He killed the bitch.  DOA.  The Irish girl got smacked around, but our boy took that hag down in less than two minutes.”

“What happened?” Tanya asked.

“Boss, for the love of Darkkin everywhere, please watch the video,” Katrina said, her voice actually emotional.

Lydia got the big wall screen going and a video started, clearly edited almost like a movie, while the rest of us exchanged glances at Katrina’s behavior.

It started with Declan talking to Ryanne; she was clearly upset, and he was kind of joking.  Then she said something about her family being there, as well as some others.  His smile disappeared like it had never existed when she said others. 

Suddenly, she disappeared from the camera shot, just yanked away.

The view changed and as Ryanne flew through the air to hit a pickup truck, another female was clearly standing behind Declan. He spun, jumped back, and it was on.  The girl, and it was a girl under all that greasy hair and grubby clothes, shot out a hand. 

Declan dodged and the flagpole behind him was crushed and thrown over Arcane’s entrance. 

The camera views jumped around as we saw the action from multiple angles.  He stamped a foot and the pavement rolled like a wave, sending cars hopping in the air six to eight inches. 

The girl never moved, her feet fastened to the asphalt.  She threw another blast and when he dodged, she fucking threw a car at him—with her mind.  It bounced off his explosive shield, going back the way it came, while he flew in the other direction.  He landed and rolled gracefully, his hand sending his own blast her way. 

She ignored it, twirling one hand to create a major wind that lifted him off his feet.  He was hanging in midair, throwing fire at her, which she just absorbed.  I saw a bit of panic on his face and then I saw the exact moment his brain came up with an answer. 

He held out both hands and a ball of white light lit up above him, in midair, then a beam of the same brightness flashed into the witch’s face, instantly burning it to grotesque bubbles.  Her spell failed as she screamed in pain and rage and he fell to the ground, instantly moving away and firing off a blast that threw her into a car.  She shook it off and fired back but he was off to one side, and she was clearly blind.

That’s when he made a tiny little hooking gesture with one finger, his face grim.  A heat wave rippled out of her head, her hair frosting over, her eyes freezing solid, and then she fell backward, her head shattering into tiny bits of frozen flesh, bone, and brain.

“Cool, right?” Katrina asked.

Most of the faces I was looking at were either stunned, thoughtful, or, in the cases of our PR people, horrified.

“Is… is… that… real?” Kyle asked.

“Yes,” Tanya said holding up a hand in their direction.  “Thoughts?  Arkady?”

“Training worked.”

“Chris?”

“He was caught off guard, no warning, but defended and then found an answer.”

“Lydia?”

“Um, you let me pick on that kid?”

“Stacia?” she asked, turning my way.

“He was in trouble.  As Chris said, caught off guard.  His shields were perfect, but she was somehow stronger.  Then I saw him get that look, the one just before he turns everything upside down.  I think he pulled the heat rather than burned her.”

“Why?” Tanya asked me, eyes focused.

“I don’t know, except Ashling told me he is Fire and Earth, super strong, so he can both send heat and pull it.  Pulling would kill her just as fast, maybe faster, and recharge him.”

“Good, I agree.  But why was she so strong?”

“Because she’s the witch from the dead Circle here in New York,” Chris said. “The police showed me her picture, although she looks possessed in the video.”

“Deckert?” Tanya asked.

He scratched his head.  “He can be taken off guard, but you better get a kill shot, because as we saw here, he adapts and overcomes at the speed of thought.  He needs someone to watch his six.”

“Yes.  Katrina?  What did he have to say after the fight?”

“Lydia, there’s a second clip in your email.”

Lydia pulled it up. It was Gina talking to Declan in the parking lot.  The time stamp showed just forty seconds had elapsed.

“Declan, the guards, Jerry and Sean, saw you pick something up after the witch died.  What was it?” Gina asked.

“My phone,” he answered, pulling out his phone.

“You grabbed your phone before checking on Ryanne?” Gina asked, voice sharp.

“Whoa, girl,” Lydia said.

Declan’s eyes narrowed in a way I didn’t like at all. 

“It was on the ground, between me and Ry.  If I needed to call 911, then I needed it in my hand, don’t you think?” he replied sarcastically.

“She should have watched the video first,” Lydia said. “Maybe show some respect.”

Gina didn’t flinch, instead giving him a cold stare, but he just folded his arms and frowned right back.

“She almost beat you?” Gina asked, although it came out as an accusation. 

“She attacked from ambush, which is why Ryanne was flattened first,” he said.

Gina looked at him until the light of understanding flashed over her face. “Oh, a female would be the greater threat.”

He nodded, although his arms stayed folded.  “If she was the missing witch, then it explains her power… she was carrying a full Circle’s worth with her.  She was also pretty skilled.  She threw some stuff around that I’ve never seen before.”

“You didn’t recognize it?” Gina asked.

“Just because I’m strong doesn’t mean I know everything,” he said. “My mother died when I was eight.  She didn’t have time to teach me a lot, and Aunt Ash doesn’t know as much as Mom.  I never met another witch until six months ago. The only reason I won is because Chris and Tanya chose to spend four days beating me senseless and I seem to have learned something.”

Gina relaxed.  “I’m sorry, Declan.  I forget how young you are and as you say, we sometimes mistake raw power for experience.  I’m afraid my old police instincts took over for a bit.  How are you doing?  With all that?” she asked, waving a hand at the body.

He glanced at where she waved and flinched a little, then he looked over at the people working on Ryanne and looked worried. The hurt girl bothered him more than the dead one.

The doctor turned to them. “I think she will be okay.  Might have a concussion, but nothing is broken.  Massive bruising on her back, buttocks, and legs, though.  She’s gonna hurt.  I think it would be best to keep her here, at Arcane, rather than a hospital.  I can do a better job of monitoring her than the hospital would.”

Declan moved over to the girl witch, leaning down.

“Hey.  How ya doing?” he asked.

We couldn’t see her face, but we heard her brogue.  “Did ye get the tag number of the tractor what busted me dial?” 

“Actually, you’re the one that attacked the truck… with your butt.  Put a big dent in Jerry’s pickup.”

“What happened?”

He explained and then the doctor came back over, Gina following.

“Let’s get her inside,” the doctor said.

“Declan, we need to get you inside as well and let Mr. Jenks and the Oracle people clean this up before local law enforcement or media get wind of it.  That fight was noisy,” Gina said, and the clip ended.

“What was the fallout?” Tanya asked.

“None,” Katrina said. “FBI cleared him.”

“FBI?” Tanya asked.

“Yeah, our old friends Agents Krupp and Mahar, although I found out Mahar is actually from Israel.”

“Bulldogs,” I said.

“Except they signed off on self-defense, in record time, although I think it’s pretty clear.”

“Why were Krupp and Mahar there?” Chris asked.

“Did you guys not read my reports?” Katrina said. “We had every alphabet group in the country for the seminar.”

Tanya turned and looked at Lydia, who was chewing a nail.  She raised her brows and in turn pointed to Arkady.  He looked a bit bashful.

“Mostly about child’s game of tiny warriors,” he said. “No point.”

“Wow.  You really have zero appreciation for this… this… artform of combat and magic.  Really, Arkady, if anyone had any interest in battle, tactics, strategy, and hand-to-hand combat, I thought it would be you.  Even Krupp and Mahar are going to watch a match.  I listened in and Mahar about busted a nut when Declan called the avatars golems.”

“Golems. He called them golems?” Tanya asked, sharp interest in her tone.

“Said they were not full ones like he used to make,” Kat said, her voice smug.

“What?” Tanya all but stood up. “Okay, we’re coming up earlier.  Send Lydia the times of the matches.”

“Yeah, you’ll want to see both a regular match and one with our boy in it.  Vastly different.  I’m perhaps the meanest player in the school and he trounces me pretty regular.  I didn’t give that hag more than a twenty percent chance.”

“Okay, prepare a hotel for our arrival and keep us informed,” Tanya said.

Darion started to speak but Tanya held up a hand.  She looked at me.  “What do you think about his explanation?”

“He got defensive really quick and gave it right back to Gina.  I think he was caught unprepared but as Mr. Deckert said, he adapted and overcame. Also, I think he lied about the phone,” I said.

“Nika?” Tanya asked.

“I agree.  He did not pick up his phone.”

“Chris?” Tanya asked.

“He picked up a book. At least, that’s what it looked like.”

“A book? Okay, but why did that bitch go all the way up to Burlington and attack our witch?” I asked.

“Because you would know that book, Stacia, as you and Kat retrieved it and carried it in a bucket of salt water all the way up here,” Tanya said.

“Sorrow?” I asked.

“Both Ashling and Declan said it was sort of alive.  And Ashling was dead set on it not getting anywhere near her boy,” Chris said.

“You’re saying a magic book drove a woman mad, made her kill her whole Circle and then go three hundred miles to attack a boy?” Darion asked.

“Yes,” Tanya said. “And that book is like a blueprint for mass destruction, which is why the witch had as much chance as she did.”

“Fat lot of good it did her,” Lydia said. “He fought from his back foot and wiped the ground with her in a minute and forty-two seconds.”

“Why would it attack him?” I asked.

“The same reason we all did,” Tanya said. “It was a test.”


Chapter 12

I glanced at my phone to check the time.  One twenty-seven a.m.

“It’s only been five minutes,” Benson rumbled.  “Why are you so impatient?”

“Because it takes five and a half hours to get up there from here,” I said.

“But you don’t have to drive. I do,” he said. “You can sleep if you want, while I have to stay awake.  What’s the real reason?”

“FOMO,” Nika said from across the room without lifting her eyes from her tablet.

“At that school?  What would you be missing?  Sounds boring as hell, if you ask me.  Parent weekend, some kind of kids’ game competitions, blah, blah, blah,” he said.

“Benson, for the love of God, never let me hear you say blah, blah, blah again,” I said. “It’s just wrong from a soldier your size.”

“She’s right.  Sounds… whiny,” Nika agreed.

Tanya’s office door opened and Arkady popped out.  “Benson, fire up SUV. Team is leaving in five.”

“Belay that,” Lydia said, answering her phone. “Go ahead, Kat,” she said as she put the call on speaker.

“Just calling to tell you that you probably shouldn’t bother to come.  All the exciting stuff has already happened.”

“What are you talking about, Katrina?” Tanya asked, lifting her head from her own tablet as Chris came up beside her.

“Well, let’s see.  You missed truly epic semifinal games, after which Senka snuck onto the campus to meet the kid with that hag of hers, Veleslava, which happened right after the kid met the Irish witches that killed his mother, then elves try to kidnap one of the clairvoyants, and almost the whole damned student body send the elves packing.  What else?  Oh yeah, guess there was an impromptu party at Ashling’s restaurant right after the rescue.”

“Fuck!” Tanya yelled, which seemed to stop time.  At least it stopped all motion and response by, well, all of us.  She never swears and never yells.

“Ah, Tanya?” Chris asked.  She had both eyes closed and was taking a deep breath. 

“Who got kidnapped, Kat?” Tanya asked in a calmer tone as she slowly opened her eyes.

“No one.  They tried to kidnap Ariel, the girl that kind of got all of you released from the Pentagon’s basement.  Ashling got a vision or something and got to her first and took her to the restaurant, where she put up a force field or some shit.  Then the kid and his posse went after them.  Apparently, the kid has some golems of his own.  Oh, and he purportedly vaporized an elf.  There’s no video, so I can’t corroborate except for a handful of eyewitnesses.”

Chris and Tanya shared a glance.  “I know he has a little dragon that he made,” Chris said.

“Yeah, the size of a dog.  Seems like it’s badass for its size though.  But virtually all the witches and most of the weres saw the big one.  Like seven, eight feet tall, about a thousand pounds of stone and rock.”

“How do you know Senka was there?” Nika asked.

“Smelled her.  Plus, some of the witches saw Velaslava, who was reportedly in a huge snit.  Like someone had absolutely annoyed the hell out of her.”

“That sounds like Declan,” Lydia said. “Ah, you said he killed an elf?”

“Yeah, according to all the scuttlebutt. I did hear that cold, skinny bitch Neeve, who was there with Ashley and her dad, talk about it.  Something about a Wild Hunt.  And Dellwood told me that Declan blew a hole the size of a basketball through the elf and then a tree.  Of course, I slept through most of it. That all happened yesterday.  Who knows what’s going to happen today—well, I mean other than the finals. Oh, and Declan told me that he’s ready to take care of that little neck restraint problem you all had, if you all ever come up here. Something about tattoos.”

“Okay, Katrina, your point is well made,” Tanya said, turning to Arkady. “Cancel the SUV and have whichever pilot is on standby get one of the helicopters warmed up and a flight plan filed.”

“Good idea, boss.  I’ll meet you at the airport.”

“Keep an eye on things till we get there, Katrina,” Chris said.

She snorted and hung up.

“She’s liking this mission a bit too much,” Lydia said. “I don’t think it’s good for her to experience that much joy at once.”

An hour later, one of the corporate helicopters picked us up on the roof of the new building that we had only moved into two weeks earlier.  A little over an hour after that, we were landing at the Burlington Jetport.

Out the window, I could see a big Mercedes van waiting near the helipad.  Katrina was clearly visible, leaning against the van.

Arkady took the wheel, Katrina grabbed the passenger seat, and the rest of us piled in.  There were two captain seats in the second row and a bench in the back, so of course I got sandwiched between Nika and Lydia as the captains took the captains.  Awasos lay down between Chris and Tanya.

“Everything still calm?” Tanya asked Katrina.

“Yes, everyone is tucked in for the night,” Katrina answered. “Well, it’s wee early Saturday morning at the end of break week so someone’s still awake, but your boy and his friends are sleeping.  Had a rough couple of days.  Beat the fairies and made it back in time for Dellwood’s team to beat the witches.  Late this afternoon will be the finale, Caeco’s Commandos vs. the Were-machine.  It promises to be epic.”

“You’re really caught up in this game, aren’t you?” Chris asked.

“Well, on that note, perhaps I’ll show you why,” Katrina said, turning and producing a laptop.  She opened a little folding stand and set the laptop so we could all see that it was ready to go with a video cued up.

“This is the Burlington Brawler vs. Caeco’s Commandos semifinal match from yesterday.”

“We going to have time to view it before we get to the hotel?” Tanya asked.

“Oh yeah.  It’s only a bit over four minutes,” Katrina said, hitting play. “See, Declan and Caeco were fighting; actually kind of really on the outs.  The boy took it out on the poor Brawlers.  It’s awesome.”

She wasn’t wrong.  We had a split-screen view showing Caeco’s green and black avatar leading her team to hunt their opponents’ flag.  I hadn’t seen this before and it was incredible. Little dirt people, painted in military colors, running over incredibly realistic terrain.

“Caeco wouldn’t give him any direction, so he got pissed and attacked the enemy hunters all by himself.  Left side screen.”

We could see a group of orange-and-blue-painted golem people climbing a hill.  The screen split a third time and I could suddenly see a black golem with yellow stripes like a bee literally jumping over mountain peaks on a, ahem, beeline for the enemy. 

“How’s he doing that?” Tanya asked, leaning forward.

“He’s throwing explosive rocks and jumping on them as they go off—explosive catapults.  Now, watch this.  He’s got some kind of hearing enhancement spell, so he’s locating his prey.”

Suddenly Declan’s dirt creature opened out a strand of what looked like rope.

“A garotte?” Nika asked.

“No, the golems don’t breathe.  Watch,” Katrina said.

Declan, or at least his dirt robot, jumped over the peak, flipped over in midair and snagged the closest enemy combatant with the rope.  Then he hit the slope and ducked down, the other guy getting flipped over him to fall all the way down the mini mountain, into an actual running river.

Without pause, the black and yellow golem jumped up, did a jumping flip to land between two foes, outstretched its arms, one at each opponent, and opened fire with some kind of automatic weapon.

“Found out those are magically powered magnetic tubes firing steel BBs three at a time.  He came up with them just for this game,” Katrina said, shaking her head. “Called them magic Gauss guns.”

“You are in awe?” Lydia asked, astonished.

“Of course I am.  He comes up with new shit every single time.”

“Wait what just happened?” Chris asked.  The surviving enemy robot had pushed a hand at Declan and a wave of something rippled the air and struck Declan, doing… nothing.  Declan lifted a hand and a searing bolt of lightning shot out and fried the enemy.

“The Brawler threw a preprogramed telekinetic blast at Declan’s Double D, and that copper vest…” Katrina started to explain.

“Wait. Hold up, hold up,” Lydia called. “His Double D?”

“Dirt Dude.  Keep up.  Anyway, the vest, near as I can get him to tell me, absorbed the blast and converted it to electricity.  Welded the Brawler together.  At the same time, Caeco’s group grabbed the flag and took out its defender.  You win by getting the flag or eliminating all the enemy.  They did both.  In four minutes.”

“Kat, I have to apologize,” Tanya said. “That game is incredible.”

“Ya think?  Wait till you play it.”

“We’re going to get to play it?” I asked.

“I told him you all would want a try after the final match.  Before he went night-night, he rigged the spare avatars for quick conversion. Took him two hours to prep, but for you guys”—she looked right at me as she emphasized the you—“I’m sure he was excited to set it up.”

As she said that, both Lydia and Nika gave me little elbow jabs and simultaneous smirks.

“I want to see game too,” Arkady said, turning the van into the hotel parking lot.

“I’m sorry, what’s that?” Katrina asked. “It almost sounded like you might be interested in a little kid’s game?”


Chapter 13

We settled into the hotel, with Nika, Tanya, and Lydia setting up a mini business center in the living room while Chris rewatched the video with Arkady and Katrina. I got the impression that both our delay and this obsessive Tanya behavior were being triggered by some kind of problem at Demidova, Inc.

Me, I went to bed, got four hours of sleep, and then took myself and ’Sos over to Arcane.  When I entered the building, the guards ran my ID even though they clearly recognized who I was. ’Sos ran right past them.  By the time I got in, a tiny greeter was hugging the big wolf and smiling at me.

“You’re finally here,” Toni said. “Would you like a tour?”

“I would, but can we start with breakfast?” I asked.  ’Sos looked at her with huge puppy eyes and she laughed.

“Of course.”

She led us down the hall, pointing out the student lounge, the vending machines, the staff offices, as well as the door to her family’s apartment.  At the end of the hall, she opened the door to a stairwell, and we climbed.

“Cafeteria on the second floor, along with several classrooms and the medical office.  Third and fourth floor are all dorm rooms.  Gym, Wytchwar course, gun range, and practice rooms in the basement,” my little guide said.

She led us into a wide-open room that smelled of bacon, coffee, eggs, and pancakes.

“It’s early still on a Sunday, which is why it is empty,” she said, leading the way to a buffet line where we loaded plates and then took a table.  A set of swinging doors led to the kitchens, based on the sounds and smells coming from behind them.  I put my back to the wall with Awasos on my left and Toni right in front of me.

“The waffles are to die for,” she said with just a touch of drama.  We tucked in, the whole place to ourselves.  A woman in white came out of the kitchen, smiling at the sight of Toni before her eyes moved over me and then she froze.  Spinning, she shot back into the kitchen, where I heard her tell the other staff who Toni was breaking fast with.

About that time, movement at the entrance caught my attention. Several college-aged people came in, two heading for the coffee machine while one looked over the buffet offerings.  That one glanced at our table but didn’t dwell on us, instead focusing on the food.  One of the coffee drinkers turned around, saw me, and stopped dead in place.  After a second, he grabbed his buffet friend and pulled her to the table closest to the door.  When the third friend joined them, he was busy typing on his phone and they were staring at their screens in amazement, then sneaking glances at us.

Another pair of students came into the cafeteria, but I recognized one of these.  He was tall, lean, and had bright blue eyes that locked onto mine almost immediately.  He pulled back, surprised, a huge smile growing on his face.

“Hey, Mack, come meet the woman who beats the crap out of me,” he said.

“What, another one?” his friend said but then he too saw me, and his eyes widened.  Didn’t freeze up though.

“Hey Stacia, this is my roommate Mack. Hi, Toni.  Hi ’Sos,” Declan said as he got up close to the table.  Both boys were wearing sweatpants and hoodies, clearly just having rolled out of bed.

“Hey, you look nice,” Declan said to me. “Very Spring,” he added.

I was wearing a short-sleeved blue denim jumpsuit and black boots, my black puffer coat slung on my chairback.  For some reason, I was ridiculously pleased that he had noticed my outfit, maybe because the guys at Demidova paid more attention to how my clothes fit than what I actually wore.

“You say that like she doesn’t always look nice,” Mack said, side-eyeing his buddy. 

Declan turned and raised one brow at his buddy. “I’ve seen her in combat gear and workout gear and fur,” he said. “That’s it.  I haven’t seen the fashionista Stacia before.”

“You forgot skin. You’ve seen me in just skin,” I added with a smirk.

Mack’s jaw literally dropped, as did the mouths of two of the three at the far table, which told me they likely had LV virus in their veins.

“Never going to let that go, are you?” Declan said to me.

“Nope.  Never,” I added.

“Hey, Toni,” Declan said, turning to my guide.  Mack was still goggling, but our witch had moved on.  “Did you know that Chuck Norris has a mug of nails instead of coffee every morning?”

“I spelled Chuck Norris in Scrabble last night.  I win—forever,” Toni responded.

Declan tilted his head side to side, considering the joke, and Toni had the cutest thoughtful look.  “You win that round, I think,” the witch finally said.

“Yeah, I think I did,” she agreed with a smirk.

“Well, I wanted to introduce Mack, but you guys are clearly having a power breakfast, so we won’t intrude,” Declan said.

I glanced at Toni, and she nodded.  “You can join us if you like,” I said.

“Yeah?” he asked. “Okay, come on, Sutton; let’s get some food.”

He grabbed his buddy by the sleeve and towed him over to the buffet.

“Chuck Norris jokes are our thing,” Toni said like she was forty. “I did them at first only because he seemed to think they helped, but they’ve kind of grown on me.”

I felt my brows go up and she giggled at my expression, back to preteen silliness.

“Hey, Declan,” one of the guys at the far table called out to him.

“Hey, Tyler, what’s up?” our witch said, grabbing a plate and hitting the food line.

Tyler got up and walked over to him, the other boy following him, while the girl watched with big eyes from the table.

“How do you know her?” Tyler asked, in what must have been a very quiet whisper.

“Tyler, she’s the reason I survived the witch,” Declan said, shoveling scrambled eggs onto his plate. He didn’t bother to whisper.

“What did she teach you?” Tyler asked, shooting me a glance.

“An extraordinary lesson in not getting distracted.  Best lesson in my life—for many reasons,” he said, now loading a second plate with bacon and sausage.  Mack was on the other side of the buffet, layering pancakes onto his own plate. “Alright, see you guys later,” Declan said, heading our way.

He sat down with his two plates, Mack sliding in next to him with one plate.

Declan carefully moved four of the sausage links and a third of the bacon onto his egg plate, then took the other plate and handed it to Toni, who leaned down and set it in front of Awasos.

When I looked back at the witch, he met my gaze.  “Gotta pay the toll collector.”

“Shouldn’t give into terrorism,” I said.

“Listen, he already likes you.  Me, I gotta buy my spot in his heart without ending up in his stomach.”

“Best lesson, huh?” I asked with a smirk.

“For many reasons and completely unforgettable.”

Mack looked highly intrigued, not fully following our conversation.

“I heard about the fight,” I said.

“Which one?” Mack asked, chewing some bacon.

“The witch or the elves?” Declan asked.

“The witch,” I said, frowning, hoping for more information on either.

“The witch was the worse one, and yeah, I wasn’t going to be distracted by anything, so thank you.”

“You know Chris and Tanya had a lot to do with that too?” I asked.

“Of course.  I learned many lessons and applied all of them,” he said. “It’s been kind of a rough few days.”

Mack had stopped chewing and was watching him carefully, all signs of frat boy behavior gone.  In fact, despite the joking, both boys acted way more mature than a lot of the men I was used to in the city.

“We’re up way early because someone had trouble sleeping,” Mack told me and Toni.

“I had trouble sleeping after the jail cell thing,” Toni said. “It’s been better since I got the necklace and also when I know you’re in the building, Declan.”

“Toni, that necklace will stop anything.  But thanks for the vote of confidence,” he said.  Damn, he was cute with her. “I’m having trouble because of what I had to do,” he said, looking at her.

“I know.  I’m sorry about all of them, but I not sorry you’re here and those people aren’t,” she said, now at about age fifty, maybe fifty-five.

“Oh God, don’t tell me you do the same thing this heathen does?” Mack suddenly asked, pointing at my plate.  There was just a smear of scrambled eggs left with a bit of ketchup.

“What?”

“Ketchup on eggs was apparently forbidden in the Sutton household,” Declan said. “Although salsa was perfectly acceptable, for some reason.”  This as he squirted Heinz onto his eggs.

“Two vastly different sauces, my friend,” Mack said, turning back to me. “When I first saw you, I thought you were my soulmate, but this”—he pointed back at my plate—“this is unforgivable.  I’m sorry.”

“Ouch.  Way to destroy my dreams, Mack, but at least you told me up front,” I said.

“Honest Mack, that’s me,” he said.

“Isn’t it Mad Mack, or Mack the Slacker, or is it Muffin Mack?” Toni asked him.

“None of those, young lady,” Mack said, shaking a sausage link at her in a threatening manner.  The sausage broke in half, flying across the table, then rolling off the far edge and right into ’Sos’s mouth.

“See, I’m not the only one feeding him,” Declan said, like that kind of thing happened every day. “How’s the double job thing going?” he suddenly asked me.

“Things are going smoothly, but not as smooth as that topic change.  Are you okay?” I asked. “Because that’s some fucked-up shit you went through. Oops. Sorry, Toni.”

“Mom said almost the same words, so no biggie,” Toni said, now about forty-five.

Declan had tilted his head like he was listening to something before nodding at me.  “I’m okay.  Got some things going on, but you know, we all have issues, right?”

Most of us didn’t have witches and elves ganging up on us though.  A pack of five girls came into the dining room, and I recognized a few.  The twins and the scary-looking one.  I had remembered that the blonde Erika was the witch who had tried to put a lust spell on Chris, and it had sorta transferred to me, so my opinion of her was pretty low.

“Who’s that?  Wait… is that? Yeah, it is.  Why is she with Declan and Mack?  I heard she was there for his training.  But why would she be eating with him? Wow, I love her jumpsuit; super cute.  She’s not as pretty in person.  No, Erika, she’s prettier.  I don’t like that he’s sitting with her.  He’s killed two people this week and by my count has a running total of seven… You really want to tell him who he can hang out with?” 

The last one was Tami, who Katrina had told me was a Navajo witch who might not follow the path of good.

“Did you hear about Zuzanna?  Turns out she’s his half-sister.  Her dad was the guy who raped his mother?  What?  Is he still alive?  Apparently.  Zuzanna and her dad were the ones who told him where to find those Wild Hunt bastards. Speaking of which, what the hell was the laser thing he did to the elf, Tami?  I have no idea, which is one more reason why I’m not going to tell him who he can have breakfast with.  Damn, she’s freaking gorgeous.  I think I have to either hate her or fall in love with her.  Good distinction there, Paige.”

Mack must have heard some of their voices because he glanced back before turning forward again. 

“Witch pack at six o’clock,” he warned his buddy, who was cutting his last piece of bacon. 

Declan immediately tensed up but calmly finished his food.  “Did you show her the game course yet or did hunger drive everyone here first?” he asked Toni.

“Food first is the rule,” Toni said.

“Good rule,” he said, and I noticed that he really did look tired.  “Are you guys coming to the game?”  Tired and tense.

“The whole team is here, and yes.  We’re here through tomorrow,” I said, watching him carefully.

“Excellent.  I was hoping you guys would because I have a surprise for you all.  Well, two actually, but the second one isn’t a surprise, as I told Katrina, who likely blabbed it all over.”

I raised both brows. 

“I solved the restraint thing.  I’m hoping I can apply it to all of you before you leave.”

“I heard a rumor about that.  Getting ink done,” I said. “Do I get to pick where?” I asked, arching a brow.  It might not be fully fair, but I was hoping to get a glimmer of a smile out of him.

His own eyebrow lifted in surprise.  “Well, it has to go on your neck and wrists, but there’s no reason you can’t have others otherwhere,” he said with a slow smile.

“I don’t know.  Might be distracting.”

“I learned my lesson,” he said, taking a sip of orange juice.

“I bet you didn’t, but maybe I wasn’t talking about you, hmm?”

He choked on the juice and Mack, who was staring at me, pounded on his back without looking his way at all.

“Bound and determined to kill me dead,” Declan said with a smile, pushing to his feet.

Victory is mine.

“Alright, have a good tour, ladies, and we’ll see you at the tournament and the dinner and the show,” he said.

“Show?” I asked.

“Yes, Ryanne and her sisters are putting on a show,” Toni said, suddenly excited. “The Sisters Eeire.”

“Wow, how exciting,” I said, although I’m not sure I really found it exciting and I’m not sure why I felt that way.

“Hah, not a fan of Irish music?” Declan said. “You will be.  They are really good.  Even people who don’t like them will have a good time.”

At first, I thought he meant me, but he glanced at the witches as he and Mack turned toward the door.

“Bye, guys,” he said, and Mack gave us a wave.  They walked out but paused at the witch table.  Declan was tense but friendly.  The blonde Erika was aggressive and blunt.  Tami watched him like he was a scorpion, and the others all had mixed expressions of curiosity and a little bit of awe.  Then the boys were gone.

“He seemed sad,” Toni said.

“You think it’s because of the fights?” I asked. 

“I don’t know.  It might be because he and Caeco have been fighting, or it might be the people he had to kill, or maybe something else,” she said, sounding every bit like her mother, Gina. “Ready to see the basement?” she asked suddenly.

“Let’s do it.”

The whole room went quiet as we left, and I could feel the eyes on my back.  Then just as we turned the corner into the hall I heard,  You don’t think that she could… could be interested in him, do you?  That was Erika.

No. She’s famous and beautiful and can have almost any man she wants and he’s… Maybe that was Britta.

Yeah, he’s the son of Maeve Irwin on one side and Zuzanna’s centuries-old heritage on the other.  And no werewolf ever wanted a witch before, huh, Britta?  That was Tami speaking in a hard, analytical tone. 

Damn, her boots are cute too. And that was Erika.


Chapter 14

The basement of Arcane was packed with people, not a space left in the stands or the overflow seating.  I spotted a lot of the students, particularly the witches, each of them surrounded by family.  Family and extras.  People, almost all women, who didn’t look related, all of them serious as heart attacks, all of them focused on the two teams getting prepped for the game.  And if you looked closely, you could see all those extra people turn their heads almost in unison to follow just one player.

“Do you ever feel like we created this place and basically served him up on a platter?” Lydia asked our group.

“I’ve seen Pack dinners with less drooling,” I said, watching as Caeco gave her team their final instructions. She ended by speaking directly to Declan, him nodding in agreement.  They seemed civil, but awkward.

“I think it’s over,” Nika said to me. 

“Does look a bit stiff,” I noted.

“I don’t think it will survive this weekend.  But it’s okay.  I don’t think either is too destroyed over it.”

“You’re reading them?”

“No, just body language.”

Ashling was acting as game referee, and she called the teams together. There was a coin toss and then the two groups went to opposite sides of the course.  The monitor showed Declan’s avatar sticking the flag in a sandy spot and then ringing it with little rocks he took from a bag.

It was weird because on the monitors, the avatars looked life-size, probably due to the detailed landscape they occupied.  But when viewed with naked vision, they were little gnome-sized creatures running around with tiny weapons and gear.

The actual student players sat on benches, their backs to the game course, eyes closed tight and bodies unmoving.

“How is that giant robot fair?” Lydia asked.

“Ashling told me she allowed its maker to compete with it because it pushed the other students to improve, but she told me she was going to prohibit it going forward,” Katrina said.

“Unfair advantage?” Tanya asked.

“No.  Declan told her he was going to start making anti-armor weapons for the players, up to and including explosively formed projectiles,” Katrina said.

“Where would boy get idea like that?” Arkady rumbled.

“No idea,” Katrina said, giving Chris a side-eye. “But she said the protective wards that keep the action inside the course might not hold up to whatever mayhem he dreamed up, so the robots would have to go.  Too bad. I kinda wanted to see it myself.”

The very robot we were talking about broke free from a crossfire that Caeco’s group had it in and raced over the mountain to where Declan guarded the flag.  A second player followed it, while the remaining weres tried to slow Caeco from advancing on their own flag.

I turned my attention to the screen to watch the confrontation between what turned out to be Dellwood, his teammate T.J., and Declan. 

The trash talk was hysterical, making almost the whole crowd laugh.  A giant middle-aged guy, who could only be Dellwood’s father, burst into laughter as Declan and his son traded insults.

“Who is that skinny kid?” he asked the teenage girl next to him.

“Dad, that’s the kid that Dellwood got into it with,” she said. “And I’d say he looks fit, rather than skinny,” she said in a considering way. “Nice eyes too.”

He is fit and they are nice, but he’s got enough admirers, little girl.

“Yeah, he won’t be single for long,” Nika said, looking at the girl.

Lydia snorted. “Like every witch is after him,” she said. 

“He doesn’t like the witches,” Katrina said, eyes on the game. “Well, except Ryanne.”

On the other side of the mountains, Caeco took the head clean off an avatar, which caused a crowd uproar.  Immediately, Dellwood took the cue and waved the robot forward.

What happened next was nuts.  Rather than attack it head-on, Declan somehow corkscrewed his avatar down into the soft sand like an ice auger going through lake ice.  Then he came up under the belly of the robot and touched it.  The robot powered down and the dweeby kid on the were team wearing goggles jumped up and swore, pitching a fit like a toddler.

Meanwhile, Dellwood swore mightily himself and launched his golem at the flag.  The first ring of stones turned out to be mines and they blew him high in the air, little arms and legs thrashing.  Somehow, he came down inside the ring, sprinting forward as his feet touched down.  The second ring created a gaping hole between him and his target, but some pretty agile footwork got him over the gap.

Meanwhile, Declan was racing to catch up, his avatar now sand-colored, and he was gaining ground.

The last ring burst into welding-hot flames.

“Thermite,” Nika said, a touch of awe in her voice.

“I know. Isn’t it awesome?” Katrina said.

Dellwood used some kind of bomb stone to blast a free spot, bits of white-hot burning metal heading right for the audience, only to be stopped by a familiar flickering blue shield.

“Yeah, anti-armor might be bad idea,” Arkady said.

Dellwood jumped through the opening, Declan leaping after him, slapping something on Dellwood’s back that instantly shook the avatar like a wolf with a rabbit. Dellwood’s shiny hand touched the flag just as his avatar came apart and Ashling blew the whistle.

“Game to the Were-Machines for control o’ their opponents’ flag,” she called, her eyes locked on her nephew.

He looked back at her in disbelief.

“What?  I just killed his avatar!”

“But he controlled your flag afore his demise.  This be Capture the Flag, Declan.  He captured it, if even for a few wee seconds,” she said matter-of-factly.

“Hah!  We won!” Dellwood yelled from his team’s bench.

Ashling kept her eyes on Declan as he stood frozen, wearing a dangerous frown.  The crowd was going wild, but some, mostly witches, were watching what the young male witch would do next.  It was one thing for the robot nerd to pitch a fit, an entirely different scenario if Declan did.

Two seconds of staring at his aunt and then he straightened and looked at his teammates.  I couldn’t make out what he said over the noise even with werewolf hearing, but it looked like he apologized for losing.  To a person, they all shrugged it off, then spread out to visit with the audience.

The young witch stood with his back to the audience, posture tight.  After a moment, he lifted his head and waved at the game course.  Every avatar on the field levitated at once, including the robot.

The crowd quieted almost instantly as they watched him pull the twelve toylike objects to him, each hovering in midair as he gave it a once over, spinning little golems this way and that, dirt lifting off the course and filling in damaged spots. It was like skinny Santa in his toyshop, working his magic.  Once each little soldier was done, he set it down and it walked to a set of storage cubbies, each one finding its own home.

“Good goddess, he’s doing all that by himself,” a middle-aged witch in front of us said aside to another witch.

Britta, who was sitting next to the speaker, leaned over.  “The thing is, he’s not even showing off.  He does stuff like that all the time, completely second nature.”

Britta got an elbow in the ribs from the older version of herself who was sitting between her and Erika.  “Don’t build him up more than he does on his own,” her mother whispered sharply.

Declan finished the last repair, then waved at the game course and the whole landscape shifted and shook, resetting itself.  Then he turned around and froze, seeing all the eyes watching him.  How many men did I know who would stand and preen like peacocks under that kind of attention?  His expression looked ill.

But then Dellwood was right there with his family, all of them as monstrously big as he was.  He introduced them to what was clearly his favorite frenemy.

“Let’s go,” Chris said, jumping up and moving quickly down the bleachers.  We followed and arrived just as Dellwood’s clan moved away, talking about dinner.

“Declan, that game was magnificent,” Tanya said. 

“Yeah, but we lost.  I lost for us,” he said, attempting a smile.

“Bah, you destroyed your enemy, who died touching your flag,” Tanya said. 

“Yeah, that was really good tactical work by both you and that werewolf kid, Dellwood,” Chris said.

“He’s actually a really good strategist.  I’d rank him and Caeco as the top two in the class.  Me, I’m more of a close quarters’ tactics guy.”

“Yeah, we saw the footage from your semifinal game.  You brutalized almost the entire other team by yourself,” I said with a smile.

“I was in the middle of a fight with Caeco and I sorta took it out on them,” he responded, automatically returning my smile.

“You guys okay?” Chris asked.

“Well, yes and no.  We’re having some issues, but we’ll figure them out.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I said. My tone sounded a little off even to my ears and Nika gave me a look. “Hey, changing the subject completely, is there any way I could run one of those things?”

“Yeah, me too,” Lydia asked.

“That was the surprise I mentioned,” he said, smiling for real. “I have avatars all set up for all of you.”

Katrina moved forward and grabbed her own warrior while Declan took one of my hairs and linked me with an avatar.  Within seconds, I was somehow inside this thing, and the little fighter responded to my every thought.

“He worked out ways to link people much faster than the first generation,” Katrina said to me as her avatar leaned forward and smacked my avatar in the face.

“Hey,” I protested, but there was zero pain, just motion.  I smacked her back.

“That’s the spirit,” she said.  The words seemed to come from her avatar, but the mouth didn’t move.  Then she dove at me, but I skipped to the left and she plowed face-first into the dirt.

Another avatar came stumbling onto the course.  “’Sup bitches,” Lydia said.  Katrina and I exchanged a look, then dove on the little vampire’s avatar.

We spent a full hour running around and I think every one of us suddenly understood Katrina’s obsession.  Especially when Declan introduced the spelled weapons that they used.  Bombs, guns, flamethrowers, catapults, seismic grenades, tornado stones, water blast marbles, fire-spelled wood, and earthquake rocks.  We exploded, shot, burned, blew up, and shook the landscape almost to pieces, but at the end, our witch just waved a hand and all the damage erased like a whiteboard.

“Dinner?” he asked us. “Gina has several types of blood on hand just for you guys.”

“I could sip,” Lydia said.

“What about for the nonhemovores?” I asked.

“You’re going to be a happy camper,” Declan said, smiling. “Ham, beef, turkey, lobster, other seafood, pasta, probably six kinds of potatoes, veggies, salads, and cakes.  Lots of cakes.  That’s just what I know of.”

“Is that cleaned up?” Tanya asked, waving at the Wytchwar field.

“Yes, and I burned all your hairs, except Katrina’s.”

We headed to the cafeteria, which had been transformed into a more formal dining room with tablecloth-covered round tables, carving stations, and buffet tables.  Next door, the raised area of the auditorium was being set up for a band. 

“Declan,” a voice called out and our witch turned instantly.  The girl I knew to be Ryanne came toward him, eyes locked on him, but then she noticed us.  It was well done, very well done.  Like she hadn’t seen anyone but him. Sure.

“Ryanne, you’re up,” he said, both surprised and pleased.  “Ryanne, this is Chris, Tanya, Nika, Lydia, Arkady, and Stacia,” he said. “And you already know Katrina.”

“Well now, I couldn’t be lying around like one of you lumps, now could I?  Can’t let me tone deaf sisters ruin the band name, jest ’cause I got smacked around a bit.”

“Of course not,” he said, nodding sagely.

“It’s nice to meet ya all and I have the lot of ya to thank for training Mr. Lean And Lanky here enough that he could protect the both of us,” she said with a pretty smile, focusing her attention wisely on Tanya, with a few glances at Chris.  She saw him, but her attention was on Tanya and not Tanya’s boyfriend.  Smart.  Really smart.

“We’re kind of attached to him,” Tanya said with a brilliant smile of her own.

“Oh, lord, but yer beautiful.  All of ya,” she said, eyes wide as she glanced all the way to me.  “Declan, I thought ye was laboring greatly under pain and duress, but I think ye couldn’t have been too awful put out to be wrestling round with the likes of these.”

“That’s exactly what they want you to think,” he said with a scoff. “Then when you’re completely off guard, they lower the boom. Right, Stacia?” he said.

Chris laughed.  “That will teach you to get distracted by some naked skin,” he said.

She covered it quickly, but a flicker of discomfort flashed across her pretty features.  “Jest like a lad to get bushwhacked by a dinger or four.”

“Nah, just the wolf,” Katrina said, nodding at me. “The rest of us stayed right out of the fray. Took forty minutes to get all the splinters out of Arkady’s back. My back’s too pretty for splinters.”

“Oh,” she said, then changed the topic at light speed. “Anyway, I wanted to make sure ye’d be attending our show?” she asked Declan.  It was like art, watching her body language shift just enough that she seemed to be hanging on his answer, like it was the only thing that mattered.

“Yeah, sure.  But I’m not staying late.  I’ve got to get stuff ready for tomorrow.  Important spells to cast.  But I wouldn’t miss the show, Ry.  Just glad you’re up and around.  You’re doing much better than Jerry’s truck.”

She laughed and turned on her toes like a dancer.  “That’ll teach that truck, it will,” she said over her shoulder as she went back into the auditorium, the perfect degree of wiggle in her hips.

We continued into the dining room and found an empty table.  Declan got called over to his friends’ table.

“Quite the little minx, she is,” Lydia said, putting just a touch of brogue in her tone.

“She actually does like him,” Nika said. “Maybe not to the degree her performance might indicate though.”

“Pretty witch.  Our witch will be happy,” Arkady said.

“What the hell do you know, you lummox?” Lydia said, smacking his arm. “We don’t want him all twisted up by little Miss Galway girl and moving to Ireland.”

Arkady looked confused and I saw the moment he decided shutting up might be best.

“He’s free to choose who he wants, Lydia,” Tanya said.

“Well, it’s not her,” Lydia replied, heading for Gina.

“I’m confused,” Chris said. “Does Lydia like Declan?”

“No, she’s old enough to be his grandma,” Nika said. “She just doesn’t want him taken advantage of.”

“Oh, look. Food,” Chris said, beelining for the buffet.

Tanya followed Lydia and Arkady went to find blood, which left me with Nika and Katrina.  Katrina looked at us, nodded once, and just left.

Nika turned and looked at me. 

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing.  Just checking in.  How are you doing?  Your protégé almost got killed a couple of times in the last few days.”

“He’s barely a friend,” I said. “I’ve really only known him a few weeks.”

“Barely a friend? Hmpf. And you’re not even mildly fascinated, are you?”

“Seems like a whole lotta girls are fascinated,” I said with a shrug. 

“Hmm,” she said.

I folded my arms and stared at her.  “You can’t be serious?”

“About what?”

“You’re implying I might be interested in him romantically,” I said, lifting one brow.

“You are or you aren’t,” she said. “But I’m more than implying that it would make a ton of sense if you were.”

“How do you figure?”

“Do I have to do the math?  Just two years younger than you but at least as mature as your average thirty-year-old male.  Good looking, with killer eyes.  Nice body, if you like them lean. Very smart.  Conscientious, which is impossible to find.  Compassionate.  Passionate. Doesn’t objectify you.  Isn’t afraid of you in any of your forms.  Totally loyal—I mean totally.  And then let’s talk about power.  Probably could go on, but I’m afraid if I do, I might want to take a swing at him and I’m older than Lydia.  And Stacia, even you are going to someday have to face the facts about your crush. Now, excuse me,” she said, heading off toward Arkady, who was gathering bottles of O positive for the vamps.

I stared after her for a moment, then headed to the food line because my inner wolf was hungry.  As I loaded my plate, I realized I couldn’t refute a single thing she had said, not even the part about Chris.  And I wasn’t even sure how I felt about that part.  I loaded my plate with meat, some potatoes, and a few veggies, then headed back to our table.  Maybe I could drown my confusion in protein.

An hour later, the Sisters Eeire started their show and as much as I wanted to hate it, I couldn’t.  They were fun, funny, fast-paced, and total showwomen, all under the lead of the youngest, Ryanne.

I found Declan near the auditorium door, watching his friend steal the show.

“She’s very good,” I said.

“She is, but she’s moving kind of stiffly,” he said, frowning.  He turned away from the show and looked at me.  “I hate it when my friends get hurt.  Makes me want to just… let go, ya know?”

Oh, I suddenly did know and was suddenly very concerned.

“Would that be a good idea?” I asked. “Yes, protect your friends but don’t lose control, right?  I mean, I don’t know her, so I didn’t notice her movements, which means she’s doing okay, right?  And you did what you had to do and did it in a way that didn’t hurt anyone else.  That’s the very best anyone can do, isn’t it?”

He just looked at me for a moment, his blue eyes rounded in surprise. “Thank you for that.  I’ve been wracking my brain for ways I could have done better, you know, before she got hurt, but I can’t think of a thing.”

“Because there likely wasn’t a thing you could have done, unless you have eyes in the back of your head.”

“Exactly, unless I saw her first.  I’ve got all this power and yet all you have to do is sneak up behind me.”

“You just need someone to watch your back,” I said, realizing I was channeling Deckert.

“Alright, thanks for the chat.  I’m really tired.  I think I’ll call it a night,” he said.

“Didn’t you say you had an important meeting tomorrow?” I asked slyly.

“I did, but I’ve been prepared for that for a week.  You don’t procrastinate with these people or they’ll choke you out,” he said, giving me an actual wink.

I laughed and gave him a little hug.  “Good night witch,” I said.

“Good night, lady wolf,” he said and headed out.  I turned back to the show and found several faces turned in my direction, including the band’s lead singer, each with just a flicker of distaste.  And that right there made me feel pretty damned good.


Chapter 15

The smell was making me a little nervous.  Not a single one of the vampires had so much as flinched as our uber witch applied his little tattoos to their pasty white skin—tattoos and magic. It was the magic part I was concerned about. And Chris was first and being Chris, he didn’t so much as twitch.

I partially calmed myself by watching Declan work.  He had really good hands.  Long fingers, strong, precise movements like a surgeon or jeweler. I like mens’ hands, as long as they’re solid and manly hands. Good hands inspire confidence and capability on a base level, a primitive level that my inner wolf can understand.

I watched him apply his rune stamps to Nika’s long white neck, his motions careful and exact.  She didn’t even blink.  It only took a few minutes as everything was carefully laid out and organized.  Stamps, a wooden dowel sharpened like a pencil but without lead, and three sets of ink.  One for Chris, one for the Darkkin, and one just for me.

“You already inked Katrina?” Lydia asked.

“My experimental model,” he said. 

“How in hell did you talk her into that?” Tanya asked.

“Easy.  Hey Katrina, how would you like to be able to defeat any restraint anytime, anywhere, with just a thought,” he quoted.

“Yeah, that would work,” Lydia said.

“And you tested the werewolf ink?” I asked.

“Yup, and speaking of which, it’s your turn,” he said, smiling at me.

I took off my sweatshirt, leaving me in a black tank.  His heart rate picked up and he turned away quickly like he needed to check his gear.  Great.  Now he was nervous, which made me nervous.

“You’ll need to be very still for this, which might be hard, as the solution burns a bit—so I’m told,” he said.  He flexed his fingers to loosen them, took a deep breath and let it out, his heart rate dropping a little.

I focused on a spot ahead of me and held myself still.  He hadn’t really answered my question though.

“You tested it on your werewolf friends?” I asked again.

“Well, I tested it on Dellwood, so no worries,” he said, his left hand holding my bare shoulder while his right applied the first rune.  My attention focused on his warm hand and when his stamp touched my neck, it barely stung at all.

“What’s the deal between you two anyway?” I asked, hoping to cover my own nervousness.  His hand felt nice though, strong and sure.

“Well, underneath all the aggression and bluster, he’s still something of an asshole, but an okay one.  He has no real filters, jumps at any challenge—which makes him easy to manipulate—and has an ego big as a dump truck.  He’s also fairly smart, a good strategist, fearless, and pretty much has the back of any student at Arcane.  We have a mutual respect thing going on.”

“But you insult each other?” Lydia asked.

“Of course.  That’s how guys do it,” he said, putting down one stamp and picking up another.  His left hand still gently gripped my shoulder. “Does it hurt?” he asked me.

“It stings a little, but that’s fading,” I said.  I smelled beeswax and iron.

“I put just a hint of silver and aconite in it to fix the iron dust.  I think the whole thing will fade to just a faint mark, but the magic will stay strong,” he said.

“You think these will really work?” Chris asked, looking at his wrists.

“They worked for me.  Let me get the last two runes on Stacia, and we’ll go over how to use them,” he said.  He took a little breath as he leaned close, and I heard his heart pick up pace again.  He’d been steady as a metronome on every vampire and Chris, but with me he was clearly not as cool.  Yet his hands stayed firm and each rune was applied with careful precision.  The last runes went on the inside of each wrist, and he gently held my arm with one hand while he applied them. On the final stroke, his right hand shook ever so slightly.  He carefully kept from meeting my gaze as he put down the stamp and shook out his hands.

Next, he reached into his messenger bag and pulled out handcuffs.

“Don’t break these; they’re just for learning. I had to borrow them from Darci,” he said, snapping them shut on Chris.  Then he went down the line and cuffed each of us, quickly and smoothly locking us up.  I smiled as I realized that handcuffs must have almost been a childhood toy.

“Now mentally say the word aperi as you think of your wrists,” he said.

“Latin for open?” Arkady asked. I had already thought the word and my cuffs just snapped open and fell off.

He produced heavy zip ties, again likely borrowed from Darci.  I liked her.  She was surprisingly funny, and she bantered with him in an endearing way.  I also liked Levi, who was, for all intents, his only father figure.

Levi had greeted me warmly at the dinner, thanking me for helping his young protégé, and I had watched the two of them sitting together at Ashling’s table. I knew he was a book dealer and therefore I somehow expected someone bookish.  Instead, he seemed more like a field archeologist, like an Indiana Jones of books. Declan listened carefully when Levi spoke, and it was clear that he highly respected the man. What would the warlock be like if Levi hadn’t been in his life?  Chris was who he was to a large degree because of his grandfather, and I had always heard that boys really need strong male role models if they’re going to become good, solid men.

“Again, these obviously wouldn’t hold any of you, but it’s the thought that counts,” Declan said after he got them on all of us.  “And the thought is scalpere.”

“Slice?” Lydia asked, getting a nod from Declan. 

One by one, we tried it and the heavy plastic just cut instantly right at the site of the runes on our wrists.

“We’re using Latin because you don’t think in it all the time.  Can’t have you thinking of slicing something and your favorite necklace or bracelet falls into four chunks, right?”

I rarely wear much jewelry, as it impedes my Change, but I liked the way he thought.

We practiced a bunch more, including some neck restraints that Chris had Chet mock up with a computer chip in each that required them to be cut at the same time.  They fell right off, first try.

“Too easy,” Arkady rumbled.

“I agree.  It should have taken more practice to synchronize,” Tanya said, turning to the witch.

“Ah, I made the spell so that it sorta self-synchronizes if everyone is pretty close to the same mark.  You told me about the bomb collars, and I thought we shouldn’t leave it to chance,” he explained.

Chris looked at the rest of us.  “See?”

“Yeah, kid, you’re gonna fit right in,” Lydia said.

“Provided you’ve decided to play for team Demidova this summer?” Chris asked.

“Yeah, about that,” he said looking tentative.  Everyone went very still.  He spoke quickly. “I still want to, but I’m not sure you’re gonna still want me.”

“Why, Declan?” Tanya asked.

He reached into his bag, pulling out a small book and tossing it to Chris.

“I found the Book of Darkest Sorrow.  Well, actually, it found me.  Only it’s not in there anymore,” Declan said.

“Where is it?  And how did you get it?” Tanya asked, making quick eye contact with Chris and Nika. We had already sort of guessed this.

He told us about the witch fight, how he got the book, that it screamed if he didn’t hold it and how he feared a witchy bloodbath if he let it scream.  Then he talked about a short altercation with the elf, Neeve, and a special weapon she had that pierced the book and him, letting it flow into his body.

“But it was indestructible?” Chris asked.

“My aunt feels that it allowed itself to be punctured in such a manner that my skin got opened, too.  Then it could transfer itself inside me,” he said, lifting his shirt.  At first, I found myself looking at an unexpectedly nice set of abs, marred with a small healing wound, but then spidery black script flowed across his skin.

“What does this mean?” I asked.

“That I have a semi-sentient five-hundred-year-old grimoire from an evil German witch inside me.  We think it has an agenda and it wanted me for that agenda.”

“That explains your aunt’s rather cryptic comment.  I asked her if you had mentioned the summer job and she said we probably didn’t want two for one,” Chris said. “When I pressed further, she said that you would tell us what she meant.”

“Yeah, I can’t imagine you’d still want me for an employee,” he said.

“Why?” Tanya asked.

“Hello, evil book trying to take over my powers and then the world?”

“Hello, vampire who craves your blood where you stand,” she said, deadpan. “Any others here want to bite Declan?”

Arkady, Lydia, and Nika all raised their hands.  He suddenly looked a little worried.

“I have to work real hard to keep from ripping the hearts out of men who make obscene comments to me,” I said to distract him. “Somehow, they think it will make me want them.  And it does—torn open and bleeding out.”

“I have days when it’s best I don’t drive in traffic because my road rage is not like everyone else’s road rage.  Grim would really like to clear traffic and his proposed methods are… outside the box,” Chris said.

“Okay, I get what you’re saying.  But this is different.  What you’re talking about is part of you.  Sorrow isn’t part of me.  It’s alien and aware and constantly trying to influence me or trick me.  I can’t trust its spells and if it wins, things will be really bad.”

“I presume your aunt is working on getting it out of you?” Chris asked.

“Yes, of course,” he said.

“Well, we can offer her unimaginable resources.  There are books in private vampire collections that haven’t been seen in a thousand years.  Plus, where better for you to be than in a group like us if you do get taken over?  You are aware that Nika is one of the most powerful telepaths in the world, right?” Chris argued.

“Wait, you still want me on the team?” Declan asked in disbelief.

“Yeah, we do.  Listen, Declan, aside from the fact that we like you, I don’t think you understand the value that you bring to us.  You are the most powerful male witch known, as well as one of the most powerful witches, period.  Beyond that, your particular skillset is uniquely suited to help us deal with a threat we feel is fast approaching all mankind,” Chris said.

“Technology, Declan,” Tanya said. “Particularly artificial intelligence.  Like Stephen Hawking, we feel the achievement of AI might be an extinction-level event.”

“Now with the global awareness of the supernatural, governments all over the planet are putting more resources into finding counters to the threats of vampires, weres, and demons, mostly with technology,” Lydia said.

“You think it’ll happen soon?” he asked.

Chris and Tanya exchanged a glance.  “We think it may have already happened, at least once, maybe more.  We need your help to find out,” Chris said.

“Me?  You must have the best hackers,” he asked.

“We do.  But we don’t know of anyone that can do what you do, though—what you did with that robot during yesterday’s game,” Lydia said.

“Oh, yeah.  I can see how that might be helpful in tracking the ghost in the machine,” he said. “What makes you think there is an AI out there?”

“Do you remember the Tomahawk missile?” Chris asked.

“Yeah, it was on the news.  Supposedly a training accident.  That’s bullshit, right?” the witch asked.

“Thing is, we tracked down the captain of that boat.  The Navy cashiered him after that, but it was all a cover-up.  Nika read him like a book.  He has no idea how the missile launched.  It just launched itself and assigned itself the exact coordinates that we happened to be occupying.  He was thoroughly disturbed by what happened, which was supposed to be impossible,” Chris said.

“Then, during the battle for Washington, or rather, at the end of it, that Star Wars weapon opened fire.  Again, we haven’t been able to find out where any order originated to use it.  Everyone with supposed control was left baffled.  Our lead computer guy, who you will meet, is of the strong opinion that a powerful government program got away from its tenders,” I added.

“And you think I can help?” 

“Can you?  If we put you on board that sub, could you look for traces of something like that?” Chris asked.

“Yeah.  Very possibly I could.”

“Can he be trusted?  Stealing the witch’s book may have been his plan,” Arkady asked from left field.  Oh god, what was he doing?

“What?  I get myself stuck by some Fairie death weapon so that an alien book can invade me, all to steal it from you, after it came looking for me, and then I tell you about it?  That’s insane,” Declan said.

“Is insane?  Or clever like fox?” Arkady asked.

“Oh,” Declan said, a look of understanding flooding his features. “Oh, you’re saying that to prod me into opening up my shields so that she”—he pointed at Nika—“can probe my brain.  Clever.”

“Clumsy.  I told you so,” Lydia said to the giant vampire. 

Chris frowned.  “You didn’t tell me, though, did you?” he asked, clearly unhappy.

“Because you would have said no.  You are biased where he’s concerned,” Lydia said.

“But that doesn’t give you the right to—” Chris started, but Declan spoke suddenly.

“I’ll do it.”

“What?” Tanya asked.

“I’ll do it.  Open my shields.  Here,” he said, turning to Nika.

A look of absolute fascination filled Nika’s normally tightly controlled features.  Her eyes flickered back and forth like she was reading text, but I don’t think she was seeing anything at all.

Declan suddenly twitched. “Internal conversation.  Somebody is backsliding into German again,” he explained.

“He is open and honest.  Very brave too, telling us about the book.  He thought we might kill him.  There is… another.  Odd; it slips away from me.  This is fascinating,” Nika said.

“You thought we might kill you?  And you came anyway?” Chris asked.

“That’s not how we taught you, Declan,” Tanya said. “You don’t go headfirst into dangerous territory.”

“You do all the time, and anyway, I only thought it was a possibility.  A low one.  I didn’t think you really would.  I was pretty certain that you wouldn’t hire me, though.”
 

“Satisfied?” Chris asked Lydia and Arkady.  Everyone looked at Nika and she gave the nod, which led Lydia and Arkady to nod as well.

“Declan, I’m sorry.  I’ll understand if this changes things,” Chris apologized.

“I actually like that they will protect you even if it pisses you off.  That’s cool.  I’d want to check me out too if I were you guys,” he said.

“Really,” he said.  “You’re still on board?”

The witch nodded.

“And the tattoos really work.  We’ll be testing them further and you can tweak or adjust them if we need to, right?” Chris asked.

“Something like that.  We’ll see how the magic holds in them.  I may boost them every few years or so,” he said.

“Okay, great.  Anything else we should go over?” Chris asked.

Declan suddenly looked uncertain, anxious even.

“Head on,” Nika said to him with a nod. “Go on.  You saw how he was with them.” 

“I, ah, wondered if there was something you might let me try… on you?” he asked Chris, who raised both eyebrows.

“When I study for tests, there’s a spell I use.  It helps me during the tests.  I don’t think it’s cheating; it just helps me… remember,” Declan said.

I took a big breath as it hit me.  Chris rocked back, eyes locked on the witch, his expression blank.

“It’s very light.  Very safe—it’s my mom’s spell, from her book.  Not Sorrow’s,” Declan explained.

“You think it could help?” Chris asked.

“When we study stuff, most of us retain or remember bits and pieces.  This spell helps bring them all together.  Someone mentioned, maybe it was you, that you’re getting bits and pieces back, but they’re all jumbled.  I think this could help, and I really don’t think it could hurt.”

“Do it.”

Arkady growled, but Nika put a finger over his lips.  “Hush. You have no idea.”

The long and the short of it was it worked.  A simple-sounding little cantrip and suddenly Chris’s eyes were huge as memories hit him.  Clearly Tanya felt him through their bond or whatever because they both got all emotional.

I guess I should have felt bad because he was clearly remembering her, but instead I was happy for him and amazed that this eighteen-year-old kid had done so much with so little.  I had been afraid of the spells he was casting at the beginning, but now I was just in awe.

Declan looked uncomfortable at the raw emotion in the room and he quickly packed his stuff, then headed for the door.  Not so fast.

“Right, well I should get back to my room and get some homework done.  Spring break is over and school starts tomorrow,” he said nervously.

“Declan,” I said, grabbing his hand. “That was huge.  Unbelievably huge.  His memory has been a giant issue.”

“Yeah, well, I could see that, so when I was studying for midterms before break, it occurred to me that this might help.”

“If half of what I think is happening, then you did way more than help,” I said. 

He just looked down and nodded.

“How are you and your girlfriend?” I asked carefully, changing the subject.

“Well, we decided to take a break for a while.  Things have been difficult and all the attention I’m getting from the witch world really strained us.  Her in particular.  But we agreed we’re both too young to get super serious.”

“Your idea or hers?” I asked.

“Ah, hers,” he said with a rueful smile.

“Was it friendly, or tense?”

“Pretty friendly, although I know for a fact she’s not going to work for you guys this summer if I am.  I wasn’t really surprised when she suggested a break.”

“What will she do?” I asked.

“I think she’s going to work for the FBI this summer.  Use her skills for something less deadly.”

“You thinking of dating the Irish girl?” Not sure why I went there, but I did.

“I’m not exactly boyfriend material while I have this thing inside me,” he said.

“Declan, does anyone else know about Sorrow?” I asked.

“No.  Just you guys and my aunt.  I told everyone else that the book got destroyed, which is true, just not the full story.  I don’t think it would be a good idea for it to be general knowledge.”

“Ya think?  Super eligible boy witch who comes with fully installed ancient and priceless grimoire?  How do you think the Circles would react?” I asked.

Suddenly some kid came around the corner.

“Hey Declan.  Dellwood’s gonna try to bench press a car,” he said, then turned and saw me. He froze for a second, then looked at his cell phone and then looked up at me. “I’ve lost all my numbers… can I have yours?” he asked with a sly grin.

I had to laugh.  “Points for originality.  Well played.  Not happening.  See ya, Declan.  Get good grades ’cause we need you this summer,” I said, kissing his cheek and taking perverse pleasure in his suddenly racing heartbeat.  I pulled back inside and shut the door, listening to their words.

“Duuuuude!  You got game!” the other kid said.

“Nah.  So, whose car is Dellwood lifting?” Declan asked.

“I don’t know.  Some green Jeep or Land Cruiser thing,” he said.

“Shit!  NO!” Declan cried out, and his footsteps raced after the other kid.

I moved to the window that looked out on the parking lot.  A group of boys were crowded around a rugged-looking green Jeep thing, the massive form of Dellwood in the middle of them.

Declan came running up to the group, hands gesticulating wildly, clearly mad as hell.  Uh-oh.

Dellwood gave him a cool gaze, said something with his arms crossed.  Declan paused, then relaxed and scratched his head.  He went to the back of the vehicle and the tailgate opened itself.  Yup, clearly his car.

He pulled out some pieces of what looked like scrap metal and ran his long-fingered hands over them.  Both pieces became handles—like those push-up handles that people use to get a deeper push-up.

He waved at his truck and it lifted off the ground. Just picked right up, seven feet in the air.

Stepping underneath, he called Dellwood over and they conferred as they looked at the undercarriage.  Finally, Declan put the handles up under his truck and they somehow stuck.

He lowered the vehicle and Dellwood lay down, squirming his bulk under it.  And damn if that boy didn’t bench press the whole thing—once.  Then his arms got wobbly and Declan levitated it off of him.

“They’re both alphas,” Lydia said from next to me. “Dellwood is clearly an aggressive Alpha and Declan is a different kind of alpha.  That’s why they can have that mutual respect thing, why Dellwood will insult him but take the resulting insults back.”

“You have werewolf psychology experience?” I asked.

“I mostly date werewolves.  They’re… robust,” she said with a smirk. 

“Did you ever date a witch?” I asked her.

“No, but I never met a male witch like him.”

“I don’t think anyone has ever met a witch like him,” I said.

“Good point.  You should keep that in mind,” she said, turning back to where Arkady hovered over Tanya and Chris as they clearly experienced something through their bond.

I glanced over my shoulder and saw Declan taking off the handles from his truck’s underside.  He suddenly glanced up and saw me.  He smiled and gave me a little wave.  I waved back and then turned away so it didn’t get weird. But you know what?  I think it was already a little weird, and not necessarily a bad weird.


Chapter 16

“So Dante is coming to the East Coast,” Afina said, ostensibly to her husband.

“Why is he coming here again,” Brock asked a touch distractedly.  He was studying notes on his tablet, and I suspected it was for the next board meeting at Demidova.

“He’s looking for a mate,” Afina said, her eyes sliding my way.

“What’s wrong with the females on the Pacific side of the country?” Brock asked.

“Well, nothing I suppose, but he’s interested in seeing who is available here,” she said, frowning at her husband.

I wasn’t fooled for a second.  For the last six months, Afina had been trying to set me up with first a mate in our pack and then with eligible Alphas from other packs.  I went along with the first few dates, but it seemed like a lot of the same: egotistical assholes looking for a trophy.

Afina’s problem was, as another female wolf explained it to me, I exhibited too many Alpha traits of my own.  And because I worked for both Lupine and Demidova, my time with the pack fluctuated tremendously, particularly when we had lots of demon outbreaks to contend with.  The result was confusion about my status in the pack, and that caused Afina no end of grief.

“Wait. You’re not thinking of pushing this guy at Stacia, are you?” Brock asked, finally catching on. “After the last time, I’d have thought you’d throw in the towel.”

“Dante Forsyth is different,” Afina said, including me in her glance.  She picked up her tablet and opened a screen.  She turned it toward me so I could see a guy who looked like a GQ model, all tousled hair and smoldering black eyes, his upper body bare and showing serious muscles.  He was really hot, no question.  I raised one eyebrow at the view.

“Yeah, see,” she said, “he’s taking his own pack out of his father’s pack in Washington State in the next six months. He runs a very successful logging business, and he is already a millionaire at twenty-six.  Interesting, right?” she said to me.

“He’s got the good-looking thing down pat, doesn’t he?” I noted. “Looks like he should be on the cover of a romance novel.”

“Right?” she agreed. “You two would make a great cover.  His wolf is all black, you know.  White and black wolves—amazing.”

Like that was the important thing in picking a mate to co-lead a pack.  Dude was hot though, but I had a sudden memory.

“Isn’t this the guy that got caught banging some Hollywood starlet in her husband’s bed and broke the guy’s jaw before jumping from a second-story window and running away?” I asked. “The police and all the media immediately realized he was a werewolf.  I think the second court date is coming up in like a month or something.”

“That guy?” Brock asked, sitting up straight. “That bullshit is the kind of thing we don’t need right now.  And you want to trade the political and public image power she’s built us for that?”

“Allegations only.  He swears it wasn’t him,” Afina said primly.

“I thought they had pretty good video of him running away from the house cameras?” I asked.

“Can’t prove anything from a rear shot,” Afina said.

“It looked like a pretty nice rear.  I’m sure they could do a forensic comparison,” I said, which made Brock laugh and Afina frown.  Uh-oh, better back off or life would be hell. “When is he coming?”

“Tomorrow,” she said, not looking my way.  I raised a brow at her obvious setup.

“Seems sudden, dear,” Brock said, turning and looking at her tablet. “Why does he have his shirt off?  Was he actually posing for a romance cover?”

“It’s from his old online dating account,” Afina said defensively. “We’re having a cocktail party tomorrow afternoon at four.  Please be there, Stacia.”

“Fine, but I have to go now.  It’s intern day at Demidova.”

“Interns,” Afina said like someone might say cockroaches. “What do you have to do with interns?”

“I don’t have anything to do with interns, just intern.”

“The warlock is coming today?” Brock asked with real interest.

“Yes, but he prefers witch.  Warlocks were male combat witches, destined for short, violent lives.”

“So he’s not a warlock?” Brock asked.

“He very much is, maybe the only one in the world, but he’s much more.”

“Any of these computer wizards able to help Demidova get out of its current mess?”

“Tanya has high hopes,” I said.

“I hope so too,” he said. “The next board meeting is going to be unpleasant otherwise.”

“No doubt,” I said and waved goodbye.

Lupine Industries’ headquarters is three blocks north and one block east of the Demidova Tower, so it’s an easy walk in the fading light of late afternoon.

The guards at the reception desk both nodded as I entered and headed for the elevators.

Upstairs, I found the executive suite buzzing as Tanya, her assistants, and Lydia juggled the business hell that had become daily life at Demidova.  We had been under constant assault by an ultra-sophisticated hacking attack that had hit the company on multiple fronts.  Everything from website denial to false emails, missing emails, frozen accounts, and stolen corporate information.

“You ready to collect the kid when he gets here?” Nika suddenly asked from just behind me. 

“Sure. What’s the plan?”

“Chris is out somewhere unknown, which isn’t great.  I think you should get Declan settled and then we’ll see if he has any ideas about our problems,” she said.

“Okay.  You all seem pretty busy, so that makes sense,” I said.

“Celeste has his security pass, and you already know where his rooms are, so I guess it’s just waiting.”

“Anything I can do to help?”

“What the hell is going on?” Lydia suddenly said, looking at her laptop. “Everything is frozen.”

“Me too,” Tanya said, looking at the others, who all nodded.

“Now every computer is frozen.  Ransomware, you think?” Lydia asked.

“Mine just freed up,” an assistant said. 

“Mine too,” another reported. 

In seconds, all the frozen computers returned to normal. 

The phone rang and Tanya’s secretary, Celeste, answered it, immediately putting a hand over the mouthpiece.  “Stacia, Chris’s intern is here.  He’s in the lobby.”

“Got him,” I said and headed to the elevator.  Awasos stood up and followed, his ears up.  He knew who was coming today and, like the rest of the team, he liked the kid.

We reached ground floor, the elevator opened, and ’Sos flowed out the door like he had somewhere to be.  Some woman waiting for the lift backed right out of his path as his head swiveled and locked on target.

I stepped out of the open door to see everyone in the lobby watch as Awasos started toward two young men across the lobby.  He shifted midstep, from huge wolf to immense bear, and you could hear the multiple intakes of breath across the open space. 

Declan was clearly the one wearing a black suit and tie, managing to look both professional and completely uncomfortable.  I felt a huge grin cover my face.  The other kid was scrambling backward as fast as he could, horror on his face, but ’Sos was locked on the witch.

Declan met my gaze, raised both brows, and then turned his attention back to the Kodiak bear bulldozing his way.

“Ah, hey ’Sos,” he said as he got snuffled from head to toe, the moving maw stopping at the messenger bag at Declan’s feet.  Declan immediately opened his bag and pulled out a familiar plastic-wrapped food bar, unwrapped it, and popped it into the tooth-filled mouth that could bite a basketball.

“What the hell are you feeding him?” I asked.

“Anything he wants.  Anything at all. Right, buddy?” he asked the massive bear as he put his hand in ’Sos’s fur like he was petting a dog.

“You know he likes you well enough without the bribes, don’t you?” I asked. 

“Don’t know anything of the sort.  I do know that he likes meaty snacks, though, so that’s what I’m not going to be,” he said in a light tone.

“Bloody ace!” one of the computer interns said.  A pretty college-aged brunette, her eyes wide as she looked at ’Sos but also taking in the lean young witch who was being casually headbutted by the massive carnivore.  She was so checking him out.

He frowned a little, suddenly uncertain.  Fifteen hundred pounds of apex predator is in his face and he’s Cool Hand Luke, but pretty girl makes interested eye contact and he’s totally off his game.  I had to smirk.  Big tough witch knocked for a loop by a Down Under Accent.

“Right, so what now, Camp Counselor Reynolds?” he asked, making a decent effort to ignore the attention we had gathered.

“Right now, we take you to the exec suite.  After that, we can get your stuff, or do we send somebody for it?” I asked.

“Ah, no.  Beast doesn’t play well with others,” he said, picking up his bag in one hand, the empty wrapper in the other.  His brows went up in sudden realization, his eyes jerking up to look at my chest, moving left to right as he read the logo.

I was grinning when his gaze moved up to mine.  “My pack.  Chris actually started the whole pemmican business.  Furface here gets free bars all the time.”

“You mean he played me?  Like a chump?” he asked.

“Of course.  He’s ruthless where food is concerned.  But don’t you think he knows who gave him back his best friend?  His father figure, brother figure, and closest pal?”

“Oh. Hadn’t thought of that.  I tend to concentrate on the furry battle tank barreling down at me and forget to do the whole psychobabble analysis.”

I laughed and pulled him into a hug, noting his sudden sharp breath, and then grabbed his arm.

“Nice suit, by the way.  Covered in bear fur, but nice,” I said. I meant it, but I think he thought I was picking on him.  He looked good.  Like a young businessman or special agent in training.

“Ah, Miss Reynolds?” one of the security guys asked.

“Yes, Joe?”

“Mr. O’Carroll will need a security badge, ma’am,” he said.

“Oh, right.  Thanks for reminding me,” I said.  I pulled his ID card from my back pocket and handed it to him, his eyes wide in surprise, like he didn’t expect us to have one already made up.

“Ah, thanks,” he said. I led him to the elevator and hit the call button.

“’Sos, elevator size please,” I said, and he instantly switched forms.

Declan’s heart rate picked up as we stood almost touching because of the big wolf who was almost leaning on him, shoving him my way.

“So how were finals?” I asked, trying to put him at ease.

“Surprisingly stressful.  The actual tests weren’t too bad, but it was the studying on top of the pile of papers we had to get done.  I’m glad it’s over.  Looking forward to whatever I’m going to be doing for you guys.”

“Good.  Let’s check in with Lydia, or maybe Tanya.  Chris is out but due back soon. Hey, that girl with the accent was pretty cute, don’t ya think?” I asked.

“Why would it matter what I think?” he responded a little sharply.

“Whoa, just saying.  Summertime in the city and all that.  You’re still single, right?”

“Single, at least with humanoid types—kind of hooked up with an evil book, though,” he said after taking a breath and breathing it back out.

“You seem to have it under control.”

“It’s a struggle.  Constantly trying to trip me up. Pretty sure it might be a deal-breaker on the pickup scene.”

“What does it do?”

“At first, it just gave orders like it expected me to obey or something.  If it had checked with Aunt Ash first, it could have saved itself a lot of trouble,” he said.

“Yeah, you don’t take orders real well,” I chuckled.

“At least not from evil books.  You guys, yes. Fifty Shades of Grimoire, not so much.  Anyway, it stopped doing that whole explode him and use this spell to wipe her mind sorta thing after a couple of weeks.”

“Wait, it really has those… spells to wipe minds?” I asked, horrified.

“Stacia, it’s got spells you wouldn’t believe, which is why I’m sometimes glad it’s locked inside me and not some other witch.”

“Right up until the super cute teen intern is checking you out, right?”

He scoffed.  “Yeah, it’s a drag.  But she wasn’t checking me out.  I think she was disgusted with how quickly I shot down that showoff grad kid.”

“Nah, she was checking you out.  Trust me.  But back to the book of death. What else does it do?”

“Oh, well, now it’s super agreeable.  Offers helpful spells, tries not to suggest too many horrific murders, and makes observations that I will likely agree with.”

“Umm, I see.  Sinister stuff,” I said, smiling.

“See, you’re already falling for it.  It’s trying to worm its way into my confidence.  Next, I start relying on it and suddenly it switches parts of a lust spell so that the Aussie girl doesn’t just get the hots for me but instead becomes a virtual slave, basically mind wiped or something.”

“Lust spell?  Not love spell?”

“Yeah. Summertime in the city, remember?  I’m not looking to co-author a book with a girl,” he said.

“You guys are all the same.”

“Look, it was an example.  I would never do it. Hell, I probably wouldn’t have even thought of it, but that’s the kind of thing Sorrow suggests.  Hey, Declan, cute girl there.  Why not a little magical Spanish Fly spell and a night of horizontal olympics?  What’s the harm?  See, that’s the dangerous part of it.  The whole slippery slope thing.”

“Oh, wow.  That is tricky.”  And it was.  Clever manipulation was not what I had expected from a book.  Actually, any manipulation from a book.

“Good. You understand why dating is out of the question for this warlock, right?  I have to be like a monk or something.”

“Oh Declan, I didn’t realize it was like that,” I said, realizing how hard that had to be.  Eighteen and eligible but so—not.

“No pity.  I can do that on my own.  What I need is people keeping an eye on my decision-making.  Don’t let me slip down that slope, okay?” he implored, eyes on mine.

I gave him my solemn nod and the elevator stopped.

The door opened and Tanya pushed into the elevator, Lydia, Nika, and Arkady behind her.  Suddenly I was pressed right up against Declan, but he didn’t move, his eyes on the vampires.  Oddly, his heart rate came down slightly.

“Chris is coming in.  He’s been attacked,” Tanya said, no blue visible in her black eyes.

“But he’s okay?” Declan asked.

“Why do you say that?” Lydia asked. 

“Well, if he were really hurt or something, you all would have just knocked out a window and jumped down or run down the building or something, right?”

Lydia pulled back, surprised.  “He is like a mini-Chris, but smarter,” she said, glancing at Tanya.  The small exchange was enough to jolt the uber dangerous vampire out of her kill mode, her eyes going back to blue in seconds.

“Yes, he’s okay.  But something or someone attacked him and he’s approaching the building now,” Tanya said.

“Did he call or something?” Declan asked.

“They have a bond,” Nika said.

“Oh, cool.  Like a personal wavelength sorta thing?” he asked.

“Actually, that’s as good a description as any,” Tanya said with a small smile.  Me, I was just glad her killer mood had improved.  I don’t like her but I respect the hell out of her capacity for violence.

“So who is mind-dead enough to attack God’s Warrior?” Declan asked.

They all exchanged a glance.  “We are still working that out,” Tanya said.

“Wait. This isn’t the first attack?” he asked.

“Holy cow, warlock. You are smarter than Chris,” Lydia said.

“You know it’s not fair to take shots at him when he’s not here to defend himself?”

“As if he could,” the little vampire responded. “But if you’re looking to fill in for him, be my guest.”

“Wow, the ageless wisdom of the Darkkin race focused on berating one eighteen-year-old college kid.  If only we could harness your powers for good instead of evil,” Declan responded instantly.

Nika and I burst out laughing.  Wow, Ashling had said he opened up when he got comfortable, but damn.  One moment, Tanya’s ready to rend and the second, the whole elevator is laughing.  Except Lydia, who was eyeing him like a bug.

“I told you, Lydia, they bro-bonded in Burlington.  You’re now outnumbered,” Tanya said.

“They’ll need a dozen more,” Lydia said.  The elevator stopped, the doors opened, and the vampires left us in a rush of air.


Chapter 17

Chris was standing at the security desk, the guards watching Tanya, who was inspecting him from head to toe.

“Hey zayka, look. I brought you a present,” he said, presenting her with a Macy’s bag.  Then he spotted our witch. “Hey Declan, you made it!”

“I did.  But how about you?  Good fight?” Declan asked,

“Ya know, it wasn’t half bad.  All robots and these drone things,” Chris said, taking a high-tech-looking device from the bag.

“DARPA attacked you?” Declan asked.  He suddenly had everyone’s undivided attention. “I recognize the design.  We had a demonstration by a guy from DARPA at spring break.  Same drone, only ours didn’t have the gun on it,” he said.

“Well, it makes sense that they were government designs, but I don’t think DARPA was driving them,” Chris said.

“You’ve been investigating,” Tanya said to Chris.

“Yeah, well there’s not a lot else for me to do.  The demon stuff has all quieted down and you don’t need me for my razor-sharp business acumen, but these attacks on us have to stop.  Anyway, I got a name and a bit of a backstory,” he answered.

“Attacks?” Declan asked.

Tanya fielded the question. “Somebody or something has declared war on us, but we haven’t figured out who or why.  Everything from assets disappearing to leaked e-mails, to faked e-mails destroying negotiations, to all of us continually appearing on the No-Fly List, to an unlikely number of near-death accidents. It’s what we mentioned in Vermont a couple of months ago.  And now this.”

“You know there’s something funky about your computers, don’t you?” Declan asked.

“Explain?” Tanya demanded.

“Well, when I got here, the computer at that desk froze up, but I could sense something in it.  Then whatever it was jumped through Bluetooth or a wi-fi band to the waiting area where all the other interns were sitting, and it jacked their computers and phones.  Then it left completely.  I was going to ask if you’ve been working on some advanced software or something ’cause that’s the feel it gave off.”

“That’s what I found.  It’s an NSA project that outgrew its masters and thinks we’re enemy number one,” Chris said. “Named Anvil.”

He no sooner said the word and Declan was looking all around at the walls and ceiling.

“It’s back.  In the building,” he said, head still swiveling.

“What can we do?” Lydia asked.

“Well, I noticed earlier that it doesn’t like the protective wards I put on my phone.  Maybe I could rune up the place,” he said.

“Okay, we can try that.  We’ll also have you talk to our chief IT guy, Chet.  He has a whole crop of interns to help build security software against this thing,” Chris said. “We’ll want to protect our computers first.”

“Actually, I was thinking of the eleva”—Declan started to say but suddenly we all heard screaming and something that sounded like a runaway train—“tors,” he finished.

Tanya and Chris popped into motion, appearing at the elevator doors. 

But Declan just closed his eyes, head tilted, brow furrowed. Then he nodded to himself and I suddenly felt my hair lift off my neck, floating around my head.  A glance at Nika and Lydia showed that they were looking back and forth between the kid and the elevator, their own hair floating in nothing.  One of the guards had a long beard and I saw it start to rise toward his nose, a pen on the countertop lifting clear off the polished surface.

A new sound rumbled forth, a deep scraping screech, like stone on metal, and the whole building shook. The runaway train sound faded and then the sound of brakes kicking in added to the cacophony.

It clearly sounded like the car was slowing even as the metal and stone screech got louder.

Declan opened his eyes and they glowed the brightest blue I have ever seen as they looked right into my own.

From the side of my vision, I could tell that the power couple had ripped open the elevator doors, but I kept my eyes on the witch who was now smiling in a slightly self-satisfied way.

The car ground to a halt and when I looked, I saw it full of young interns, the base of the car still a foot above the ground floor.

“Joe, shut down all the elevators. Now,” Tanya ordered.

“Ah, ma’am, somehow they already are,” Joe said.

Declan was frowning again, as if in a struggle, eyes still on me. “Maybe shutting the power off to the elevators would be a good idea,” he said tightly.

“Do it,” Tanya said.

“Done,” Joe said.

Instantly, the tension went out of our witch as I stepped closer to him—just in case.

He took a breath and then wobbled, like he might fall right over, but I had hold of his arm before he more than twitched.  He gave me a nod, clearly tired, like he had just done something herculean.

Which he had.  He freaking stopped a runaway elevator car full of kids his own age with just his mind.  I had seen him elevate his truck without effort, but this was another magnitude more difficult.  He hadn’t spoken a word, hadn’t made a motion, hadn’t touched anything.  Somehow, with just force of will, he had saved half our computer interns, who were only now getting out of the car.  Chris and Tanya helped them, and the kids looked shaken up, but a few were realizing just who was helping them. 

“Think your Aussie girlfriend is going to faint when she realizes who has a hold of her?” I asked and then immediately wondered why I had said that.

He scoffed, and I think that one sound covered both my use of the word girlfriend and the awestruck look on Down Under’s face.

“Nah, she doesn’t strike me as the fainting type,” he said.

“Declan?  Maybe you could start on the elevators tonight?” Chris yelled over to us.

“Ya think?” he asked back in full wiseass mode.

“Such sass.  He like that with everyone?” Lydia asked Chris.

“Only people he likes,” he said.

“What if he doesn’t like you?” she asked.

“Then you eat flies and live on lily pads the rest of your life,” he said.

The young witch shook his head, gave me a rueful grin, and took off his coat.  He’d been here all of fifteen minutes, tops.  He pulled paint pens and markers from his bag of tricks and turned to the reception desk.

“Gentlemen, can I get back there for a moment?”

The guards cleared right the F out and Declan started to draw on their computers.

“Um, holy shit,” Lydia said, sidling up on my right side, eyes on our wizard.

“Did you two feel that?” Nika asked from my left. “Like the ozone before a thunderstorm, only times a thousand.”

“Talk about timing being everything,” I said, glancing at the group of college kids who had almost been smushed into paste in the basement.

Tanya came over to us.  “One of us will be with him everywhere, got it? No one is to interfere with his work.  Stacia, what did you see?”

“See?  Almost nothing.  But I absolutely know to the depths of my gut that he just stopped that with his mind.  The ambient power floating around us was insane,” I said.

“Stacia?” Declan called from the security desk.

“Yeah?”

“There’s a notebook in my messenger bag.  Spiral bound.  Could you bring it?  I’ve got some notes that will make this easier.”

I glanced at the others, grabbed the bag, and marched it right to him.  “Thanks,” he said. “You know, I’ve played around with some designs on paper, and I think they will fit this situation perfectly.  Tanya, I’m going to have to graffiti the place but if it helps, I’ll try to make it look classy.”

She popped over and the girls followed, curiosity oozing from every pore of their porcelain skin.

“See, I can make them all look all Celtic, but the runes need to be kind of all over.”

“I don’t care what you do if it saves this company,” she said, deadly serious.

He snorted and went back to drawing out a rune with a green paint pen on the monitor case of the reception computer.  He thought she was being humorous.  The girl barely has a humorous bone in her body.

She pulled us back around and spoke quietly.  “Stacia, first shift, although I’m going to hang around too to run interference.  Then Nika, Arkady, and finally Lydia.  Chris can take over after that.”  She turned back to the witch, who was gathering his gear. “Declan, this might take a while,” she warned him. 

“It’s going to take most of the night, I believe.  But I can get the elevators, security systems, power, and building controls protected tonight.”

“What do you need?” she asked.

“Um, I’m kind of hungry,” he said, his stomach rumbling right on cue. “And caffeine would be a good idea.”

“What do you want?  Our cafeteria will make you anything you want,” she said.

“Burger and fries?” he asked, like it was a big ask.  
 

“I got this,” I said. “How do you like your burger?”

“Medium well done,” he said.

I took the stairs, entered the cafeteria, and walked right into the kitchen.  The chef looked up as I came in, a question on his face.  “Emergency order per Tanya for our new intern, who is saving the company as we speak.”

“What’s the order?”

“Burger and fries,” I said with a grin. “Medium well done.”

He scoffed.  “This will be the best burger of his… her?”

“His. Definitely his,” I said with a grin. “Declan.  Warning: He grew up in a restaurant, so he knows food.”

“A challenge!  Hah!” Remy said with a nod. “I will make two, no?  One for him, one for our favorite wolf?”

“You know what?  I could eat.”

“And he should not dine alone as he saves us all,” he said without a hint of sarcasm.  Remy rocks.

Twenty-four minutes later, I headed back down with a tray of food under cover.  Tanya was standing over by the open door to the building utility office, Mr. Deckert standing with her.

“He’s already secured the building’s power system and the elevator controls,” she said as I approached.  She was actually smiling… at me.  It must be the end times.

“He’s starving,” I heard from inside the office.  I slipped inside and set the tray on the desk that he was standing behind while drawing careful figures and shapes on the metal covers of various components.

“Oh man, that smells awesome,” he said, looking over as he kept drawing.  His work was actually artistic, the shapes perfect and flowing, his strong fingers moving the Sharpie with clean, unhesitating movements.

I uncovered the two plates, whipped cloth napkins from the tray, and set him a place at the desk, then set my own across from him. “I have coffee or soda?”

His attention was almost completely on the food, and he lifted his gaze to the boss.

“Eat before you vaporize something important,” Tanya said.

“I think I’ll need coffee,” he said.

“Remy insisted I join you because he does not like people to dine alone,” I said.

Declan slid into the chair and took a bite of the fat burger of high-grade Angus beef with melted Swiss, mushrooms, and Remy’s secret sauce.

“Damn,” he said after he swallowed.  I nodded because my own bite was bursting across my tastebuds. “Wow, that’s amazing,” he said.  He jumped up and wrote another rune on another piece of equipment.

“Declan, sit and eat,” Tanya said.

He nodded and sat back across from me, taking a fry.  “Is that truffle I taste?” he asked.

“Remy’s famous truffle fries,” I said with a laugh. “You are such a Vermont foodie.”

“Kettle. Black,” he said, pointing a fry at me.

“I didn’t grow up in the culinary trades,” I said.

“My highest skill is dishwasher,” he said.

It was my turn to shake a fry at him. “Your aunt told me that you grow almost all the vegetables and herbs for Rowan West. And she said you’ve done almost every job there, including helping the chef.”

“Point,” he said, taking another bite of burger. 

“How did you stop it?” I asked and as soon as I did, I could feel Tanya and Deckert leaning in behind me to listen.

“Not to bore you to tears,” he said, as if that were remotely possible. “But essentially, I used the kinetic energy of the falling car to move additional matter into the walls of the shaft.  By robbing some of the energy, I slowed the car a bit and then by swelling up the walls, I slowed it more.  And once I got that damned program out, I engaged the brakes.”

“You permanently changed the structure of the elevator shaft?” Tanya asked.

“See, that sounds like a firing offense when you say it like that,” he said with a smile. “Nothing is permanent.  Especially for an Earth witch.  I can fix it within a few days.”

“But how do you just take something’s energy?” I asked because it was my conversation, not hers, and also because WTF did he do.

“Hard to explain.  Witches use a reservoir of power from within, refilling it from their affinity.  But Irwin witches, which is my family line, have techniques for taking energy without passing it through themselves.  Aunt Ash would have used the air being compressed by the falling car to slow it.  I’m mostly Fire and Earth, so I have a lot of connection to kinetic energy.  It’s why I could lift the car back up if I needed to, but that would just do more damage that I would need to fix.”

“It will take days to fix?” I asked before Tanya could.

“The massive violence and energy of the crashing car gave me more to work with.  Fixing it will require I harvest a tiny bit of energy from the other elevators and the cars outside and stuff like that.  If I fixed it instantly, I might cause a twenty-car pileup outside.”

“You never said a word or even twitched a finger?” I asked.

His smile was humble.  “Aunt Ash says my first language is magic.”

“You think magic?” I asked.

“I think the language experts call it code switching.  I don’t think in magic unless I really mean it.”

“You just thought the elevator into stopping?” I asked.

“That might be a gross exaggeration.  There was quite a bit of stuff going on in my head,” he said.

“Hah! I don’t believe anything goes on in that head,” Lydia yelled from somewhere out in the lobby.

“Tanya, it sounds like the little people are revolting,” he said in a normal voice as he took another bite.

A squawk of indignation came from the lobby. 

“See what I mean?” he said.


Chapter 18

I would have been fine staying with him the whole time he worked, but Tanya wanted each senior team member to spend time with him so that everyone got a chance to get to know him and him to know them.  So, an hour after dinner, Nika took over and as I left, he was asking her about personality disorders she had come across and what that was like for a telepath.  When I checked in several hours later, he was actually on a rock climber’s rope seat suspended in an elevator shaft with Arkady standing on the wall, body perpendicular.  Declan was asking him about the forests of Siberia and the predators there.  Damn kid could talk to anyone about anything, but I wanted him to be talking to me. 

“We’ll send him to bed around midnight or when he finishes the infrastructure, whichever comes first,” Chris told me. “Tomorrow, plan on meeting him for lunch and then you can guide him through the computer area along with Chet.  Don’t let anyone put him off; those systems are vital to the company.”

“He’s got to be exhausted.  Five-hour drive and then seven or eight more hours of witchcraft,”
I noted.

“True.  However, if you’ve been listening in at all, it seems like he can do this in his sleep.”

“He’s a serious piece of work,” I said.

“In many ways.  Deckert is having his guys watch all of Katrina’s videos of his fights.  But he seems more comfortable with you, so I think having you there tomorrow will help.”

“Of course. Anything to get the company back in operation, and he’s fun to talk to,” I said.

“Best hire we may have ever made. He’s actually contributed more to company operations in his first day than I have in my entire time as a so-called officer of the company,” he said as he turned to leave.

I wrote up a report on the elevator incident, as everyone present was required to do, even Tanya, and sent it to Lydia’s email.  Then, with some time to kill, I started researching Dante Forsyth.

Finally, I called it a night and went down to my apartment.  Doors locked and wearing fresh pajamas, I lay in bed and stared at the ceiling.  I only wear pajamas.  No sleep shirts, no nightgowns, no frilly nighties for this girl.  See, as I may have mentioned, my mom didn’t handle my father’s death all that well.  Our living arrangements went downhill and so did her mental state.  Drugs and alcohol appeared in the trailer and about a year after his death, so did the men. 

Mom looks like me, or I look like her.  She’s never lacked for male attention, but having an Army Ranger for a husband gave her some protection.  When he was gone, that protection disappeared.  And after a while, my mom just went along with it.  And then one night just before I turned twelve, one of her drunken guests opened the door to my room and stumbled in, looking for the daughter who looked, in his words, like a woman grown.

I got out, he passed out, and morning came.  The first thing I did after he left was go into my dad’s tools and find the big Chase and Sanborn coffee can of spare parts.  I found a door bolt and enough mismatched screws to fasten it to my door and then I promptly threw out my nightgowns and sleep shirts.  I also got the shillelagh club my father had brought back from Ireland and stored it next to my bed.

I mention all this because as I lay in bed in the armor of my pajamas, I was thinking about vulnerability—not mine, but Declan’s.  When the elevator fell, he simply stood there, eyes closed, unaware of anything except saving those people.  But as I replayed the events again and again, I thought maybe he was aware of something else.  Me.  Standing right in front of him, watching him and, more importantly, watching over him while he left himself completely vulnerable in the huge lobby of a huge building in one of the hugest cities in the world.

I remember my first day in New York, a Vermont country girl fresh in the city.  He had been sheltered and hidden in upstate Vermont his whole life.  After driving in the worst traffic he’d likely ever seen, he’d immediately been thrown into an emergency situation that required him to stand exposed, eyes closed and unaware.  And when he’d opened those glowing blue eyes and found me looking back at him, I had seen relief. Naked relief that I was there, and it did something to me deep in my core.  It twisted in my gut, around and around, but it wasn’t a bad feeling. Instead it was a good, solid, I was needed feeling.  And thinking about those blue eyes, I fell asleep.

I woke up torn.  Feeling torn.  Not physically but emotionally, maybe?  I felt weird, like I was somehow being pulled in two, but for the life of me, I couldn’t identify why, how, or what was the cause of my turmoil.  Maybe I’d had a bad dream, one I couldn’t remember upon waking but could still feel emotionally.  Yeah, that seemed most likely.

I showered and then walked into my closet, glancing at my schedule on my phone.  Meet Declan for lunch, cocktail party to meet Dante Forsyth.  With those appointments in mind, I dressed in the jeans and golf shirt uniform from yesterday but picking better, pricier jeans and a green shirt that matched my eyes. 

The weatherman called for a warm, humid day, with a storm rolling in tonight.  He seemed excited about the storm.  My makeup was light in consideration of the humidity and because I would be damned if I would worry about dolling up to meet Afina’s bait.

Set for the day, I headed up to the eleventh-floor cafeteria.  The elevators seemed fine, with the exception of the broken one, but Declan’s markings were everywhere.  Three people occupied the car when I got on and I listened as they remarked on the odd designs.

“Some new kind of décor?”  one of the two women asked the man.  They looked vaguely familiar, but I wasn’t sure if they worked for Demidova or were visiting vendors.

“Whatever it is, it’s everywhere, like overnight,” the other woman said.  The man cleared his throat and twitched his head and although I was staring straight ahead, I caught the motion of his sidelong glance in my direction. 

“Very nice though,” the first woman said carefully. 

“Right?” I agreed. “I believe it’s Celtic in origin,” I said.  They politely nodded and then the doors opened onto my floor and I stepped off.  As they closed, I heard one of the women ask who I was, but I didn’t hear his response.

Stepping into the cafeteria, I spotted my target instantly.  Three of the female interns were standing in front of him and then one by one sitting down around him.  For some reason, this brought me up short.  I realized I was frozen in place, vision locked on my witch intern, and feeling a twinge of annoyance.  Why the hell were they pestering him?

As I approached, I started to hear their conversation.

“How did you do it?” Aussie girl asked.

“Do what?” my assignment asked, eyes darting side to side.

“Stop the lift.  How could ya hack it that quick? The repair blokes were completely baffled.  I heard them.  Said the bloody thing was stuffed into its shaft,” the Aussie girl said.

Declan looked really uncertain, clearly at odds on how to answer the question.

“Oh, I’ve seen that look before.  Usually just before a dude tries to baffle me with bullshit,” the tallest girl said.

“Actually, I think he’s trying to figure out how much you’ll be able to handle,” I said as I came up to the table.

They all turned my way.

“Are you saying he thinks he’s smarter than us?” asked the girl who looked like she was trying to win the prize for nerdiest.

“No, I’m saying you don’t have the reference points to work from.  Let’s say you three tried to tell me about… I don’t know… computer programming.  I wouldn’t know a tenth of what you said.  It’s not my thing.  You’re all top of your classes in computer science or mathematics, right?  But how much do you all know about the world of werewolves?” I asked. “Or vampires?  Or other supernaturals?”

“Others?” Aussie asked.

“Did you think it was limited to demons, angels, vampires, and weres?” I responded. “It’s a big, wide supernatural world out there and he’s top of his class at Supernatural U—literally.”

“Where do you go to uni?” she asked him. 

Declan frowned at her, then understanding flooded his face.

“You’ve never heard of it.  But I do take classes at the University of Vermont,” he said.

“But that’s not your school?” tallest asked.

“My degree will be from there, but my actual school is something different… really different,” he said.  He glanced at me, brows up in question.  Sure, why not.  Let’s see how they handle it.  I nodded.

“It’s called Arcane.  It’s very small and very… specialized,” he said.

They just looked at him, but he didn’t speak.

“How specialized?” nerd girl asked.

“A third of the kids turn furry under a full moon, a large percentage of the girls can kill you with a whisper, and Stephen King would be right at home,” I said.

“Kill you with a whisper?  You talking witches?” tallest asked, eyes wide.

“Bingo,” I said with a nod.

She whipped around to Declan. “You go to school with witches?”  Her eyes were huge.

He nodded, bemused.

“Like real spells and curses witches?” she pressed.

“Yes,” he said with no mention of his own affiliation.

“Don’t you know you don’t mess with no damned witches?  Not ever!” she said.  The nerd girl got a constipated look on her face.

“Bullshit!  That’s a bunch of superstitious crap,” she said.

“Oh?” I asked.  That superstitious crap had saved their lives and she was denigrating it? What a little bitch. “Like werewolves are just legend?” What was I then? A bitch with anger management issues?  Was she stupid?

“Well, I’ve never seen a werewolf, just grainy video, so as far as I’m concerned, the jury is out,” nerd girl bitched like I was a moron.  Me, the fucking werewolf standing right fucking next to her.

My vision went a little pink and I was angry, really angry.

Suddenly, Declan stood up.  “Okay, on that note, we’re leaving.  You guys keep this table; we’ll just head over here,” he said to the interns, taking a slow sideways step from his chair. His body was facing me, but his eyes were looking past me like he was picking out a table.  Hands in his pockets, body relaxed.  The wolf inside me watched him, but it was a curious kind of observation, as the wolf’s anger was directed at the mouthy girl, not our witch.

I heard someone approaching the table from behind, male, steps brisk until they slowed.  Scent shifting from expectant to worry.  “Miss Reynolds and I need a different table,” the witch said, body still loose, eyes on the person.  Calm, unworried.  “And some sliced roast beef, maybe a half cow’s worth.”  Hmm, that sounded good.

I turned slowly and looked at the man—the waiter.  His eyes were concerned.  Dammit.  I turned and walked away from the whole group, found a free table, and sat down, snagging a roll.

Behind me, I heard Declan talking—kind of a lecture, but with a touch of annoyance.  Good.

“Remember the whole stare in the eyes and challenge thing?  I said don’t do it.  First lesson failed.  Enjoy lunch.”

His footsteps came my way and I felt myself relaxing with every step he took closer.  Then he smoothly pulled out a chair and sat down.

“I wasn’t going to pull anyone apart, you know,” I said. 

“Well, I’m used to teenage werewolves who freak out easily, but for what it’s worth, I didn’t think you would, either.  Mostly, I thought it might be a teachable moment to your summer staff,” he said, reaching for a roll of his own.

“Idiots,” I said.

“Narrow world views.  Sometimes the really smart ones have a hard time adjusting to something that implies they don’t know everything,” he said, sounding like he spoke from experience.

I heard the waiter coming toward us from behind Declan and I turned immediately to see what he was about.  He carried a platter heaped with beef and a menu.  He slowly set the beef down on the table between us, staying closer to Declan. Understandable, but I didn’t like that.  He was my assignment, and I would take care that he was safe.  The waiter set the menu near my arm, moving slightly away from the witch, which was better.  “Sir, shall I bring the rest of your order when I bring Miss Reynolds’?”

“Yeah, that’d be great.”

“I’ll be back in a moment, Miss Reynolds, to take your order,” he said.  I didn’t answer, my thoughts focused on what had just happened. 

I’d woken up testy and those girls just pushed me right over my edge.  It was my job today to meet with Declan and guide him through his afternoon’s work, at least until the damn pack party.  Pain in my ass, that party.  Still, by that point, he would likely be more in Chet’s care than mine.  Could Chet protect him?  Wait, why did he even need protecting?  He was fully capable of self-defense, as he’d proven several times.  Just couldn’t see everywhere at once.

Declan sliced his roll, buttered it, and then casually reached for the sliced meat.  That was okay, I decided.  He took a piece and put it in his roll.  Kind of a mini slider.  He took a bite, then grabbed the salt, seasoning it a bit before taking another bite.

I found myself copying him and damn if that little sandwich didn’t hit the spot.

“You learned a lot at school, didn’t you?” I asked.  He had handled my were temper like a complete professional.  Like he could go around the country and give lessons.

“Our resident pack got particularly tense during finals week.  The Arcane chefs went through a whole bunch of roast beef and brisket. Some schools use therapy bunnies to relieve student stress.  We thought that might not go so well with Dellwood and his pals.”

The image of snarling students crawling around on all fours, snapping at some poor white rabbit raced through my mind and I couldn’t stop the laugh that bubbled out.  “How about you?  I know you’ve lost your temper before.  Chris and Tanya made our security guys watch the video of both your fights with Dellwood.”

“Wait, there’s video?  And why would your security guys watch it?”

Please.  Nice try, buddy.

“Of course there is video.  Arcane has cameras all over that place.  Chris thought both fights were, as you might say… teachable moments.  But don’t evade the question.”

“What question? Did you ever actually ask a question?”

“About your temper?  How do you handle it?  I checked the news sites from yesterday—there were no crazy traffic explosions or cars flying while you were driving in, but New York drivers would make anyone crazy.”

“Oh.  Yeah. I’ve never been in a big city before.  People here are nuts.  Mostly I try to think about consequences,” he said, finishing his slider.

“Consequences?” 

“My aunt talked to me about the consequences of my actions when I was a kid… a lot. All the time, in fact. Maybe I spell a car to stall because the driver pissed me off and then the driver is late to work one too many times and gets fired.  Then his family loses their home… kids grow up homeless.  Or I give another bully a little mental shove, but it’s more than I thought, and he falls in front of a car or something.  Things like that.  It was really hard yesterday, though,” he said.

“Because city drivers are a-holes?”

“That… and because there’s so much power here.  It almost made me drunk.  I wanted to try stuff out and Sorrow kept making suggestions.”

“Suggestions?”

“Blow up that truck—crush those cars—knock down those buildings—tear that bridge loose and drop it into the river.  That kind of thing,” he said.

Holy shit.  Is that what he dealt with all day, every day?  A flood of power like he’d never been exposed to and an evil book trying to get him to slip the leash he imposed on himself?  We’d brought him into the worst possible environment, yet he’d been cool and composed during a major emergency, and then again when he was just warding the building.  Just when I thought he couldn’t surprise me again, he did.

I heard Chet come into the restaurant from behind me, one of his assistants with him and maybe one of the interns.

“Ah, our Chief Technology Officer is here,” I said, skipping the bread and just eating slices of salted beef.  It really did take the edge off my crabbiness.

“Hey, Chet?  Got a moment?” I called as soon as I swallowed.

Chet came right over.

“Hey, bombshell.  ’Sup?”

I introduced him to Declan.

“The literal computer wizard.  I’ve been told a lot about you.  Of course, I’ll reserve judgment till I see you in action.”

“Hear that?  He’s calling you out, D.  Show him something,” I said, poking the beehive. 

This ought to be good.

“Can I see your cell phone?” he asked Chet.

Chet frowned but handed his phone to the witch.  Those skillful hands took its case off with quick, sure movements and then he produced a marker and started to draw inside the case.  Maybe two minutes of marker work and then he put it back together.  As soon as it was fully snapped together, he just looked at Chet and then slammed that phone as hard as he could into the floor.  So hard it actually bounced.  I grabbed it, expecting the spiderwebs of death.  It was pristine.

He'd just made it bombproof. 

“Mine next,” I said, handing him my phone.

“How protected is it?” Chet wondered, a look of awe on his face.

Declan snatched it from Chet with his powers and then started to try and fry it with arcs of electricity that came from his fingers.

“It’s pretty safe from most trauma, except, ironically, water.  Fire, electricity, and hard impacts—no problem.  Looks like you picked a water-resistant model anyway.”

Chet looked at the phone, but his mind was clearly far away. “I want him to do this to the mainframe and the special project room first thing.”

“Chris already put those first on the list for today,” I said.

“Right after I set some on the broken elevator,” Declan said. “It’s gonna take a couple of days to get back to normal, so I should get it started now.  I broke it; I gotta fix it.”

“Where did you find him again?” Chet asked.

“In a hole in the ground… in New Hampshire.  Chris said we could keep him if we promised to take care of him.”

“Yeah, well, I need lots of treats,” my helpful witch said, snapping my phone together.  He bounced it off the floor, then magicked it into his hand. “Keep it dry.”

“Why not water?” Chet asked. 

“I have no affinity for it.  Fire, earth—you bet.  Water—nothing.”

“Amazing,” Chet said. “And obviously electricity?”

“Sort of a middle ground between fire and earth.  My aunt says my strength is likely why I can talk to machines.”

“Talk to machines?” Chet said. 

“Not truly what I do, but I pick up code, and some part of my mind has learned to interpret it, whether it’s a car computer, a smartphone, or a mainframe.”

“That would be the superpower I would choose,” Chet said.

“I would pick flying,” I said.

“You already have superpowers,” Chet answered.

“Yeah, to cloud men’s minds,” Declan said almost under his breath.  I turned to him immediately and he realized he’d been heard.

“You’re super beautiful.  That’s what Chet was talking about,” he said.

“I actually meant her werewolf capabilities,” Chet said with a smirk.

“Oh, well, yeah. You got those too,” he said, his face flushing as he looked down at his plate.

“We’ll talk later, Declan.  I’ve got fussy geniuses to corral,” Chet said with a laugh, getting up.

“I’ll bring our little charmer up as soon as he’s voodooed the elevator,” I said, but my attention was on Declan.

He was saved for a moment when the waiter brought me a cup of bisque and I smiled at the man to make up for my less than friendly start to the lunch.

“I could go do the elevator while we wait for our food,” Declan suggested, clearly still embarrassed.

“No. We eat, then we work.  Company rules.  Hangry vampires and werewolves are bad.  Hangry witches could be catastrophic.”

“Um, look. I’m sorry if I was out of line,” he said suddenly. 

“For complimenting me?” I asked.

“Not professional, and I’m sure people do that to you a lot.  Like you’re only a beautiful woman rather than a super capable executive,” he said. “I really thought that’s what Chet was talking about.”

“As opposed to me being a werewolf?”

“Exactly.  You are more like a natural born werewolf than a bitten one.  All the weres at Arcane are natural, except for Jenks.  So that’s not a superpower; it’s just who you are.  Yes, you shift faster than any were I’ve ever heard of, and your beast form is so freaking perfect, it’s crazy, but those are were traits.  The other thing was something different, and you can’t tell me that men don’t fall all over themselves to get your attention or favor.  Makes them easy to manipulate.  Very Obi-wan-Kenobi, but with a killer smile rather than the Force.”

I stared at him, speechless.

“Two-edged sword, though, because men likely are a massive problem wherever you go.  Some women too.  Darci kept teasing Ashling about you, but she was just as flummoxed by you as the rest of us, and we all knew it.  Anyway, I’ll stop babbling anytime now and we can get to work.”

The waiter arrived and set two sandwiches in front of us.  Rachel sandwiches, the both of them.

“Are you copying my food?” I asked, massively changing the subject.

“Um, excuse me senior executive intern boss, but I ordered before you,” he said, taking a huge bite.

I followed his lead because I was completely… what was the word he used… flummoxed by his little speech.  In a few short words, he had outlined both the bane and the blessing of my looks, offhand.  And totally accepted my were nature like it was absolutely normal and ordinary.

“That’s pretty on point,” I finally said. “Oversimplified but not untrue.”

“I can only guess based on observation, being part of the average-looking crowd, but I have spent my life watching, particularly how men treat attractive women and girls.”

“You’re a feminist?” I asked. “And you’re not average.  I’ve heard a lot of comments about those baby blues of yours.”

“I was raised by very, very strong women, and in the witch world, women are the ones with power, not that I have much experience with other witches, which means I’ve had a little taste of reverse sexism.  So how could I grow up with any other idea but equality.  And I have issues with men preying on women.”

He was the result of a rape.  Levi had told Tanya, who had told all of us that he was triggered, perhaps violently, by anything to do with sexual assault.

“Who did you observe?” I asked.

“The staff at Rowan West, mostly.  Of course, there is the dumbfuckery of high school, but the way male diners treated the hostesses, waitstaff, and my aunt was enough.  The hostesses were kind of friends; at least they might nod at me in school.  So I didn’t like it when men were aggressive.”

“Men aren’t the only problem, though, are they?” I asked, picking up on the kind of friends statement.

“Yeah, people in general are often disappointing,” he said, looking down at his plate.

No shit.  Words to the choir.

“You seem remarkably upbeat about things,” I said. “Most of the time.”

“I get my dark days.  I’m an eighteen-year-old male.  Angst is a given.”

I couldn’t stop the laugh that popped out.  “What do you do when you’re feeling dark?”

“A lot of dishes, chop a lot of wood, and/or fight with Levi.  He can usually beat me out of my slump,” he said. “Very, very occasionally, Aunt Ash will spar with me in the barn, but only if I’m being particularly stubborn.”

Chopping wood seemed to be popular among the men I knew.

“Spar?  I didn’t know she was a fighter?”

“Magic sparring.  I don’t love it though, not with her.”

“She’s very good, then?”

“Yes, but I’m afraid of hurting her and that pisses her off and then I get more worried.  So we have a really carefully defined set of rules.  Still don’t like it.  Fighting with Levi is better.”

“Because?”

“Because the disparity between Levi and myself isn’t enormous.  He beats me most of the time, unless I cheat and use the glyphs, but I don’t.”

“And the disparity between you and Ashling is more?  I understand she’s one of the most powerful witches known?”

“She is, but I have to be careful.  Like you have to be careful not to snap my bones when we grapple.”

I pulled back a little at that.  I did have to control my strength when I sparred with humans.  And that made me wonder just how powerful he really was.

“So Sorrow temps you?” I asked.

He laughed.  “He’s learning how tough that is.  At first, he promised great power,” he said with a snort. “Now he keeps trying to get me to let go, just a little.  Come on, see vat you can really do.”

“Stick to the Irish brogue impression; your German needs work,” I said. “But aren’t you tempted?”

He didn’t answer immediately, and my attention focused even more.  “Would I like to go nuts and try out all kinds of stuff?  Only if it was absolutely safe and wouldn’t wreck the environment.  But I’m a witch—balance and nature are my bag, baby,” he said doing an Austin Powers accent.

I waggled my hand.  So-so on that one.  He just grinned.  “No, I don’t let go—not unless it’s really bad.  Like, if I had seen that witch coming, it would have been different.”

“How?”

“With a few seconds, I could have gathered enough power to probably contain her,” he said, but tilted his head as another thought occurred to him. “But Ryanne was there.  If I felt she was in danger, I might have just flattened the witch.  Not taken a chance with my friend’s life.”

“You could do that?  Contain or flatten her?  With all the power she had?”

“I probably shouldn’t say stuff like that, huh.  Makes some people nervous?” 

“Who doesn’t it make nervous?”

“People who really know me,” he said before finishing his sandwich. “Work?” he asked as he picked up his plate and looked around.

“Work.  Leave that.  It’s a proper restaurant.”

“I’m familiar with those,” he said, leading the way to the elevators. I followed, studying the enigma named Declan and wondering what it would look like if he let go.


Chapter 19

I had more questions.  Lots more.  But he was busy crawling into and around the damaged elevator, drawing more sigils and things.  People in the lobby stopped to stare at the young man in jeans and a blue Rowan West shirt, drawing graffiti all over Demidova property.  If they stared too long, then I stared back.  The security guys noticed and started to intervene, approaching the too curious before I did.

“How’s your mom?” my charge asked suddenly.

“What?  Um, fine.  Why?”

“Oh, I heard Lydia mention her in passing and found out she moved here with you.  Nice to have your family handy, right?”

“Yeah.  It is.”  My mom had come a long way from the place she’d been after Dad died.  At this point, she had a great job that she liked, and she was dating a guy who I didn’t feel like I needed to kill.  Progress.

“What does she do?” he asked.

“She worked for Lupine when we first got here, but she’s a pharmaceutical sales rep now.”

“See, power to cloud doctors’ minds,” he said, head and shoulders actually under the frozen elevator car, most of his body on the lobby floor.  I moved closer in case he started to slip.

“She’s actually a lot more personable than I am,” I said. “Got the charm.”

“You have it too; you are just judicious in its use,” he said, offhand.

So not a normal college kid, this one. 

“Can I ask another question that’s maybe, um, delicate?” I asked.

“Oh goddess, now I’m terrified,” he said, pulling himself out to look at me.  Better… I wasn’t a fan of him under that car, hanging out over the open shaft.

“When you said flatten the witch, was that a figure of speech?”

“You really want to know?” he asked, brow up. “It’s a little morbid.”

“It is, but I’m trying to gauge you,” I admitted.

“No, it was literal.  She was pumped up with power and had pretty damned good shields, but most witches seem to ignore either the overhead or the underneath.  Either direction would have been a good vector.  Squash from above or pull down from underneath.  It would be fast.  She was Air, so probably yank down.  But that would work as well if she’d been Water.  Water is likely the most dangerous of us.  Just takes a tiny twitch of liquid inside the head or heart and boom, you’re dead.”

“You’ve given this extensive thought.”

“Your fault… you and that band of wild people you pal around with,” he said.

“Pal around with?” I asked.

“What are you all, then?”

“A team.  Really just a team.”

“That sounds… businesslike,” he said with a frown.  Instantly I knew he was wondering if he was just business too.

“Not business, but hardly best pals.  They were a team before I came along, so I’m like an add-on.”

“Which makes me like the water boy or something.”

“Nah.  You admit you suck with water.  Probably just an emergency snack,” I said, smiling.

“Hah.  No doubt,” he said, standing up. “All done here so… more business.”

“Hey, but us add-ons and snacks have to stick together, right?” I asked.

He laughed, clearly liking that.  “Okay boss lady, where to next?”

“Computing floor,” I said.

Chet pretty much took over as soon as the elevator opened onto his domain.  I hung around a bit, but the day was getting old, so I excused myself and headed to my apartment. I was reluctant to leave, mostly I think because he was answering my questions, and the material was fascinating.

After a bit of internal debate, I changed into a dark navy laurel dress with thin shoulder straps and a straight cut across the bodice.  Respectable, form fitted, yet not presenting a lot of cleavage.  A modest slit on the left leg rose to midthigh, giving a flash of leg without flashing everything.  Cute shoes and a small, black clutch.  A bit more makeup and off I went.

The party was being held at a pack restaurant, one that Brock and Afina often used for gatherings.  As soon as I entered, I spotted a friendly face behind the bar.  Isabel Nguyen was a natural werewolf whose family had been part of the New York Pack for as long as Brock and Afina had been the Alphas.  She was a skilled mixologist and one of the few people in the pack who was consistently friendly to me. 

I headed for her even though I could hear and smell that the main action was in the dining room.  Lots of female wolves here and they were clearly excited.

“Hey Isabel,” I said as I moved up to the bar.  A glance into the main dining room showed a veritable bevy of lady wolves circling the main attraction.  Isabel was watching the man that I recognized as Dante, and he was every bit as attractive as his photos had indicated.  Six-foot, maybe; lean, powerful physique; hair carefully teased; face lightly shaded with a hint of a beard; and those dark, chocolate eyes.

“Hey yourself, sunshine,” Isabel said, turning away from the show to look me over.  “Hmm, subdued look.  That will make you stand out from all the stripper outfits,” she said, then she did a double take, her eyes focusing on my face. “Um, what’s up?”

“You know, same old, same old: excitement and mayhem,” I said.

“No, that wasn’t a rhetorical question.  What is up with your wolf?” she asked.

“Um, what?”

“Your wolf is all stirred up,” she said, looking me in the eyes, flicking from one to the other. “She’s like just below the surface.”

“Can you maybe explain that as if I wasn’t born into all this stuff?” I asked.

“We always forget that you’re a bitten were.  You’re so natural at it,” she said. “Okay, Wolf 101.  You’re familiar with ego, superego, and id, right?”

I nodded. 

“Id is the set of instinctual desires in the most primal portion of your mind.  Us two-natured folks call that our wolves, because in a very real way, the wolf DNA imparted to us through LV virus conveys primal desires and instincts.  The id you had as a human has been supplanted by a wolf id.  It’s a major part of us, one that must be controlled to a degree, but also has some control of its own.”

“The part that wants to bite people that piss us off?”

“That’s one set of desires.  There are maternal desires for females, loyalty desires, desires to hunt and kill, and … mate.”

“You say that last one like I’m supposed to gasp and look shocked?”

“Yeah, because it is.  Your wolf isn’t the same as your libido.  Most of the women in there want to rip the clothes off that Dante and treat him like candy, but that’s not their wolves.  Quite a few want to land him as a husband or mate, but again that’s cold, hard logic talking, not their wolves.  Only about thirty percent of weres are lucky enough to find a partner that their wolf desires as much as they do.  It’s what I have with Miranda.”

“Well, not to burst your bubble, but my wolf is likely just ticked off because of some interns at work.  Annoying little know-it-alls.”

“Yeah, call it intuition, but I don’t think that’s it.  Have you met anyone new?”

“No,” I said, which was factually correct.

“Hmm, you’re being difficult.  Why?”

“Because I don’t think I can be driven by some primal crap left over from some ancestors millions of years ago.  I decide things, not some DNA that attached itself to my cells.”

She studied me for a moment, her hands mixing a drink which she automatically set in front of me.  “White Russian,” she said. “Try it.  By the way, that’s your superego in conflict with your wolf.”

I held her gaze as I sipped the drink—it was good. As I set it down, she leaned forward and pinned me with a stare.  “New approach.  I say a word and you say the first word that pops into your head.”

“Why?”

“Humor me,” she said. “Okay, ready?” I nodded. “Him,” she said.

“D…” I stopped myself, staring at her.  She was nodding but I was shaking my head. 

“Who is D?” she asked, brows arched.

“Excuse me,” a deep male voice said.  We both turned and found the man of the hour right next to us.  Embarrassing that I was so thrown by her stupid game that he managed to walk right up on us.  “Do you think I might get one of what she’s having?” he asked, pointing at my drink.

“You know, I happen to have the other half of the pour right here,” Isabel said with a smooth smile.  He turned to me as she poured the drink. 

“Dante Forsyth,” he said, holding out a hand.

“Stacia Reynolds,” I said, grabbing and shaking.

“Good grip,” he said with a beautiful smile. “Say, aren’t you the one who outed all of us?”

“I am.  Aren’t you the one who started a feud between the Washington Pack and the Colorado Pack over the Colorado Alpha’s human wife?” I answered.

“A minor misunderstanding,” he said with a perfect smile. “You look very… nice.  Maybe demure is a good word.”

“Is demure good?” I asked, smiling.

“Demure can be very good.  Very respectful.”

“In a quiet way, maybe?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

“And quiet is good, right?”

“Sure.”

“Quiet and obedient?”

“Well, I find most females have those qualities.  They just require the right partner,” he said.

“A partner with the right qualities of their own?”

“Yes.  Tell me, Stacia Reynolds, what qualities are you looking for?”

He was such a pompous ass that it just popped into my mind and right out my mouth.

“Can you stop a runaway elevator car with your mind?” I asked, my expression carefully hopeful.

“What?” he asked, his smile gone. “What are you talking about?”

“A simple question.  Can you stop a runaway elevator car with your mind?”

“That’s nonsense.  You’re being deliberately insulting.”

“Oh, no I’m not.  It’s just that a girl has to have standards, you know?”

He looked at me for a solid four seconds, confusion turning to anger.  And then he took his drink, spun on his heel, and headed back to his adoring crowd.

“Holy shit,” Isabel whispered with delight. “That was frigging awesome. Stop an elevator car with your mind? Where the hell did that come from?”

“Stacia.” Brock was suddenly there. “I heard what you asked Dante.”

Uh-oh.  Boss wolf was going to chastise me.

“I’ve heard rumors about a near accident at Demidova Tower.  Was that what you were referring to?” he asked.

“Yes.  It was averted, and a lot of other good things have also occurred. Your board meeting should be much more positive than you thought.”

My phone buzzed at that moment.  I glanced down. It was Lydia.

-          Team callout at seven.  Trip to visit the Brotherhood.  Can you go? Newest member going too.

“Speak of devils and they text,” I said to both Brock and Isabel. “Team callout.  I’m needed,” I said to Brock.

“Listen, we sank a ton of our personal money and a really big slug of the pack’s finances into the Demidova stock IPO.  Anything that brings it back from the pit it fell into is more important than whatever this is.  Good news, Stacia."  He clapped my shoulder with a big hand and moved off.

Yes.  In tower in thirty, I texted back.

“Quick question,” Isabel said. “When you look at Dante, what do you feel deep in the toe-curling center of your most carnal female being?”

I gave her question serious thought.  “Meh,” I said.

“Your eyes flashed yellow when you read that text.  I’m thinking the answer to your wolf issue is in there somewhere, starting with the letter D.”

“I don’t have a wolf problem, Izzy.  But I do have to visit some real Russians,” I said, pounding the drink and standing up. “Now I gotta head back and get ready for possible combat.”

“Well, say hi to D for me,” she said with a smirk as I headed for the door.


Chapter 20

“What’s our situation?” I asked Nika and Lydia as soon as I was suited up.

“That pesky computer program has set us up with the Brotherhood.  Made it look like we stole from them.  Tonight we sort that out,” Lydia said.

“Where do we stand with the company, because I might have reassured Brock that things were getting better.”

“Declan came up with some radical way to send his magic through computer programs,” Nika said. “The upshot is that all our satellites are clean and so are our sister offices around the globe.  You might have understated it.”

“I was only gone for a couple of hours.”

“And he’s only on his second day of employment,” Lydia said.

“We’re bringing him with us?  Is that wise?”

“Who knows?” Lydia said with a shrug. “I would have said no two days ago. Now… maybe we just send him by himself.”

“No,” I said instantly.  They both looked at me, surprised. “I mean, yeah he’s capable but he can get blindsided.”

“Sure, that’s it,” Lydia said with nod and a smile.

“Listen: Tanya and Chris want you to take the six o’clock spot and keep Declan right in front of you,” Nika said.

“You guys keep talking about a crush, but then you put him with me all the time,” I said.

“One, I never said the word crush. Lydia did,” Nika said. “It’s not a crush and it’s not some sexualized obsession either.  It’s a lot more solid than either of those.  One is infatuation based on idealizing someone, and the other is objectification.  This isn’t that.  And two, he listens to you, respects you, and will follow your lead.  He isn’t anywhere near that comfortable with any of us.”

“What about Chris?” I asked.

“A bit of hero worship mixed with a big brother vibe.  He wants to impress Chris. He wants your respect, but he doesn’t think showing off is the way to get it.”

“You get all that from body language?” I asked. 

“No, I got all that when he opened up to me that last day at Arcane.”

We all heard footsteps coming up the hall toward the ready room—footsteps that had become familiar in just a couple of days.

“Hey, am I late?” Declan asked, stepping into the room.  He wore a black rock band t-shirt, black Demidova security cargo pants, and what looked like well broken-in Merrell hiking boots.  His messenger bag was slung over his shoulder to complete the outfit.  The shirt was a little tight and it emphasized that he was lean and fit, with visible veins and long, defined muscles on his forearms and biceps.  The tight shirt revealed that his chest was more muscled than I would have guessed, his body being long rather than wide.  He would always likely be more like Loki than Thor, and his precise, coordinated movements revealed his training with every step.

“Look at you, Junior, all dressed up like an adult,” Lydia said. “Even wearing the team pants.  But hey, I bet yours don’t rip off like a stripper’s like snowflake here.”

She had to go there.  Of course my clothes were designed with shifting in mind.  My best weapon is my combat form, so modifications only make sense.  Now, based on the uptick in his heartbeat, he was thinking about my clothes ripping off.  Way to instill respect, Lydia.

“I’m Velcro challenged so no, but my question is what kind of child’s clothing company makes teeny tiny BDUs for you?” he shot back at her. “Tactical Tots R Us?”

Nika snorted and I couldn’t stop the grin that formed on my face.  Lydia just narrowed her eyes.

“Looking for a fight, Slim Shady?  Bring it.”

Chris and Tanya suddenly popped into the room, Arkady right behind them.

“Okay, you’re all here. Good,” Tanya said. “We’re going into the Brotherhood’s premier nightclub to clear the air, not start a war, so everyone is on good behavior.  Declan, you’re an observer and you do what Stacia says.  She has two jobs, you and six o’clock security, so try not to distract her.”

“Right, because a seven-foot-tall rending machine makes for good security,” he said with a grin.  “But what if I observe something you need to know?”

“What exactly do you foresee?”

“Well, let’s say I see something magical or even mundane?”

“Then by all means speak up.”

“Yes ma’am,” he said.

“Oh, sure, you’re all yes ma’am now that she’s here,” Lydia griped.

“Why is it the newest team member is less trouble than my oldest one?” Tanya asked. “Never mind; I just answered my own question.  Let’s go.”

We headed to the garage and loaded in a black Suburban, and like always, I was in the far back, only this time Declan was seated next to me.  Right off the bat, he was acting a little funny, tilting his head back and to the right like he was trying to look up through the car’s roof.

“You alright?” I asked, thinking it might be nerves.

“Yeah, sorry.  It’s the storm.  It’s getting really close and it’s a big one.  It’s been distracting me since dinner.”

“You’re not a Water witch,” I said.

“No, but it’s a doozy of a thunderstorm.  All that lightning is almost impossible to ignore.”

“Oh.  I thought you might be worried about the whole team thing.”

“No, not really.  I’m on a combat team, at least a Wytchwar one, multiple times a week and I’m not allowed to be a leader, so this feels normal-ish.”

I hadn’t thought about that.  He was team training all the time, and it was combat training at that.  Maybe bringing him was not a risky move.  Actually, between Wytchwar, Jenks’ survival training, his Krav Maga work, and the training we had added, he was almost nonstop drilling on thinking outside the box, defense, offense, and situational awareness.  Chris might be onto something.

We arrived at the club and headed in, the bouncers letting us by as soon as they saw our front line.  The pretty hostess was wearing a bored, seen it all expression that changed to panic but her manager, clearly alerted by the bouncers, met Tanya right at the door.

I kept one eye on the people behind us and one eye on our witch.  He wore a blank face and kept his eyes moving over the crowd, staying right between me and Nika.

We found ourselves on the way to the big boss very quickly, a wall of street soldiers around us.  There was some chatter between Chris, Declan, and Lydia about burning people or something, but my attention was on the growing number of criminals surrounding us.

While Tanya talked with the leader, I kept looking behind us, catching several of the troops checking out my ass and giving me creepy smiles.  I smiled back.  They were so not remembering who and what I was.  Go ahead, fellas. Underestimate me; let’s see how that works out for you. 

Declan spotted a spell that was painted on the floor and erased it. He then produced a three-foot-high flame on the palm of his hand at Tanya’s request.  I was right next to him and yet I felt nothing while the thugs six feet away from him were all stepping back to avoid the heat.

Point made, Tanya had him drop the flame, getting down to business.  She told the leader, whose name was Polzin, about the NSA program and seconds later, everything went to hell.

The door to outside was suddenly gone in a screech of torn metal and the two men stationed there exploded into blood and body parts.

Chris—well, Grim now—ran through the cinder block wall and like we had trained, we all followed him, me with a fist full of Declan’s shirt, moving him ahead of me while watching for attack from behind.

Attack into the ambush, Deckert has said to us maybe a hundred times, and that’s what we did, but holy hell, what an ambush.

We were outside, in a tropical deluge, while insectoid metal monsters spun two-foot blades in multiple directions like some kind of Frankenstein marriages of giant food processors and horrid crawling, multi-legged bugs.

I shifted instantly, grabbing a scooter and smashing the nearest monster while trying to watch Declan, who looked stunned.  Actually, he looked a little like the previous night when he had stopped the elevator.  But whatever he did previously wasn’t working.

Chris, Tanya, and Arkady were swinging swords left and right and the girls were shooting as fast as they could fire, but it was all too slow, too ineffective.  My opponent backed away when I smashed its front completely, but much of it was still combat effective.

Suddenly a flash of gleaming metal slashed right in front of me and I felt the instant, overwhelming pain of silver in my left arm.  A second multi-legged, multi-bladed horror had just scored and was moving forward to finish the job and I had the overwhelming knowledge that my life was at its end. 

But then the thing just stopped, legs churning to get near me but failing to get any traction.  The massive metal form suddenly flew backward and upward, squirming and writhing in midair, held in an invisible clutch that I recognized instantly.  I looked at Declan and it was all that saved my vision because at that moment, he shoved his right hand forward like a palm-heel strike, only a massive beam of blinding light shot out and exploded the centipede monster into drops of molten metal.  It was just utterly gone, a rain of glowing liquid pattering into the puddles among the real raindrops, none of them coming near us.

Then our witch looked up at the heavens, lifted his right arm, and yanked it down.  The world ended.

Overwhelming flashes of brain-searing light and concussion, blast waves knocking me backward and down.  My body decided on its own that my human form would get me lower to the ground and I shifted unintentionally as I tried to become one with the pavement.

Everything roared and shook, slamming me up and down as waves of heat and steam exploded everywhere.  I couldn’t see anything, couldn’t hear anything over the thunder that rocked reality, and I knew that life was ending.  It went on and on, blast after blast, explosions rippling all around us.

Deckert and his guys have spoken of being caught in a shelling barrage and I now knew what he meant, although I would bet my experience was more violent than his.

As fast as it happened, it ended, the flashes gone, the world silent, even as bits and pieces of asphalt, metal, and brick fell down around us amid the sheets of rain that steamed on impact with glowing stone.

Directly in front of me, Declan knelt, head bowed, arms braced on the ground, clothing dripping wet, unmoving.  In front of him was armageddon. The parking lot was gone, as was a big chunk of the club. The pavement was buckled and cratered like a B-52 had just dropped an entire bay load of bombs on it.  Pieces of cars, robot bugs, roofing, framing, and chunks of asphalt were spread out all around us.  The ground around the team members was all charred black in ripples and squiggles, like the lightning had somehow squirmed around us.

I stood, my hand over my still bleeding wound, watching our witch for any sign of injury.  He was breathing hard, like he had just sprinted a mile, but he didn’t move.

“Arkady, give the wolf girl your jacket please.  Nika, Lydia, come with me and look for any active robots,” Tanya said, sounding stupidly calm.  Damn, she must have ice in her veins. 

Chris moved to Declan.  “You alright?” he asked.

Declan slowly turned his head and I saw God’s Hammer flinch.  Then his features softened at whatever he saw on Declan’s face.

“Is she alive?” Declan asked, his voice cracking as Arkady put his XXXL-sized jacket over me.

“I don’t know.  Are you alive?” Chris asked me, voice calm and steady.

“Yeah, thanks to Kid Wonder here.  Still bleeding like a stuck pig, though.  You think maybe you could dribble some magic blood on it or something?” I suggested, keeping all of my attention on Declan. 

He turned, looking at my arm, which gushed blood as I used a claw on my right hand to slice Chris’s palm.  God Hammer blood dripped onto my wound, flushing the silver and doing whatever it is that it does, and the wound started to heal like normal. 

Declan watched like his life depended on it, but he wouldn’t meet my gaze.  When the wound was healed, he stood and turned to help the ladies move through the wreckage. 

Chris looked like he was going to go after him, but that was on me.  Nika waved him to her side, speaking low enough that a human couldn’t hear her. That Declan couldn’t hear.

“He thinks he froze up.  He’s blaming himself for Stacia’s injury.  That’s why his response was so… explosive,” Nika said.

So that’s what letting go of control looked like.  Although, based on the complete lack of fried team members, quite a bit of control had still been present.

“Did he?  Freeze up?” Tanya asked.

“I don’t know, but my impression is that he was distracted by the program running these robots… and maybe a bit by the storm itself.”

“The storm?”  Tanya asked.

“He feels energy and power all around,” I answered her, voice low like the others. “He told me the city itself was distracting because of the raw energy of movement that millions of people generate.  He also kept mentioning the storm even in the car ride over here.  He could feel it from miles away.”

“Regardless, he is intensely angry with himself.  Particularly for failing you, Stacia,” Nika said.

“What aren’t you saying?” Chris asked.

“That Stacia’s opinion is of singular importance to him,” Nika said.

“Oh.  He’s got a crush on you,” he said.

Crush, huh?  I’ve had lots of guys get crushes on me—not bragging, just saying.  Not a one of them ever leveled half a city block to help me out of a tight situation before.

“Is he a danger?” Tanya asked Nika.

“He hasn’t shut me out, he’s functioning well, and he’s exhausted. He’s questioning his value to the team, though.”

“We were losing,” Arkady said, holding up a hand that was now missing a finger. “I haven’t lost limb or finger in two hundred years.”

“Shit!” Lydia screamed, leaping backward.  Declan, on the other hand, leapt forward, falling onto the two centipedes that started to lift their metal heads from the rubble.

Without thinking, I grabbed a piece of bent pipe lying in front of me and jumped forward to help.  But nothing happened.  Declan just leaned on them for a few long seconds, then sat back.

“It’s okay.  They’re safe,” he said.

“What do you mean safe?  They’re frigging buzzsaws,” Lydia said.

“I drove Anvil’s program out of them,” Declan said, sounding utterly exhausted.  He pulled out one of his ever-present markers and started to write on the heads of the things.  I moved around in front of him so he couldn’t avoid noticing me.

“We can study them,” he said, his eyes on his work.

“Will they remain under your control, or will Anvil get them back?” I asked.

“I’m not going to lie.  It was a real fight to get them free, but the runes have been effective against it so far,” he said. “At least I can do this much right.”

“Other than save my life and destroy the better part of an army we were ill-equipped to handle?” I asked him.  He wouldn’t look me in the eye, clearly more upset that I was wounded than by the fact that he had just exploded everything for fifty yards in every direction.

I could hear people on the other side of the building, or what remained of it, yelling and crying as they vacated the premises, and beyond that, sirens were screaming in our direction.

We moved to the front parking lot, and Declan’s new pets curled up into metal balls that rolled along behind him like puppies.  He had them load themselves into the back of the Suburban, then crawled into the back seat.  I didn’t want to be near those things, but I would have to sit on the floor and leave him by himself.  Suck it up, buttercup.

When I climbed into the back, he silently reached into his bag and pulled out a plastic baggy that was labeled in black marker Stacia Snacks.  He had packed me a freaking snack for after-shift hunger.

Arkady pulled out as sirens and flashing lights raced past us in the other direction.  I munched a pemmican bar, thinking about the robots and the very dangerous young witch sitting next to me, his eyes closed.

“What was it like?” Nika asked, turning to look at him.

“What?”

“The program, Anvil.  What was it like?  I could feel when you interacted with it,” she said.

“Well—massive.  Powerful.  Really fast.  And those were just leftover copies that were still in the Pedes when the rest left.”

“No, I mean at the beginning. When we first stepped outside?”

“Oh.  You mean when I froze up,” he said.

“Really?  You feel you froze up?” she asked in a challenging tone.

“What would you call a complete lack of response to an overwhelming attack?”

“In this case?  When I sensed you communicating with the program while monitoring the storm?  I’d call it tactical observation and perhaps even an attempt at negotiation.”

“Lipstick on a pig, Nika.  I froze up.  You all know it.”

“Have you frozen before?” Tanya asked from the front. “When you fought the revenants at Rowan West?  When you fought the witch in the parking lot?  When you fought a giant werewolf bully?  Or did you sense information from two different sources that none of the rest of us could?  Information important enough to distract you from the fight?  Because distraction isn’t good, Declan, but it’s not at all the same thing as freezing in fear.  And did you snap out of it when your teammate was in dire straits?  Because that’s what a good team member does.”

“What was that spell?  The one with the laser beam?” I asked, disrupting the conversation.  He was unhappy with his response, and we weren’t likely to change that with words.

“Ignis Solis.  Sunfire,” he said.

“Effective,” Arkady said.

“It’s dangerous.  I have to be careful with it,” Declan replied.

“No shit.  You just about vaporized that thing,” Lydia said.

“He means it is dangerous to himself as well,” Nika said. 

“Explain,” Tanya directed in that bossy way of hers.

“I almost always try to use power I find around me in my spells.  Save my own reservoir for emergencies.  Ignis Solis can only use a witch’s personal power, and it’s a huge draw on that well of energy.  A giant vacu-suck of power that could get away from you and leave you a magical husk.  So I have to use just little blasts of it.  It’s tricky.”

“Why did you use it, then?” Tanya asked.

“It’s also very powerful.  I needed to make sure that centipede was down and out.”

“You know what I think?  I think you got really mad that something hurt your friend and you obliterated the thing that did it,” Chris said.

Declan didn’t respond right away.  “Point,” he finally said.

“Ahh.  So you maybe got angry and fought angry?” Tanya asked.

He just nodded.

“Anger is good—if it is harnessed and controlled.  Chris fights from rage, yet it is precise and focused.  Your response was overwhelming and decisive, but it exposed you to exhaustion, depletion of your abilities, and the potential to lose your weapon of choice—your magic.  Later today, we begin training.”

“Good.  I obviously need it,” he said.

“Declan, your use of the storm and its power ended what might have been a bad battle for us.  You did well.  But if you are unhappy with your own responses, then we will train and train until your reactions are instinctive and reliable, as well as controlled.  Hard, focused anger can be a decisive weapon in battle,” Tanya said.

The giant black balls of death in the back chose that moment to shift themselves and a spike of fear locked my muscles for a split second.  Since I first Changed, I’ve not really been helpless—well, once against Tanya, but even then, I wasn’t terrified.  This was new and entirely unwelcome.

“Hey, I’ve already reprogrammed them,” Declan said. “They won’t ever attack anyone on the team.  In fact, they will take your commands and will fight for you.”

“Maybe I want to fight for myself,” I said. He was worried about a split-second lack of response before raining electric fury down upon at least twenty of our enemies.  I was just wishing I could have fought two.

“Oh.  Well, they were literally created to fight werewolves and vampires.  Designed from the ground up.  These two are versions nine-point-five.  Refined.  They have detailed attack programs for fighting beast form werewolves.  Not sure how they got those, but they’re there.  You, on the other hand, have never fought a giant robot centipede before and you pretty much mashed the first one with that scooter.”

“I should have done better,” I said.

“Me too,” he said. “But if it helps, we can train against these two.  You can work out your own methods for combating them.”

“I want a piece of that, too,” Lydia said. “My gun didn’t do squat.”

“I might be able to modify your ammo—rune up your bullets a bit,” he said.  Of course he could.  Mr. Fix-It to the rescue.

Wow, bitchy much, Stace?  Let’s hate on him for being ultracapable.

“Is good use of robot bugs,” Arkady said.

“You did well against them,” I said to make up for my internal nastiness.

“Yeah.  Because they were designed to fight vampires and weres… not witches. Anvil will likely seek to change that.”

“How?” Tanya asked.

“Find someone to put counterspells on them.  Like magical armor,” he said.

“You think this program will allow for the existence of witches?” Chris asked.

“It allows for anything it has information on.  Since it can go almost anywhere in computers, especially government computers, it has all the info it needs to decide witches are a threat.”

“You are likely correct, Declan.  This thing—this program—will adapt and change, as it has before.  We must adapt and change to beat it.  We will all meet at seven tonight, in the gym.  Declan, bring your pets.  We have much work to do,” Tanya said.

Arkady pulled us into the Tower’s garage and parked.  As we trudged to the elevator, Lydia suddenly spoke up.  “Ah, where are we keeping the death bots?”

Everyone stopped, surprise all around.

“Um, I thought I’d park them in my room,” Declan said.

“And if they wake up in the night, possessed by the evil program, then we’re going to be down one witch,” Lydia said.

“No, I was gonna circle them,” Declan said, frowning. “A blood circle.”

“Sounds yummy, kid, but pretend that we don’t speak witch,” Lydia said.

“I draw a circle and activate it with a drop of my blood.”

“Still sounds kinda snacky,” Lydia said.

“How strong is your blood circle, Declan?” I asked to speed things along.

He blinked at me, clearly dead on his feet.  “Well, I circled Darci’s SUV once as a joke and even in four-wheel drive, she couldn’t get through it.  That was when I was twelve.  Now?  Pretty sure I could hold like a big bulldozer.  Or two.  Maybe three,” he said, scratching his head.

The team exchanged glances. 

“Cool,” Lydia said. “But save some of that blood for your favorite Darkkin, will ya?”

“Nika?” he asked. “Sure.”

Chris laughed and Tanya rolled her eyes while Nika just smiled.  Me, I didn’t like Lydia’s joke at all, so I just kept my mouth shut.

The vampires took an elevator up while Declan and I trudged downstairs to the residence level.

“Hey Declan?” I said as I stood outside my door.  He paused at his own door and looked at me, meeting my gaze for maybe the first time since the fight. “Thank you for having my back,” I said.

“You’re my friend.  I always protect my friends.”

“Always?  Even if you get mad at them like, say, Caeco?”

“Always. Whatever it takes,” he said, giving me a tight little nod and then heading into his room.

I looked at the closed door for a moment and thought about that.  The most powerful witch anyone had ever heard of just promised me his aid under any circumstances.  Who in my life had ever promised so much?  And based on a cratered club in Brooklyn, he could and had backed up that promise.


Chapter 21

“Okay, this will have to be quick.  The board meeting is at nine and I have to get cleaned up after our training.  Where’s Declan?” Tanya asked.

“He’s in the armory with several of my guys,” Deckert said. “He wanted a thousand rounds of 9mm ammo, and I told him he’d have to leave it there. He’s doing something magic to it.”

Besides Deckert and myself, there was Nika, Lydia, Arkady, Chris, and Chet.

“Ah. Perhaps after you watch this, you’ll understand,” Tanya said, clicking a remote that activated her wall monitor.  The scene that unfolded was an outside view of a parking lot that was under a deluge of rain.  I realized it was the outside of the Russian club and a second later, I saw multi-segmented forms scuttle through the wet darkness and rip their way into the building.

Then a wall burst and an object shot out at speed.  It stopped suddenly and even though the CCTV lens was wet, I could tell it was Chris.  The rest of us tumbled out and I saw myself, shoving Declan.  The fight started in earnest and it was painful to watch, so I was glad the picture quality was shit.  But the moment Declan vaporized the centipede was as bright as the sun, and then the lightning strikes washed out the picture over and over.

“Okay, that is the club’s footage of last night’s fight.  Katrina got that as well as the memory of a private camera from a shop across the parking lot,” Tanya said. “Let me read her notes.”

“I have watched the attached videos twenty-three times.  The entire video takes a minute and forty-four seconds, but almost all the action occurs in the first thirty-eight.

“My best approximate count indicates as many as fifty-one of the robot bugs.  The weather and white outs make that count suspect.  It appears that Chris and Tanya accounted for nine of the metal bugs, Arkady one and a half, and Stacia took out three quarters of one with a motor bike.

“I believe that as many as eight fled in various states of disrepair.  The remaining almost thirty-two were destroyed by our junior intern, who is essentially just out of high school.  He vaporized one with some type of energy beam.  I found droplets of molten metal spread across the parking lot for ten yards in a two hundred and seventy-four degree arc.  None came anywhere near any of the team.  I looked up the melting point of titanium.  Three thousand, thirty-four degrees Fahrenheit.  Chet tells me the bugs weigh in excess of five hundred pounds.  The rest is math and I hate math.

“The remaining bug bots were destroyed by what I count as nine consecutive strikes of lightning.  Each bolt branched multiple times.  Google tells me that a single lighting strike can pack three hundred million volts.  So, more dreaded math reveals that the warlock dumped almost three billion volts into an area that the feds recorded on their site reports as approximately nine-tenths of an acre.  None of that energy touched any of the team, despite everyone sitting or lying in water.  In addition, after slowing the footage down, I can see small flashes of blue light at various points above and in front of the team.  My best guess is that he had a shield over all of you, as it looked identical to what I saw in that Vermont building during training.  Said shield was blocking all the flying debris from the buildings, cars, bugs, and pavement. 

“Here is my summary.  I have spent more time observing the warlock than anyone in Demidova, although Nika and Stacia probably know his personality better.  I have seen him under intense pressure from Wytchwar, school, and personal combat with an Alpha werewolf and an overpowered witch.  Prior to this footage, the most enraged I’ve seen him was when he was beaten and humiliated by Dellwood and Jenks.  This is rage of an order of magnitude higher.

And in the midst of this mind-numbing rage, he controlled three billion volts with exacting precision and shielded the entire team from harm.  Food for thought.  Great video. Please don’t ask me to kill him.”

“You better strike from behind or long distance,” Deckert said. “If you fail to kill him on the first try, it will be bad.”

“NO,” I shouted, standing, instantly on the edge of shifting. “You can’t kill him! He saved me, he saved us, he saved your damn company. All that and you’re going to kill him?”

“No, no, NO,” Chris said, his final no in the voice of Grim, who looked out through his eyes. “No one is killing Declan.”

Tanya held up one hand before anyone else could speak.  “Katrina isn’t going to kill our warlock, and I wouldn’t order that.  Kat is asking me not to request it because, I think, she would decline the order.  Nika, am I right?”

“I’d say so, boss.  He is an extremely interesting person, and vampires over a hundred value interesting things.  Katrina obviously finds him fascinating—in a platonic, appreciation of violence kind of way,” she said, looking my way.

I was pacing back and forth because movement helped my struggle with the Change, but my own eyes were locked on Deckert, who sat very still.

“Wouldn’t work anyway,” Lydia said. “As soon as you decided to do something bad to the boy, that fetching aunt of his would lift her head, sniff the air, and then make a call.  Run boyo, the rat bastards mean to cark yer skinny butt.”

Her Irish accent wasn’t half bad.

“One, you mixed your Australian with your Irish,” Nika said. “Cark is Australian slang.  And two, fetching?”

“I’m not gay, but if I was, I think she’d be my type,” Lydia said. “I mean, I love a good Irish accent.”

Their words washed over me and I felt the panic and rage in my core slowly recede. My pacing slowed and I finally stopped.  Nika looked at me and then at the chair next to her.  I took the hint and sat back down.

Tanya was watching me, and when I met her gaze, she gave me a little nod. 

“Nika, you read him after the battle. What was he thinking?” she asked.

“He thought his initial inaction had cost Stacia her life.  When he heard her voice, his relief was immense but was then replaced by shame.  He kept thinking of one phrase: This time, I saw them coming.”

I couldn’t stop a small “Oh” from escaping my lips.

“This means something to you?” Tanya asked.

“He told me that the witch at Arcane caught him off guard, from behind,” I said. “He said if he had seen her coming, he would have just flattened her and prevented Ryanne from getting hurt.”

“Anyone have any idea why he froze?” Chris asked.

“I think he was attempting to do what he did with the elevator,” I said. “Drive Anvil away with his magic.”

“Which didn’t work against fifty-one individual computers preloaded with Anvil,” Chet said, looking a little nervous. “Actually, there is a separate chip in each segment, so that’s more like…”

“Six hundred and twelve,” Tanya and I said at the same time.

“So he didn’t freeze.  He attempted a previously successful tactic and when it failed, he changed to a new set of responses,” Lydia said.

“Has he forgiven himself?” Tanya asked Nika.

“I’m not sure; his shields are mostly up. I think he has packed it away and is concentrating on helping the rest of the team find effective methods of combat.”

“Which is why he is in the armory,” Deckert said, carefully not making eye contact with me.

“He particularly wants to help you find a better combat methodology, Stacia,” Nika said.

“He is dangerously angry,” Arkady said, frowning at Nika.  He, himself, was clearly fascinated by our mindreader and likely jealous of her being fascinated by Declan. Not sure I loved it myself, if only because she is like a hundred and twenty or something.

“His control over his anger is unique of all the minds I’ve ever scanned,” Nika said with a reproving look at Arkady. “He’s human, so many things make him angry, but he goes through an interesting ritual each time his temper is tested.  He examines that which made him angry and once he understands it, he lets the anger go.  However, if he can’t come to an understanding of it, he packs that anger away under lock and key.  What we saw in that video was him releasing eighteen years of packed anger.”

“Then the question is what makes him so angry, he can’t let it go?” Lydia asked.

“He has a very low expectation for most people he comes across. His conditioning by his aunts and Levi requires him to extend courtesy to people he meets.  Rude, self-indulgent behavior pisses him off, but he controls it with an iron will.  But harm friends or family and well, that’s what we saw.”

“What do you mean by low expectation?” Chris asked.

“He is very loyal, but if you betray him, it is a significant offense,” Nika answered. “The witch Ryanne was trying to tell him in the parking lot that her family had brought the Irwin Clan to Burlington.  As soon as he found that out, he relegated her to… what’s the term?”  she asked, turning to me.

“Friend zoned?” I offered.

“Ryanne was friend zoned,” Nika said.

“How do you know all this?” I asked. 

“Before he tightened his shields during training, I got some of this.  But when he opened up after telling us about Sorrow, I got all the rest.  His shields were also down just after the lightning last night.  So far, his aunts, Levi, Mack and Jetta, a friend named Rory, and a few others are the only ones who haven’t disappointed him.”

“What about us?” Tanya asked.

“Jury is out.  He fully expects some or all of us to take advantage somehow.  He also is super aware of his… regard for you, Stacia, but he is trying to contain it.  He sees it as his problem, not yours.”

Problem?  Being attracted to me was a problem?

“So is he a danger to us?” Tanya asked.

“No,” Nika said, a little exasperated, which was also out of character for her. “He is totally on our side,” she said, waving at the video monitor.  “He released his anger when he thought that he had failed her—let her down.  And when you eventually friend zone him, he hopes he’s ready to handle it,” she said to me like it was inevitable.

“What about the evil book?” Lydia asked while I was still processing Nika’s words.

“It is slippery.  I can’t get a grip on it, but I do get his impressions.  I don’t think the book is equipped to deal with someone with his absolute level of control.  He had his powers as a child, a baby even.  I saw him breaking out of his aunt’s circle as a kid.  It hurt her and he never did it again, no matter how mad and angsty he got.  Tanya, he has willpower that would surprise even Senka.”

“Okay,” Tanya said, looking at her watch. “We’re out of time.  Those going to the meeting, get cleaned up and be on time.  And everyone is to keep an eye on our warlock, and let’s try not to disappoint him.  Oh, and Deckert’s job is to think the unthinkable, so nobody should be vindictive about that.  It is literally what we pay him to do,” she said, looking around at all of us. “Meeting adjourned.”

I was still upset by the casual way Deckert had even entertained killing our witch.  Maybe he wasn’t our witch, if that’s how we thought.  But he was my friend for certain, so he was my witch.

I showered and dressed in leggings, my Rowan West shirt, and a flannel.  When I left my apartment, I was in time to see Declan get on the elevator to head up to the board meeting.  With him safely in that crowd, I felt I needed to head home, so I went to see my mom.

“I’m home,” I announced as soon as I entered the apartment.  Best to warn everyone so I didn’t catch sight of any activities that would add to my childhood trauma.

“Sweetheart, you’re here,” Mom said, coming into the kitchen entry area.  She was wearing dark blue yoga pants and a white sweater, a glass of red wine in her hand.  Her smile was huge until she looked at me closely.  “Oh, you’re upset.  What is it?”

“I was upset,” I said. “But better now.  Just a hard twenty-four hours and some stupid words by an unthinking man.”

Mom’s boyfriend, Frank, came in from the living room, giving me a cautious wave.  Dr. Frank Lyman was an oncologist Mom had met through her pharmaceutical job.  He was very different from her other boyfriends; calm and intelligent rather than pushy and angry.

“Are you staying?” Mom asked.  I still had my room and paid half the rent.

I thought about that.  “No.  I need to be at the Tower.  Lots going on.”

“Did your young intern friend show up?” Mom asked.

“Yeah, and turned the whole company on its head,” I said with my first smile in an hour.

“An intern?” Frank asked, incredulous. “Turned the Demidova Company upside down?”

“In a very good way,” I said. “He fixed all—well, most—of our hacking issues within the first twenty-four hours.”

“An intern?” Frank asked again.

“He’s the witch, right?” Mom asked. “Or is it warlock?”

“In his case it is both, but he doesn’t like to be called a warlock.”

“Witch?  Like pointy hat and broomstick?” Frank asked, looking between us to see if we were putting him on.

“They’re real too.  But he wears hoodies, and his only use of a broomstick is to sweep his aunt’s restaurant,” I said.

“You’re not saying that magic is real?” Frank asked.

“Frank, you know what I am, right?  Can you explain how I change mass?”

“No.”

“Declan would say that the LV virus uses quantum energy to add or subtract mass because we aren’t in a closed system, as well to heal instantly and to switch which genes are expressed.”

“Quantum energy?  That’s conveniently vague.”

“Our Chief Tech Officer agrees with him and also agrees that harnessing unknown quantum energy is why Declan can manipulate energy with his mind.”

“Bullshit,” Frank said, but it was a calm statement.

“Was there anything on the news about the storm last night?  Anything odd?” I asked.

“Weather guy reported a strange cluster of lightning strikes in Brooklyn,” Frank admitted.

“That was our intern.”

Frank gaped at me, clearly disbelieving but cautious to call me a liar.

“Stace, that didn’t have anything to do with that fire at that nightclub, did it?” Mom asked.

“Bingo.  I was there.  And that impossible lightning saved my life, because it did what Declan told it to like an attack-trained canine.”

“Honey, it took out a big bunch of buildings,” Mom said, frowning.

“One building, really.  It was like a bunch put together but really just one.  Anyway, I don’t want to talk about that, but I’m just saying don’t close off your mind.”

“Can he do good too?” Frank asked.

“He can grow plants like crazy, he creates protective spells, and he saved Demidova.  That’s all pretty constructive.”

“Can he heal? Because those new vampire drugs aren’t coming anytime soon,” Frank said.

“I don’t know.  Never asked him.  Perhaps I’ll bring him by sometime and you can ask him yourself,” I said.

“Oh, maybe for dinner,” Mom said, suddenly super excited.  “You’ve never brought anyone over for dinner before.”

“Yeah, that’d be good,” I said, reflecting that she was right.  I’ve never had a guy over before.

“We have an open bottle of Cab Sav and a rom com cued up,” Mom said. “Care to join us?”

“Sure, Mom. Thanks.”


Chapter 22

By the time I got home, it was very late and when I listened at Declan’s door, I could hear him breathing softly and evenly.  Deep in dreamland, which made me wonder what he might be dreaming about… or who.

The next day I got up late, dressed in business casual, and headed to pack headquarters.

“I met your young intern last night,” Brock greeted me as I entered the business offices.  The three women who make up the admin staff all turned to look and listen, clearly curious.

“We should be careful of names,” I said. “Especially his.”

“We got the briefing.  Sounds like it can be bad?” he asked as Afina came out of her office and leaned against the doorframe.

“Deadly bad.  Did he fix your electronics?” I asked.

“Yes, but I’m wondering about Afina’s, and well, the office here,” Brock said, his tone careful.

I thought about it for a moment.  “I’ll see if I can bring him by.”

“He would do that?”

“If I ask him, I think he will,” I said.

“He’d do it for you,” Afina said, smiling slightly.  The office ladies actually leaned forward.

“We’re friends,” I said carefully.  I wasn’t sure if we were just friends. Actually I wasn’t sure what we were, but I knew in my core that if I asked, he would fix their stuff in a heartbeat.

“Stop an ele…” Afina started to say but I held up both hands, shaking my head, fully alarmed at what would happen if she finished the word elevator.

Annoyance flashed across her features but a second later, understanding.

“That dangerous?” Brock asked. “Here?”

“You are a board member. You are undoubtedly a person of interest and if any modern devices are near, then… well, that kind of phrase will likely tip it off,” I said.

They both froze, eyes wide, and I smelled sudden anxiety from the staff.  They might not know what was alarming their leaders, but they knew something had.

“Nonetheless, a most interesting person,” Brock said.  Alphas can’t show fear.  They can be cautious, though.

“You have no idea,” I said. 

“I think I would like an introduction,” Afina said with a smile.

“I can arrange that,” I said.

“Alright, let’s get to work,” she said, waving me into her office.

Neither of my jobs have a regular description of duties and responsibilities, as I do whatever they deem necessary.  For the pack, I often shadow Afina in meetings to take notes, provide information, and distract attendees.  The last is one of her favorite ploys, placing me near her during negotiations and discussions to throw her opponents off balance.  Mostly with men but sometimes with women.  Since much of the business world is male-dominated, bargaining while her opponent is trying to impress me usually works in her favor.  Sometimes, though, we have tough women who immediately judge that I’m employed for my looks rather than brains.  In those cases, I sit off to one side or the other and adopt a very conservative demeanor.

I’m often sent out in person to scout locations or check up on facilities because I’m pretty sharp at sniffing out discrepancies or problems.

For Demidova, I usually start before the vampires are up, monitoring reports from day operations and preparing briefing summaries for Tanya’s executive team.  I do field checks on properties for Demidova too.  And for both companies, there is always PR work.  Charity visits, photo shoots, and public event representation, particularly daytime events like dedications, award ceremonies, ribbon cutting events and well, that sort of thing.  My schedule is varied, to say the least. 

It was late afternoon when I was done with the pack and I headed to the Tower to see what was happening, which was the question I always asked the security guys at the front desk.

“What didn’t happen today?” Joe said. “Chris had your warlock protect the corporate jet, then they flew to Baltimore for some purpose.  Then Tanya decided to treat all the interns to a trip to Plasma.  So they’re there right now.  In fact, Lydia requested your presence there when you showed up.  I’ll have a car take you.”

I decided my business casual was fine for what sounded like babysitting, so as soon as the car came, I hopped in and fifteen minutes later, I was entering the club.  I spotted Lydia and Chris standing by one of the bars and oddly, Declan was behind it, mixing something.

“And you’re about to feed it to these kids, some of whom you don’t like?” Lydia said to him.

Staring at her with a frown, he poured a shot of whatever he had mixed and then drank it.  What the hell was going on?  Then he gave an all-over body shudder, a grimace on his face.

“Oh, they’re not going to like that,” I heard him say as I got closer. He took a drink of what looked like cola, smacking his lips.

“A sugary chaser is probably a good idea,” he said to Chris.

“Nasty?” Lydia asked, her voice sounding normal, as I was now pretty close.

“Yeah, and I haven’t been drinking.  That was just the normal toxins you pick up on a modern diet,” he said.

“I wouldn’t know,” she said, giving him a fanged smile.

“My, Grandma… what big teeth you have,” I said, popping up behind them. “What’s got you baring your fangs?”

“She thinks I’m going to poison all the interns with the sobering-up potion I just made.  Most of them got drunk and Tanya seems pissed.  So Sorrow offered this little mix and Lydia thinks I’ve gone over to the bad side because it has wolfsbane in it,” Declan said.

“Wolfsbane?  Keep that stuff away from me,” I said, taking a step back.

“Shit, we give it to the weres at school from time to time and it’s no biggie,” he said. “Ya just gotta treat it first.”  He did his arcing electric finger trick to make his point. “I’ll throw this out,” he said, picking up the pitcher.

“No, you won’t,” Tanya said, appearing next to him in a pop of air. “You drank it just fine.  I want it to be unpleasant.”

She got the interns lined up and I saw how drunk they were, especially the underage ones.  Shots were handed out and she led them in a drink.  Declan and the bartender, Mandy, started handing out cups of soda and water almost as soon at the shot glasses hit the bar.  And I understood why when I saw the looks of misery on their faces.  But within seconds, none of them were drunk anymore.

With a nod of satisfaction at their painful toxic cleanse, Tanya then ripped into them verbally, leaving them extremely uncomfortable and ashamed. More than a few shot nasty glares at Declan, who just ignored them, although I could tell by the tension in his shoulders that he was aware.

“You know that this will just leave him more alone?” I asked Chris.

“He volunteered the mix,” Chris said, acting a little clueless.

“Because he’s trying to help.  He’s always trying to help,” I said. “Even if it completely isolates him from the other kids.”

“You don’t think being a witch among normal kids is isolating enough?  It would be like…” He trailed off as he attempted to gloss over the position Declan now found himself in.

“Like being the only werewolf on a team of all vampires?” I said, then headed over to my sad witch, who was sitting in a leather loveseat all alone.

“Hey, buddy, fun night out?” I asked, making him scoot over so I could sit next to him. 

He gave me a smile.  “The club is pretty fire,” he said. “The other time I was here was daytime, and I spent the whole time putting runes on every surface.”

“They do add to the ambience though,” I said, glancing up at the glowing marks that looked like well-crafted interior design choices for a gothic club. 

“Yeah, and keep out pesky killer software, stop any witches from casting in here, and will reveal anything demonic that comes in.”

“Really, all that?” I asked, surprised at the last one.

“I heard how they met, so I figured I should put in a warning system at least.”

“So, anyway, that back there was a bit awkward,” I said, thumbing at the bar behind us. “Sorry you had to be the one to make the drink.”

He shrugged.  “It was harmless, just unpleasant.  Honestly, I should probably look into bottling it.  Maybe call it Instant Sobriety, or something,” he joked.

“Holy shit, D! That would be worth serious bank,” I said. “You might want to keep that idea to yourself,” I said, glancing around to see if any of the Demidova crew had heard him.

“Yeah, I’ve already created an all new, super valuable technology that Demidova owns because I made it on the job,” he said.

I tilted my head and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear.  His eyes locked onto my finger as I did it.  “Feeling used?”

“Well, I was.  Then I talked about it with Chris.  He said they couldn’t even duplicate it if they wanted without me, so it’s probably not a thing.”

“Listen, I may have told my wolf Alphas that you might consider protecting their stuff too, but you can say no because I don’t want you to think I take you for granted or take advantage of our friendship.”

“No, that’s cool.  You use all that pack stuff so the way I see it, I’m just doing it for you, not them. So no problem.”

“You sure? Because I feel like I’m taking advantage.  This magic tech stuff is literally priceless.”

“Maybe dollar-wise but friend-wise, there are no prices,” he said, sipping his soda and looking up at his rune work while my heart twisted itself into a pretzel.  Damn.

“When you get your own pack, I’ll do it for you again,” he said, absently looking around. “You know, I think the vibe is kind of dead now.  Maybe I’ll get a taxi home and play some of the video games I saw in my room.”

My own pack?

“Can I come with you? I feel like a little Gears of War myself.”

“You play?”

“Who do you think picked out the stuff in your room, or even picked out your rooms in the first place?  I even know what’s stocked in your fridge.”

“We’ll need snacks,” he said very seriously. 

“You’re talking to the snack choir,” I said pointing at myself. “Let’s blast outta this joint,” I said, making him laugh.

“And no cheating,” I warned him.

“No cheating,” he said.

He didn’t either, because I won my fair share and I could tell he wasn’t losing on purpose, especially when he trash-talked me during his own wins.  It was fun, Remy gifted us many snacks, and I forgot about the pack, anything named Demidova, and even killer computers.

The next day was eaten up by two PR events that consisted of an early afternoon ribbon cutting ceremony on a new condo and apartment project of Tanya’s, and then a young professionals’ mixer that I attended in her majesty’s place.  The first might add value because the photos of the construction event would be plastered all over New York’s real estate scene.  Still, it was just my image and not my aptitude that was contributing. 

The mixer was so not my thing, all twenty and thirty-year-old finance and banking types bragging about themselves, how much they made, where they vacationed, and what famous people they knew.  A never-ending stream of egotists trying to impress me into their beds.  Somehow, they conveniently forgot my animal side and because I was the public face of not one but two companies, I had to laugh and smile while brushing off touchy hands and constant advances.

By the time I got to the Tower, I was angry and frustrated.  I understand how my looks are both blessing and curse, but that’s not all I am, so days like this wear on me.  And to add to it, I found myself focused on the bug battle in Brooklyn and my poor performance, so I changed into workout gear and let myself into the gym to spar with Thing Two.  That turned out to be worse.

Thing Two seemed to anticipate every move I made.  I heard the door open and smelled the witch.  Great.  Now he could witness my uselessness.  And then he did—Thing Two smacked me with a whirling blade and sent me flying.

“They learn pretty fast,” he said, his voice careful. 

I stood and got a drink, ignoring him.

“You really plan to fight them with these, like that?” he asked, waving a hand at my batons and then my body.

“Well, no, but if I can beat them like this, then it should be easier in beast form,” I said, hands on my hips as I stared him down.

He didn’t even look at my killer glare, instead digging in a locker. “Train as you would fight, Levi always says,” he said, pulling out a metal bo staff that was clearly Arkady’s. He tossed it to me with a grunt of effort.

The weight didn’t bother me, but it was way too long.

“Awkward,” I commented.

“In that form, yes.  In your combat form, it’s probably too small.  I think we should find some demo tools.  Or firefighter entry tools or whatever.  The Pedes have never fought a were with hand weapons before.  Improvised ones, yeah, but hardened tool steel?  Never.”

“Is this some stupid trick to get me to strip down naked?” I asked, having had more than enough of that kind of attitude at the mixer.

“Well, I’m not going to lie… that would be ideal, but look, I’ll turn my back and everything,” he said casually.  And then he just turned around and stared at the robot, hands in his pockets.

Fine.  If he wanted to see me back in combat form, so be it.  I stripped down, throwing my clothes over him, just to tweak his buttons.  Then I shifted, my view of the back of his head becoming a view of the top of his head as power flooded my new, bigger, better body.

He stood there, listening, hands in pockets, not moving an inch.  My wolf slid us forward, right up on our witch.  Sensing something, he turned, looked back, and then up.

“Holy shit, you change fast,” he said, looking me over, his expression incredulous. “The kids at Arcane would still be writhing around on the floor.” 

I stood and stared, letting the minor pain of change slip away, studying this tiny, soft creature that didn’t smell, sound, or appear afraid of me at all.  If anything, he looked at me with admiration.

He bent down slowly and picked up the bo, then he moved—forward—right up in my business and pushed that sliver of metal at me.  “Here, take this and swing it at that bug over there and stop acting like I’m Irish takeout.”

Food?  I wasn’t looking at him like food.  I was studying why this male had no fear, no revulsion, no horror.  But food?  He was never food, would never be prey, to me.

But he pointed at Thing Two, which was recharging, and I hefted the puny stick and then I went at it.  It worked—at first, the bug scuttling backward to get away.  But two minutes later, it was already adapting. The staff was too light to hurt it and the wrong shape to stop its multiple blades.  I jabbed it, slowing it but bending the bar, and then I had to retreat.  The only good thing was that the witch had left, not staying to see my humiliation.

The gym door banged open suddenly.  “Time out,” he called.  The Pede backed away and I glanced at the witch.  He held tools, heavy tools which he thrust at me. “Try these.”

A heavy sledgehammer and a dense metal wrecking bar six feet long.  Yes! Heavy steel that would dent and bash this bladed nightmare.  I started forward and he called out, “Fight on.”

I beat that thing all around the gym, dimly aware that Lydia had joined us, but I was focused on thrashing the insolent metal monster.  It was awkward at first, as my combat body wasn’t used to weapons—it was the weapon—till now.  But it came to me and no matter what the bug tried, I punished it.  Finally, I swatted it a strong blow with the wrecker bar, knocking it down, and then I raised the hammer to finish. 

“Stop,” he yelled, running over in his slow human way.  He slipped in front of me, bending down to examine the damaged robot without a care in the world that he was between me and my prey.

“Interesting.  You managed to stun it, at least temporarily,” he said, a note of satisfaction in his tone.

I dropped my weapons and grabbed my witch, lifting him up high, pulling him gently into my chest.  He tensed, his heart jumping in surprise, but he didn’t fight, he didn’t call electricity, he didn’t thump me with his powers.  He just… relaxed.  And so did I, the shift coming on by itself, even as I held him, my body changing around him till my human arms were holding him against my naked body.  Then I grabbed his head, bent it backward and planted a kiss on right in the middle of the unruly black hair.  “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” I said.  I wasn’t useless; I was death to bugs. 

Releasing him, I turned and moved to my clothes, and I could sense the moment he turned and watched me.  Hah.

When I turned back, he was looking at the bug, but I wasn’t fooled. My ears and nose told me he had liked what he had seen—a lot.

“That was a closer fight,” he said without turning around.

“No, it wasn’t,” I said, sneaking up on him. 

“Oh?” he asked, glancing back. 

“I held back after the first couple of exchanges.  I think I could have finished it quicker.”

“Can you remember where you hit it when you stunned it?” he asked.

I showed him and he held one hand over the beat-up metal. “Hmm. There’s a sensor cluster here.  Like a really complex accelerometer or possibly a bunch of them.  Maybe hitting it there leaves it… I don’t know… dizzy?  Could be its version of a solar plexus.”

“I don’t know,” I said with a shrug and a smile.  I didn’t care, as long as I could win against them.

“Lydia saw some of your fight.  She’s having a selection of heavy demolition tools delivered tomorrow for you to look over,” he told me.

“What’s the matter with these?”

“Nothing.  But we thought you might like to peruse what’s out there.  Some have nasty-looking hooks, and there’s a maul that has a hammer face and a spike point.  If those don’t do it, my buddy Mack is working in a blacksmith’s shop this summer.  He could probably make you some custom stuff, built to your other size.”

“Custom?  Hmm.  He wouldn’t mind?” 

“Are you shitting me?  He’d have bragging rights forever that he’d made weapons for Stacia Reynolds,” he smirked. “You do realize how famous you are, right?” he asked. “Every were—hell—every guy at Arcane is, like, in love with you.  I wouldn’t want to try and guess how many posters of you decorate the dorms.”

“That’s… a little disturbing.  I mean, flattering yes, but still disturbing.  Do you have a poster of me?” I asked.

He shook his head.  “No—better.  I have a picture of us sparring in that old warehouse in Burlington.  Chris took it for me and I got it framed. I actually look like I have a chance, at least for that one moment.  Then if I recall, you flattened me.”

Hah. “It’s in your room?”

“Ah, yeah.  Is that creepy?”

“Not even slightly,” I said with a smile, but then I thought about what else he had said. “Those posters… what do they show?”

“You, obviously.”

“What else?”

“Just you.  One is you in that designer dress you did the photo shoot in, the other is you in yoga clothes.”
 

“No other pictures… of my other forms?”

“Oh.  One poster, the yoga one, has a white wolf picture imposed in the corner, but it’s not you.  It has brown eyes, not green.”

“So how do you think all these fanboys would react to my combat form?  Or wolf form?” I asked.

“Well, the were boys would genuflect.  The other guys… I don’t know.  Probably shit a brick.”

“Genuflect?  That’s cute.  Most of the guys in the pack get pissed off when I change so fast.  Many of them can’t take that form.  The ones that can want me to mate for life and have their babies in a cave somewhere while I make them sandwiches and bring them beer. Normal guys get really scared of me if they see the other forms.”

“Well, they’re losers, then.  That’s stupid,” he said. “You’re a werewolf. That’s what you do.  And you seem to change faster and easier than any werewolf I’ve ever seen.”

“When I first got bit, Chris healed me.  Some of his blood got in the wound first, though.  We think it sorta streamlined the LV virus’s adaptation to my body.  That’s Doc Singh’s theory, at least.”

“Oh,” he said, frowning. 

It didn’t take a psychologist to realize he didn’t like hearing about Chris and me.  Like I didn’t want to have Chris and her rubbed in my face.  My heart went out to him.

“But enough of that. Let me change and then we can go grab some food—my treat.  I’m starving,” I said.

“Ah, okay.  Then I probably gotta get back here and make about a billion rounds of rune ammo for Lydia and Nika,” he said.

“Hard work?”

“Boring.  And it kills my back to be hunched over a big magnifier, etching little runes into bullets.”

“The trials of being a kid wizard,” I teased.

“Listen wiseass, how about a fourth form?  Something like a combat sea slug or maybe lizard girl?”

“Hah.  Good one, Potter.  Now wait here while I go shower and change.  Then we can talk about important stuff like custom werewolf weapons,” I said.


Chapter 23

“So, this is your car,” I said, looking at the green SUV with the white roof.  It was rugged and vintage-looking but the paint was perfect, the chrome gleamed, and the tire treads looked new. It had a row of aftermarket lights mounted on a bar over the windshield and the whole thing looked ready for Africa.

“Stacia, meet Beast.  Beast, this is my friend Stacia,” he said with a smile but no sense of silliness. “Now place your right palm against the driver door just under the handle.”

I looked at him, brows up.  He laughed.  “You think I’m crazy, but I am introducing you to Beast.  Please put your palm on his door like you were trying to access a crazy secure room with a palm scanner.”

Still waiting for the joke to unfold, I did as he asked.  The cool metal under my skin suddenly warmed—a lot—and I yanked my hand away.

The door lock unlocked.  I glanced at Declan, but he had his empty hands by his sides and he just smiled.  “Are you really having trouble believing that my car might be unusual?” he asked.

“Are you going to tell me it’s alive?”

“No, but when Levi and I rebuilt it, I layered the frame and all the metal parts with all kinds of wards, and rune after rune.  Beast isn’t alive, but it is more than just a 1972 Toyota Land Cruiser.  Think of it like a very smart Tesla, only with more…”

“Age?” I suggested.

“Ouch.  I was going to say character. Climb on in,” he said.

I opened the passenger side door and found a nice black leather seat, an authentic-looking dashboard, and a very new-looking stereo.  The interior was extremely neat and tidy.  As soon as I sat down, the engine started and suddenly Declan looked surprised.

“Remote starter?” I asked.

“No,” he said with a light frown. “I can start him from a distance, but it’s all Craft.  He’s never done that before.”

“Aww, your car likes me,” I said, half-joking.

“You know,” he said, “I think you’re right.” His smile was small and puzzled.

“You’re playing a joke on me,” I said.

“Have I ever played a joke on you?” he asked, looking me dead in the eye with his bright baby blues.  His heart was steady and he smelled truthful.

“No.”

“Correct.  I cheat when we spar but I’ve never pranked you.”

He hadn’t.  I looked at the car’s dash as he shut his door and put on his seat belt.  “Buckle up, buttercup,” he said and put it in reverse.

The rugged vehicle slipped smoothly out of its space, turned on a dime, and then we were headed up the ramp to the street above, waving at the guard in the booth.

“Right,” I said automatically as I contemplated how eerie his car was. “Should we be in a vehicle that started itself without you understanding why?”

“It’s fine,” he said. “I have only introduced a few people to Beast.  My high school friends Rory and Jonah, as well as Mack and Jetta.  He knew Levi from all the rebuilding, and he knows my aunts.  I don’t think I ever got around to introducing Caeco or Ryanne, although they rode in him from time to time.”

“But that doesn’t answer why it started when I sat down?”

“No, you already answered that—he likes you.”

“Come on,” I protested.

“You’re right, that can’t be it.  Why would my car like you?  It makes no sense.  I mean, you’re a little likeable but not like really likeable,” he said.

“Hey!  I am too likeable.  Really likeable, wiseass,” I said.

He took his hand off the shift and wobbled it.  “So-so.”

“Ass.”

“Look, it’s simple.  Beast likes what I like, and I like dinner, sooo he was merely saying get your ass in the seat, super wolf, and let’s go so the boss can eat.”

There was actually a lot to unpack in that statement.  Likes what I like.  Super wolf.

I smirked.  “Sure, if you say so,” I said, poking at his side with a finger.

He flinched away.  “Hey, no poking the driver!”

“What are you going to do about it, witch boy?”

“Listen, I’ve got a Beast and I’m not afraid to use him,” he said, waggling the steering wheel, making the car veer side to side.

“Oh, now I know why you’re so popular among all those witches,” I said with a knowing leer at the verbal gift he’d just handed me.

“What?  No… that’s not… aww damn,” he said, lapsing into silence as his face flushed red.

“Right at this light,” I said. “It’ll be a block ahead on the left.”

“Where do I look for parking?” he asked as he took the turn.

“Parking your Beast?” I asked. “Any witch place you want,” I said, laughing. 

He growled.  Actually growled.  And then whipped into a parking spot that just magically appeared.  No way.  Never happens.

We got out and his face was still hot to my vision, but he manfully ignored my smirk and put money in the meter.

“Come on,” I said, grabbing his arm. “If you like excellent Indian and Thai food, this is the place.”

We entered Gita’s and it was packed… with pack.  Normal.  I waved and said hi to some people and ignored the ones who ignored me.

Gita approached us almost instantly, appearing out of the shadows of the back, a huge smile on her face.

“Stacia, dear, you have been avoiding us,” she chided me, grabbing both of my hands.

“No, Gita. I’ve been very, very busy with work,” I said.  She looked at me intensely, then enveloped me in a curry-scented hug.  I could almost feel her staring at Declan over my shoulder.

Gita let go of me and instantly turned her attention to Declan. 

“Hi. I’m the work that’s been keeping her busy,” he said with a small smile.

“Gita, this is Declan.  He’s Chris and Tanya’s intern this summer,” I said. 

“Intern? What would they need with an intern?” Gita asked.

I left it to him to answer.

“Well, they sponsor my school, so you know, I guess they feel obligated to host a kid,” he said.

I almost choked out loud, earning myself a glare from him and a glance from her.

“School.  I believe they sponsor a school in Vermont,” Gita said.

“That’s the very one,” he answered.

“You go to Arcane?” Gita asked.

“Yes, I do.”

“Then you might know young Mr. Tinkelli over there?” she asked, pointing out a family of weres. Mother, father, younger boy, and a kid about Declan’s age, who was peering at us over the top of his menu.

“Hey, Morgan,” Declan said, speaking softly. 

“Hey, Declan” the kid said back, his eyes a little wide.  My witch cast a big shadow at that school.

“You are not one of us,” Gita stated, not unkindly.

“No ma’am.  I’m a different breed of kid,” he said.

“Gita, do you have room for us?” I asked, not really wanting to have this discussion under the scrutiny of the entire restaurant. “We’ve been working hard today and we’re ravenous.”

“Of course, dear,” Gita said, watching my witch.  She led us to the back and the row of two-person tables tucked there.  Her youngest, Divya, brought us menus, blatantly studying my guest.  Her wide smile in my direction was equal parts knowing and delighted.  I realized that I had only ever eaten at Gita’s either with pack or by myself.

Divya left, grabbed two glasses and a pitcher of water, bringing them right over. Gita brought us a plate of chicken kabobs and personally took our order. Declan got a chicken dish, medium spice.

“You like spicy?” I had to ask.

“We’re talking food, right?”

“Hah, big talker.  Runs from little Aussie girls,” I laughed.

“Well, she and her friends blame me for the nasty effects of the bitters mixture they drank in the bar the other night.  If I run from her now, it’s because she’ll be waving a knife.”

“Shouldn’t she blame her boss, Tanya, for that?  You just played bartender, right?” I asked.

“You might think that, but it’s easier to blame the weird witch guy than the cool vampire boss who’s paying you lots of money.”

“That seems unfair.”

“Life is not renowned for fairness.  It honestly doesn’t bother me all that much.  I’m used to it from normals.  My friends at school would have seen it differently, so I’m not so worried about this group,” he said and bit into a kabob, and I saw the moment the heat hit his palate. He flushed all over again, but this time it wasn’t embarrassment.

“Packs a punch, right?” I asked.

“You could say that,” he said but went right back at it for another mouthful.

“I couldn’t eat this stuff before,” I said. “Now I love it.”

“So how does this fit in with the pack?” he asked, waving at the restaurant.

“Gita and her husband, Klahan, are both wolves.  They met overseas, maybe in Thailand; I’m not sure.  They chose to relocate to America and start their own restaurant.  As you can see, their children make up most of their staff.  It’s become a favorite hangout.”

“Okay, India has wolves, right?  But what about Thailand?” he asked.

“Not so much, but LV has spread in small amounts to most every country.  Klahan is a bitten wolf like me.  Gita was born to it.”

“And pack always mate with other wolves, right?”

“Nope.  There’s not enough weres for that.  Wolves mate with whoever they pick, although staying within the species is highly encouraged.  Some of the couples here are mixed, were and normal.”

Gita came out of the kitchen door, which was practically next to us, and beckoned me to her.

“I’ll be right back.  Klahan probably wants to say hi and he’s the key to the kitchen, so he can’t come out. Maybe you want to say hi to your friend? Morgan, is it?” I asked, but I had a feeling that Morgan was a little gun-shy around my witch.

Gita grabbed my hand and practically yanked me into the kitchen.  Her husband, Klahan, immediately put down his spoon, wiped his hands on the dishcloth on his shoulder, and gave me a hug.  “Stacia, I am so glad to see you,” he said. “Now, who is this young man you have brought us?”

“He’s a work friend,” I said casually. 

“Really?” Gita asked with a disbelieving smirk. 

“A friend you chose to bring here, to us?” Khalan asked.

“A friend who is aware he is surrounded by werewolves and yet is more nervous of you than all the rest of us combined?” Gita asked. “What is he, by the way?”

“A witch,” I said.  “Actually, he’s the witch.  The entire reason that Arcane exists.”

“Would that make him a warlock?” Khalan asked.

“Actually, warlocks are almost nonexistent, but yes, he happens to be one.”

Divya suddenly came rushing in.  “Stacia, a couple of assholes are trying to drive your date away,” she said in a gush of words. “And I heard Morgan Tinkelli tell his parents that they needed to leave before your guy reacts," she finished, her expression intensely curious. “He’s majorly scared. Why?”

“Oh shit,” I said, turning and heading into the dining room.  I could hear the entire kitchen staff exiting right behind me.  Just outside the door, two wolves, one named Ty and the other I think named Scott, both Bitten, were glaring down at Declan.  He was calm, his heartbeat steady, hands flat on the tabletop.

“Great.  Good talk.  Consider the message delivered,” Declan said.

“What message would that be?” I asked.

“You should not bring his kind here,” Ty, the large one told me.  Told me, like a command. 

“Your name is Ty, right? And you feel you can tell me who I can bring where? Is this your place?” I asked.

He actually nodded. 

“Really?  You will tell me who might come into my restaurant?” Gita asked.

“This is a pack place.  His kind don’t belong here,” Ty said, like a total moron.

“Kind?  What kind?” I asked, almost ready to shift. 

“Sheep.  He’s a sheep,” Ty said.

Caught me off guard.  Declan a sheep?  Oh my God.  I burst out laughing.

“Oh wow.  Are you wrong.  How have you survived this long?” I asked, confounded by their dumbfuckery.

“That’s a good question,” Brock Mallek asked from behind them. “Just how have you two managed to live this long?”

They cringed.  “Alpha, we didn’t know you were there,” Scott said.

“You obviously don’t know much, Scott.  You don’t know whose restaurant you are standing in, telling patrons to leave.  You don’t know Stacia at all if you think bullying her friends is the key to her heart.  And you’ve made a spectacularly bad choice of people to threaten,” the Alpha said. “If you want to make it through your first decade as a wolf, you’ll have to learn to read people better.  He’s not a wolf or a were, so you naturally felt like you had the upper hand.  You forgot that our Stacia doesn’t suffer fools, so at best, you would be facing her wrath.  Then you took it upon yourself to threaten one of Gita’s customers.  Now you face the entire wrath of her clan.  But the biggest mistake was thinking our young friend there was sheeplike.  I think you mistook his patience for weakness.  Look at him—does he look frightened?  Intimidated?” Brock asked, grabbing both and turning them to look at my witch.

“Well?” he asked, rattling both of them with a twitch of his big hands.

“Not particularly, sir,” Scott said.

“Ty?  What do you think?” Brock asked.

“He might feel that we won’t attack him in here?”

“Ty, what if I tell you that this young man is a special intern to Chris Gordon?  What do you think that implies?” Brock asked.

“We know that, sir.  Stacia told Gita that,” Ty said.

“You knew that and you still picked a fight?” Brock asked, shocked at their blatant stupidity.

“You mean that Mr. Gordon would beat us up if we hurt his intern?” Scott asked.

“Well, that’s certainly one thought that should have held you up.  But tell me, do you think just anyone is handpicked to be an intern to the Hammer of God?” Brock asked.

“You’d have to be tough as a mofo to work for him,” Bryce, the youngest Mallek, said.

“See that?  My twelve-year-old son, Bryce, has seen what you have somehow missed.  Chris Gordon’s intern must have something going for him or he wouldn’t survive the first day at work, would he?  Perhaps it’s for the best that you had the balls and the gall to address him here and now.  I shudder to think what might have happened if you had jumped him outside the restaurant,” Brock said.

I thought about that too.  We had trained him to fight instantly, and it had already resulted in the death of a witch and an elf.

“You’re the witch, right?” Bryce asked with typical young Alpha bluntness.

“I am,” Declan said.

“You do magic like Criss Angel?”

Afina looked pissed at his lack of manners.

“Not like that, no.  That’s illusion.  What I do is real,” my witch said.

“Oh yeah?  He can levitate.  Can you?” Bryce asked aggressively.  Afina twitched but stopped her hands from grabbing her rude kid.

“That’s too easy.  Instead, why don’t I levitate you,” Declan said, and the wolf kid lifted right up in the air, with half a foot of space between him and the floor.  Most of the people around us saw exactly what happened and I saw realization hit all of them at once.

“Whoa!  Mom, look at this!  I’m floating,” Bryce said, delighted.  Afina did not look delighted, but my witch is very sensitive to wolves, and he gently floated the boy to his mother and set him down.

“You are grounded when we get home,” she hissed in Bryce’s ear.

“Sorry.  I shouldn’t have asked you about all that,” Bryce apologized at once, his contrition rare among born Alphas.

“That’s okay,” Declan said easily. 

“Is that clear enough for you?” Brock asked. 

One looked scared, the other just stupid.

“The key, gentlemen, will be to see if you learned anything from this.  Now go.  Leave.” 

Gita followed them to the door.  “Do not darken my doorway until you are invited,” she said. 

“I think we’ll join Stacia and our young friend here,” Brock announced, and our private dinner was history.

“You understand?” Afina asked me.

“Yes, of course, Afina,” I said, glancing at Declan and seeing understanding in his eyes as well.  Amazing. Alphas cannot show fear and he knew that.

Our table was quickly reconfigured and the Malleks sat down.

“So we’ve interrupted your dinner.  Were you discussing work?” Brock asked.

“No, Brock. We were about to talk weapons.  Beast-form-sized weapons,” I said.

“Oh, now you have my complete attention,” he said, clearly surprised.

“Well, it’s like this.  Claws and teeth don’t work well against metal armor and silver machine blades,” I said, showing off my war wound.

“Machine blades?” Afina asked.

“This has to do with the Corporation’s antagonist, doesn’t it?” Brock asked, turning to Declan.

He nodded but let me handle the conversation, which I appreciated.  I told the story in a roundabout way, like it was a hypothetical exercise, knowing the entire restaurant was listening.  No mention of Anvil, centipedes, or the nightclub in Brooklyn. Just a general description of fighting an automated opponent.  Declan explained that the metal sparring partners had been taught to fight predators that wore fur.  He also left out his role in the whole thing. 

Then we discussed what combat form weres could use as weapons and I told them about the sledgehammer and wrecking bar.  Declan spoke about possible alternatives and even a custom weapon. 

“You could forge one?” Brock asked, intensely focused.

“My roommate is an apprentice bladesmith.  With him and with my, ah, special skills, I think yes.”

“Such nice eyes on your young man,” Afina whispered in my ear.  Declan didn’t hear it, but Brock and Bryce did.  Brock ignored it but Bryce flashed his mother the disgusted look of a teenage kid.

“And hands too,” Divya leaned in and whispered as she set a plate of rice down.

“Hush now,” I said to the young waitress because I could not say that to my Alpha.  But Divya just grinned and went back to her tray for more food.

Divya was the youngest of Gita’s three daughters.  She was about fifteen, I think, feisty and full of life.  My favorite.  Parvati was the middle girl, seventeen, quiet and sweet.  The oldest was Priya, nineteen and in no way a fan of mine.  She was jealous of the attention I got, despite the many men, both human and wolf, who circled around her like predators.

All three were beautiful girls, keeping their father and brothers busy guarding them from admirers.  Throughout our dinner, Divya paid close attention to our table, clearly curious about the first male I’ve ever brought in.  Parvati and Priya waited the tables around us.  Parvati just worked but Priya worked on my last nerve. 

I’ve never seen the girl bend over that much in my life.  Either facing Declan from a nearby table for a view down her low-cut blouse or facing away from him, standing at my shoulder, bending forward to display her legging-clad backside right in his face.  He never looked. 

I admit that I did, as did almost every male around us, but his eyes stayed on the Alphas, their son, or me.  Mostly me.  The poor girl got more and more frustrated and for a short time, I thought maybe he was brain damaged.  Until I remembered he was subjected to Erika, Ryanne, and all the other witches at school on a daily basis.  Nika had said his willpower was exceptional, but I hadn’t quite fathomed just what that meant. 

Finally, it was time to go and we said our goodbyes, heading down the street to where his Land Cruiser was parked.

“Well, what did you think?” I asked as we walked.

“I think your ability to heal must rebuild your stomach every five minutes in that place,” he said, frowning.

“I meant about the Malleks and the others.”

“Yeah, they’re pretty fiery, too.  I met Brock at the board meeting.  He’s very sharp and forward.  His wife, too.  The kid’s just like him, but maybe a bit spoiled from being the Alphas’ kid.  Oh, and it must be lonely sometimes when every idiot guy thinks you’ve been missing out all your life until you met him, and every idiot girl gets jealous because you’re gorgeous,” he said, unlocking Beast’s passenger door for me.

“Thank you for not blasting those morons to pieces,” I said.

“Hey, your people, your place.  It wouldn’t have been respectful to get into anything with them.  Plus, I figured our waitress would let you know about it and then I could see how you wanted to handle it.”

“Respectful? How old are you? I know guys twice your age who wouldn’t have figured that all out.  But tell me, what would you have done?”

“Sorrow suggested Necrosis genitalia, which I think is a flesh-eating spell that attacks the victim’s junk.”

“Werewolves heal fast and are magically resistant to disease.”

“It’s a magic spell, so it would keep attacking as they kept healing.  Sorrow has had much experience with weres.”

“That’s… disturbing.  Was that really your first choice?” I asked.

“No.  That would be literally evil.  Never ending junk-eating disease?  That’s something you reserve for rapists. I would likely just fling them out the door with some good old-fashioned telekinesis.”

Right, he had no love for rapists—got it.

“And they would likely Change and come charging back in,” I said.

“No, you mean Change and come charging back into an invisible wall.”

“And you think that would keep determined weres out?”

“I think having your wolf head stuck in nothingness while curry and pepper powder blows right up your sensitive wolf nose might make an impression,” he said, laughing.

“Now that would have been interesting to see.  Although Brock would have had their heads off for Changing in the middle of the dinner hour in the middle of Manhattan,” I said. “You’re gonna want to pull out and stay in the right lane here.”

“Just stay crouched down so the damned paparazzi don’t see you.  And thanks for an interesting dinner.”

“Somehow, Mr. Warlock, I think more than half the interesting parts came from you. And turn right here.”

“What would you really have done to those bullies? If they had attacked,” I asked a second later.

“Same thing I did to the kid,” he said. “Only about two hundred feet higher.”

“And drop them?”

“No,” he said, suddenly very serious. “No, that wouldn’t be necessary. Just hold them there through dinner, then let them down.”

“You could just hold them two hundred feet in the air for two hours?”

He glanced at me as he drove, his expression uncertain.  “Is that bad?”

“I can’t get a gauge for just how much power you have,” I said.

“Why is that important?”

“I don’t know. I’m just curious.”

“Oh.  Hey, I think that Divya would do well at Arcane.  She’s got the right spirit.”

Nice diversion, bub.

“What about Priya?”

“Which one was that?”

“The one on display all night,” I said, watching him.  His expression didn’t even flicker. 

“No,” he said. “She’s too angry.  The wolves don’t need that.”

“Hmm.  Hey, when we get back, do you want to watch a movie?”

“I’m supposed to rune those bullets,” he said, but his tone was weak.

“I guess, if that’s what you want to do.”

“What kind of movie?” he asked.

“Something with lots of action, adventure, sci-fi, or all three.”

“Yeah, I’m in.”

Hah, so much for willpower.


Chapter 24

“Stacia Reynolds,” I answered the phone.

“Bitch,” a familiar voice said.

“Witch.  What’s up?”

“I need a favor,” Mitzi said. “You have a witch working there, a male.  I need an introduction.”

“Excuse me?” I asked, hackles rising at her words.

“We have out of town visitors—big shots in my world.  Big, big, big shots.  They’re looking for the boy witch that’s working for Demidova.  He’s apparently a lost relation and they are… focused on finding him.  I thought you could bring him to me and my Circle can host the introduction.”

“Oh, you thought that, did you?” I said.  Across our business office, Nika raised her head and looked at me, but I was too angry to look her way. “You mean to say that the witches that had his mother raped, then murdered her when he was eight, want to just have a picnic with him?”

“Whoa.  Hold up there; what’s all this?”

“Do you know anything about him?  Or did you just jump when they barked?”

She was silent for a moment.  “Let’s start over.  You know him?”

“Know him?  Of course I know him.  The whole corporation knows him.  He’s Chris Gordon’s fucking intern, and just so you know, Tanya built him a fucking college.”

“He’s that witch?”

“Yes.  The answer is no.  Those people in your homes are psychos.”

“Listen, it’s not like that.  They already met him the other day, but they were a little… aggressive and he bolted.  Please, Stacia. This is important to me.”

“Oh really?” I asked because this was news to me.  I glanced at Nika, and she shook her head.  News to her too.  “And the fact that they chose aggression and it didn’t work should tell you a few things.  Like first, they’re hostile, and second, he got away from your big shots.  The answer is no,” I said and slammed the phone down.

“I didn’t know that he met with his Irish relatives,” Nika said.

“Heads up,” Lydia said rushing in. “Chris has been attacked—again.  He’s okay, but Deckert says he’s headed this way.”

“Is he okay?” Nika asked.

“Yeah, fine, but it’s the getting from there to here that’s worrisome,” the small vampire said.

“Is he in one of the runed cars?” I asked.

“No, on foot,” Lydia said. “Where’s your witch?  We should have him on standby.”

“No idea; I haven’t seen him today,” I said.

“But you did last night?” Lydia said, waggling her eyebrows suggestively.

“Dinner and an action movie—nothing else,” I said.

She looked at me in disbelief, then sniffed the air.

“You’re not lying. That poor kid.  All torqued up.  Maybe we should send him to Plasma with some of the security boys, like Stevens,” she suggested to Nika.

“He wouldn’t take the bait,” Nika responded, glancing at me.

“Pretty fussy for a beggar,” Lydia said.

“He’s… focused,” Nika said.

I was texting the witch in question, telling him that Chris had been attacked, was okay, and was coming in.  Nothing happened, not the three dots dancing on the screen, not even my message being marked as read. “That’s odd.  He’s not responding,” I said, a bad feeling forming in the pit of my stomach.  Suddenly the dots formed and danced.  Okay typed out.

“Okay?  All he says is okay?” I questioned as I wrote, asking where he was.  This time, nothing happened at all, minutes ticking by while I sent more texts.

“I’m going to check on him,” I said, pocketing my phone.

“Was it at least a decent dinner?” Nika asked.

“Brock and Afina crashed it and a couple of wolves tried to bully Declan, but otherwise, yeah.”

“Is there anything left of them?” Lydia asked.

“He didn’t do a thing.  Let me and Gita handle it.  Said it wouldn’t be respectful.  He was super patient with them.”

They looked at me, then each other, then back to me.

“Well, he is patient,” Nika agreed, eyes on mine.

“Acts like he’s fifty or something,” Lydia said. “Maybe I should date him.”

“Sure, granny, put the kid in therapy,” I said, entering the stairwell.

Down on the residence floor, I listened at his door.  I could hear him breathing, but it was weak and shallow. His heart was beating faster than normal, yet there weren’t any sounds of movement.  I knocked on the door.

“Declan?  It’s Stacia.  You alive in there?”

“Yes, just barely.  What’s up?” his voice was soft, tired, and, well, miserable.

“Can I come in?”

“No! Ah, I mean, I’m sick with something.  A bug or whatever.  I don’t want you to get it.” He sounded a little frantic, which bothered me.

“Declan, I’m a werewolf.  We don’t get sick, remember?”

“Oh, yeah.  Well, it’s not so nice in here,” he said, his tone embarrassed.

“That’s the nature of being sick.  Let me in, please?” I asked.

“No, Stacia.  Just let me be.  I’ll be alright,” he said, then I heard him move rapidly across his room, followed by the sounds of a body in complete digestive distress.  Ah.

“So be it.  I’m calling Dr. Singh,” I said, but got no answer except a groan or two.

I took the elevator directly to the medical office and found Doc Singh at his desk.  “Doc, Declan is drastically sick with something, and he won’t let me in to check on him.  I’m thinking about kicking in his door.”

“What?” Katrina asked from the doorway. “I was walking by and heard you mention our pet web wizard.  He’s sick?  I can help get that door open.”

“Violently sick by the sounds of it, but he won’t let me in to help him,” I said, frustrated.

“Sure, because every eighteen-year-old male wants very attractive females to be attendant to the infirmities of a human digestive system in distress,” Doctor Singh said with heavy sarcasm.

“That’s not right,” I said.

“The male drive to impress pretty girls is extraordinarily powerful, Stacia, a fact that I would think you would know better than anyone.  And according to the office scuttlebutt, the female he would want to impress most is you.”

“What about me, Doc?” Katrina asked. “He won’t care about impressing me.”

“Why don’t I go, you know, as the one with three medical degrees?” Singh said, getting up and grabbing a nylon bag of medical gear. “I’ll be right back.”

Nika and Lydia came in as Singh left.  “What’s up with your witch?” Lydia asked.

“Super sick with something digestive,” I said. “Wouldn’t let me in.”

“Of course not, dummy,” Lydia said.

“Listen, when you wreck that kid’s heart, do it quick, would you?” Katrina asked me.  “Like ripping a Band-Aid off.  And tell me first.  I want to watch him after and observe the fireworks—with video.”

“He won’t explode, Katrina,” Nika said. “He’s been expecting her to announce a new Alpha or billionaire boyfriend since he got here.  Resigned to it.  So he won’t lose control, nor should you encourage him to.  Not if you value the city.”

“That’s so sad, about his low expectations,” Lydia said. “How do you know?”

“His shields have slipped a bunch of times.  Listen, I’m not saying anything else.  It’s his business and I don’t blather about all the shit you three deal with, so don’t ask for this.”

“Yeah, I heard Stevens telling him to aim lower.  That you’re outta his league,” Lydia said to me.

Katrina snorted.  We all looked at her.  “Sorry.  I just thought that was an absurd statement, but then it was Stevens, so there you have it.  That witch is in a league of his own.”

Before any of us could answer, Dr. Singh came in.  “Okay, he will be fine.  He’s caught food poisoning—a little bacteria called Clostridium perfringens.  I’m not sure how he contracted it, as he says he only ate with you at Gita’s or here today with the tacos.  He mentioned some of the other interns had the tacos too, but I saw them near the elevator, and they were fine—laughing and boisterous.”  The doc was frowning as he said that, but I had other considerations. 

“I can go see him?” I asked, although it sounded more like a statement.

“I warned him that you would and not to lock his door or you’d kick it off its hinges,” Doctor Singh said with a smile.

“Really?” Lydia asked.

“No, but I think she would,” he said as I headed back downstairs.

I knocked.

“Come in,” he said.

He was collapsed in the couch, looking very pale and wan.  I moved right up and put my hand on his forehead because he looked so weak and weary that I thought there might be fever.  Nothing.

“So, you’re gonna live?” I asked, squeezing in next to him to show that I wasn’t scared of the germs, and I wasn’t bothered by his smell.  But I was—bothered. My stomach was a knot at the idea of him being that ill, and the smell of the bacteria on him made me worried.  And he never called me or texted me about this or the witches.  We went to dinner and watched a Bourne movie and he never said a thing.

“That’s the word from the expert.  Food poisoning.  From somewhere.  Starting to feel a little better.  Doc Singh’s tea is pretty good, too,” he said, giving me a weak little smile.

“Declan, you didn’t call me when you got sick, or even mention it by text,” I said.

“I felt like crap. I was too tired and miserable to see anyone.”

“Okay, I can see that.  Nobody likes to be sick in front of others, but Declan, it’s okay to be less than optimum in front of friends, you know?  And we’re friends, right?” I asked.

He nodded rapidly, his eyes locked on mine.

“And you can confide in friends about problems—like, say, visiting relatives that are maybe dangerous to you,” I said.

“Chris told you?” he asked.

“No, Declan.  I have a friend of sorts who is a witch here in the city.  She called me to ask about a certain young male witch in the employ of Demidova Corp.  Seems her Circle is hosting a visiting group of VIP witches.  Has her leader worried as hell.  They are apparently big shots in the world of witches, and they are completely focused on finding a young male relative.  She wanted me to bring you somewhere for them to meet with you.  I was more than a bit upset with her for that.  Tore her a new one.  Then she said you’d already had one meeting with them, but they wanted to try a softer approach.  Said this visiting Circle is scary as F.  Begged me to help,” I said.

“Yeah. The Irwin Clan of Ireland.  My mom and aunt’s old Circle.  They trapped me on the High Line, which was pretty ingenious, really.  They called in a rainstorm to soak me, as water is my weak point, and since I was up in the air, I had very minimal contact with earth.  We talked briefly.  Sorrow showed me some things that I think surprised them, but then Macha figured out the source of my spells,” he said.

“And you didn’t tell anyone?”

“Well, they’re kind of my personal problem.  Family issues, I guess.  But I did finally tell Chris and Tanya today, before I got sick,” he said.

“But not me?” I asked.

“Not even my aunt,” he said, which was possibly the one thing he could have said that would make me feel better. “They let me go, so I figured I had some time to think things through and honestly, there’s been so much else going on that it was the least of my worries.  In fact, just before I got so sick, I found out that a kid from my school who makes magically resistant machines got hired by the Directorate of Anomalous Activity.  I’m wondering if Anvil got him hired so its next batch of centipedes will be harder for me to spell.”

Not so fast, bub. 

“That was a slick and disturbing subject change right there.  I’ll let it slide as long as you promise me that you will let me help you with your problems, okay?”

“Deal.  I’m considering meeting with Macha and her Circle.  If I do, maybe you could call your friend to set it up?” he asked.

“Yeah, but let’s think that through first, okay?  Now tell me about this kid and your suspicions.”

He did, at great length.

“What can we do?” I asked.

“If I get close, I think I can power through his mojo.  But I also called in some help,” he said.

“You called someone else for help?” I asked, temper rising.

“No!  I called something else for help,” he said in a rush. “Robbie, my golem.  Well, I don’t think he’s really a golem, but anyway he will have no trouble crushing any kind of robot.”

“Holy shit, really?  It can travel like that?” I asked.

“I think so.  It seems to have changed a great deal, kinda on its own, but I’m told that’s my fault.  Sorrow says so.”

“I can’t wait to see this.  When?”

“Not sure.  Maybe in the next day or so.”

“You, my friend, are a never-ending, blue-eyed bundle of surprises,” I said, impressed by his resourcefulness.

“Right now, I’m a tired, sick bundle of useless.  If it’s okay, I think I’m going to get some sleep.”

“Good idea.  Need tucking in?” I asked.  His heart lurched in his chest.

“No, but thanks, Stacia,” he said, gulping a little.

“Alright.  Goodnight, warlock,” I said, planting a kiss on top of his head and possibly flashing him a view to remember me by.  Oops.

A couple of hours later, I found myself outside his door, rapping very gently before opening it.  “Come in,” he called when I was halfway in.  The television was on and he was sitting upright, watching a Netflix show.

“Hey, you look better,” I said, studying him.  His color had improved, and he didn’t smell sick.

“I think I might have gotten just a light dose of it because the internet says it can take a full twenty-four hours for the… attacks to stop. But I’m better already. I just slept for two full hours.”

“Have you been drinking fluids?”

He held up a UVM water bottle.  “I’m on number three of these, with electrolytes added.”

I looked around and smelled the air.  It needed freshening.  “You up for going outside?” I asked.

“Sure,” he said, watching as I used the climate controls to speed up the air circulation fan.

“Alright, let’s take a leisurely stroll outside,” I said.

“There might be paparazzi,” he warned.

“We’ll survive.”

The elevator deposited us on the first floor, and I instantly picked out Nika standing near the front windows, just behind a group of computer interns who were seated in the waiting area, apparently goofing around.  The worst of the group, Simon, looked at Declan when he left the elevator and smirked.  His smirk changed to a grimace when I looped my arm through my witch’s.

Nika’s head came up, eyes locked on Simon, and I heard her from across the room.  “You fucking poisoned him?” she said to herself, eyes wide.

Rage flashed through my body and I was across the room, my prey held helpless in one hand while I formed a claw to kill him.  Poison mine?  Oh nonononononononono.

“Hey, hold up there Stace,” a familiar voice said in my ear, the warm feel of his fingers on my wrist.  “Let’s not do anything hasty, right?” he said, his tone even and soft.  Talking to me, just to me.  I smelled my prey’s fear, smelled the urine that stained his crotch, heard the thunder of his heart as it waited for my hand to rip into his chest and tear it free.

“Stacia, look at me, please,” he said, and I glanced his way.  He met my stare, his eyes calm and concerned.  Concerned for me, not my prey.  Watching me.  Seeing me. Listening to me. Hearing me. Touching me.  Feeling just me.

I turned back to my prey. 

“Not worth it,” my witch said.

Another arrived, one I knew, but my rage was focused and pure, yet my killing hand would not move.

“Hey, Chris.  Look, Stacia, Chris is here,” my witch said. “Simon here played a prank on me and Stacia’s upset about it.”

“Prank? He poisoned Declan, Chris.  Put bacteria in his food—in his tacos.  It could have killed him!”

“Well, it’s grounds for dismissal.  In fact, he’ll have to leave or he’ll die,” Chris said.

“What?  Die?  That’s what we’re trying to avoid right here?” Declan asked.

“How do you think Remy will react when he finds out this idiot poisoned one of his meals and you got food poisoning from it?” Chris asked.

“He’ll kill him,” I said, seeing the vampire’s rage in my mind.  Poison one of his favorite people?   Simon was a dead man walking. I put the kid down.

“Exactly.  In fact, Simon, you are fired, but we have to move you out of the city immediately or you might not survive,” Chris said.

“She… she almost just killed me right here.  I want to press charges. I want the police,” Simon said.

“You’re supposed to be smart, so shut up and listen up.  You are guilty of poisoning someone.  That’s at least assault.  Stacia’s response is completely defendable, and you’re not even scratched. We have awesome attorneys, so you’ll sit in jail while she stays free.  But you contaminated the cuisine of a master chef who is also a fairly old vampire.  No police cell in this city would keep you safe.  Remy has one passion, his cooking.  And you desecrated it and poisoned one of his favorite diners.  He will kill you.  Unless we get you out of the city and far from here. Now.”

“What about the project?  What about my stuff?” Simon sputtered.

“You’re off the project and bound by the confidentiality agreement you signed.  You are leaving now.  We’ll pack up your stuff and send it to you.  Your final check will be deposited to your account,” Tanya said as she arrived right up in his face.

Suddenly I was missing something and I looked down to find the fingers on my wrist gone. I missed them.  Shit.  I missed his touch.

“So I guess I would have expected you to be keeping him from killing Simon, not the other way around?” Chris asked me.

“I heard Nika mutter something about Simon poisoning someone and knew immediately that it was Declan.  Next thing I knew, I was holding that asshole, wanting to murder him.”

“Yeah, she just growled and took off across the floor.  Man, you’re fast,” Declan said. “I figured it out pretty quick and then just tried to keep her from doing anything regrettable.”

“Weren’t you mad?” Chris asked him. 

“Oh, I would have been.  If I had heard it first, I might have done something bad, but I don’t have that wolfy hearing.  Then I was more worried about Stacia than getting back at douche canoe with the wet pants,” he said. “Can’t have my friend sitting in jail.  I’d have to break the jail or something, and that would be really bad.  But I never thought of the Remy angle.  Would he really kill Simon?”

“Yes, he will unless we get the idiot far, far away.  Also, Declan, you might not feel like eating yet, but if you request something light, an omelet maybe, from Remy, it’ll buy us time,” Chris said.

“I can do that.  No tacos, though,” he said, grimacing.

“You would break me out?” I asked Declan.  He hadn’t meant it as a joke; he was dead serious, but I still had to ask.

“Of course.  I mean, I’d let Darion have a go at the legal route, but if it didn’t work, I’d have to do something.  Maybe not break the whole building. Maybe something more subtle,” he said with absolute confidence.  Break a building.  Shit, how powerful was he?

“Wow, you two are truly menaces to society,” Lydia said, Nika just behind her.

“I never mutter,” Nika said. “I’m always silent, but not this time.  Dammit!”

“No harm, no foul,” Chris said. “Thought you were sleeping?” he asked Declan.

“He was.  But when I went to check on him, I found him watching TV. I thought some fresh air would perk him up, so I brought him up to the lobby for a walk outside,” I explained.

“I’m pretty perked up now,” Declan said with a slight grin.  Wiseass.

Arkady popped into the conversation.  “Idiot boy is on roof with Deckert.  Helicopter will fly to airport, then plane to West Coast.”

“What about Remy?” Chris asked.

“Young Queen is with him, requesting food for wicked warlock.  She will tell him after helicopter leaves.  You should be up there for Remy to feed,” he said to Declan.

“Wicked?  I am so far from wicked at the moment,” Declan said. “Still, it’s good to have something to aspire to,” he said, collapsing into a chair.  He looked like he’d worn himself out.

“Declan, that’s the work of the Church of the True,” Chris said, pointing outside at the protestors.  “We have a possible response, but it will hinge on our friendly reporter, Brystol Chatterjee.  Lydia thinks she will want an interview in exchange.  With you.  Are you game?”

“I guess.  What’s she gonna ask?  I’ve got to be a little careful about outing the Circles or I’ll have the whole witch world out to get me,” he said.

“Aren’t they already?” Lydia asked.

“Yeah, pretty much, but at least they haven’t gotten hostile with me yet,” he said.

“You don’t have to answer all of her questions, just the ones you’re comfortable with,” Chris said.

“Plus, I’ll be with you.  Brystol and I are friends.  We’ll keep it civil,” I told him.

“Okay, that sounds good.  Lydia?  You gonna contact Brystol?” Chris asked.

Lydia was already on the call and just gave Chris the biggest eyeroll, mouthing the word Duh.

“Holy crap, does she ever give you sass,” Declan said.

“All night, every night.  It’s why I get up in the early afternoon.  Gotta have a few moments without all the yakking and backtalk,” Chris said with a grin.

“When do you want me to talk to the reporter lady?” Declan asked.

“As soon as we can get her in here,” Chris said, looking at Lydia and tilting his head as she spoke.

“Sounds like we’ll bring her in through the heliport.  First, we’ll want to give her the clip we found, then she’ll want to sit down with you.  Just answer what you’re comfortable with.  We didn’t promise you would spill the secrets of the ages, just a discussion.”

“Okay.  Guess I better go order an omelet from Remy,” he said.  After a moment, he heaved himself upright. “Right, off I go,” he said.

“Come on, Declan, I’ll go with you so you don’t have to eat alone,” I said, hooking his arm with mine and leading him to the elevator.

Once the door closed, I turned to him, still holding his arm. “Could you really wreck a jail?”

He frowned a little.  “Yes,” he said, watching me carefully. 

“People say shit like that but don’t mean it.  Oh hey, I’ll bust you out.  But you meant it.”

“One hundred percent.  They don’t make a prison I couldn’t break you out of.  Earth and Fire witch, remember?  And I got buddies.  Golem buddies.”

I must have frowned because he shuffled his feet a bit.  “Is that scary?  That I could do that?” he asked, worried.

“No.  It’s not scary.  I’m frowning because I find I believe you.  And that’s a crazy amount of power,” I said.  So much power.  I couldn’t break a building.  Possibly stage a jailbreak, but it might be a very iffy thing with all the firepower the guards probably had.  Yet I could see it in my mind’s eye.  Declan just walking forward, crushing walls to dust, flinging guards away with his telekinesis, stopping bullets with his shields, burning anything that tried to slow him down.  And I couldn’t even imagine his golems.  He would just melt the bars of my cell and say, “Ready to go?”

He really was in a league of his own.


Chapter 25

Mr. League Of His Own was down and out by eight o’clock, so we agreed with Brystol to have the interview around lunchtime the following day.  I went to bed at midnight, several hours early for me, but I needed to be there for the interview.  Went to bed but didn’t sleep.  Instead, I lay there and wondered about how much power this kid actually had.  It helped to call him a kid, but he wasn’t.  He was a man, a young one, yet still more of a man than most males twice his age.  He liked me—a lot, but would he always like me?  With that much power and under the constant temptation of countless witches, how long would he be happy with me? 

Ever since I was bitten, I’ve been powerful.  First, just the increase in strength and speed that comes with being a werewolf, yet I advanced quickly, both in skill from training and raw power, likely from the unique circumstances of my bite.  The result was that I regularly won matches against male weres of greater size and age, I shifted faster than even Brock, a fact I had to hide for the sake of his Alpha ego, and as Declan had said several times now, my combat form was perfect.

Yet here was a human, two years younger than me, who could literally tear down buildings with just his mind.  I had seen him lift his car, fight a witch who had the power of twelve others, and seen him destroy an army of the most advanced combat robots known, along with the better part of a nightclub and an entire parking lot.

Me, I could barely defeat one of those bots.  Sure, his idea of weapons had evened the score for me, but it was his idea.

People have always assumed that I’m a dumb blonde.  That I’m just an oversexed pinup for conquest and objectification.  My SAT scores were the sixth highest in my senior class.  The spring I got bitten, I was trying to figure out how to take advantage of a pretty big scholarship award to the University of Vermont.  My tuition was fully covered but I was going to need living expenses and supplies, expensive stuff that we couldn’t afford.  Yet most people in my town listened to the false rumors and assumed I would be shopping for a hubby to support me.  Assholes that believed all the rumors of middle school and high school.

I’m smart.  Damned smart, and the people at Demidova knew it, accepted it, and used my ideas, as much or more than they used my looks. Wonder kid had been here just over a week and had already saved the whole company, saved the team, saved the interns, saved me, and just kept trying to help every damned body.  I could solve my own problems, damn it.

Then I felt immediately guilty.  He didn’t deserve that, but at the same time, he didn’t need to be everyone’s savior either.  Nowadays, I’m fine saving myself.  But then I thought about how sick and miserable he had looked, and I felt for him again.  Until I remembered that Mr. Saveusall hadn’t asked for any help when he was laid low by a germ or attacked by witches.  Come on already; enough with the hero complex.

It was a rough night and I finally fell asleep between four and five in the morning.  When I got up, I was tired and grouchy—not the best combination to referee an interview with a journalist as sharp as Brystol or a subject as potentially naïve as Declan.

The interview started fine, with a little easy banter between them.  He gave her a very simple demonstration of magic, like a thousandth of a percent of his abilities and for some reason, that pissed me off slightly.  Mir. Humble, I called him in my mind, then instantly relented.  It was like I was having a war in my head, Me vs. Me.  WTF.

But then Brystol honed in on the whole Witches for Declan’s Babies bit and my anger flared.  Time to leave, so I did just that.

Almost two hours later, he came to find me.  “Stacia, can I ask a huge favor?”

“Ask away,” I said.

“One, can you contact your witch friend and set up a meeting, and two, would you go with me?  I can block the witchcraft, but I need someone to watch my back and I thought of you.  I can ask Chris if you don’t want to; it’s perfectly fine.”

“Of course I’ll go with you.  And Chris is in a meeting with Human Resources,” I said, my twisted-up insides twisting up even further.

Mitzi almost self-exploded when I called her, and a meeting in Central Park came together faster than any meeting I’d ever heard of.  Declan had called HR, confirmed that Chris couldn’t be disturbed, and left a message.  Then we took a taxi to the park.

We got to the appointed field a half hour ahead of schedule and Declan instantly prepared a set of wards around a circle he drew in the grass with a rope and stick compass and a can of green spray paint.

“Are we going to be safe from these bitches?” I asked.

“I’ve built a fortified circle and I’m using some stuff from Sorrow that jacks it up like crazy.  We’ll be fine.”

“You sure?” I pressed him, unable to control my inner bitch. “You said they were super witches too.”

He looked at me for a long moment, then looked over my shoulder, his eyes going a little distant.  “I’ve had two encounters with the best of them and I’ve taken their measure.  Plus, I can see them coming and you have my back.  I just want to talk, but if they get nasty, I won’t hold back.  Not with you beside me.”

What did that mean, exactly?  Not with you beside me.

Before I could ask, the witches arrived, but rather than one big group, they came in two packs, one small and the other large.  Easy to tell apart, especially as Mitzi was at the front of the big pack.

“That’s Macha and her granddaughter, Einin,” Declan said, pointing at three witches in the small group. “Einin’s a tough one but I beat her in Vermont, and I didn’t even use any Sorrow tricks.”

“The book is a game changer?” I asked as the two groups caught sight of us and of each other.

“Yes.  A huge game changer.  I have power and skill, lots of both actually, but with all the hacks this book has, well, it’s a force multiplier, as Deckert would say.”

“As powerful as Einin?”

“More.  More than her mother, more than her grandmother.”

“What about your own mother?  Are you as powerful as her?”

“More,” he said, and then the witches started yelling.

“Ye’ve betrayed us,” Macha yelled at Mitzi’s group.

The New York witches started to yell back.

“Why did you bring the tramp with ye?” the Irish granddaughter yelled to Declan, pointing at me. “Ye best be sending her away before I take care of her for ye.”

“Wow, she is a nasty piece of shit,” I said.

“Yeah. If she tries anything to hurt you, it’s game over,” he said, his voice almost a growl. “Plus, Robbie is under us.”

The golem?  Here?  Now?  Under us?

I heard a familiar van pull up behind us and turned to spot Chris, Awasos, and some of the security guys pile out of it.

“Chris is here with backup,” I said, as Declan hadn’t heard them.  He really did need security on his six.

Declan and I explained the situation, then Chris had words with the witches.  That went over like lead underwear, and they started another war of words.  This time, instead of Awasos roaring to get their attention, Declan just stamped his foot. The ground shook with a tremor big enough to knock most of the witches off their feet and probably set off seismographs all over New England.  He could cause earthquakes.

The topic of the book came up and Chris tossed the empty shell of it to them, causing a dogfight like it was a bone.  When they realized it was useless, it became more of a yelling match and we got out of there.

It had been illuminating.  We stood between two major forces of witchcraft, and he had been both confident and determined.  With an Earth golem on standby and earthquakes, for God’s sake.

My attitude was back, in spades, especially when Stevens displayed an epic fuck boy attitude about the witch breeding plans for Declan and then Mitzi had the balls to text me for Declan’s phone number.

I might have gotten a bit petty.  Not my finest moment, my shame almost immediate, but my pride not letting me say a word in front of the team.  Still, I heard my inner Lydia chiming in.  Sure, make the nuclear witch jealous. Good plan, wolf girl.

Back at world headquarters, I headed to the gym to take my frustrations out on the robot.  The damned thing started to adapt to my weapons and then the freaking hero unlocked the door on my private session and arrived like he was going to save me all over.

I tore him a new asshole.  Up one side and down the other.  Took a strip right off him, as my father used to say. Maybe two strips.  Left him looking shocked and then left the building entirely.

My feet took on a life of their own as I struggled with my emotions.  Suddenly, I came to a door and realized that I had gone to the pack restaurant where Isabel worked.  Where she worked today.

I went in and found her at the bar, pouring drafts for what looked like a middle-aged human couple sitting at the other side of the bar.  The place was quiet, which was perfect, and I took a stool before Isabel saw me, choosing a spot that blocked me from the couple’s view.

She turned around and did a double take at the sight of me.  “Hey, gorgeous. To what do I owe the honor?” she asked. “Oh,” she said, looking at me carefully. “Okay, talk to me.”

“Can I maybe have a beer?” I asked, unable to frame any other words.

She pulled a Stella Artois from the cooler and popped the top off with her bare fingers. Then she expertly poured it into a glass, sliding it in front of me with a flourish.  “Now spill.  You’re not here for drinking alcohol that can’t do a thing for you.  In fact, if I had some treated Aconite, I’d give you that, but shit’s hard to find.”

“Aconite?  That’s Wolfsbane, right?”

“Yeah, also called Monkshood.  Poisonous to us unless treated by magic, like say by that witch you brought to Gita’s the other night,” she said with a sly look.

“Heard about that, huh?”

“The whole pack is buzzing about it.  In fact, I spoke to Brock about him.  Just a little, but the Boss Wolf is highly impressed.  Highly. And his name is Declan… like with a D.”

“Yeah.  Bane of my existence,” I said.

“Ah, there we are,” she said, reaching behind the bar and grabbing a top shelf bottle. “Wolf Stacia likes him in a kind of major way and modern world Stacia is fighting because he’s… bossy?  Mean?  Condescending?”

“I wish,” I said. “He’s ridiculously kind and helpful, doesn’t blink an eye at any of my forms, understands most of my issues, doesn’t treat me like an object, and knows that I’m smart.”

“Oh God, you poor thing!  How horrible.  Maybe we should hunt him down and string him up for being like the only good guy on Earth?”

“Asshole,” I said, but couldn’t keep a smile off my face. “The twerp even packed me a snack bag for a mission so I could have calories after the shift.”

“Shit, you should forget about him and give me his number,” she said.

“You’re gay,” I said.

“For a guy like that, I’d give it a try.  Hell, Miranda would probably agree to a third if he has all those qualities.  Does he cook?” she asked, pouring two rock glasses full of what looked like whiskey.

“I don’t know for sure, but he grew up in his aunt’s restaurant, so I can’t imagine he doesn’t know how,” I said.

“Goddamn girl.  So, what’s his downfall?  Ego?”

“Yes, but not his—mine.  He’s like the Energizer Bunny of super capable, ultra-helpful people.  And there’s a huge imbalance between us.”

“How so?” she asked, sliding a glass my way. “Macallan 18.  Won’t give you a buzz but it’s fucking delish.”

“Okay, I’m going to have to invoke bartender-customer privilege here,” I said.

“Oh, no don’t tell me.  I won’t be able to keep if from Miranda. She was dying when I told her about that ass Dante and your line, by the way.”

“You can tell her if you swear her to secrecy on her attorney honor, if such a thing even exists.”

“It does for her.  Take a sip,” she said, leading the way.

She was right.  It was the smoothest Scotch I’d ever had.

“Okay, here’s the thing.  He’s a witch, as you know.  They’re supposed to be way weaker than girl witches.  But he’s an anomaly.  Product of a witch breeding program, but something happened and he’s way more powerful than any female witch. Or even multiple witches.”

“Stopped an elevator with his mind powerful?” she asked.

“Without breaking a sweat. Did you feel an earthquake earlier today?”

Her eyes got huge and she nodded, taking a gulp of whiskey.

“Him.  Just to get some bitches to pay attention to our boss.”

Her eyes stayed wide as she finished the glass, but then her expression changed from awe to knowing.  “Ah, sweet cheeks, you finally met a guy that has you second guessing yourself.  But listen, there’s all kinds of power out there. I make a good living, but Miranda is a corporate wonderkin.  She makes five times my pay.  That could crush many relationships right there, but not ours.  Because our wolves have chosen each other.  And that gives me relationship power equal to hers.  Doesn’t matter if she’s wealthy, because her primal happiness is tied to me and mine to her.  So we are a team—us against the world.”

“He’s not a werewolf.”

She shrugged.  “I don’t know this guy, a situation I expect you to rectify forthwith, but it sounds to me like his feelings for you are pretty damned deep.  Maybe as deep as yours.  Who knows, but you won’t ever know if you don’t give it a chance.  You haven’t slept with him, have you?”

“No. What does that have to do with anything?”

“I know you, girl.  If you had slept with him already, I’d know he was on his way out.  You are the poster child for slow and careful when it comes to your heart and body, babe.  Has he been pushy?”

“He doesn’t think he has a chance and I think I’d have to make the first move because he wouldn’t risk our friendship.”

“Jesus, where did you find this guy?”

“In a hole in the ground—in New Hampshire.”

“Holy shit.  Is he a slug… to look at?  I mean, why doesn’t he have a girlfriend already?”

“No, he’s really cute.  More than cute. Still growing. He’s leaner than the heavy muscle guys. And he did have a girlfriend when I met him, but it was a first relationship and they both had growing to do, I guess.  He has like a hundred witches that want him though.”

“I heard he wouldn’t even look at Gita’s eldest and that girl might be a pain in the ass, but she’s friggin’ hot.”

“Yeah, he didn’t look at anyone.”

“Anyone but you?”

“Yeah, just me.”

“So I only have one question,” she said, leaning on the bar to get close.

“What’s that?”

“Why did you take him to Gita’s and not here?”

“Because you’re too damned insightful for my own good,” I said.

“Aww, you say the nicest things.”


Chapter 26

When I got back to the office, I found the executive suite in a mild uproar, with a stream of aides going in and out of Tanya’s office.  Celeste, Tanya’s secretary, was looking oddly ruffled, her normally ice-sculpted face wearing a frown, and her eyes flicked to the elevator doors every few seconds like she was coming under attack.

Nika wasn’t there and I wanted to track her down, so I got back on the elevator and headed down to the ground level, thinking she might be in the security office.  At the computer floor, the car stopped and Aussie girl and her friend got on.  They huddled on the far side of the car and kept glancing at me, not saying a word.

The elevator stopped at ground level and when the doors opened, Declan was standing there with a huge bouquet of white roses.  He looked at all of us, his eyes holding my gaze for a moment before he stood aside to let the girls off.  No smile, no hello, and smelling of anger.  He waved me off too without speaking a word, stepped into the car, and punched a button, his gaze going to the floor counter and totally ignoring me like we didn’t even know each other. 

The message was clear that he was pissed at me, but who the hell were the flowers for?

I headed to the security office and found Nika sitting at one of the camera monitoring stations. She patted the chair next to her without even looking around.  “Just the wolf I needed,” she said.

“Yeah, I needed to talk to you too.”

“The flowers are for Celeste,” she said. “He got a hit on an email hack about the Church of the True and rushed up to show it to Chris.  Celeste wouldn’t let him in and so he did his thing and magically knocked on the door.  Celeste went right at him and found herself floating up on the ceiling.  She was scared out of her mind.  He’s making a peace offering.  He’s also extremely pissed off at something or someone.”

“That would be me,” I said with a sigh. “I chewed him out for letting himself into the gym after I locked it and told him off for, well, always trying to save everyone and solve every problem.”

“Thank God,” she said, looking relieved. “He’s got me totally locked out, but he was radiating anger so much that I got a little worried.  I was hoping it was you. This is a relief.”

“Hoping it was me?”

“If he was that angry at anyone else, I would be talking to Chris and Tanya, but you… well, he’ll forgive you.”

“Well, he pissed me off too,” I said.

She nodded.  “Opening the lock wasn’t cool, but my guess is he felt there was a real problem.  Stacia, he’s a problem solver—he was literally bred for it.  Well, actually he was bred to be a weapon system, kind of like Caeco was except she’s like a sniper’s bullet and he’s like a multi-use, omnidirectional nuke.  If he had been born in Ireland, history might be different right now.  So for him, solving mundane problems, like falling elevators and killer robots, is something he almost can’t stop himself from doing.  And if the problem affects one of his maybe six most important people, well even Heaven would have a hard time stopping him.”

“Six most important people?”

She held up a hand, ticking off fingers, “Ashling, Darci, Levi, Mack, Jetta, you. And not in that order.  Stacia, it’s not a crush.  He had a few of those in high school and got his heart handed to him on a stake.  See what I did there?  Stake?  Anyway, his… regard… for you isn’t a crush.  He discarded the idea of that kind of normal thing a long time ago.  His aunt says he’s destined for major things, and I think we can both agree that that’s not only possible but likely, huh?  And his father figure, Levi, told him that a guy like him doesn’t get to have a regular love life, that the right person for him would have to be someone extraordinary. Actually, the word he used was special, but if we say that near Lydia, she’ll have a field day.  Plus, I don’t want him to know just how much I got from him when he opened himself after telling us about Sorrow.”

“That was just a few seconds though, right?” I asked.

“Yes, but it was like a tidal wave.  It was overwhelming and it’s taken me months to work through everything I got in that moment.  It was like he’s been waiting his whole life to show someone, well, himself.”

I looked at her a moment, trying to marshal my thoughts.

“That’s pretty special too,” I said, maybe a little jealous that she had been the one to get that show.

“He felt he was… is… contaminated.  By Sorrow.  Makes him unworthy.  And that’s what he desperately wants to prove to you—that he’s worthy.  That’s why he helps and helps and over helps.  But you just set a boundary.  I imagine, going forward, he won’t stray over it when you face new problems.  You’ll have to ask.”

“Yeah, still have an issue with those centipedes,” I said.

“That’s an old or existing problem.  I doubt he’ll give up on that even if he’s pissed off.  But enough about him. The world doesn’t revolve around him. How are you?  How are you feeling?”

“You reading my mind?” I asked.  She shook her head. “Because that’s exactly what I told him.”

“No, it’s a common phrase.  But you haven’t answered.”

“Me?  I don’t know.  Confused.  Very confused.”

“Well let’s explore that for a moment. Are you even attracted to him?  Is there any chemistry at all?”

I thought of all the times we had grappled, his skin against mine, his hard body against mine, and I thought about every time he had touched me. Of his eyes digging into mine like his life depended on it, of the feeling I got when I knew he was watching me, the feel of his magic as he prepared to change reality.

“Okay, that’s a yes,” Nika said before I could open my mouth. “I kind of knew the answer already, but I needed you to answer it.  It’s a ton of pressure, what we talked about.  I mean, maybe he’s not destined for greatness; maybe his world class Air witch aunt is just blinded by bias, right?”

“And ignoring that every witch Circle on the planet is vying for his attention, right?” I asked sarcastically.

“Exactly.  Ignore all that. Do you even want to be the special woman he’s supposed to meet?  I mean, he could have just built you up into this person and it’s no fault of yours. You aren’t responsible for his happiness, right?”

I just frowned at her because I knew she was flipping the narrative on purpose, forcing me to confront myself.  “What if I don’t?” I asked, just to see what she would say.

She didn’t blink, just nodded.  “Easy. Just tell him he’s not worthy.”

Damn.  That was really cold.

“Tell him you want him to go away.  He’ll do it. Or tell him he’s not the romance cover werewolf hottie you really want.”

“You’re being a bit of an ass right now,” I said.

“I am.  And I don’t really want you to say any of that, because, you know, Super Villain 101. But he would, I think, leave you alone if you asked him to.  He won’t be the stalker, the obsessed idiot.  He’ll take you at your word that you don’t have feelings for him.  This isn’t a romantic comedy.  To him, especially to him, no means Hell No.”

“Nika, I’m not some award trophy,” I said.

“That you are absolutely not.  You’re smart as hell, tough as an Army Ranger, super capable, and you deserve the very best partner you can get,” she said.

“Wow.”

“Yeah, wow.  That whole sentence wasn’t mine, although I agree with it wholeheartedly.  I lifted it from him.  Think of it this way: You inspire him to be the best he can because he wants to be…”

“Worthy,” I answered in a near whisper.

“Okay, good.  I needed to say all that.  I don’t like revealing others’ private thoughts, but this feels somehow kind of vital.  Now I have to go. Oh, and by the way, he’s got his roommate, Mack, coming for the weekend.”

“Bro’s weekend, huh?”

“Exactly.”

I left her there and went back to the exec floor, where Lydia found me and put me to work checking with Brystol about her story on witches and her interview with Declan.  Any advance idea of what she might write was important to our PR battle with the Church of the True.

Brystol was wicked pumped up over her chat with our witch and had a ton of questions about him, which I did my best to answer.  When I finished our hour-long call, I updated Lydia, then called it quits for the night.

Friday, I put the wizard out of my mind and concentrated on pack business for most of the afternoon, then headed back in time for our scheduled training.  Couldn’t find either the damaged sledgehammer or the wrecking bar, and that pissed me off ,as they were my only weapons against the bugs.  And the witch who likely knew where they were wasn’t there.

Twenty minutes into the session, Nika suddenly turned and headed to the gym doors.  She yanked them open and spoke to whoever was out there.

She backed into the gym and Declan appeared, his buddy Mack looking at all of us with eyes wide.  Declan held some massive tool in one hand.

“You’re late, but you brought us a snack,” Tanya said, holding a straight face.

“She’s kidding.  Ah, I forgot, Tanya.  We were making this,” Declan said, holding up the long steel whatsit with both hands, “and time slipped.”

“You made a cross?  To repel vampires?” Lydia asked.

“No. It’s like a butterfly pin for pesky, fluttery little pixie vamps. Actually, we call it Blade Breaker.”

“What exactly is it for?” Chris asked.

“It’s for her,” he said, pointing at me, “in her beast form.  We based it on a sword breaker from China.”

Her, not Stacia, not you, but her.  Someone was still salty as hell.

He had Tanya’s interest though and she took the long weapon from his hands, spinning it like a spear.

“The cross bars do what?” she asked.

He made Thing Two stand up and display its killing blades, then explained how the force of the bug’s own motors would break or bend them against the cross bars and shaft of the weapon.

She instantly tried it out, with the result being two bent blades and one shattered that almost skewered Lydia, but he had us all shielded.  She asked lots of questions about its construction, but I was focused on him more than the details.  He had taken what worked and made it better, using his buddy’s expertise and his own magic, even going so far to put magic into it, all for me.  

While he was pissed off at me.

“You’ll need your beast form,” Tanya said, throwing me the Breaker.  I looked at him for a moment, then set it down.  It stood on its own bludgeon end nicely, like an odd, portable Christian cross.  Then I stripped and shifted.  Mack’s reaction was interesting, as he stared when I was human, then stepped back when I was beast.  Here was a guy who lived among weres as much as Declan and yet he still had a visceral response to me, one that Declan didn’t.

I had my own ideas of how to use the breaker, and they worked—way, way better than anything yet.  Arkady was so intrigued that he stepped forward and wanted to see my new toy.

“What did you make it out of?  It’s as hard or maybe harder than the bug’s armor,” Tanya said.

“We used the prybar and the head from the broken sledge,” Declan answered, answering the mystery of the missing tools.

“And where exactly did you get a forge and tools to process this much steel?” she pressed. 

“Mr. Deckert said we could use the utility room, and I used magic,” he said.

“You turned my utility room, the one that provides life to my multimillion-dollar building, into a forge?” she asked.

“And didn’t even disturb the dust,” he said, absolutely confident.

I was listening only because I was watching Arkady, who came up with a few techniques of his own, and they showed the experience of a four-hundred-year-old vampire. But I was very aware of the witch behind me.

Tanya asked technical questions because she’s a weapon nut and knows that shit.  The answers apparently impressed her.  I got my weapon back from Arkady while she told Declan that she wanted him on the quantum computer project that was top secret.

He apparently had reservations, most likely of the psycho they had hired to run the project.

“Now, I suspect you are thinking of turning Mack loose in my nightclub, correct?” Tanya asked.

“Katrina thought it might be okay.  Actually, her words were of course, you moron.”

“She’s right.  About the okay part, not the moron part.  You will take a car and driver. Enjoy yourselves, but no alcohol,” she said.

“I don’t like to lose my senses in an unknown city,” Mack said.

“Particularly in a nightclub populated with vampires, right?” Chris asked.

“There is that,” Mack agreed. “And you probably know that this guy doesn’t drink at all,” he said.

“Be like a five-year old with a flamethrower,” Lydia said. 

“Come on, buddy. I want to show you my plans for a butterfly-slash-pixy collection,” Declan said.

“Like you could organize a collection of anything,” she shot back.

“It might only need one specimen,” he said.

“Take the driver, Declan, and stay in the club.  Mack, you will be completely safe in Plasma,” Tanya said.

I turned to look at him as he left and this time, he was looking right at me, his expression unreadable, then they were gone.

Part of me decided I didn’t like him mad at me. Part was intrigued by it.  But all of me destroyed that metal monster with my new bug breaker, and it was awesome.

Then Arkady showed Lydia and Nika the ammunition that the witch lad had created for them, the bullets somehow paralyzing the robot even though they couldn’t penetrate the armor.  I shifted back and dressed while they shot. 

“What would Declan be doing during all this shooting and smashing?” Nika asked.

“Who the hell knows?  Something mildly devastating like shifting the tectonic plates or forming a volcano under the city,” Tanya said. “I’m joking… mostly.  Between him and that book inside him, I’m sure he’ll devastate twice as many bugs as the rest of us combined.”

“It’s pretty crazy what he can do, isn’t it?” Nika asked.

“Crazy is a word I would rather not ever apply in the same sentence as Declan,” Chris said. “But remember, he does get tired, his shields aren’t perfect, and he is slow and soft compared to us.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” Lydia asked.

“It’s supposed to make you understand that he needs us to protect him while he lays down area denial mayhem,” I said.

“Oh, is that it?” Lydia asked, giving me a knowing look.

“You never thanked him for your toy?” Nika pointed out, smirking.

“I’ll probably track those two miscreants down at Plasma and thank him while I keep an eye on him—them.  On them,” I said.

“Hmmm,” Lydia said. “You should hold back a bit.  Mack seems quite the ladies’ man, and he might be giving his roommate lessons.  A couple of attractive guys getting the VIP treatment at Plasma are sure to impress at least a few girls.”

My jealousy was instant and overwhelming, but I didn’t embarrass myself by speaking, instead just grabbing my breaker and gear and leaving.  And as I headed to my rooms, I struggled to understand how I could have such a visceral reaction and yet still have doubts.


Chapter 27

As I got ready for Plasma, my brain swirled around and around.  On the one hand, I could clearly see that Lydia’s comments were an obvious, blatant attempt to make me jealous.  On the other hand, it had worked.  Part of me was furious that she would do that, but the other part was almost frantic to get to Tanya’s club and find him.  Yeah, him, not them. Mack could pick up as many girls as he wanted, but my witch was naïve, vulnerable, and unprepared for the kind of predatory females that haunted the New York night club scene.  And I didn’t want him with someone else.  Not fair, but I couldn’t control the possessiveness I felt.

Lydia had been correct that the two guys would stand out simply from the treatment that they would be accorded by the staff.  It was one thing for the vampires who enjoyed working at Plasma to be told to accord VIP status to guests, but another thing altogether when one of those guests had saved the corporation and protected the club from enemy attack.  I had been with Declan when he warded Plasma and while the Darkkin who ran it for Tanya might not understand what he was actually doing, they had been under no misunderstandings about how important to Tanya and Chris he had become in his short tenure.  When he finished, just before the club was opening for the night, Declan had told the manager that witchcraft would not work inside the building unless it was strong enough to overcome his own abilities.  I had scoffed at the concept of such a thing occurring and as the entire staff had been listening, they all had some idea of just how much protection he had just given them. 

Anvil had messed with the club to a small extent, but to the staff, knowing they were shielded from the antics of New York’s witches on premises was a big deal, so they would go out of their way for him.  Plasma was still the premier club in New York and just getting in was considered a coup.  Being treated like a king would make my blue-eyed witch stand out like a diamond-studded golden prize.

I had to slow myself down, as I had started to rush my preparations and that just would not do.  The dress I chose had been waiting for the right night and this was it.  It was short, red, tight, and cut asymmetrically to expose most of my legs, with strategic cutouts on the sides and chest to display abs and boobs. It was borderline indecent, which is why I hadn’t worn it, but exactly what I wanted my pissed off witch to see.  Ironically, it had been picked out for me by Mitzi, who called it a T and A on Display dress.  Red heels, a small black clutch, French perfume, a bit more makeup than I normally wear, and I was ready.

“Could I get a car and driver,” I asked Doug at the security desk.  He gaped at me for a solid four-second count before he nodded and placed a call, his eyes never leaving me for a second. Exactly the male response I was looking for. Just not the right male. 

On my way over, I got two texts.  One from Deckert alerting to a major threat to the company, and since the driver and guard in the front both had their phones buzz at the same time as mine, I was sure it was companywide.  The second text was from Lydia, telling me to get our witch home immediately. He was being targeted by this attack.

“Get there soonest, Stevens,” I said, leaning forward to make sure he heard me.  I caught sight of my own eyes in the rearview and they were yellow.  No green whatsoever.

He may be one of the worst F boys around, but Stevens can drive, and we made it there in minutes.  The van pulled straight to the front door and the bouncers immediately stopped everyone waiting behind the velvet line.

Before I could say anything, Stevens spoke.  “We’ll be right here when you get them,” he said, actually meeting my eyes instead of my chest.

I slipped out of the big van without any wardrobe malfunctions and headed for the door.

“Hey Stacia,” a voice yelled.  I glanced at the line waiting to get in and spotted Dante Forsyth, a female pack member on either side of him.  He was staring at me with a toothy grin, like I was Red Riding Hood and he was in Grammy’s nightgown.  “A little help here?” he asked, raising a brow suggestively.

Instantly, an image ran in my mind.  Me leading the visiting Alpha into Plasma as a gesture of good faith, him assuming I wanted him, Declan spotting me with the Lupine Lothario and assuming the worst.  Nope.  My life was not going to be a rom-com.  No overused plot points for this girl.

I ignored him and his dates like I didn’t know them and headed through the doors.  One of the vampire bouncers, Gregor, looked at me as I slid past.  “He a problem Miss Reynolds?”

“No, just not as important as he thinks he is,” I said. 

“Your VIPs are seated near the bar.  Several witches have joined them, at least one of them a friend of yours.  We have people all around them, but it looks more like an attempt at negotiations than anything.”

“Thank you, Gregor.  That intel is really valuable.  I’ll be coming back out with them shortly,” I said.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said with a nod.  He’s like three times my age but calls me ma’am.  Nice to work with professionals.

I slipped into the packed, frenetic nightclub, moving quickly past dancers, drinkers, and Darkkin straight to the bar closest to the main band stage.  The music was loud; people were partying with abandon as the lights flashed and flickered across the black and red décor.  The downside of my dress was the number of men I had to get past to get where I needed to be.  Felt like I was playing high school lacrosse again, with all the jinking and spinning to get past drunk, horny males. 

Suddenly, through the crowd, I spotted my witch and his buddy.  Sure enough, Mitzi was sitting right between them, almost falling out of her own T and A Display.  Two other witches were with her, one I recognized as a regular companion and the other unknown.  Darkkin staff members hovered close by the table, ostensibly watching the crowd but clearly monitoring my witch and his pal.

I studied Declan as I approached, wondering for a moment if he might, in fact, favor another witch over me.  He was wearing black slacks, dark shoes, and a white button-up that hugged his lean frame, the short sleeves revealing those well-muscled arms.  Mack had on gray slacks and a black button-up with a thin brown leather jacket over it.  They both looked good, and the three witches weren’t the only females with eyes on them.

But Declan was leaning back from the blonde witch and his eyes were guarded and wary, and I felt my pulse slow. Then I was close enough to hear the conversation.

“I’m warded,” Mack was saying. “And I’m basically sitting in his house,” he said to the other witch, who was shaking her hand like she’d just been burned.

Warded? I knew places and things could be warded, but people? How did that work?

Mitzi suddenly leaned forward, eyes on my witch.

“I’m an Air Affinity.  Both parents were witches and I’m currently second in my Circle and most likely to replace the current first.  I’m a native New Yorker, with a family support system and a solid career.  And I will rock your world in bed,” Mitzi said, licking her lips.

The other witches were looking at her, surprised, and Mack wore a delighted grin, but Declan… Declan looked uncomfortable and shocked.

“Well, she’s certainly had the practice,” I said, announcing my presence.

They all turned to me, the witches outraged, Mack stunned, and Declan looking at me thunderstruck.  I heard his heart thump and his eyes widened and I saw hunger.  He, who was so careful to be respectful, was suddenly looking at me like a starving man looks at a luscious dessert. Perfect.

“Whoa,” Mack said while Declan was speechless, mouth open.

Mitzi frowned, crossing her arms over her overexposed chest.

“Bitch,” she said in a snide tone.

“Witch,” I said back without inflection.  I didn’t need to be bitchy, not with the response I was getting from Declan.

“Trolling for wolves?  Looking for a furry romp?  I haven’t seen any of your kind tonight,” Mitzi said, more like a cat than a witch.

“Nope.  Here to collect these two,” I said calmly. “Chris is pulling you back.  There’s been a development,” I said directly to Declan.

The buzzing of phones on vibrate sounded all around us in the club, not just the witches but many of the other patrons’ as well.

“We’re kind of involved here,” Mitzi said, ignoring her phone while her companions looked at theirs. “Maybe the restaurant next door has some bones to chew on while you wait.”

“Plenty of bones right here.  Bags of bones,” I said, beginning to lose my patience.

The other witch, Aleah, shoved her phone into Mitzi’s face, causing my supposed friend to take a shocked breath. “You’ve been outed.  This changes everything,” she said to Declan.

Mitzi twisted her friend’s hand to flash the screen at Declan, and I caught a glimpse of his face on the screen.

He looked at me, brows up in question.  “There have been some developments,” I said with a nod. “Chris and Tanya are pulling everyone in while they work up a response.  That’s part of it.”

“And you just happened to be in the area?  Dressed for clubbing?” Mitzi snarled at me.

“I was going clubbing when I got the call,” I said.  Which was true.

“Except you usually go clubbing with me and you never answered my texts,” Mitzi said. “So I’m calling bullshit.  Stay with your own kind, Reynolds.”

“Come on.  There’s a car outside,” I said to the boys, ignoring the angry witch.

“Bye, stud.  Maybe this will all work out,” Mitzi said over her shoulder to Declan before she disappeared into the swirl of clubbers.

I grabbed Declan’s hand and pulled him behind me, trusting Mack to stay with us as we moved through the crowd.  As we approached the door, Dante was just coming in and his eyes lit up at the sight of me.  “There you are,” he said, a smile spreading across his face. 

My palm hit the center of his chest, pushing him out of the way and into one of his dates.  The other floozy’s face twisted in anger and she struck a blow in my direction, but it never made contact, bouncing off nothing.  The hair on my neckline floated up as I felt a familiar power pooled around me. A glance at my witch found him frowning at Dante, eyes narrowed, but I continued forward, towing him behind and not allowing anything unfortunate to occur.

The van now had armed guards at all four corners and one of them slid the door open as he caught sight of me.  Declan settled beside me, Mack next to him, then the guards flowed into the back, and we were away.

“That asshat, Reverend Castille, from the Church of the True, released videos blaming Demidova for his security guy’s death, using witches and specifically you.  We’re mounting a counterattack, but we need you both safe in the Tower and away from Castille.”

“Castille and his demon,” Declan said.

I looked at him, surprised. He shrugged.  “I know Hell would love to have me like they had my evil old multi-great granny in Germany.  Makes sense.”

He said it matter-of-factly, but I could feel his anger, which had changed.

“How bad is it?” he asked, resigned.

“Well, it’s made every news network in the country.  Chris said that they now think Castille filmed the videos on a plane.  They think he’s headed here, to New York.  There are already people and media surrounding the building. Darion’s group and the PR people expect a full-on shitstorm. We’re parking in the building next door and going through the tunnel,” I said.

“I thought the tunnel was only for real emergencies?” he asked.

“It is.  But we’ll figure it out.  We always do,” I said, patting his hand.  Now that he was safe, my mind turned to Mitzi.

“How did the witches find you?” I asked.

“I was suspicious at first, but I think it was bad luck.  She said they party there a lot and I doubt even Aunt Ash could foretell that Mack and I would be there tonight.  Although why we had to enter a horse trade, I don’t know,” he said, turning to pin his buddy with a glare.

Mack just smirked.  “It was awesome, but we’d only started.  That other witch, the brunette in the metallic dress, was going to chime in next.”

“And what would have been your endgame?” Declan asked Mack, a note in his voice that made both of us sit up.

“Nothing they said would have been good enough, D, so don’t get your panties in a bunch.  Just messing with them.”

“Dangerous,” I said.

Mack fished a wooden amulet out from under his shirt.  “I’m protected from anything up to a full Circle and maybe even that,” he said with a smirk.

“What’s that?” I asked, reaching a finger to touch the little wooden disc on the leather thong.

Declan grabbed my hand before I made contact, his motion quick but surprisingly gentle.

“That’s rowan wood. Mountain Ash,” he said. “Poisonous to you.”

“Your work?” I guessed.

“Yeah. Everyone gets one.  Mack brought me a box from Aunt Ash of rowan dowels.  I’ll make amulets for the whole team.”

“But not me,” I said.

“Yours won’t be made of rowan.  It has to be special.  It’s going to take a hot minute or two to get right,” he said.

Special, he said.  There’s that word again.

“The crystal?” Mack asked with academic interest.

“Robbie brought it with him,” Declan said.

“And he’s been carrying it awhile?” Mack asked, a knowing look on his face.

“Yup.”

“So it’s been soaked,” Mack stated.

“Yeah.  Good term for it.”

I raised my brows at my witch.

“No.  You’ll see it when it’s done. Till then, you get no info,” he said.

“Still angry at me?”

“I’m sorry I busted the lock.  Not sorry for trying to help, but, well, lesson learned.”

“The term is boundaries,” I said, but kept my voice gentle.

“Noted,” he said with a frown, but I saw his eyes flick to my bare legs where they pressed against his, his expression softening. 

Hah, males.


Chapter 28

When we got back to the Tower, Mack headed to Declan’s room and I took the witch to Chet.

“Why am I here, exactly?” Declan asked as we walked.

“One, to help with this quantum stuff and two, keep you away from demon preacher,” I said.

“Just once, I’d like to sit in Plasma and hang out without having to be responsible for drunken interns or psychotic preachers,” he said quietly.

“Lots of weight on those shoulders,” I said. “But there is still a lot of summer left.”

It struck me suddenly that he was just eighteen. He had to be feeling the enormous pressure of being everyone’s favorite fixer or target. Witches, Chris and Tanya, the Church of the True, Chet and Susskins, Brystol, the board, and more witches.  He hadn’t been here even a month yet.

Chet got alarmingly excited when I delivered Declan, so I went to my own rooms, changed clothes, and grabbed my breaker.  Then I headed back to the computer floor and posted up at a workstation out near the elevators.  I could research medieval combat techniques with halberds and poleaxes while keeping a watch on the witch everyone wanted.

It wasn’t even a half hour when I got a text from Chet.  I crossed the floor and Chet let me into the quantum project.  Susskins was stuck to the ceiling over some huge piece of nerd machinery and Declan was leaning against a wall, lips pressed tight, eyes hard, and arms crossed.  Mad and stubborn was my take.  I asked him why the creepy computer guy was on the ceiling, but he just frowned deeper.  Way pissed.  Right.

“Never mind.  Susskins, what did you do or say that put you up there?” I asked.

“He may have said something about Declan’s mom,” Chet offered.

“Oh no.  Tell me you didn’t?” I asked.

“He said my mom was a product of incest,” Declan said through clenched teeth.  Oh God.  Well, it was actually good that the cue-ball-headed freak was just stuck on the ceiling.  Declan was showing admirable restraint.

I tore into the doctor about his behavior and insulted his intelligence regarding his attempts at motivation.  Best way to get through to him.  Declan finally dropped him with a sigh, looking really down.  But still stubborn.  Uh-oh.

“This isn’t working out.  I probably shouldn’t have done that, but I’m not going to sit here and listen to his verbal abuse, Stacia.  Chris and Tanya can fire my ass if they want. I didn’t sign up for this,” he said. “In fact, I’ll start packing now.  Mack and I can be gone within the hour.”

“Whoa, whoa.  Nobody said anything about firing anyone, dude.  Right, Doc?” Chet asked the supposed genius.  I kept my attention on the witch.  I wanted him here, but if the pressure had gotten so God awful, then maybe it wasn’t fair to him.

“What?  Of course not.  I just want you to use what you were born with,” Susskins said.

“I use my intelligence to its fullest and I have little patience for people who can’t equal it—which is no one, by the way.  So I do understand when you use your gifts to their maximum capacity, even if it was against me,” he said.

“That wasn’t maximum.  Not even close,” Declan said.

“Really?  You can throw me on the ceiling but you can’t scribe a simple circuit on a tiny piece of metal?” he said.

“I think I can.  I didn’t figure it out till Sor… till I got mad,” Declan said, almost revealing the origin of this new insight.  If I had to bet, Sorrow had offered some form of torture for Susskins that Declan now realized was useful in other ways.

“Show us,” I said.  Let’s redirect this, and let’s do it quickly.

He looked at the Plexiglas box with the weird sheet of metal for a moment.  “I think I just did it,” he said.

“Nothing happened,” I said, knowing it was likely microscopic.

“Nothing visible to the naked eye,” Chet said.

The two computer nerds in charge looked at a computer screen, their body language getting excited. 

“Excellent.  Absolutely perfect,” Susskins said.

“Yeah, well, it’s not so hard,” Declan admitted, glancing at me, slightly sheepish.  I had a flash of insight.  He was embarrassed that he lost his temper and that I had seen it.  But didn’t give a rat’s ass about what Susskins thought.

“You help them if you want, but if either of them get abusive, walk away,” I said to him. “Then tell me and I’ll kick their asses.”  I may have growled a little.

“Threats won’t be necessary.  Now that we know what we’re about, we can do a whole lot of more of it,” Susskins said. “Samantha… what are you doing over there?  Never mind. Just bring up the theoretical architecture diagrams.  Calvin, come away from that wall and find out where we can get more Stanene.”

“Ah, I can probably make more of it,” Declan said.

“Really?  How?” Chet asked.

“Well, if we have tin on hand, I can sort of repurpose it, so to speak,” he said.

“My boy, you didn’t even know what it was until an hour ago.  Now you think you can make it?” Susskins asked in a conversational tone.

“I can feel it, and therefore I can replicate it as long as I have the raw material.”

“Could you mold the circuits into it as you synthesize it?” Chet asked.

“Could you?” Susskins asked, brows almost up to the same ceiling he had just been stuck on.

“Probably,” my witch admitted.  Of course he could, you idiots.

“You heard the boy—no.  You heard the man,” Susskins said. “Let’s get him some tin.  We have a quantum computer to build.”

I leaned in and whispered in his ear, his heart picking up speed as my breath touched his skin.  “I mean it.  Stop when you want and let me know if Susskins gets nasty.  And thank you for my blade breaker,” I said, sealing it with a kiss just because I wanted my lips on his skin. “All right, I’m going to check in with the others.  Play nice.”  I could feel his attention as I walked out of the quantum center and I knew his eyes were right where I wanted them—on me.

Back at my borrowed workstation, I signed into the security network.  The reverend was now inside the lobby with Chris and Tanya, along with what looked like government types.  I recognized FBI Agents Krupp and Mazar, along with Caeco Jensen.  Chris looked frustrated; Tanya was wearing her poker face, which likely meant she was plotting something.  The agents all looked befuddled. Something odd was happening, likely due to Castille’s evil bible, and I felt like I had to keep a close watch on things. 

My eyes kept drifting to Caeco, but then I would shake it off and study the major players.  Good thing I did or I would have missed Tanya’s play.  She blurred suddenly, smacking Castille’s hand and knocking his bible flying.  Chris grabbed it and froze in play, shaking like he was touching a live wire. 

Suddenly an alarm began to blare behind me—in the computer lab.  I turned in time to see Susskins entering the stairwell at a run and behind him, Declan stood frozen, hand flat on the quantum box, eyes closed, a frown of deep concentration on his face, his left hand holding a smoking piece of plastic.

An explosion of sorts sounded outside, and I glanced at the monitor even as I started to turn to help Declan.  An army of robot bugs was flooding up from a manhole in the street and the team was mobilizing to fight them.  But I already knew their target.  Declan had been right about Susskins.  He had just betrayed us and Anvil was after the super quantum prize behind me.

I stripped, dropping my clothes to the floor, and shifted to combat form, my left paw grabbing the haft of the breaker standing on its base.  Below me, down the elevator shaft, came the sharp squeal of steel being torn, followed by the click-click-clack of metal legs and claws climbing the shaft.

When the elevator doors in front of me were torn open, I was more than ready, having kicked my clothes away behind me and settled into a braced stance.  I thrust the tip of the breaker into the first centipede to poke through the opening, then spun the weapon fast and hard, crushing the oddly bulbous head with the bludgeon.  The body arched back, exposing the middle segments, which attempted to spin, but the breaker’s crosspieces stopped them cold. 

Yanking, I snagged the thing, entangling the blades and using that to lift, twist, and slam the robot to the concrete floor behind me.  Turning, I was just in time to bring the crosspiece down pickax style on the bulging head of the next Pede.  The hardened steel point punched through the head armor and the robot started shaking and jerking like I had hit it with 10,000 volts.

But the breaker got stuck in the armor and the next centipede climbed right over its partner, not even slowing to attempt to chop me.  I grabbed its barbed tail with my right hand and threw it into the first Pede, which was starting to come back for me.  The breaker came free and I heard the pithed centipede fall down the shaft as I started to swing.

The third got meshed up in the first and then started its chopping blades, tearing up its companion in its hurry to get free.  The first bot stopped moving as its legs were chopped off and I crushed its middle with the bludgeon.  A sharp pain scored my thigh when the Pede thrashed its death throes. But the third had cut itself free and was racing through the computer room, smashing every workstation in its path, headed right for my witch.

I started after it, trying to catch it before it could hit the open doors of the quantum room.  I saw Declan’s eyes pop open and widen as he spotted the black armored horror headed his way.  His right hand came off the plastic box and I knew what was coming next.  I closed both eyes and crouched down, only to see a massive flash of white right through my eyelids. 

I opened them a millisecond later, seeing orange and yellow droplets of molten metal spray across the floor of the computer room as the body of the Pede disintegrated. 

But a fast-moving blur still flew toward Declan and the instant it hit him, I realized it was the head.  I tore through the room, shifting as I ran.  My witch was pinned to the heavy Plexiglas by a mandible that had punched right through his lower torso and right into the plastic.  Sobbing, I fell beside him, gathering him in my arms, eyes too wet to see through, desperately trying to hear his heart though the sounds of my own crying.

Footsteps raced toward me and I looked up to see Chris coming through the doors.

“I don’t know what to do—if I pull it, he’ll bleed to death. If I don’t, he’ll bleed to death if he isn’t already dying of poison,” I said, voice shaky.

“Is all that blood on the floor his?” Chris asked. 

“Mine,” I said, although I couldn’t feel the gash in my leg.

“He’s breathing and it looks like the sharp stuff missed his heart or lungs. Slice my hands, then pull the mandible.  I’ll coat both sides in blood.  More help is coming behind me,” Chris said.

Before I could move, a voice came from the door. “It’s here,” Tanya said. Dr. Singh was right behind her.  “The centipedes outside suddenly froze.  Arkady and Nika are watching them while Deckert and the others bring up the heavy weapons.”

Doc Singh took over and directed the removal of the mandible while Declan’s heart beat fast and steady. But his eyes were rolling up and twitching like he was deep in a dream.

“What’s the matter with his eyes?” I asked.

“Look, this prototype is energized,” Tanya said.

“And bloody,” Chris noted.  Who gave a shit about the goddamned box?  Declan was lying here, twitching and shaking.

“He appears to be in something like REM sleep,” Dr. Singh said.

“That’s dreams and nightmares, right?” I asked, focusing on the doctor.

“Yes, it is,” the doctor said with a glance at my leg, which had stopped hurting.

“What the hell would he be dreaming about after getting hit by that thing?” I asked.

“That’s kind of a disturbing question,” Chris said.

“Especially because I think this unit is actually functional,” Tanya said. “But just what it is functioning for is the question.”

“They taught it to play chess,” Chris said, showing us the melted blue plastic card.

“What?” Lydia asked as she came in.

“Anvil.  They taught it to play chess, and this is its end game,” Chris said. “Get quantum computer, end of game.”

“Well, let’s just unplug the computer,” Lydia said, heading for the box.  She slammed to a halt like one of Declan’s shields was in place.

“Ouch.  That wasn’t there a minute ago,” Lydia said. “It follows this circle on the floor.”

“That’s Declan’s work,” I said. “But you’re right… it didn’t stop the head, or me for that matter.”

Nika showed up then and after staring at Declan, she told us he was fighting Anvil for the quantum computer.

“Nika?  Did Declan activate the circle, or did something else?” Tanya asked.

“I can’t tell.”

“Oh, right.  That would be bad if Anvil was able to activate a circle,” Lydia said.

“Ya think?  A hostile software package that occupied a quantum computer and could cast magic,” Nika said.

“We need advice.  We need Barbiel,” Tanya said. 

“We could take Declan up the street to that church,” Chris said.

“What about this mess?” Lydia asked.

“It’ll still be here, and he’s tied to it by blood,” he said.

Tanya was suddenly in my space, scooping Declan from my arms. I started to growl but she just looked at me softly.  “Get some sweats on.  You can carry him,” she said, understanding.

I hit the elevator button, hoping it still worked, and found my clothes.  My own clawed feet had torn my shirt to hell, but the leggings and underwear were still mostly okay.  An upturned chair near me had a white lab coat on it and I snagged it, buttoning just enough to keep it closed.  Then I raced back and grabbed my witch from the vampire.

The trip to the church was a blur, my brain in a panic as I felt his body struggling to hold on.  His breathing was labored and his heart was racing.  We’d never had a real moment, never had an uninterrupted dinner out even, and he was dying.

“Bring him this way,” the priest at the church said. “Here on the altar, I should think,” he said, looking at another door. 

The angel was there, nodding.  “Perfect.”

I sat down, holding my witch.

“You must help him, Christian.  You are the only one who can,” the angel said.

“He’s fighting Anvil, isn’t he?” Chris asked. 

“How?  How can Christian help him?” Tanya asked.

“The battle takes place elsewhere.  You have the means to send him aid,” Barbiel said, pointing at the God Tear necklace. “He helped you put it into its current form, no?”

“Yes… well, he helped his aunt help me,” Chris said.

“Minor distinctions.  It was his strength and power that allowed the Tear to split and form two.  Now you must send him that strength and power.”

“How, Barbiel?  How do I do that?”

“You must pull the doppleganger… what his grimoire would call your doppleghiest, to you.  Then you must send it into the boy.”

“I don’t know how to do that.  And that thing might as soon kill him as help him,” Chris said.

“No.  It is you, and you are it.  And it knows him.  It knows the flavor of his power, does it not?” Barbiel asked.

“It will leave Toni unprotected,” Tanya protested.  Goddamn it, bitch, my witch was dying, and the tween was sleeping in pjs. WTF!

“For moments.  Besides, no other human goes through life with such a guardian.  At this time of night, she is safe in her bed.  Now is the very best time to do it. Now, when the guardian is feeling less concern for his charge.”

“What do I do?” Chris asked.

“First, place the God Tear over his neck,” the angel instructed. “Think of him. Think of him in every memory you can recall while you hold the Tear in your hand.  Lailah, you can help him with your bond.”

“Where do I start?” Chris asked.

“Where else?  The beginning.  Think of your first sight of him,” Barbiel said.

“In the silo,” I said. “You must have seen him there first.”

“When you tore the cellblock open,” Caeco said from behind us. “He was telling his stupid Chuck Norris jokes to Toni.”

“I remember,” Chris said.

“You and furface.  Then I came along,” I said. 

“They protected Toni when I couldn’t,” Chris said.

“Sheeeeit,” Lydia breathed.  A violet version of Chris was suddenly standing in front of him.

“Your young friend is fighting the battle of his life, almost all alone, and he is in desperate straits.  He needs the Hammer of God,” Barbiel said. “Send your thoughts to him, Chris. Send your strength and resolve as he sent his into the Holy Tear.”

Chris turned back to the witch in my arms and suddenly the violet Chris winked out and Declan shifted, just slightly.

“Oh,” Nika said suddenly. “It’s there… with him,” she said.  Nothing happened for like a slow, heartbreaking minute, then suddenly Declan took a huge breath, body arching up, and his eyes fluttered open, staring straight into mine.  Seeing me. 

“We’re going to have to buy him lots of clothes,” he said, his eyes flicking back and forth between mine, desperate for me to understand before fluttering closed, his body relaxing.

Doc Singh was right up on us, listening, peeling back an eyelid.

“He’s asleep, I think.  Nika?” he asked.

“Yeah, he’s out.  Fight seems over,” she said.

“What happened?” Tanya asked Barbiel.

“I think it’s over.  Our side won.  Maybe cigars are in order. Yes, cigars all around,” he said, moving around a bit but frankly, I was watching my witch. “Wow—look at the time.  I gotta go.  Reports and all that.”

When I did look up, he was gone. 

“Let’s take him back to the Tower,” the doctor said.  I think he talked to Tanya, but I was too focused to listen. 

He won… we won, and his heart was slow and steady, his breathing even and unlabored.  He had looked me in the eye and spoken like I would understand.

We’re going to have to buy him lots of clothes.  What could that mean?

We walked back to Demidova Inc. and right into a crazy riot of federal agents, police, firefighters, and security personnel.

One of the feds stepped in front of me, like to stop me from taking my witch to his room, like to interrupt him being safe.  I started to see red, but Agent Krupp yanked him from my path.

Moments later, Chris opened the door to Declan’s rooms, scaring Mack, who dropped his game controller and jumped to his feet.

“Ah, what happened to him?  What happened to her?  To her clothes?” Mack asked, staring at me.

I was aware of Chris speaking to him, telling him what had just occurred, but I was tearing my witch’s bloody shirt off, careful to avoid his bandaged wound.  He was pale and unconscious but part of me again noticed his torso was defined.  Whipcord, my father would have described it.  “Spec ops warriors are usually lean, Stacia, built for stamina and agility, not powerlifting,” he had said once when I was showing him a muscular Ken doll.  Dads are sometimes weird.

Declan’s bed was neatly made, a blanket folded at the foot of it, and I used that to cover him.

“I’m gonna keep an eye on him,” I warned the others.  Caeco touched Declan’s head with one hand, then left like she was on fire.  Me, I curled up beside him, holding him close to me while everyone else left.


Chapter 29

Just listening to his heart and breathing, I lay there for some time, maybe fifteen minutes, maybe thirty.  Suddenly, there was a knock on the door and I was instantly standing next to the bed, both hands fully formed into clawed paws.

“It’s me, Mack.  I have dinner,” he said from the hallway.

I reformed my left paw into a hand and opened the door, right claws ready to rend.  But the scent was just Mack… Mack and food… lots of food.

He never saw the three-inch claws, as my right hand was back to normal in time to help lay out the tray of goodness he had brought.  I had shifted and fought and shifted back, and I was ravenous. 

“We have sliced ham, three kinds of cheese, baguettes, two roasted chickens, a pot of mac and cheese, a dish each of ziti, penne a la vodka, and antipasto salad.  Plus, I think there’s a cheeseburger in there somewhere,” he said, backing away from the food.  My nose told me where the burger was and I zeroed in on it instantly, only to freeze when I held it up to my mouth and saw him watching me.

“Eat, hangry wolf, eat,” he said with a nervous grin.  His heart rate was steady if slightly elevated and he didn’t smell fearful, just wary, and he never let his eyes linger on mine.

I bit into the burger, and it was heaven.  Mushrooms, swiss cheese, Remy’s special burger gravy, and rare Angus hamburger.

It was gone in five bites and Mack still stayed back, smiling and nodding.

I loaded a dish with various pastas and grabbed a baguette that had been sliced in half and buttered.  “I’m not going to eat all of that,” I said.

“Yeah, we’ll see,” he said, moving over to a chair and sitting down.  “A protective wolf is dangerous, but a hungry, protective wolf is sudden death.  You eat your fill; I can wait.”

I shoveled delicious ziti into my mouth, rich with cheese and oil and bits of meat, gulping it down. “What’s going on out there?”

“Mass bedlam,” he said, picking up the television remote.  He clicked it on and a twelve-window panel opened into the building security system.

“How did you do that?” I asked.  He wasn’t cleared for that.

He pointed to the bedroom where my witch was sleeping.  “You think any system in this building is safe from Mr. Hack-tastic in there?”

“Is that new computer still working?” I asked, biting a big hunk off a baguette.

“Yeah, and everyone is quietly going wild.  I don’t want them to remember that I know about it,” he said. “Also, there are still some feds around and they clearly are being kept out of that particular loop.”

I sat back, momentarily sated, and looked at Mack.  “Protective, huh?”

He snorted and only now took a small plate and put some ham on it.  “Duh,” he said, taking a bite of meat.  I was staring at him, which isn’t polite, but I was feeling weird. “Remy’s assistant volunteered to bring the food,” he said. “Three people yelled out no: Remy, Nika, and Lydia.  They all insisted that I was the one to do it.  I agreed.”

“That so?” I asked. 

“Yeah, ’cause you know me, at least enough to know I’m not a threat to him,” he said with a thumb toward the bedroom. “That guy, the assistant, maybe Danny or something like that, was all kind of offended.  Lydia’s like, Danny, you don’t know werewolves and he does, and she’s ultra-protective.”

“And did she give an opinion on why I was so hair trigger?” I asked, taking a sip of water from a bottle.

“No, but I figure it’s obvious,” Mack said, looking up at me, expression serious. “He owes you money.  And you want it back.”

I laughed so hard, I blew the water all over the end of the couch I was sitting on.

He was grinning at his own joke.  “Hey, I gotta sleep there,” he protested, but he was still smiling.

“Declan says you’re a piece of work, and I’m starting to realize just what he meant.”

“Yeah, well, sometimes a laugh helps, but the answer is that you like him.  Simple.  Frankly, he’s hard not to like,” he said. “About a week before the end of school, we were up on the big campus, headed for tests.  A girl was in front of us, carrying this wicked elaborate model of some kind of building.  I think she was an environmental design student.  Anyway, she biffs and falls flat on her face right outside the door to where she had to deliver this model, which was her final project.  People laugh and step over her, but your guy in there stops and starts picking up the pieces.  She’s crying, the thing looks like it’s destroyed beyond repair, but he keeps putting it back together.  The damn thing goes right back like it was Legos instead of plaster and wire and wood—you know, because he’s a damned witch.  Two minutes later, it’s good as new, maybe better, and we carry it for her, then hoof it to our tests.  Wonder boy is five minutes late, gets docked ten points on his test by the professor.”

“That’s incredible.”

“Yeah.  I was pissed for him, but he waved it off.  Consequences, he said.  Gotta pay them and helping her was worth more than his final grade.”

“Who was the girl?” I asked.

“No idea.  Neither of us had ever seen her before, which, with thirteen thousand kids running around, isn’t uncommon.”

“Was she really pretty?” I asked, hating myself.

“Oh, because he might help a pretty girl but ignore an ugly one?” he asked. “No, just a girl.”

He put down his dish.  “Okay, I gotta go back and help Chris because he asked and well, God Hammer.  Do you need anything before I leave?”

“I need to visit the bathroom but…”

“But you were guarding.  Got it.”  He turned and touched the door frame in six places, his fingers moving in odd patterns. “There, the wards are active.  Go pee.  Nothing can get through that in less than twenty seconds, and that would take, like, a bulldozer.”

“You can ward?” I asked.

“No, I can activate his wards.  Same as we have on our Arcane room.  You can go through them because he will have told them to let you in or out.”

“Me?”

“The Boy Who Lived likes you—a lot.  More important, he trusts you.  Shocker.  Go pee.  I’ve got angels to run and fetch for.”

I did and he left and then I curled up next to Declan and fell asleep.

Twice, I got up and ate more.  I heard Mack come back in in the wee hours of the morning, then heard him start snoring softly in the other room.  Then I fell deeper into sleep.

A voice woke me.  His voice.  I sat up.

“What?  Were you talking?” I asked.

“Ah, no.  Just speaking out loud,” he said, looking a little startled. 

“Oh,” I said. “You’re better?”

“I guess.  I feel alright,” he said. “A bit sore on the shoulder.”

Instantly, I zeroed in on his wound, sniffing it. “Smells okay.  No infection.  I’m gonna get Doc.  I’ll send him down to check on you, then I’m going to my own bed.  After a shower,” I said.

“You can use mine.  My shower. If you want,” he offered.

It would keep me close by, but then I realized he was probably just thinking pervy thoughts.  “In your dreams, witch boy,” I said, climbing out of bed and heading for the door.  I heard him following and spun around. “Get back in there and rest, Warlock,” I said.

“You’re pretty bossy,” he said, head tilted.

“I’m allowed to be when you come that close to cashing out.  Two inches left and down and you wouldn’t be here this morning,” I said, poking him in the center of his chest. “Now rest.  Doc Singh will want to examine you.  If Mack ever wakes up, he can grab you both some food.”

“I should wake him. He’s being lazy,” he said.

“He was up all night helping with the damage control and helping with you.  Let him sleep.”

“Oh, now I feel like the lazy one.  I didn’t do anything while you two worked.  What happened?” he asked.

“You got the quantum computer working and then Susskins betrayed us all, and so you fought Anvil for the computer and then the bugs attacked.  I killed two, you got two thirds of one but got the business end of a head through you.  Chris had to send his purple doppleganger to help you, but you won. So, witch kid, you actually did everything.  If Anvil had gotten that quantum unit, well, you get the picture.”

“And it’s working?  O… the, er, quantum computer?”

“People are flipping out.  A big deal, I guess.”  I suddenly surrendered to impulse and grabbed his head, kissing the top of it. “Rest,” I ordered and left before I did or said something awkward.

It was still dark out so I headed to the elevator to get Doc Singh but he was actually in it when it opened. 

“Oh, I was coming to get you,” I said. “He’s up.”

He looked at me a little quizzically.  “Already on my way,” he said with a frown.

Odd interaction.  I nodded and turned back to my own door.  The apartments have little electric button locks for a personal code, but my door opened as soon as I touched it.  No one was inside, so I took a long shower then crawled into my own bed.  It took a while to fall back to sleep, but I did.

When I got up in the afternoon, I had three messages from Afina asking for an in-person update on what they had seen on the news.  I dressed, listened outside Declan’s door long enough to hear him playing a video game with Mack, and then headed to Lupine Industries.

There was no waiting, as both Alphas were highly interested, and they ushered me right into Brock’s office. I told the story again.  Brock was a Demidova board member and knew all about the quantum project, so I wasn’t talking out of school by telling him.

“They did it?” he asked.

“Yes, but as I understand it, they didn’t get anywhere close till Declan figured out how to do it.”

“What happened to the, ah, antagonistic software?” Brock asked.

“I don’t know.  Lydia sent out an email that we have a debrief first thing this evening when they all get up.  Possibly either Chet or Declan have some ideas.”

“He’s okay?  The witch?” Afina asked.

“Yeah, no smell of infection and heartbeat steady,” I said.  She raised a single brow, but then just nodded.

“Wow.  Incredible story,” Brock said, picking up a remote.  He started a video on the conference room monitor and I saw news footage from the battle that took place outside the building.  It was… intense.  “There—those are the three that got in.” I pointed as three robots slipped into the building.

“And you killed them with your new weapon?” Brock asked.

“Two.  Declan blasted most of the third.”

“He shoots lasers out of his hand?” Afina asked.

“Kinda,” I said, reluctant to explain that the term laser did it no justice at all.

“What’s that giant stone creature?” Brock asked.

“I think it’s Declan’s golem.  At least, that’s what I assume.  Have to get the answers at the debrief,” I said.

“Golem.  Damn,” Brock said.  He was disturbed, but no wonder.  The images I saw showed a massive stone monster destroying centipedes faster and more thoroughly than everyone else combined.

“Declan used it to forge my blade breaker,” I added.

“Sure.  Of course,” Brock said, shaking his head.  Yeah, pretty mind-boggling.

“Listen, we have one other thing.  Dante Forsyth has filed a complaint against you,” Brock said.

“Yeah, I shoved him out of the way when we evacuated Plasma.  What’s he want?”

“Basically, a meeting,” Brock said, glancing at his, wife who was chewing a nail and looking thoughtful. “We told him the dust has to settle, but we will need to hear him out.”

“Okay. Anything else?”

“Go back and check on your witch,” Afina said. “And by all means, we’ll be interested in the team meeting.”

My witch, huh?  I simply nodded and left.

Back at Demidova, I got on the elevator and pressed down, figuring he should be in his rooms.  But the elevator went up, instead, and stopped on the dining floor.  As soon as the doors opened, I smelled Declan and Mack and then, seconds later, heard them.

They were sitting at a table, talking with Remy and his assistant, Danny.  “There’s an unbiased tester,” Declan said when he saw me, waving me over.

Two big pots sat on the table and two bowls of creamy soup sat in front of Mack, who looked extremely relieved to see me.  “Oh, thank you, lady luck,” he said. “You decide which is better,” he demanded of me.

"What's all this?” I asked.

“I asked your young intern if he knew any good recipes for New England clam chowder,” Remy said. “And he got permission from his aunt, the restaurant owner, to share hers.  So we both made a batch, but I made a few changes and we’re looking for opinions.”

Declan was already dishing up two new bowls, moving smoothly and without a sign of pain.

“Intern O’Carroll, you didn’t list cooking skills on your resume,” I said to him.

“More of a dishwasher,” he said.

Remy scoffed.  “He can help in my kitchen anytime, right, Danny?”  Danny nodded but didn’t look super enthusiastic about competition, which actually spoke highly of Declan’s skill.

“Which is which?” I asked.

“Nope.  You have to taste and decide. Then we’ll tell you,” Declan said.

They both smelled wonderful and I didn’t have to be asked twice.  The first was really good, but the second had a slightly different flavor that was amazing.

“This one is slightly… just slightly better,” I said.

Remy lit up like a Christmas tree.  Declan just nodded as if he expected nothing else.

“I told you.  Now, if Aunt Ash made it, you would have serious competition, but I can’t infuse my cooking with magic like she can,” he said.

“No, but you can infuse the vegetables you grow with it,” Mack said.

“Which just helps her recipes,” Declan answered.

I didn’t answer because I was finishing both bowls, pausing to take bites from the rolls that Declan buttered and handed to me.

Remy looked at the clock.  “You three have a meeting to go to,” he said before shooing us out.

“Kitchen skills, O’Carroll?” I asked as we got on the elevator.  He reached for the penthouse button, but I swear I saw it light up before his finger made contact.  He ignored it though.

“I’m not bad.  I could get a job in most restaurants if I needed to, but I don’t have Remy’s senses and experience, or my aunt’s Air magic.”

“You’re going to this too?” I asked Mack.

“They remembered that I knew about the you-know-what,” he said.

The doors opened and Celeste sent us right into Tanya’s conference room, which already held Chris, Arkdady, Nika, Lydia, Darion Cornell, Tanya, her finance guy Josh, Chet, and Deckert.

“Just in time,” Lydia said, pointing at three open seats at the table.


Chapter 30

“First, Chet, what is the state of the new computer?” Tanya asked.

“We calculate, as best we can, that it exceeds twenty million qubits,” he said. “Our quantum computer is incredible.”

“What does that mean?” Chris asked.

“Most state-of-the-art quantum projects are working on a hundred or so qubits,” Tanya answered. “Chet, that far exceeds any projections that Susskins made.”

“Well, the system for scribing the pathways we came up with was that much better than we expected,” he answered.

Declan was on my right, and we were turned to look at Chet, so my eyes were partially on the witch.  He tensed, slightly, but I was, by now, a student of his body language and something in Chet’s sentence bothered him.  Likely the fact that Declan had come up with the system and Chet had just brushed by that.

“Have you run any of the encryption problems through it?” Tanya asked.

“All of them. It finished each as fast as we input them.”

“What about Anvil?” Chris asked.

“Ah, there has been no sign of it,” Chet said, shifting a little.  He was nervous.  Why?

“Declan, how are you doing?” Nika asked suddenly.

“Oh, pretty good for getting skewered like a kabob,” he said casually.

“Do you have any insight on Anvil?” Chris asked him.

“Susskins used a credit card chip to introduce it to the baby quantum, which I was beating before I got pinned to it.  A second, larger version of Anvil was injected, so to speak, when the centipede’s head pierced the Plexiglas.  Both versions were ultimately destroyed.  I don’t know about anything outside of those two,” he said.  His tone was easy and light, but he hadn’t offered anything else and there was something off.  Like he was holding back.  His left hand was on his thigh, visible only to me, and it was clenched a little, till it relaxed as he held himself very still.

“The robots all went back into the sewers and escaped,” Arkady said. “I sent a team to follow them, but they disappeared several blocks from the Tower.”

“So it could still be out there,” Lydia said.

Nobody said anything for a moment.  “Declan, speak up if you sense it anywhere,” Tanya said.

He nodded.  “Ah, Things One and Two had return-to-home programs, so it’s possible that when Anvil lost its battle to Omega, they just headed to whatever government facility they were from,” he said.

“Omega?” Tanya asked.

“Sorry.  That’s what I call the computer in my head,” he said.

“Why not Alpha?” Lydia asked.

“Alpha is the first of something.  Omega is the last.  I see this as the last word in computing, so…”

“Omega,” Lydia finished.

He shrugged.  Lots of shrugs today, and very few wisecracks.

“How are you, Stacia?” Nika asked me.  Her gaze flicked from me to Declan and back, very quickly.  Oh.  He was shielded but she could always read me. And I was reading something off about him.

“Fine,” I said.  Everyone looked at me, waiting for something more, but I was done.

“The Church of the True is in shambles,” Josh said, maybe nervous at the quiet.

“Reverend Castille is in custody and will be charged with multiple felonies,” Darion said with a nod. “Very tight case, very tight,” he said, looking at Tanya.  She wore a poker face that was interesting in and of itself. 

“What about Susskins?” Declan asked.

Tanya’s gaze shifted from her lawyer to the witch. My witch.  Her armor cracked a tiny bit.  “He has apparently gone on the run.  No doubt he will turn up at some point.”

“Did he take the plans with him—for the computer?”  Nika asked.

“Well, we have to assume he has copies, right, Chet?  Can he copy… Omega?” Tanya asked with a glance at Declan.

“Well, he drew up the initial architecture so there is that, but I’m not sure if he can copy our technique?” Chet said.

“Because?” Lydia asked. “The guy who designed it and was there when it went online can’t copy it because…?”

“The technique is… difficult,” Chet said, his eyes not even flicking in Declan’s direction.  Dick move, Chet.  The kid did the whole thing. Oh.  That was it.  Who needs Chet if Declan is around?

“What do you think, Declan?  Can Susskins do it?” Lydia asked, her brow just slightly arched.  She already knew the answer.

“Probably not.  Chet’s right.  It would be hard for him to replicate,” Declan said easily, leaning back and relaxing.  That was all it took, just an unspoken acknowledgement and he was okay.

I looked around and realized that Tanya, Chris, and Nika all realized the truth.  Nika even gave me a tiny wink.

“Any ramifications due to the weapons on display last night?” Tanya asked the two security guys.

“NYPD thanks the Demidova Corporation for its assistance with a public threat,” Deckert said.

“FBI girl returned weapon she borrowed,” Arkady said with a nod.

“So we keep our eyes, ears, and witches open for any sign of the big bad program while keeping the lid on our Omega solution,” Lydia said, looking straight at Mack.

“Sorry. I wasn’t paying any attention to anything said anytime this morning, yesterday, or like ever,” Mack said with a quick smile. “But your club is savage, Tanya,” he said to the vampire princess.

“Thank you, Mack.  Maybe another visit tonight?” she suggested.

Mack glanced at Declan and shook his head.  “I think we’re just going to grab dinner out at some restaurant or something.  Mr. Pin Cushion isn’t a good dancer in the best of shape, let alone after a wound like that.”

“Probably for the best. Maybe you can come back for another visit when the world isn’t ending,” she said with a smile.

“Yeah, that would be cool.  Anyone have suggestions for dinner?  On a college kid budget?” he asked.

“Well, the dinner will be on Demidova, so price isn’t an issue,” Tanya said. “Plus I understand your side hustle went well while you were here.  Something about knives?” she asked with one brow up.

“Oh, almost forgot.  I sold everything I had, including my two chef knives to Remy, but I still have this,” Mack said, reaching behind his back and pulling out a small, fixed blade knife in a kydex sheath.

“It’s just a small, handy blade in nonsilver Damascus, because even a major corporate CEO might need to open an envelope,” he said, handing it to her.  Her eyes lit up like it was candy and she pulled the little knife clear of its sheath to inspect it.  Her delight turned to astonishment. 

“Mack, this is excellent work.  Really excellent,” she said. “Thank you.  You’re welcome here anytime.”

The meeting broke up after that and I got on the elevator with Declan and Mack.

“I have an idea for a restaurant,” I said, carefully, to the guys. “If you like Greek and don’t mind the occasional werewolf.”

“I love Greek,” Mack said. “And most of my meals are with shifters.”

“Is the boss gonna be there?” Declan asked.

“He shouldn’t be.  The bartender is one of my friends, so I’ll check to be sure he’s not expected tonight.”

“Cool.  You’re coming too, right?” Declan asked me.

“God, I hope so,” Mack said. “I don’t want to be stuck alone with this loser.”

“I thought you’d want a roomies night out?”

“Nah, he’s not that good a wingman.  Not very flirty with most girls. Claims it’s because he’s got that book in him, but the real reason is he doesn’t have any game.”

I had a witty answer ready but Declan sort of jerked a little when Mack said book.

“Um, about that…” he started.

“No, dude. You never had game,” Mack said.

“Fair, but I was going to say that the book is gone,” Declan said. “I think it got destroyed during the battle for Omega.”

“Gone?” I asked. “Like, completely?  Spells and all?”

“If I think about it, I can remember all the spells, but yeah, the German voice is kaput.”

“Can’t believe you named the computer right out from under that Chet dude,” Mack said.

“Well, D made it, so why can’t he name it,” I said.

“Yeah, but does Chet know that?” Mack asked. “Or is he just scared for his paycheck?”

Wow, he was as sharp as his roomie.

“Okay, boys, dress like you did last night and we can head over to the restaurant.” I changed the subject. “It’s a pack place, owned by Lupine Industries, so we won’t be putting up with any shit.”

“’Cause you’re a VP there too,” Declan said.

“Yup.”

An hour later, we walked into Full Moon over Athens and found Isabel behind the bar.  She was chatting with an exotic woman who was almost as tall as Declan.  Both women spun around to look us over.  I had Mack on my left and Declan on my right. 

Isabel looked at both guys, her eyes darting back and forth, and then they settled on Declan with a knowing nod.  Couldn’t fool her for a second.

“Well, look what the wolf brought in,” she said. “Tasty morsels.”

“Isabel, this is Mack, and this is Declan,” I said. “This is Isabel and that beauty across from her is Miranda, her partner.”

“So this is the infamous intern who causes so much trouble in the Ivory Tower,” Isabel said.

“More so when Mack is with me,” Declan said.

“Ivory Tower?” Mack asked.

“All that pale vampire skin,” Isabel said with a wink.

“That’s awesome.  You’ll have to use that one, Declan, and if you live, you can tell me about it,” Mack said.

“Not taking chances with the fanged ones?” Miranda asked.

“Nope. I’m too pretty to be a blood bank,” he said with a laugh.

“Humble too,” Miranda noted. 

“Let’s get some drinks and a table for all of you,” Isabel said, giving me a raised brow.

“No alcohol for any of us,” I said.

“No alcohol for me, ever,” Declan said. “Real bad idea.”

“On the face of it, sure, but how do you know for certain?” Isabel asked.  “I mean, I’ve seen witches drink.  Never seen one drunk, but they like their designer cocktails.”

“My aunt got me drunk once a few years ago.  Just to teach me the lesson,” Declan said with a rueful grin.

“What? You never told me this,” Mack said.

“I don’t like to not remember it,” Declan said, laughing at his own joke.

“How?” I asked. 

Isabel and Miranda looked at me oddly.

“You mean how did she do it safely?” he asked.  I nodded. “I was in a circle, actually my own circle, but she powered it up.  Just me and a bottle of tequila.  I woke up naked.  All my clothes burned to ash, the sand under me was mostly glass, and a thunderstorm was pouring down on me, lightning everywhere.  She let me out although I was still a bit wobbly.  Put me in another circle in my container to sleep it off.”

“You burned off your clothes?” Isabel asked, eyes wide.

“Was the sand glass from flame or lightning?” Mack asked with casual interest.

“Both.  That glass sculpture I gave Jetta is from that night.”

“Jetta?” Isabel asked.

“Mack’s younger sister,” I explained.

“Yeah, and kinda like mine too,” Declan said quickly.  Ah, it was that important to him.

“She’s a pain in our asses, but hey, sisters, right?” Mack asked.

Isabel showed us to a table in the back that was tucked away from casual observation and then Mack announced he was going to the restroom, giving Declan a meaningful glance as he left.

Declan smelled nervous, although he did a great job masking his expressions.

“Um,” he started, and I had a horrible premonition that he was about to declare undying love.  Turns out, I suck at premonitions. 

“I have to apologize to you.  I put you in danger when I asked you to go with me to the witch meeting.”

“I don’t understand… that’s over and done with,” I said.

He shook his head, blue eyes locked on me.  “By having you with me, the Irwin Clan knows you are my friend.  If they’ve done any homework on me at all, they know I will do anything to protect my friends.”

“You think they would try and what?  Kidnap a werewolf?”

“Yeah.  And Stacia, as tough as you are, they could do it.  Until now,” he said.  Then he pulled a little box from his jacket pocket.  You know the kind… small, black, likely holding gold, silver, and diamonds.  I had another bad premonition.  Gotta stop that shit because he proved me wrong instantly.  He opened the box and instead of gold, there was copper, wrapped around a chunk of crystal.  And the whole thing was on a black cord—an odd black cord.

“I couldn’t make you an amulet with our Rowan because it’s poisonous to you, so I made one with quartz from under our tree. Which, it turns out, is actually better. Quartz has piezoelectric capabilities, which is why it is used in lots of electronics.  This particular piece is even more unusual, because of, well, how I harvested it and stored it.  Then I had to program it, so to speak, and the runes needed to be done in wire.  Anyway, it took a bit longer than expected, but there it is,” he finished in a rush.  Clearly nervous. 

“So I… wear it?” I asked.  He took it out of the case and set it in my palm, being very particular about it being my right hand. The amulet… necklace… crystal… felt warm.  Then I felt a tingle against my skin and then it just went back to warm.

“Okay.  Handshake done, now you wear it.  It wants to touch skin so…”

“It wants to, or you want to?” I teased.

He laughed, settling down with a smile.  “Let’s just say your skin is very popular.  Now don’t take it off because it needs to get to know you, and the cord will stretch no matter what shape you wear.”

“Wait, I never take it off?  Never?”

“Only home and safe.”

“And this thing will stop witch spells?” I asked.

“Did you give it to her or what?” Mack interjected, walking up. “Holy shit!  Whoa.  That is so much more than you even said,” Mack said, eyes wide.

“Here are your drinks,” Isabel said, popping up with a tray of nonalcholic drinks right as Declan was putting my necklace over my head, her eyes gleaming with curiosity.

The crystal slipped down between my breasts and instead of cold, prickly wires and rock, I felt like I was wrapped in a cocoon of comfort and warmth.  Then it passed and I was back to normal but the necklace felt… nice.

“Ah, that’s a, a nice gift,” Isabel said, trying to smile but looking uncertain of what to say. “Like very, ah, crafty,” she said.

Mack, who had taken a big sip of his expensive soda, suddenly coughed and choked.  Declan smacked his back, a small grin on his face.

“Oh my god, you almost killed me,” Mack said to my bartender. “Crafty… holy shit.”

“I think she wanted to say janky,” Declan said with a chuckle.

Isabel was now looking confused.

“Stacia, if for some crazy-ass reason you ever give that up, call Levi. He can likely get you four or five for it,” Mack said.

“Not a penny under six,” Declan said to his buddy.

“Six what?” I asked, suddenly concerned with another premonition.

“Million.  Dollars,” Mack said. “Although that’s at a loss on account of it being custom made for you and you alone.”

“Are you crazy?” Isabel asked, starting to get angry.

“Whoa, no offense, Miss Wolf.  But that necklace is beyond high art in the world of magic Crafting,” Mack said. “Handmade by the son of Ireland’s best, elemental quartz, runic spell matrix in copper, and you did something to the quartz because it’s all shimmery.”

“Trick I learned last night.  Ionic infusion, or that’s what I call it,” Declan said. “It’ll protect you from any direct spell that my mother’s clan throws at you, and most indirect ones, although that part has to grow with time.  Would you hold it up? I want to send a picture to Levi, and not send one of down your shirt.  You know—with that valuable skin.”

“Grow?” I asked, my voice sounding a little small to me as I held it near the wood of the tabletop, ignoring his flirty joke as he took a picture.

“It’s not like Sorrow, but kinda close.  Not like Draco or Robbie, but still super adaptable,” Declan said.

“What can it do?  Besides the spell protection thing?” I asked.

“I don’t know yet,” he said.

“You don’t know?” I asked.  Isabel was looking back and forth between us, eyes wide.

“You’re not lying.  Either of you.  I would smell it,” she said.

“When I make a protective amulet, I build in general purpose spell capability without putting exact spells.  It’s more that I will the amulet to protect, help, and serve the person I made it for. I hold that person’s image in my mind, what they mean to me, what I know of them, their importance in my world, as I build out the amulet.  Most are wood.  Mack’s has seven hundred, seventy-seven runes, that number having a pile of significance in my mind for him.  Yours has thousands between the copper and the crystal lattice of the quartz.”

“Witches have tried to hex me at school, but this thing bounces it back at them.  And it learns stuff, like how to warn you.”

“Warn you?” Isabel asked.

“Little vibrations, like on a watch or phone,” Mack said.

“Let me see,” Isabel said, reaching for the dangling crystal, but both guys put their hands out to block her. 

“No. It will bite any hand but hers,” Declan said.

“What about yours,” I asked with a sly smile, trying to make the whole thing normal.

“Me too.  I made it to protect you from the highest-powered spells I know of—mine.”

“Whoa,” Mack said, thoroughly and completely shocked.

Declan’s phone buzzed and he snorted.  “Levi says he would start the bidding for an unbound one at ten,” he said. “I think that is a bit overboard.”

“A warded amulet made by the most powerful witch ever born, built to protect against said witch?”  Mack asked. “You’re right.  He’s off.  Start at twenty.”

“Most powerful witch ever born?” Isabel asked.

“He’s joking,” Declan said, flashing a smile. “Mack’s prone to hyperbole.  Maybe we should order dinner.”


Chapter 31

Dinner was fun, and funny.  The two of them went back and forth like a comedy act, but it was just them interacting.  Declan was unguarded around Mack, and I realized that meant he was slightly guarded around me.  When he went to the bathroom, I threw out a line to fish for information.

“He’s like a different person around you,” I said.

“He trusts me, and Jetta.  That’s a huge thing for him.  He was beginning to trust Ryanne and she blew it.”

I didn’t really like hearing her name.  He must have seen something on my face.  “He’ll get this way with you too.  I already see him different around you than the others, and not just because he likes you.”

“I would think if he likes me, that he would be easier around me,” I said.

“Not how it works.  You’re both getting to know each other and so you’re both a little guarded about what you show each other… so to speak.  It’s like your name is already on the deed to his heart but he’s not ready to reveal that in case you burn the place down, wreck it, or sell it.”

“That’s disturbingly poetic, Mack,” I said, oddly warmed to my core by his turn of phrase.

“Yeah, I’m a man of hidden depths.  And you can’t tell me you’re not the same way because you two are so alike.”

“Oh, really? Do tell.”

“Yeah, both wary of people because most of them suck, both been burnt early and often, both too smart for your own good, both wanted by others for superficial reasons.”

“Wow, you really do have depths.”

“Sure do.  Whoa, who is that?” he suddenly asked, nodding at a young woman who came in.

“She’s a mated member of the pack.”

“Oh, too bad,” he said. “She’s a knockout.”

“I take it all back,” I said, and he grinned.

I heard Declan coming our way, his footsteps instantly recognizable.  And my necklace was tugging itself in his direction, just slightly.

“Okay, what did I miss?” he asked, taking his seat.

“I thought I found the future Mrs. Sutton but I was mistaken,” Mack said.

“Married most likely, or just smart,” Declan said without pause.

“I hear we’re getting some new teachers next semester, on account of the influx of kids.” Mack changed topic without deeming to acknowledge Declan’s shot.

Declan was sipping coffee, but he nodded immediately.  “I know one of them,” he said before looking at me.  “You do too.  Wade Pitcairn is taking a leave of absence from Columbia to take up a class at Arcane.”

“What?” I asked, surprised.  Wade was deeply entrenched at the big university and any move to a tiny college in upstate Vermont was the wrong career direction.

“He’s kind of obsessed with the occult and Craft.  Chris introduced him to Gina and with all the new witches coming in, he was almost frothing at the mouth,” Declan said.

“New witches?” I asked, a pang of something deep inside of me.

“New witches and new weres,” he said. “We’re going from like forty something kids to over a hundred and twenty.  Supposed to have a total of fifty witches, fifty weres, and the rest just odd cases, like Mack.”

“Ah, family weekend must have been an even bigger hit than anyone knew,” Mack said. “Word apparently got out about how good the place is.”

“Wade also told me about a student at Columbia who has been working on a Zoology major,” Declan said, turning my way, brows up.

“I can afford college now and I had a ton of Advance Placement credits from high school,” I said. “Going to specialize in carnivores.”

“Shocker,” Declan said, nodding at my plate. A pile of wooden skewers were all that was left of an order of souvlaki kabobs and an order of moussaka.

“Who has hidden depths now?” Mack asked.

“Not that hidden,” Declan said. “She doesn’t hide her brains; it’s just that people just see what they want to see.”

“Like, looking at you, all they see is a string bean tech geek,” Mack said.

“As opposed to looking at you and seeing a Lucky Lothario,” Declan replied.

“Oh, God. Never say that ever again,” Mack said, horrified.

“It would stick to you forever,” Declan said with an evil grin. “I thought it up the first week we were in school, but I’m holding it in reserve.”

“Blackmail is not a good look for you O’Carroll,” Mack said, still looking unsettled. “I would, of course, have to involve your aunts.”

Declan laughed out loud.  “Know your audience, Mack.  They would find it hilarious… so would Levi.”

“Do you see the monster they stuck me with,” Mack said, looking to me for support.

“If the shoe fits and the name sticks,” I said, laughing.

Isabel came from the bar with more drinks.  “Sooo, I’m off work in ten minutes and Miranda wants dinner and we wondered if we could drag a table over?”

“Like we could stop you,” I said, smiling. “Unless the guys object.”

“Not us,” Mack said. 

“Sure,” Declan agreed.

“Awesome,” Isabel said, grabbing a nearby table with a metal pedestal base and lifting it like it was plastic to set it adjacent to ours.  Miranda grabbed the chairs and they were seated in seconds flat.

“You seem… curious,” Declan said to Isabel. “But not violently so—almost, but not quite.  I mean, you did say ten minutes.”

“Violently curious?” Miranda asked, head tilted, posture straight. “Interesting word usage,” she said, one brow slightly raised.

“Lawyer?” Declan asked her. 

“Corporate negotiator?” Mack guessed.

“Lawyer,” Miranda answered, possibly a little surprised.

“Okay, so you have your legal representation with you,” Declan said, turning back to Isabel. “What are you curious about?  I mean, you’re both New York City werewolves.  You’ve seen it all, right?”

“Oh, sassy,” Isabel said, eyes gleaming. “We can work with sassy.  So, Mr. Big Jewelry Maker, I don’t think I buy the whole story about this megavaluable amulet thing.”

“You don’t think you believe?  Isn’t it one or the other?”

“Ouch,” she said. “Let’s say I want to give you the benefit of the doubt because my buddy here seems to have included you in a very select group of people, but I also don’t like liars and braggards.”

“You said a few minutes ago that we weren’t lying, and I know you can hear our heartbeats, smell our emotions, and detect any level of anxiety.”

Isabel looked at her partner, both brows up in astonishment. 

Miranda took over.  “I think what my client-slash-lover is saying is she believes that you both believe in this incredible value but doubts the accuracy of your valuation.”

“Ahh, so it’s a matter of credible subject matter expertise and understanding of the current state of the market for witch-crafted heavy duty, self-adaptive, general purpose personal wards with DNA specific ownership bonds?”

Miranda pulled back, completely surprised, but I chose that moment to walk to the bar and fill a basket with popcorn from the bag under it.

“This is awesome,” I said when I sat back down. “Please continue,” I said, popping a few kernels into my mouth.

Miranda rolled her eyes at me and then turned back to my witch, who was waiting placidly.

“Yes,” Miranda said, arching one brow.

“Well, good. We’ve gotten to the heart of the issue,” Declan said without batting an eye. “So your client is concerned for her close associate being given misinformation and gross overestimation of the valuation of the gift she received and is interested in determining the truth of the matter from an independent source.  Good luck with that,” he said, reaching over to steal a kernel of my popcorn. I allowed the infraction.

“Good luck?” Isabel questioned in disbelief.

“I gave her the gift with the intention that she wear it for her protection.  I do not want her to sell it, nor do I want her to throw it away, although both of those might be difficult.  So, if you, and maybe she, both doubt that it’s as valuable as Mack and I contend, then good, because she won’t be tempted to cash it in for a quick million or two.  Likewise, if she has even a slight inclination that it is valuable, then she won’t attempt to throw it away.”

I held up my hand.  “For the record, I have no intention of throwing it away or selling it for any amount of money,” I said.

“Good, because that would create a headache for everyone,” Mack said.

“Why?  And why would either path be difficult for my client’s associate?” Miranda asked.

“Because it has already begun bonding with her and unless I miss my guess, it will resist being separated from your client-slash-lover’s associate,” Declan said back, grinning.

“It’s a rock on a string,” Isabel said, her New York accent getting thicker. “How’s it supposed ta fight back, huh?”

“I don’t know what form the resistance would take,” Declan said, turning and looking down at my chest. “I’m just certain it will avoid being…” He trailed off and his head tilted to one side.

“Hey, hotshot, my eyes are up here,” I said with a smirk. “I thought you learned that lesson already?”

He glanced at my eyes, then back at my chest, now frowning.  “And such lovely eyes they are, but would you take the amulet out so I can see it?”

“Which should get you to stop ogling my client’s associate’s breasts, right?” Miranda said, almost laughing.

Declan smiled slightly but kept his eyes on the amulet that I pulled out, his gaze narrowing down in concentration.  “Hmm, unexpected,” he muttered, then blinked and smiled at me. “Thanks,” he said.

“What’s wrong with it?” I asked sharply.

“Nothing,” he said. “Nothing at all.  This amulet is kind of—no, scratch that—this amulet is definitely my masterpiece for warded amulets.  I’ve never made one this complex or powerful, so I’m just curious about how it works.”

“So what was unexpected?” I pressed.

“I said before that it was in the process of bonding with you, but it appears it’s already done—it’s bonded.  You should start to notice it doing… things.”

“Things?” Miranda questioned in her best attorney voice.

Declan turned to Mack, who took over.  “It will vibrate, tug, go hot or cold, shift its position under your shirt, and even give you a little tingle of current if you ignore it.  It may chime a tone that only you hear, and it could glow suddenly.  Yours is way beyond anything he’s done before, so who knows how it will communicate with you.  Jet and I have much less sophisticated ones, as we’re holding out for better merch when graduation rolls around in a few years.”

“I thought it just defended against spells?” Isabel asked. “And witches don’t seem to hit us with those very frequently.”

“That you know of,” Declan said. “A good spell would slide right by your notice.  But its main job is magical defense.  It will likely do a lot of other stuff. It should shield you from psychic intrusion, influence physical attacks to miss you or fail altogether, interfere with accidents that might harm you, help you find your way if you get lost or chased, and maybe a host of other things.  It is a magical protector first but a personal assistant second.”

“You’re shitting us?” Isabel uttered.

“The first one I really put effort into was for Levi.  He’s…” he trailed off, searching for a word.

“Your father figure,” Mack said, biting into a roll from the fresh basket the ladies had brought with them.

“Yeah. That. Anyway, he has an international job transporting and obtaining very rare magical objects, manuscripts, and other oddities.  It can be very dangerous, believe it or not. So when I was much younger, I got worried about him and made the first one.  It helped him escape attempts at robbing him of a very valuable book, made TSA and customs look the other way when he took said book out of a country, and warned him repeatedly of danger.  I’ve upgraded it several times since, so it does even more now.”

“And his aunt the deputy has so many wards and glyphs on her vest, gun belt, and uniform that she’s almost wrapped in a bubble,” Mack added.

“Helped her in gunfights?” I asked as my amulet suddenly got cold against my skin.

“She’s never been in one.  Missed out on five by flukes of chance,” Declan said.

Isabel opened her mouth to ask yet another question, but a new voice spoke up.

“Miss Reynolds, imagine finding you here,” the deep male voice said.  Dante Forsyth stood ten feet away, staring at me aggressively.  Somehow, he’d snuck up on all of us.

“Mr. Forsyth. I believe Afina was going to contact you to arrange a meeting,” I said, my heart almost in my throat.  Declan was staring at the Alpha in a decidedly sharp manner.

“Ah, but here you are.  So here’s my offer: either fight me in a Challenge or go out with me tonight.”

“Sorry; I’ve already eaten,” I said.

“Maybe I just want dessert?” he said in a manner that left no doubt what kind of dessert he meant. “And boy, if you don’t stop eye fucking me, I will reach down your throat and rip your heart out,” he said to Declan.

Declan looked at him with narrowed eyes and Mack started to inch backward in his chair.  Then my witch held up his hand, palm out in the Alpha’s face, and turned to me.  “Did he just threaten you with physical attack if you don’t sleep with him?”

I hesitated, having a horrible premonition that I didn’t for an instant think was wrong.  And my amulet was now hot, hot, hot.

“That’s exactly what it sounded like to me,” Miranda said.

“Thank you, counselor,” Declan said and then flexed the hand he was holding up.

Dante just kind of scrunched, his arms squeezed tight against his body, legs suddenly pressed together, face going bright red like all the blood was getting ready to burst out of his head.

“Declan!” I said sharply.  Miranda and Isabel were frozen and Mack was watching his roomie, frowning.

Declan’s head swiveled slowly toward me, and I couldn’t stop my intake of breath when I saw that his blue eyes were glowing.

“I know you can handle this guy, and if you choose to kick his ass, I’ll not interfere, but he just insisted upon nonconsensual sex under threat of violence.  That’s pretty much rape. Right, Miranda?” he asked.  I think I saw a nod from her in my side vision, but he was already going again. “My mom was raped and almost my aunt.  That’s how I came to be.  And I object to rape with extreme prejudice.”

“It’s slim, Declan,” Mack suddenly said. “He made an oral threat, yes with witnesses, including an attorney, but that doesn’t grant you the right to enact violent self-defense.”

“Legal right,” Declan said, turning to Mack and taking a sip of water.  Dante was trembling from the pressure of the witch’s invisible grip. “Under the laws of man.  There are also laws of nature, and Mr. Forsyth is a werewolf, an Alpha at that, unless I miss my guess.  I would argue that he’s bound by natural laws as well as pack laws.  Dellwood said that pack members can defend other pack members without recourse under capital offenses.  Rape is one of those.”

“Again, he only threatened it,” Mack said. “And you’re not a werewolf, nor are you a pack member.”

Declan stared at his roommate, then the tabletop, the wheels turning in his head as he thought about Mack’s argument.  Mack took the opportunity to sip his own water and give me a tiny shake of his head.  Stay out of this and let me handle him was the message his eyes and body language conveyed.  I had no idea what to say anyway.  Normally if he’d interfered with a guy hitting on me, I’d be angry, but this was a threat of violence and loss of will, and deep inside of me, I was ecstatic that he would kill to protect me. 

That’s a raw and dark thing to think, but I’m a werewolf and a killer myself, even if I’ve only taken deer and small game so far.  Violence is engrained in my DNA by the virus that runs through my body, and here was a male who wouldn’t hesitate to use overwhelming, irresistible force to protect me.  The metal bugs were one thing; this was an order of magnitude different.

“Hmm, point to you, but Stacia is my battle buddy—we’ve fought deadly battles side by side.  I refuse to allow anyone to tell me that I don’t have the right to protect my battle buddy.”

Mack turned to the rest of us like we were discussing a real estate transaction.  “Arcane has a protocol for dangerous times that we call battle buddies.  Students team up in pairs or greater numbers for mutual protection.  We are directed to protect each other by any means necessary.  It’s a valid point and he’s not even mentioning his overwhelming attraction for you, Stacia, and the immense jealousy he must be feeling at this moment.”

“No, but you had to go there,” Declan said, glaring at his buddy. “You’re protecting him.”

“Look, personally, I think anyone who uses blackmail to force a sexual favor is scum.  Using threat of violence is far worse.  But you haven’t given Stacia a chance to respond.  It is, ultimately, her choice.”

Declan pulled back like he’d been stung by a bee.  “Bullshit, Mack,” he said and now he was really angry.  “A threat is a threat.  Yeah, she’d kick this dick’s ass all over Manhattan, but he’s committed a crime even making that threat.  Why should she have to even consider anything when I could just make him disappear?”

“Oh, you could, and I expect you will.  Throw him five hundred feet up and pop him into a spray of blood or burn him to ash and blow away the remains or open the earth and bury him a hundred feet under bedrock.  But you haven’t even let her speak.”

Declan took a deep breath and closed his eyes before letting it out.  Then he opened them and looked at me.  “My apologies.  What would be your preference regarding the threats made by, by, by this piece of shit,” he said. His hand started to tremble, and I reached out automatically to touch it before he flexed and the question became moot.

He relaxed a little as I touched him, the glow fading from his eyes.

“Thank you,” I said. “But just like you wouldn’t let me kill Simon, I can’t have you murdering a visiting Alpha.  It would be a bit of a diplomatic issue.”

“Just blame me,” he said simply. “I don’t mind.”

“You might have large numbers of werewolves seeking revenge,” I said.

“Good point, Stacia,” Mack said quickly. “You’d end up killing like dozens or more, maybe a whole pack.”

He shrugged, but it lacked the anger he had been displaying.

“Would you release him before he dies outright?” I asked.

The large, warm hand that was under mine relaxed and Dante took a huge breath.

“Mr. Forsyth,” I said, gathering my thoughts. “I reject your threat and offer.  I’m not afraid to fight you, but I don’t believe you can Challenge me because I refused to date you,” I said, turning to Miranda, who nodded vigorously.

“I do have the right to Challenge you based on the insult you showed me the other night,” he said, flicking his eyes at Declan before deciding to keep them on me.  Guy had some balls but not brains.

“I was working a job, escorting valued Demidova employees from Demidova property under essentially combat conditions.  Stiff-arming you out of the way was well within my rights for security work.”

“Yes, in your job with the vampires, but what about your obligation to your pack?” he asked.

“I Challenge you,” Declan suddenly said. “You’re making threats against my associate, insulting us by interrupting our dinner, and you threatened me personally.  Something about pulling my heart out?” The last came as if he’d just remembered it.

“Damn, I’d hoped you’d missed that in all the rape stuff,” Mack said.

“You are not a were, so you have no right to Challenge anyone,” Dante said.

“Wow, the more you talk, the more I think I might just kill you for the hell of it,” Declan said.  “Fuck it,” he said, starting to stand up.  Dante backed off in a rush. “I’ve killed seven people in self-defense so what’s one more?”

“Life in prison?” Mack said.

“Like any prison on Earth could hold me,” Declan said to his roommate. “You know, Robbie’s nearby. I could just ask him to handle it?”

“You would never,” Mack said with complete assurance. 

“Yeah, you’re right.  Well, asshole, what are you going to do?” Declan asked Dante. “Challenge her?”

The shaken Alpha drew himself up.  “As if you wouldn’t kill me the moment the fight was concluded. Or if she did sleep with me, you’d kill me in a fit of jealousy.”

“No, he wouldn’t,” Mack said. “If she liked you, honestly liked you enough for that, then Declan would just stay away.  He’d be crushed and broken-hearted, possibly become an arch villain, but he wouldn’t kill you.  But you take away her choice in any way and there’s no place on Earth you could hide. I mean, I saw like six hairs fall off you when you scurried backward.  He only needs one.”

Dante was white as a sheet, and he didn’t say a single word more.  He just looked at Mack, then Declan, then me, and finally turned and moved at high speed out of the restaurant.


Chapter 32

Declan’s phone rang almost immediately and when he looked down, his shoulders slumped.

“Hi, Aunt Ash,” he answered, like he was expecting trouble. “No, everyone’s fine.  No, I didn’t hurt anyone. Not really,” he said, getting up and moving away from the table for some supposed privacy. 

Miranda and Isabel beat a swift retreat to the bar, leaving me with Mack.  He gave me a small, tired smile.  “Whew.  Exciting,” he said.

“Holy shit, Mack. What would have happened if you weren’t here?”

He thought about that, and I think he thought about lying but then just gave a short, sharp nod.  “Yeah, that dude would be dead.”

“Just like that?”

“Stacia, he is severely triggered by anything rape related.  To have you, of almost anyone on the planet, be faced with that kind of threat, well, that’s the kind of thing my nightmares are made of.”

“You didn’t break a sweat.”

“I had my work cut out for me, but given a way out of killing, he’ll take it, except if it leaves a threat to you.  But I wasn’t kidding about dickhead’s hair flying around.  Dec almost certainly has a strand.”

“He didn’t move to look for any?” I asked, frowning.

“Doesn’t have to.  Listen, you know what dual affinity is right?” he asked.

“Yeah, he’s Earth and Fire.”

“Except he’s Earth, Fire, and Air.”

“What?”

“Tri-finity, at least for now.”

I just looked at him.  “He’s eighteen.  Still just a growing boy,” he said. “Are your friends alright?  They looked pretty scared.”

“I’ll check on them.  How is it that his aunt happens to call?”

“She felt a disturbance in the force,” Mack said with a grin. “Super tuned to him.”

I went to the bar, where the ladies were in deep conference.  They turned to me immediately.

“Stacia, I don’t even have words,” Miranda said.

“I do,” Isabel said. “Terrifying… and hot.  Really hot. Babe, he would go to war for you,” she said.

“Yeah, hot is right on the money,” Miranda agreed, fanning herself with one hand. “You feel that, right?”

I just looked at them both.  “Oh, yeah, you feel it,” Isabel said, nodding as she looked me in the eyes. “No wonder Mr. Gift To Women never had a chance.”

“Stacia, he held a full-grown Alpha werewolf without effort,” Miranda said. “And I don’t think his buddy was joking about all the ways he could have killed him.”

“Countless ways.  And he could kill more than one Alpha at the same time,” I said, remembering him talking to Chris in the Russian nightclub. “But Dante just got his ego slapped into the dirt.  There is no way there won’t be repercussions.  And you two will have to give statements to Brock and Afina.”

“Please.  Like I’m not ready to detail his unbelievable threat,” Miranda said. “Even with a right to Challenge, his blackmail is unacceptable.”

“He’s going to run,” Isabel said. “He’ll cry victim the whole way, probably to his father, but he’s scared out of his mind.  Especially about the hair thing that Mack said.  Is that real?”

“Deadly real,” I said. “Listen, I don’t think anyone knows everything he can do.  And thank God Mack was here tonight.”

“Did I hear my name,” Mack said, arriving from the table.

“Yeah. Just glad you could talk him down,” I said.

“Me too.  It takes a lot to get him that angry unless you hit one of his little buttons,” Mack said.

“Who is he talking to now?” I asked. “It doesn’t sound like his aunt?”

“He called Dellwood for advice.”

“Who is Dellwood?” Isabel asked.  “And why do I know that name?”

“Dellwood Singer.  Father’s an Alpha in the Midwest.  Marcus Singer, I think,” Mack said.

“Marcus Singer?  Alpha of the Chicago Pack?” Isabel asked, brows up. “He knows the son of the Chicago Alpha?”

“We both do.  We go to school with him,” Mack said.

“He’s supposed to be almost as big as his father,” Miranda said.

“He’s actually taller, but his dad has him by fifty pounds or so,” Mack said.

“He’s also supposed to be kind of a…” Isabel started but held off.

“Asshole?” Mack asked. “Yup, he’s all that too.”

“And Dellwood would give him advice?” Miranda asked.

“Yeah. They didn’t get along at first,” Mack said. “Dellwood beat up Declan when his magic was bound, then Declan flattened Dellwood.  Now they have a kind of mutual respect thing going on.”

“Shit, girl, you know how to pick them,” Isabel said to me.

“I didn’t pick anything or anyone,” I shot back.

“Wasn’t talking to you. I was talking to your inner wolf,” Isabel said with calm dignity, but her eyes crinkled with amusement.

“You don’t like him?” Mack asked me. “At all?  Because it looks like positive chemistry to me, but hey, what do I know?”

I turned to look at him and he held up one hand.  “Before you say it’s not my business, it kinda is.  If I have to nurse him through a shattered heart without the loss of say, Burlington or maybe northern Vermont, advance information is imperative.”

“I’m not, repeat, not going to break his heart, Mack.  I’m trying to figure things out and excuse me if I’m confused.”

He looked me in the eyes, clearly gauging my words.  “Confused is fine.  Figuring things out is awesome.  He’ll wait.  He’ll wait years if he has to.”

“How do you know that?” Isabel asked. “He’s like just out of high school? What boy that age waits for sex, let alone a relationship?”

“First answer, I’m his roommate and best friend.  We may have just met a few a months ago, but we’re like brothers separated at birth.  He tells me stuff because he has no one else to tell. Levi is like a dad, and they’ve already talked about this stuff, but I’m the only guy my age he can talk to.  He does talk a bit with Jetta to get the female perspective, though.”

“What about being just eighteen?” Miranda asked.

“I thought it was pretty self-evident that he was likely the most special person any of us will ever meet.  But let me lay it out for you: Born of rape and the product of hundreds of years of selective breeding.  Literally the most powerful witch ever born.  Raised in isolation and carefully hidden by another world class witch. Yet somehow is found by a genetically engineered warrior in time to help save her, then get kidnapped, then save the goddaughter of Heaven’s angels on earth.  Then exposed to the most valuable grimoire on the planet, which his distant ancestor created. Said book is destroyed during a fight with an actual princess of planet Fairie, who, by the way, hasn’t lost a single fight in a thousand years till now. Beats the Wild Hunt almost by himself. Arrives for a summer internship at the hottest startup in the world, saves said startup from hacking by producing the most powerful security software ever seen, kills rogue werewolf-hunting robots that dare to hurt the werewolf he’s in love with.  There’s more, but we don’t got the time.  Now, my point is that special kid doesn’t get to be eighteen, but he absolutely does get to have a special girl.  He’s picked her.  Whether she picks him back is up to her, but he’ll wait to find out.  However, if in the future, special girl decides to move on to hot billionaire Alpha wolf, I could use a bit of fair warning.”

My hand shot out and grabbed his shirt, lifting him to the tips of his toes.  “I do not want hot billionaire werewolves!” I growled.

Mack didn’t even flinch.  He just looked into my eyes and nodded in satisfaction.  “Hello, miss wolf.  Nice to meet you.”

I dropped him just as my amulet twitched and familiar footsteps headed our way.

“Did you finally lose patience with Mack?” Declan asked as he came over. “It was bound to happen and frankly, I had picked yesterday afternoon, so you managed to hold out for a whole day longer.”

“I told her that you steal candy bars and she warned me that she wouldn’t put up with that shit from anyone,” Mack said with a grin. “I think she’s right.”

“First of all, I only steal them from you because that’s my right as a roommate, and second, I only steal Snickers.  And for your information, she then takes them from me.”

“Welcome to pack hierarchy,” I said with a smirk to cover the feelings that Mack’s words had evoked.  Excitement and joy spun around and around, mixed with something I couldn’t identify. Disappointment?  No.  Disillusionment? No.  Destruction of worldview or personal vision of the future, maybe?  I don’t know.  I did suddenly realize that Declan was standing pretty close to me and I felt absolutely no need to move away.

“I spoke to Dellwood and his dad,” he said. “They said that Dante douche’s actions are cause for war.  Had he said that to Clary Singer, he’d be dead.”

“What did he really say?” Mack asked. “Because I know he wouldn’t phrase it that way.”

Declan looked at his buddy for a moment. “He said Kill that fucker, Douce Clan, but take video, or just wait till he comes near my sister and I’ll crush his little Fabio-looking ass into paste.”

“Who’s Fabio?” Mack asked.

“Ah, he was a model—did a lot of romance novel covers during the nineties,” Miranda said.

“How would a guy our age know that name?” Declan asked.

“If he has a mother who reads romances, especially old ones, he might know.”

“Hmm, I don’t know,” Declan said. “Momma Singer didn’t seem like a romance novel kinda gal.”

“You’d be surprised,” Miranda said. “But who is Douce Clan?”

“Me.  We make fun of each other’s names,” Declan said. “He means douce as in number two.”

“What did you go with?” Mack asked.

“Hell Rude.”

“Meh,” Mack said.

“Oh, his dad said that if Brock and Afina get silly about the whole situation, you and your mom are welcome to join their pack anytime,” Declan said to me. “Said Chicago would love to host the face of the were nation.”

“He invited her to join his pack?” Miranda asked, a little stunned.

“Yeah, Mr. Singer is pretty cool,” my witch said. “So what’s next?”

“Maybe back to the Tower before we cause a worldwide incident,” I suggested.

“Really?” Isabel asked. “It’s been like the most fun we’ve had out in a long time.”

“Can we go to Central Park on the way?” Declan asked. 

“Why?” I asked.

“Time for an introduction.”

“No shit,” Mack agreed.

Fifteen minutes later, we were in the park after dark, but it was the criminals who needed to worry.

“Who am I meeting?”

“Robbie,” Declan said, turning toward an open lawn between small bunches of trees.  Before I could say a word, the ground under our feet shook and the grass twenty feet in front of us pushed up.  The turf tore apart and something enormous stood up.

“Robbie, come meet Stacia,” Declan said quietly.  I realized he was holding my hand, and I couldn’t remember when he’d taken it.

The human shape towered ten feet high and was probably five feet wide. It stepped out of the ground and took a step.  I expected the ground to shake but it didn’t, which was somehow scarier.

“How is he bigger than when we met the Hunt?” Mack asked.

“I’m not certain,” Declan said slowly. “But he’s not actually a golem.  Neither is Draco.”

“Right. They’re baby elementals,” Mack said.

“What’s an elemental?” I asked as the giant moved almost silently toward us.

“Nature spirits.  Just like there are four elements, there are Fire, Air, Earth, and Water spirits of various sizes and ages. Robbie is obviously Earth.  Draco is Air.”

I would have asked about drgon fire versus air, but I was suddenly faced with a wall of living rock and stone.

Declan raised our clutched hands and touched the waist of the stone giant.  “Stacia is one of us,” he said.

The wall of rock leaned down and a blank face of rock with indents for eyes seemed to look at me.  Then I realized that it was looking at my chest, but when my amulet started to glow right through my shirt, I realized what it was looking at.

“Yes, she’s the bearer of the crystal,” Declan said.

Rock ground together as the stone man suddenly knelt down and raised one massive hand of rock.  A stubby finger the size of a can of Pringles reached out slowly to lightly touch the glow of the quartz.

“He doesn’t understand boundaries and he carried the stone for a while.  Which is partially why it’s so powerful.”

“You communicate with him?”

“I do.  Can you hear anything on the super low range?”

Unsettled by the massive being kneeling in front of me, it took a second or two to focus my hearing.  But damn if I didn’t pick up on a low, low hum.

He was watching my face and he nodded as he saw my expression change.  “I think it’s infrasound. I can’t hear it with ears, but I can sense it magically.”

“I’ve never seen him kneel before,” Mack said. “Even stone men fall at your feet, White Wolf,” he mocked.  I flipped him off and he laughed.

“All right, buddy. Go back and rest,” Declan said, patting the giant fondly.  It stood up like a wall, looked at me—or at least I thought it did—and then it turned and lumbered back to its hole in the lawn.

Somehow it sank silently into the lawn and the grass closed over it without a sign that it had ever been even slightly ruffled.

“Okay, let’s call it a night, huh?” Mack asked.

“Yeah, let’s,” I agreed.


Chapter 33

“Well, while I didn’t expect this outcome, I guess you were consistent in your responses all along,” Afina said the next morning.  Declan and Deckert were dropping Mack at the train station, and I was facing the music. 

Afina was sitting behind her desk while her husband leaned against a credenza behind her, arms crossed, dark eyes hard and focused.

“So he basically threatens assault and then cries victim to his daddy?” I asked.

“He’s claiming you refused a Challenge and tried to lure him into your bed, then had your witches attack him.”

“And I’m guessing you have statements from Miranda and Isabel?  Wait… witches?  Who were the other witches?”

“The other male. Declan’s friend Mack,” Brock said.

I couldn’t help it. I laughed.  “No, it’s not funny, but it is ironic that Mack basically saved his life and he’s claiming assault.”

“Let’s hear your version of it,” Afina said.

“Better yet, let’s hear a recording of it that came from Declan’s phone.  He’d been messing with his voice memos before and somehow turned it on,” said, pulling my phone out of my pocket. I wasn’t certain about Declan’s reason for having it, but I was super glad to have the recording.

I hit the home button and found the recording all cued up and ready.  Odd.  I pressed play and the whole conversation played through, smoothly and clear as a bell.  Super clear.  Finally, we came to the end.

“Would you release him before he dies outright?”

“Mr. Forsyth. I reject your threat and offer.  I’m not afraid to fight you, but I don’t believe you can Challenge me because I refused to date you.”

“I do have the right to Challenge you based on the insult you showed me the other night.”

“I was working a job, escorting valued Demidova employees from Demidova property under essentially combat conditions.  Stiff-arming you out of the way was well within my rights for security work.”

“Yes, in your job with the vampires, but what about your obligation to your pack?”

“I Challenge you.  You’re making threats against my associate, insulting us by interrupting our dinner, and you threatened me personally.  Something about pulling my heart out?”

“Damn, I’d hoped you’d missed that in all the rape stuff.”

“You are not a were, so you have no right to Challenge anyone.”

“Wow, the more you talk, the more I think I might just kill you for the hell of it. Fuck it. I’ve killed seven people in self-defense, so what’s one more?”

“Life in prison?”

“Like any prison on Earth could hold me. You know, Robbie’s nearby. I could just ask him to handle it?”

“You would never.” 

“Yeah, you’re right.  Well, asshole, what are you going to do?  Challenge her?”

“As if you wouldn’t kill me the moment the fight was concluded. Or, if she did sleep with me, you’d kill me in a fit of jealousy.”

“No, he wouldn’t. If she liked you, honestly liked you enough for that, then Declan would just stay away.  He’d be crushed and broken-hearted, possibly become an arch villain, but he wouldn’t kill you.  But you take away her choice in any way and there’s no place on Earth you could hide. I mean, I saw like six hairs fall off you when you scurried backward.  He only needs one.”

The recording ended and I shut off the phone.

“I recognize all the voices except the one male who I’m guessing is Mack?” Brock said.

“I haven’t met Declan, but I can figure out who is who by context,” Afina said. “How old are these boys again?  They argue like lawyers, although that witch of yours has an awful temper.”

“He doesn’t, though.  Takes a ton to get him angry, except for a very small number of triggers,” I said. “And both are eighteen and, as you could tell, highly intelligent.”

“So that was the same young man I met at the board meeting?” Brock said. “Because there wasn’t a sign of that anger anywhere in the kid that I met.  And no one told the board that he’s killed seven people?”

“Again, he’s the same easy-going kid, but he won’t stand for bullies and he’s sudden death to rapists.  He was kidnapped at age ten and killed his attacker.  He and a friend were kidnapped just before the New Hampshire incident, and he killed three soldiers and blew up an armored Humvee during that attack.  He helped kill the operative who was tasked with murdering Toni Velasquez inside the silo.  This past semester, he and another friend were attacked by an overpowered witch in Arcane’s parking lot, and he ended her in magical combat in less than two minutes.  Then a schoolmate was threatened with kidnapping by an elf from Fairie and he killed that guy too.  See the pattern?  Attack friends and kids and he kills.”

“And he’s clearly infatuated with you,” Afina said.

“Yes,” I admitted. “Dante would have absolutely died last night if Mack hadn’t talked Declan down.  Mack is his Arcane roommate.  He and his sister are not supernatural, yet they managed to hunt down and kill an entire pack of werewolves that murdered their parents.”

“He mentions Dellwood.  Is that Marc Singer’s boy?” Brock asked.

“Yes.  They’re friends, although they almost killed each other first.”

“Marc called me last night.  Told me that if we ever got tired of all the attention that you, as the face of shifters everywhere, brings, he would take you into his pack in a New York second.  I thought he might want to hook you up with his son, but that doesn’t seem likely, or am I wrong?”

“They know that Declan likes me.  My guess is that Dellwood thinks that Declan would follow me to Chicago.”

“And they think that’s a positive?” Afina asked, frowning.

“Dellwood knows just how powerful and skilled Declan is—he’s faced it firsthand.  So perhaps they are imagining having an uber powerful warlock as an asset.”

“Would he?  Follow you?” Brock asked.

I shrugged.  “How would I know?” I threw back, although that was just to avoid a lie. If I went, I would bet he would too.  And deep inside of me, that made part of me ecstatic. It made the other part nervous as hell.

“He seems arrogant… your witch,” Afina said.

“Confident, not arrogant.”

They were quiet for a moment.  Then Brock spoke up.  “What were those little groans we heard through the whole recording?”

“Dante trying to breathe.”

“Okay,” Brock said. “Well, between our two witnesses’ statements and this recording, it’s clear that Dante’s threat was a grievous offense.  I will call his father and file a complaint.”

He looked like he wanted to say something else, reconsidered, and then just left Afina’s office.

His mate watched him walk out, staying quiet until he had closed his own office door.  “I had a chat with the ladies after they gave their statements.  I owe you an apology for trying to foist Dante off on you.  It seems you found your own mate,” she said.

“I don’t know about that.  He’s not a were and he doesn’t understand mates.”

“Neither do you, dear; neither do you. But I’ll tell you what—that whole recording you just played?  Hot.  Real hot.”  She paused, her eyes on mine, then looked away. “Okay, let’s go, we have a photo shoot to get to.  Face of shifters worldwide and all that.”

It was late afternoon when we drove to my mom’s.  I had told Brock and Afina that Declan was confident, but he wasn’t all that confident right now.  “Listen, I don’t want to scare her or her boyfriend,” he’d said as soon as we got in the car.

“I’m a werewolf,” I said.

“I know.  Stong, ferocious, big teeth, changes shape—got it.  But I’m a witch, and that’s scarier.”

“Bullshit.”

“No, I mean you’re scary as hell, but come on. Historically, people were terrified of my kind.  Lots of fires and stoning, if you recall.  Not sure if I’ve heard of a single werewolf hunt, but witch hunts?  Come on.”

“They didn’t have werewolf hunts because it was too scary,” I said. “We hide in the forest and then eat people.”

“Please.  You all eat deer, wild hog, turkey, and the occasional moose.  My people fiddle with people’s minds, cast love spells, forgetfulness, prince to frog, disease, heart attack, fire, and shit so scary, it makes werewolves hide.”

“Hmpf. Not buying it, witch boy.  You’re just a big softie,” I said. 

“You’re not wrong, but will she know that?  I just don’t want to do tricks that scare her off.”

I snorted and let it go.  We pulled up to the curb outside the apartment building and I handed him the bouquet of flowers he’d bought for her.

I rapped on the door, then opened it to avoid awkward surprises.  “Hey, we’re here,” I called out.

Mom about flew out of the kitchen, eyes flicking from me to Declan and stayed locked on Declan.

“Mom, this is Declan.”

“Hello.  I’m Lisa,” she said, giving him a big smile.

“Oh goddess.  You two look so much alike,” he said, glancing from her to me and back again.

“You better not hit on my mom, O’Carroll,” I warned him.

“You know, I can see that happening to the two of you a lot,” he said, then handed her the flowers as Doctor Frank came up behind her.

“Oh, these are beautiful.  Frank hasn’t given me flowers in weeks,” she said. “You’re getting shown up, Frank.”

“Hi, Declan,” Frank said, reaching out to shake hands.

“Doctor Lyman, nice to meet you,” Declan said.

“Just Frank,” Frank said.

“Well, come in, come in,” my mom said, absolutely beaming.

We entered the living room area and I saw Declan taking in every detail.  His eyes roved over the bookshelves, the art, the entertainment center, and the furniture before turning back to the bookshelves.

“I’m guessing the pharmacology books might be yours, Lisa, but who owns The Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit?”

“Those belong to Stacia,” Mom said. “They were her father’s.  She’s read them so many times, they’re likely to fall apart.”

“And you have the audacity to call me a nerd?” he asked me with a victorious smile.

“Please.  Like I could ever compete in your geekdom,” I answered.

“Hmm, lots of fantasy and science fiction and literary classics, both old and new,” he commented. “Levi will be fascinated.”

“Wow, for someone all scared to meet my mom, you certainly turned into a confident wiseass pretty quick.” I outed him with a smirk.

“You raised a very fearsome daughter, Lisa, so I was intimidated,” he explained.

“Like daughter like mother,” Frank said with a chuckle. “Now, who would like a drink?”

“Just a soda for me or water,” Declan said.

“Underage?” Frank asked.

“Yes, but I don’t drink anyway.”

“And we don’t want him to start,” I said.

Frank frowned and my mother looked a little puzzled.

“Nobody likes a drunk witch,” Declan said with a smile.

“Because you would turn people into frogs?” Frank asked, just slightly dismissive. 

“Sure,” Declan said in an easy manner.

“Like that’s even possible,” Frank scoffed, unwilling to let it go.

Declan didn’t say a word, instead turning his attention to the books again.  Me, I was glaring at Frank and my mother was looking a bit uncomfortable as she went to the fridge.

“Oh, come on,” Frank asked when he saw my expression.

“Could it be done?” I asked Declan, hands on my hips.

He sighed, dropping his head for a moment before turning my way. “Stacia,” he admonished quietly.

“No. Could you do it?”

“Turn a person into a frog?” he asked.  “More like three or four hundred frogs, each with a little bit of that person’s brain.  And it would be permanent.  Probably fatal within a day or two.  Energy expensive too.”

“Oh, good God,” Frank objected, and I could smell whiskey on his breath.

“Dr. Lyman, does the human genome have any commonality to amphibian DNA?” Declan asked him.

“Well, yes, they share common features due to having a common ancestor in the far, far distant past.”

“And if all human, mammal, reptilian, and avian traits were suppressed, what might be left to actually express?”

“Who knows?” Frank said airily.

“Exactly,” Declan answered. “You don’t know.  For all of our science and all your training, you don’t know everything.  You can declare something impossible, but you really don’t have any idea.”

“Next you’ll say you can turn lead into gold,” Frank shot back.

Declan started to speak then stopped, his head tilted to one side in a manner I recognized from when he’d had Sorrow inside him.  Then he turned my way.  “I always find scientists to be the most narrow-minded. If it hasn’t been proven, it can’t exist.”

My mom brought him a glass of cola with a plastic straw in it, her face apologetic.  “Maybe we can talk about something else?” she asked hopefully.  She was worried the dinner was already going poorly.  I glanced at my witch, and he winked at me.  Nope.  Everything was fine.

“It’s okay, Mom. Let Frank bury himself.  We haven’t even gotten to the show-and-tell part.”

“We can keep it theoretical,” Declan said, giving Mom a nod of thanks. He was only worried about scaring my mom, but he didn’t know how much of a bulldog her boyfriend could be.

“Like it could ever move past theoretical,” Frank said.

Declan pulled the straw from his glass, holding it up to examine it.  The motion drew all our attention to the bit of plastic, which immediately started to fold and collapse in on itself.

“My buddy, who was just visiting, is a bladesmith.  He makes really cool sheaths for his knives from this thermoplastic called Kydex,” Declan said, turning the straw in his fingers. 

At first, it looked like it was just melting, but now it was forming into a lump, the red and white stripes blending into a pink color. Like it was becoming primordial plastic or something.  He deposited the lump in the palm of his left hand, and it twisted and moved like it was alive. 

“The thing with Kydex is that it is so moldable,” Declan continued, moving his hand up to eye level as the lump extruded five little projections.  One was short and round, two longer and pointed, and the last two even longer.  Rapidly they formed into little legs, arms, and a head.

“I used to have these little green army men,” he said as the little creature formed boots, the shapes of a uniform, and a small military cap on its head.  “This one is going to be pink, I’m afraid.”

It was done.  A perfect little plastic military person with greater detail than any toy soldier I’ve ever seen.  He handed it to my mom, who held it up in wonder, leaning close to study its face.

“It looks… it looks just like you, Frank,” she said, a little awed.

Frank was bugging.  Big eyes, then tight frown, then confusion.  He plucked the little man from Mom’s hand and squeezed it with his fingers, pulling and pressing on it.  Then he let it just lie in his hand… until it moved… on its own.  At that point, he threw it up in the air, where it hovered before floating back down to Mom’s hand.  It turned and saluted her, then took a stance that any army family would recognize as parade rest, freezing into position.

My witch was sipping his drink.  “Stacia tells me you’re an oncologist,” he said.

Frank was still staring at the pink soldier, and it took him a moment to register my witch’s words.

“Yes, ah, children only though,” he said, pulling his eyes away from the plastic sculpture. “Can anything you do help kids with cancer?” he asked, but the challenge and sarcasm was gone from his voice.

Declan looked at me, again tilting his head, the wheels turning.  He’d told me he remembered all of Sorrow’s spells and he also had all of his mother’s.  “Let me think about that.  Any particular types of cancer or just general?”

“Leukemia is my most frequent foe,” Frank said, watching Declan with a different look in his eyes.

“What’s the treatment for that?”

“Generally, chemotherapy and sometimes stem cell transplant.”

“Ah.  Poison.  Hmm.  You need specific targeting for that, right?  Drill down on just the cancer cells, right?”

“Ideally.”

“Do you have a specific kid in mind?  A hard case to cure?”

“Two, actually,” Frank said, looking surprised.

My witch went to the chair by the door where he had left his bag.  His Crafting bag, as he called it.  He pulled out a notebook, leather bound, about six inches by nine.  He sat right in the same chair and pulled a fancy gold pen from the little elastic sleeve on the side of the notebook.

“Nice pen for a college kid,” I noted.

“The whole thing was a gift from Levi.  I’m always a little scared to use this pen, but because he gave it to me, it has significance,” he said, giving me a smile, then focusing on the page.

“Tell me about the first kid,” he said to Frank.

“Joey, five.  Blond and blue-eyed.  Full of piss and vinegar, as my mom used to say, although the chemo takes it out of him.”

“Books, games, toys?  What does he like?  Trucks, dinosaurs, toys soldiers,” Declan said, waving his pen at the little pink trooper still in my mother’s hand.

“He likes things about pirates and treasure.  Loves Peter Pan and the whole Lost Boy thing.”

“Ah, perfect,” my witch said, and then he began to draw.  He started with a circle, offhand, but it looked almost perfect.  Then he drew lines to cut the circle into four pie pieces and then began to pen runes inside each quadrant.  Five minutes later, he was done, and he then tore the page free and began to fold it. 

“Origami, O’Carroll?” I asked, surprised at yet another skill.

“No,” he said. “The spell is helping me or I couldn’t do this.”  The paper became a little hat—a pirate hat—and when he made the final fold, the name Joey was visible on both sides. “See if he’ll wear it.”

“What does it do?”

“In theory, it will help his body push the chemo right to the cancer cells and it should sort of encourage any stem cells that you transplant to thrive.  I’ve never tried it before, but it’s old.”

“Old?”

“It’s a five-hundred-year-old spell—my grandma’s,” he said to Frank, giving me a smirk.

Frank opened his mouth to say something, but Declan had a fresh sheet of paper and was drawing a new circle.  “Tell me about the second kid.”

“Octavia.  Nine.  Black hair, dark eyes, very serious.  Reads constantly when she has the energy.”

“What does she read?”

Frank waved a hand at the bookshelves.  “She’s into fantasy, although she hasn’t read Tolkien yet, but she will.  Hopefully.”

Declan lifted his head and looked at Frank, then bounded to his feet.  “Can I borrow your copy of The Hobbit for a moment?” he asked me. “I won’t hurt it; I mean any more than it’s already been hurt.”

“Yes, wiseass,” I said. “What will it do?”

“It’s like when you hear people talk about manifesting something,” he said, grabbing my book and sitting back down.  The paper got torn from the notepad and then he used my dearly loved book as a writing surface.  “Wishing a thought or idea into being.  That’s actually a kind of magic.  So by focusing on the child’s interests as I write the spell, it focuses… hmm, how do I say this?  Um, well, screw it.  It brings the child to the attention of, for lack of a better term, Mother Nature—in a good way.”

“What?” Frank asked.

I was frowning at my witch in confusion.  Mother Nature? 

“You know Robbie?” he asked me.

I nodded.

“Picture the ultimate version of him, the spirit of the planet.  Witches call her the Goddess, some call her Gaia, or Terra.  But she’s real and she’s the source of our abilities.  If I can bring your sick patients to her attention and ask her for her help, she may bless them with her power.”

“You wrote a prayer?” Frank asked, astounded and disappointed.

“I wrote a spell that works with the human body to dispel illness and focus poison on specific areas.  It also includes a call for attention,” Declan said, tearing off his finished work and folding it into a rigid rectangle with her name on it and a truly artistic pen sketch of a tree of life on one side and a dragon head on the other. “Bookmarker.”

Frank scratched his head, looking ready to open his mouth, but I got my question in first.  “Does my necklace do that too?”

“Oh, it does so much more,” he said.

“Necklace?” Mom asked.

I showed her.  She smiled and studied it. “Nice workmanship, Declan,” she said kindly. 

He reached over and touched one finger to the stone and it lit up like a beacon, too bright to look at, before fading back to normal, my skin tingling with something almost like electricity.  “My very best work,” he said with a smile. “How’s your job, Lisa?  Work okay?” he asked as if my stone hadn’t just flared like a micro sun.

“Ah, it’s been hard lately,” Mom said, absently, staring at the quartz around my neck. “A lot of doctors are joining medical groups and centralizing medicine. But hey, I just got a call from Afina—today,” she said, turning my way excitedly. “She offered me a new job: sales director for the sporting chain.  Did she tell you?”

“No.  No, she did not,” I said.

“I said yes,” Mom said. “Declan, I hope you like Italian food?”

“Oh, I do,” he said, his eyes watching me as I processed her words.

The pack just hired my mother back in a much bigger job than she’d had before.  Right after another powerful Alpha had offered me a place in his pack and territory.  Hmmm.

“Well, the chicken parm is ready, so let’s eat,” Mom said.  I let Declan carry the conversation as I pondered my Alphas’ machinations. Frank was quiet too, his eyes constantly straying to the paper hat and bookmark.  Luckily, Mom and Declan had enough chat for all of us.


Chapter 34

He pulled into a parking slot in the Tower’s parking garage and turned Beast off.

“Thanks,” I said. “For going.”

“What?  No, thank you.  For letting me meet your mom.”

I laughed.  “Letting you makes it sound like a high honor.”

“I think it was.”

“Hmm, well, I’m not sure, but thanks,” I said, then took a deep breath. “I need to apologize.”

“For what?” he asked, frowning.

“For probably confusing you beyond all reason,” I said, looking at him.  He froze, his eyes locked on mine. “See I think… no… I know I’ve been sending you mixed signals.  You’re confused, right?  About us?”

He took a second to respond, but then he nodded.  “Yeah.  I mean, meeting your mom seems important.  Meeting your friends too.  But you’ve been really mad at me too over the last week or so.”

“I was only a little mad at you.”

“Really, because at times it seemed like you were more than a little mad.”

I sighed.  “I’m kind of a mess—internally. Isabel would tell you that I’m fighting with my wolf—with myself.  I’m certain that can’t make any sense to you,” I said, realizing I was mucking this up.

“No, it does make sense.  We’re complex creatures.  I’ve been telling myself that part of you likes me, but part still likes him.”

Him. Chris.  Certainly, I had been focused on him for quite some time, but was that still true?

I pulled my thoughts together and took a stab.  “I have, in recent times, had a fixation on Chris.  There are lots of reasons why I thought that made perfect sense.”

“He rescued you, healed you, helped upgrade your life, and he is basically an angel,” Declan said.

“True.  That last bit seemed like a great thing at first, but it really isn’t.  It’s hard to understand someone who has been in existence in some form as long as mankind.  Then add in a partner that was also there with them, bonded to them, for all of time.  I thought, hey, he’s human now, he can change his mind.  And he seemed like the complete deal when every other male I’d met was so not.”

“He’s human enough to have faults,” Declan said.  I stared at him, surprised. “What?  I see them.  Kind of had my own bit of hero worship when I first met you all.  Still think he’s pretty cool but he doesn’t always see how things that the two of them decide or do affect the rest of us.”

“Yeah. True. There’s other stuff, but basically, I’ve had this one idea and I’ve finally realized it was just that… an idea, of an ideal.  It wasn’t real.”

“Reality is different from what we romanticize, maybe?” he offered.

“Yes.  And that’s ironic because I thought I had stopped romanticizing things years ago, until I got bit. So no, I’m not thinking of him, not focused on anyone but you.”

“So back to us… part of you likes me and part of you realizes that I come with incredible baggage, or maybe I’m just too much of a freak.”

“No. You’ve said that before.  Stop calling yourself a freak.”

“But see, it’s true.  I have fucked-up genetics.  I have an extra chromosome—from my father—the rapist.  I’m XYY.  He somehow doubled his contribution to me and that’s likely a big part of why I am so powerful.  And that begs the question of why.  As in, why was I born like this?  Aunt Ash says I’m beloved of the Goddess, that I have some role to play.  Why would you want any part of that?”

“Well, thank you for sharing that, but stop telling me what I want or don’t want.  I have enough trouble with myself doing that.  For what it’s worth, I think your aunt is right.  About your Goddess and you. I don’t care.  I have no issue with all of that; my fight is with myself.  Part of me likes you unconditionally, absolutely, and it tries to force the rest of me to agree.  And the rest of me is just as stubborn as the other part.”

He looked at me, frowning.  “Still confused.  Oh… your wolf self.  The kids at Arcane have spoken about their wolves.  I don’t quite understand it fully.”

“Isabel says the wolf is in our id, our primitive brain.  As in id, ego, and superego.  It wants what it wants.  I don’t like it making my decisions for me.  I also have had some misgivings about myself.  My own abilities.”

“Oh.  I have those all the time.  I can levitate a bus, but I can’t see in the dark, can’t smell scents for shit, and can’t hear people or creatures sneaking up behind me.  I could have crushed Dante with a thought, but that damned germ that Simon gave me almost caused me to shit myself to death.”

“You’re like the most powerful witch ever,” I protested. “And part of me is afraid that you are so powerful that you won’t need anything from me—won’t listen to me.”

“Still slow and weak compared to the smallest were or vampire, and Stacia, I always listen to you.  You have more… common sense… than I do sometimes… well… often.”

“I didn’t think you worried about that, what with all your power?”

“I’m like the gunner in a tank. Massive firepower, but if I step out of the armor, I could get killed by a kid with a slingshot. Soft and weak.  If my shields aren’t up all the time, I would be in big trouble. I kind of figured that’s why you aren’t attracted to me—physically,” he said.

I didn’t think; I just acted. My hand shot out and grabbed his shirt, pulling him to me, pulling his lips to mine, and I kissed him. Like I had never kissed anyone before.  And deep inside, my inner beast surged forward.  Then something pulsed through me, some wave of power coming through his lips, into mine, into me, lifting my hair from my neck, like a tsunami rolling through my whole body from head to toes, which curled in my shoes.  It crashed through the center of my being, spinning me around and around and upside down.  I pulled back, my eyes on his, which were wide and shocked, and hungry.

“Whoa,” he said.

“That should answer the question of whether I’m attracted to you or not.  Um, but I have to ask… do you kiss all the girls like that?”

“I’ve only kissed one and that didn’t happen,” he said.

“What was it, then?”

“I have a theory,” he said, and then he cupped my face with both hands and kissed me again. 

The wave was even bigger this time, rolling both through me and over me.  Like a full body caress, a feathery brush over all of me at once while my equilibrium spun around and around. Goosebumps on my skin, nipples suddenly diamond hard, and my core possessed of an overwhelming need.

After the initial wave, I found my attention returning to the kiss and I realized that he was kissing me with total focus, total attention, like his life depended on it.  He wasn’t trying to suck my face off or shove his tongue into my esophagus or lick me like a dog.  He was somehow just totally attentive to me and me alone. It was like his soul was melding with mine.

We finally broke the kiss and he pulled back, his blue eyes glowing from within as they locked on mine. I was breathless, heart trying to escape my chest, my breasts suddenly tender, my core fever hot, skin supersensitive. 

I licked my suddenly swollen lips and his eyes locked onto the exposed tip of my tongue like a predator tracks prey.

“A theory, you say?” I asked, breathless.

“Your wolf likes me.  My magic likes you.”

“Hmm, well I’m a fan of how it expresses it.”

“Yeah?”

We looked at each other, flushed and breathing hard, and then suddenly we were struggling with seat belts and door latches.  I beat him out of his own car and was around to his side in a second, grabbing his hand and hauling him to the stairwell.

Down to the apartment level, down the hall, and through my door.  I was on him as soon as the door shut, wrapping myself in his earthy scent while jumping his guard, my legs tight around his waist, hands on his face, lips on his.  He walked us across the room and into my bedroom, right up to my bed.  Then we started to pull clothes off each other, a frenzy of fabric flying in all directions, our need for skin on skin immediate and overpowering.

The magic—his magic—rose around us, lifting hair, raising goose bumps over suddenly exposed skin.  I’ve had practice losing my clothes in a hurry, like lives depend on it, and I was naked first, in time to watch as he shucked off his pants and underwear in one move.

He was sinew and whipcord, not an ounce of fat despite how he ate like a were and as my eyes traveled lower, my breath caught.  He did, in fact, have a beast and from the looks of it, was unafraid to use it. 

He was staring at me, drinking me in.  “Oh, goddess, you are beautiful,” he whispered as we came back together, falling onto my bed.

When we finally slept, it was like the deepest, most restful sleep I had had in a long time, maybe years.  I woke slowly, ears and nose telling me he was still next to me, sleeping deeply.  My inner wolf growled with satisfaction.  I had worn him out and he… well, he had taken me places I had never been.  Never dreamed of.  I snuggled, eyes still shut, breathing him in, scenting the smell of forest, earth, living things, wood smoke, and blood.  Blood?

I shot upright, eyes open.  We were both naked, and my motion pulled the sheet from his torso, my night-sensitive eyes revealing an arc of sharp, tiny tooth marks on his sinewy shoulder.  With little rivulets of blood.

I gasped, leaping backward out of bed, my hand fumbling for the light switch.  The noise, light, and motion woke him, his eyes blinking, befuddled by sleep.

“Oh God,” I whispered. I had likely just killed him.

“What?  What’s wrong,” he said, sitting up, the sheet falling farther away. 

I pointed, my eyes suddenly blurry with wetness, unable to speak.  He reached a hand where I pointed and brushed his fingers over the bruised arc my sharp teeth had left.  He looked at his fingers, rubbing his thumb across the blood.

“Blood?  Oh.  The virus,” he said, light dawning in his eyes.  Then he nodded, casual. “It’s okay.  I’m immune to LV.  V-squared too.”

“What?” I breathed out, panic frozen and a tiny tendril of hope rising inside me.

“My aunt Ash told me that true witches, or at least witches of a certain level of power, can’t catch either virus.  Both viruses are magical, and the witch’s own magic cancels them out.  I can die of food poisoning, but I can’t catch lycanthropy, vampirism, or die from them.  I could, obviously, bleed out, but I wouldn’t shift or turn.  That’s why we never see weres or vampires that are also witches. Psychics can catch either, but not witches.”

I fell to my knees and he swarmed out of bed to come to me, kneeling beside me, holding me as I sobbed.

“I thought I had killed you,” I said.

“No. I think your wolf just nibbled me a bit, maybe to mark me as hers,” he said.  I stopped crying and wiped away the tears, looking closer at the bite. 

“Did it hurt?” I asked.

“No idea,” he said with a smirk. “I was too caught up in much more enjoyable feelings.”

Something hard was pressing against my abdomen and I looked down, then up at his even wider smirk.  “Haven’t learned your lesson, apparently,” I said.

“Afraid not.  I’m a real slow learner,” he said. 

I threw him on the bed and climbed atop him.  “Then prepare to be schooled.”


Chapter 35

We woke late.  Almost noon.  I woke first and realized I was naked. It was the first time I had slept nude in my whole life—and I was comfortable—wrapped in his magic, like a cocoon of quantum energy.  I could feel it, a bubble of invisible cobwebs that raised the hair on my arm as I reached over the edge of the mattress.  It slipped across my bare skin as I stood and padded to the bathroom, then clung to me as I climbed back onto the bed.

That was enough to wake him, his bright blue eyes popping open and focusing on me. 

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi yourself,” I said, snuggling down, face to face.

“What time is it?”

“Past time to be up,” I said, not moving.

“Oh.  Should we get up?”

“We should.  I don’t want to.”

“Me either.”

Both of our phones buzzed at the same time—for both of us.  It was a text from Chris.  Meet me for lunch at noon.

It was currently eleven forty-one.  We hustled, him throwing on clothes enough to run down the hall to his rooms, me padding into the shower, thinking how I would rather he was helping me in said shower.  But then we’d be late—by a lot.

Fifteen minutes later, he knocked and came in at my call.  He wore jeans, a blue-checked short-sleeve button-down, and Nikes.  I had jeans and a maroon blouse with black flats.

“Hot,” he said.

“This?” I asked, waving at my nondescript clothing.  He nodded earnestly. “What if I wore black cargo pants and a military jacket?”

“Hot,” he said in exactly the same tone.

“What about my red dress?”

“Nuclear meltdown,” he said, eyes big.  I laughed.

“Come on, lover,” I said and led him upstairs to the cafeteria. 

Chris was already sitting at a window table, two plates of food in front of him and a tablet next to them that he was studying.

“Hey,” he greeted us with a smile.

“What’s up?” I asked as we each took a seat across from him.

“We got a breakout… Vietnam.  We’ll be leaving as soon as the others are up.”

“I’ll pack a bag,” Declan said.

“Um, about that… you’re not going.”

“What?” Declan asked.

“You’re staying here,” Chris said, then he held up one hand.  “Before you demand a reason, let me give you two. One, Barbiel was pretty clear on keeping you away from demons, at least for now.  And two, I need you to help Deckert protect my pregnant wife, ’cause she isn’t going either.”

“Pregnant?” I asked.  Declan was just standing with his mouth open.

Chris smiled ear to ear.  “Tanya’s pregnant.”

“Holy shit,” I said. “Congratulations.”  And I found I meant it.  Still didn’t like Tanya but happy that they were going to have a child.

“Thank you.  It’s a huge surprise to everyone.”

“How’d it happen?” Declan asked.

“I’m pretty sure you know how.  I think the whole building knows that you know,” Chris said, with one brow raised.

Declan blushed but I decided I wasn’t even slightly embarrassed.  I nudged my witch’s leg with my own as I spoke.  “I think the question was based on angel–vampire fertility as opposed to the mechanics of it,” I said.

“Touché,” he said with a nod, then shrugged. “We didn’t know it was possible.  But the fact is that she is carrying our child, and we can’t expose a fetus to demons. So, it’s Arkady, Nika, and you, Stacia.  Lydia will stay here as well. Declan, this may feel unfair, but I swear the only thing that’s letting me leave Tanya’s side is knowing that your magical firepower will be helping protect her.  You’ll shadow her in meetings, which will give you a master class in business and negotiations. You’ll also train with Deckert and his people.”

Immediately, my brain ran through the security team lineup and came to a screeching halt on the mental images of Torri Mendez and Catherine Regan, the only female security specialists.  Torri had spent seven years in the Marines and Catherine had been a naval investigator.  About the same age, late twenties, and both attractive in a fit, dangerous kind of way.  My wolf thought about them and then settled down.  Like several of the security personnel, they were mildly uncomfortable around Declan, which was ironic.  They had no issues with vampires or me, but they were a bit frightened of the human closest to them biologically.  More importantly, Declan avoided anyone who he sensed was afraid of him.  My inner wolf appeased, I nodded my understanding, but still had a comment to make.  “Deckert is going to corrupt him, you know,” I said.

“He may.  He’s excited—as excited as Deckert gets—to have witchcraft in the arsenal.  Tanya actually said the same thing to me, so she’ll be watching for attempts at militarizing you, Declan.”

“I suspect that I can learn a great deal from the team,” Declan said, glancing at me with a frown.

“We do this a lot, Declan.  We’ll be fine.  Plus, I have my new jewelry,” I said, tapping my amulet where it rested under my blouse.

“Which would be that massive knot of witchcraft I’ve been sensing on you?” Chris asked.

“Your amulets are awesome for demons but not witchcraft,” Declan said. “I needed her to have some protective magic.”

Chris nodded.  “I can see that.  Any chance the rest of us could get something like that?”

“I can whip up some rowan amulets.  They’ll be strong but nowhere near as sophisticated as hers.”

“Strong is good.  And Declan, should you feel generous, anti-witch amulets for the security folks might help soften any underlying concerns that a few of them might have.”

“If I start after lunch, I can have three ready for you, Arkady, and Nika before you all leave.  Then I can work some up for Tanya, Lydia, and the team.  I should make Katrina one too,” he said, scratching his head.

“Stacia, I’ll need you to gather intelligence on our mission before the others wake up.  I’m sure they’ll add to your findings on the flight over, but knowledge is power.”

“Use Omega to help you,” Declan said to me.  It was the first time in days that he had mentioned the computer.  I had wondered about that.  Computer science student plays pivotal role in building a quantum supercomputer that is unrivaled and yet he barely mentions it ever.

“I don’t know how to do that,” I said, baiting my trap.

“Super easy,” he said. “I’ll show you.  Take like thirty seconds tops,” he said. “We should get food,” he said. “I’m starving,” he finished, getting up and heading for the buffet that was set up for today.

Chris gave me a raised brow look.  “Interesting,” he said. “Chet makes it seem more involved.”

An hour later, I sat at a terminal, my witch leaning over me, distracting me with his scent and body heat.  If we didn’t have important tasks to complete, I would have dragged him back to my lair right after lunch.

“So, just type any question like you would a standard search engine, but you can be even more vague.  Omega will summarize findings and you can ask follow-up questions on anything that interests you. Omega will learn what you’re after, tailoring the search to your requirements.”

“Does this mean I’m going to get ads for Vietnamese restaurants on my phone for the next week?”

“Please.  Omega is so far beyond all that online algorithm crap.  I think you’ll find the responses are incredibly helpful.”

“You know, I don’t hear you talk about Omega or even see you using it,” I said.

“I interface with Omega all the time—on my phone.  Chet seems to think you have to use special terminals, but that’s not true.  And Omega will be available to you on the trip too.”

“Hmm,” I said, typing a question.  Current Vietnamese politics regarding the supernatural emergence.

Instantly, and I mean instantly, a response lit up, which seemed to be a summary of political factions, new and proposed laws, and general population responses to the revelation that vampires, demons, and weres walked among the rest of the world.

“Whoa.  That was fast,” I said. “And disturbingly complete.”

“Just ask questions like you would of anyone else.”

“I’m not taking it away from more important tasks, am I?”

“First, it’s hard to fathom anything more important than the team’s safety during a demonic breakout, and second, nothing going on currently is even slightly taxing to Omega,” he said with complete confidence.  Not bragging, just certain.

“I’ll be over here engraving tiny runes till my eyes cross,” he said, moving to Nika’s desk, where he had laid out his crafting material.

I read Omega’s response, and Declan was right: It was super helpful.  I typed a follow-up question and the response came just as fast and was even more useful. 

“Um, is there a way to ask Omega to put this into a cohesive report? Maybe move the order of some stuff around?”

“Instruct it like you would an assistant.  Something like summary first, concerns and dangers second, potential allies third. Like that,” he said glancing at me with a smile, blue eyes brightening as I smiled back.

I barely had my thoughts typed and the whole thing rearranged itself into a cohesive report.  Then I asked follow-up questions, noticing how the responses seemed to anticipate what was going to interest me next.

“This is kinda spooky,” I said.

“You think so?” he asked, looking up, expression concerned.  I had a flash of insight.  He was worried about my reaction to the computer’s rather awesome ability to anticipate.

“It’s so fast and complete,” I said, pretending to study the screen but really paying attention to him.

“Right?  Makes things much easier and lots faster,” he said, pleased.  So, he was proud of the computer yet hadn’t spoken much about it, plus he used his phone to access it, which I hadn’t heard of anyone else doing. Something odd was going on, but I couldn’t figure it out.

A couple of hours later, the team gathered, go-bags in hand, for a final meeting before departure.  Tanya looked a bit annoyed but then smiled when Declan congratulated her.  She didn’t seem anxious though.

“So it’s pretty straightforward, according to the summary Stacia prepared,” Chris said. “We fly into Ho Chi Minh City, the government supplies a helicopter to the incursion village, and we clean it out.  Then back here.  Probably just couple of days.”

“Current leadership has a history of concern about the idea of demons, particularly Thần Trùng,

which seem to reap the souls of the living by torturing the souls of the newly dead,” Nika said, reading the summary on her tablet. “We would appear to be able to depend on the locals to get us to the outbreak village in the south.”

“I have received an acknowledgement from Elder Tzao’s people in Vietnam,” Chris said. “But we will stay on guard at all times.”

“Omega ran down emails and personal communications among military and civilian leadership, basically confirming everything you just said,” I added.

“How did you get that?” Tanya asked, curious.

“I just asked for verification and the computer ripped into their servers, downloaded all relevant emails and translated them,” I said. “You ask and it complies.”

“Okay, that’s reassuring,” Chris said.

“If anything goes wrong, use your cell phones to contact Omega for alternate travel plans,” Declan suddenly said.

“How?” Chris asked.

“Dial the main Demidova number and Omega will be monitoring.”

“What about if we lack cell signal?” I asked him.

“Get near any wi-fi signal and it will go through.  Use a landline if you find one or send a radio signal from any military or police radio, including the ones the security team carries.”

“That’s a long way for a signal to go through,” Nika said.

“No,” Declan said, shaking his head. “You’re thinking the old way.  Omega can hack any system on the planet—kind of the whole reason to build a quantum processor. Omega will already be monitoring all government, military, local, or law enforcement systems in country.”

“In Ho Chi Minh?” Lydia asked.

“No, Vietnam.  Well actually all of Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand, and Malaysia,” our witch said.

“How do you know?” Lydia pressed.

“Because I already asked Omega to monitor every local country on your flight plan,” Declan said.

“You assigned it that task?” Tanya asked, brows up.

Declan frowned.  “You hired me in part because I can speak to computers.  I used magic to basically construct Omega, help save it from Anvil, and you thought I would never contact it again?  Tanya, I can interrogate your phone, your laptop, or your Apple Watch from where I’m sitting as easy as Nika can read thoughts.”

She looked at him for a second, then nodded.  “I haven’t heard you discuss Omega or use a terminal.”

“Because Omega is always present.  I text with h… it all the time,” he said. 

Tanya stared at him for a second, then turned to Chris, who shrugged.  “Makes sense.  Not sure why we thought we had to use the terminals.  Okay, all that aside, we need to get in the air.  This is an open portal and at least three Hellbourne, according to the vision I got,” he said, holding up a set of pencil-drawn pictures showing a town, people, and the demonic ones.

It turned out to be five Hellbourne.  After almost nineteen hours of flight, we arrived early evening, then the Vietnamese military flew us to the town in a military Mi-17 helicopter.  We jumped from the aircraft as it hovered twenty-five feet over the ground, the vampires and Chris using energy techniques to slow their descent, but I just surrendered to gravity and absorbed the impact with my legs.  Werewolf strength rocks.

Finding the Hellbourne was easy because they came after us—at least after Nika, Arkady, and myself.  None seemed to want to tangle with Chris, which left him free to track down the portal that let them in. 

I had two chasing me through the village, but let me give you some advice… don’t chase a werewolf, at least without a lot more than two people.  Or two demons.  And don’t do it at a full sprint.  I raced through a small house, slipped behind the back doorway, and then punched the first Hellbourne that followed, getting it right through the spine. Ripped out like six rather important vertebrae in one shot.  Without a full spine, even the demon couldn’t make the body walk.

The second one skidded to a stop, swiping at me with a silver knife.  My new amulet vibrated against my chest just before each swing of the blade and I began to realize it was forewarning me of which side the attack would come from, what angle, and if it was a feint or full attack.  The fight took longer than it needed to because I used it to learn how to interpret the little shakes and vibrations the crystal provided as cues.

Eventually, I had broken both legs and both arms of the second demon, then carried them both to Chris, who was plucking clumps of black sputum from the three that Nika and Arkady had accounted for.

“The portal?” I asked as I dropped my two on the ground.

“Closed it first,” Chris said, dropping the husk of the second of Arkady’s two and holding his hand over his head.  A Kirby flashed into our dimension and snagged the demonic essence, then departed just as fast.

“I’ll take care of all of these if you all will double-check the village,” Chris said.  Arkady went one way and Nika and I went another.

“Two huh,” Nika asked, frowning slightly as we walked.

“My necklace makes fighting them kinda easy,” I said. “Plus, it either blocked or deflected when they threw telekinetic blasts at me.”

“I had that deflection thing too, but how did it make the fight easier?” she asked.

“It somehow guesses how they’re going to swing and lets me know.  Kinda like how you read our minds when we spar,” I said, smirking.

“Which I can’t do with that thing around your neck by the way,” she said. “Your necklace has some extras, but I guess when you’re dating the witch, that comes with the territory.”

“We’re kinda dating,” I said, frowning. I had been very upset about leaving my blue-eyed witch behind, but I had also avoided trying to label our relationship.

“Let me know what to call it when you figure it out,” she said, waving a hand dismissively. “I can tell you’re still fighting your wolf, but I can’t figure out why you bother.”

“I’m more than my wolf,” I said.

“Of course you are, but it seems like all of you likes Declan, so why the internal battle?”

I couldn’t put it into words, my mouth getting all tangled up when I tried.  She patted my shoulder.

“Just relax, girl.  Enjoy whatever it is you have.  Fight the demons, not the witch,” she said, moving off to help a man pull a collapsed wall off another person.

I helped an injured young mother who had protected her daughter but got a bad slice for her efforts.  Smelling a perforated intestine, I called Chris over to use his blood to save her life while I went to help some villagers pull dead bodies from a town building.

The fight and portal closing took less than fifteen minutes, but cleanup took two hours.  By then, the military was involved, which freed us up to fly back to the airport.  We showered on the jet, put on clean clothes, met with officials for gladhanding, and then took off.  In all, we were on the ground less than six hours.  It took most of a day to fly back to New York City.


Chapter 36

“So how did it go?” Tanya asked as soon as we were all seated at her conference table.

“Medium portal, five Hellbourne, lots of pain, death, and suffering,” Chris said. “I closed the portal and by the time that was done, these three had rounded up the Hellbourne.”

“That easy?” Tanya asked, mildly impressed.

“Stacia got two by herself,” Nika said. “Seems like someone gave her a magical edge.” She side-eyed Declan as she said the last part.

“What? I wasn’t there, remember?” he said, handing me one of the two chocolate shakes he had carried into the room.

“My necklace seems to be helpful in combat,” I said.

“Good. That’s its job,” my witch said.

“You made an artifact that helps in combat?” Tanya asked him mildly.  The dynamic between them was different but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

“It was made to help her, in addition to protecting from magical attacks.  The form the help takes depends on the situation and on her.  Combat is part of her life, so that functionality came quickest.”

“Fascinating,” Tanya said, giving him a nod and me a smile.  Wait, what?  A smile? 

“What happened here?” Nika asked, her expression curious.  Hmm, someone else had picked up a different vibe too.

“Complete and utter disaster,” Lydia said.

Tanya snorted, smirking but otherwise not saying anything.

“Hmm, nothing, huh?” Lydia asked her, then turned to my witch. “How about you?”

“Me? I’m an intern.  Why would you expect me to take the lead?” Declan responded.

“Right. Well, neither of you can tell a story to save your lives, so it’ll have to be me,” Lydia said.  “Tanya got invited to tour the Children’s Hospital.  They’re looking for a big donation, maybe a new surgical wing or something.  So danger close, as your people say,” she said, directing the last part to Deckert, who merely sipped from his Marine Corps mug.  “The plan was go in, tour, then slip out with maybe a mild ten K donation.  That’s it.  Good PR, maybe a photo op.  But no.  Five minutes into the thing and we hear someone call out to our intern… by name.  A doctor, no less.”

Declan turned to me.  “Frank,” he said. 

“Right. Your mom’s man toy,” Lydia said, her tone accusing me of multiple nefarious crimes.  “Anyway, he calls out to Boy Wonder here and they start talking about kids and cancer.  Poor Tanya, who is deep into maternal hormones due to her delicate condition, goes right over for an introduction and explanation.”

I glanced at Tanya, and she was smiling a pleased, comfortable sort of smile.

“This doctor, who is a pediatric oncologist, tells our fallen intern that some do-dads he made had helped two really sick kids.  He was all amazed and filled with doctorly wonder.  Of course, that trips the maternal one’s curiosity and now we’re headed to the oncology wing.  I think in that moment, both the CEO and I bonded in mutual anger over the foiling of our individual plans.  I mean, we had each other pretty much figured out and along comes Willy Wizard and Doctor Feel Good.  So anyway, we get to this wing filled with like thirty sad, sick kids and your baby mommy over there is like ready to cry or something when this one leans over and asks if she would like to try something a bit out there.  If she’d like to sing a special song of healing.  She caves instantly, like he’s trustworthy or something.  He writes out these words, hands them to her, says to sing it like the ‘Sound of Silence’ and there we are.  Suddenly four thousand camera phones are recording the Night Angel singing a song that makes everyone in the room cry and then no one can remember a single word of the song.”

“Wait, what?” Chris asked.

“We can’t remember a single word of the song.  And when you play any of the recordings, there are no words, just the pure notes of Simon and Garfunkel’s hard work,” Lydia said, then pointed a remote at the monitor and played a clip of Tanya singing just the tune of “Sound of Silence” in what was obviously a hospital ward filled with children and parents, doctors and nurses.

“No one remembers?  Not even you?” Nika asked, turning to Declan, when the video stopped.

“I could probably retrieve them, but that would ruin everything,” he said.

“You should tell them what you told us before they explode from curiosity,” Tanya said to Declan.

“The things that Doctor Lyman was talking about were a couple of healing charms that are actually a call to the Goddess,” Declan said. “If they work, they bring her attention to the patient, and she might choose to help.  Won’t work with someone who is mauled by a dog or hit by a car, as those are natural dangers of our modern world. Survival of the fittest and all that. Also, wouldn’t work for an elderly person with cancer because they are at the end of their lives.  Children, though, are at the beginning and cancer is an imbalance of the cellular society of the body.  So it might work and, in fact, it did… to a degree.  Two very sick kids suddenly rallied.  But we had Tanya there and I thought maybe another approach could work.”

“Go on,” Chris said, waving a hand.

“The do-dads were a call for attention, but the song was a gift.  See, Sorrow left me memories of everything it knew about spells and craft.  This song predated my many-great grandmother. The original words are in a Proto-Germanic language.  Sorrow had the original, a German version, and an English version.  So I used the English version.  It was intended as an artistic gift to the Goddess.  Our version was sung by an angel of God to the Goddess of Earth.  Hard to beat that.”

“But why can’t we hear the words, or anyone remember them?” Nika asked.

“Because She accepted the gift,” Declan said. 

The room was silent for a stunned moment.  “And that means she might help them?” Tanya prompted Declan. 

“Nothing is certain, but there is a protocol here that is as old as man.  Give a gift and receive one in return.  By accepting the song, she took the words for herself, which is why they don’t exist in recordings or memories.  I could dig out the spell from my Sorrow memories, but it might kind of ruin the uniqueness of the moment, so to speak.  I think those sick kids will receive Mother Nature’s personal help.”

“All of them?” I asked before taking the last sip of the shake.  I hadn’t felt super hungry until he handed me the drink, but then I drank it right down while the story unfolded.

“All of them,” my witch said, sliding his remaining shake my way.  I paused, then took it.  Yeah, I was still hungry, but then, I hadn’t eaten much during our trip. 

“Crazy, right?” Tanya said, beaming.  I could now see that she was immensely pleased by the experience and that was why she was different with Declan.  He had given her the opportunity to heal a group of kids in a manner that the FDA couldn’t interfere with.  More than that, it was more proof of vampires having souls, of her Heavenly origins.

“The videos are viral on social media,” Lydia said with a sigh.  “And the hospital got us for a new cancer wing.”

“At least a new cancer wing,” Tanya said. “It’s a really good cause and great company PR.  When will we know about the kids?” she asked Declan.

“No idea.  But the response the two kids that Frank gave the do-dads to was just a few days, so I guess maybe a day or two?”

“What else happened?” Arkady asked, partially directing it at Deckert.

“Nothing.  Just training.  Declan gave the team amulets and we did some room clearing drills in the shoot house.”

“Fun stuff,” Declan agreed.

“You got to shoot?” Chris asked.

“Yeah, some,” was the quiet, almost rueful reply.

“He forgot he had a gun once and blasted the target with magic,” Deckert said. “Very instructive for the team. There weren’t even scraps left.”

“TK?” I asked. 

Declan nodded, looking embarrassed. “Levi used to have me blast clay pigeons and wooden blocks and I sorta slipped into reflex mode.”

“Well, if that’s it, let’s all get resettled in and back to work,” Tanya said, effectively ending the meeting.

I finished my second shake and then dragged my witch to my lair.  He didn’t even struggle.


Chapter 37

“Stacia, Stacia, oh… it’s awful.  They’ve destroyed everything.”

“Mom, slow down. Speak slower. What are you trying to tell me?” I asked.  Her voice on the other end of the call was frantic, scared, and full of grief.

“The apartment.  Someone broke in and… well… ransacked the whole place,” she said, sobbing.

“I’ll be right there,” I said, dropping the phone to step out of bed and pull on the jeans lying on the floor.

Declan scooped up my fallen phone, my mother still talking, her voice scared.  “We’ll be there shortly, Lisa,” he said. “Do you want us to stay on the phone with you?”

“Yes, yes, oh please yes,” her voice said from the bed as he put her on speaker before climbing out of my bed and into his own clothes.

I grabbed his sweatshirt before he could, pulling it over my bare torso, then stuffed my feet into the pair of running shoes at the end of my bed.  Then I picked up the phone, putting it to my ear as I watched Declan call the security desk on his own phone, ordering us a car, driver, and extra security guard.  He was following security protocol like he had been doing it for years and it saved me from having to think about anything but Mom.

In minutes, we were racing through the streets, me still talking to my mom while Declan was frantically typing on his phone.

“Building security cams were down,” he said in a quiet voice. 

Torri Mendez, who was sitting in the shotgun seat, holding a shorty shotgun, turned to him.  “Can you bring them back up?”

“Already did. Hallways are empty.”

The car pulled to a swift stop and I was out the door before anyone else could get their seat belts off.  Still, as I raced for the building’s door, it opened on its own, without me touching the keypad.  I glanced behind me and found Torri and Declan right behind me.  The stairwell door opened itself too and I knew it was Declan’s telekinesis, forging ahead of me.  Seconds later, I arrived at the broken door of the apartment and then I was inside and hugging Mom.

She was clutching her phone in one hand and a can of pepper spray in the other and she made a little squeak as I hugged her tight, my eyes watching the doorway.

Declan appeared in the opening, swept my mom with his gaze, then scanned the apartment.  Seconds later, Torri appeared right behind him.  “I really wish you guys would let me do my job.  I’m the one with the gun,” she protested.

“Neither of us needs a gun, especially in close quarters like this,” Declan said as he moved through the apartment.

I let go of Mom and took a deep breath through my nose, parsing out the scents.  Ignoring my mother’s fear, Torri’s sweat, Declan’s smell of woods and earth, and the residue of Frank’s cedar-scented aftershave, I found four new ones.  All male, all young, all smelling of anger and eagerness.

“There were four of them,” I said. 

“Looks more like they just smashed everything rather than a robbery,” Torri said. “It doesn’t have the hallmarks of a careful search but just wanton destruction.”

She was right. Things were smashed and holes had been knocked in the walls and furniture broken, but some of the books were still on the bookshelves which were bolted to the wall, and our Elmo cookie jar was still on the counter, intact.

“Mom, I need to follow this scent while it’s fresh,” I said.

“I suspect that’s the intent,” Declan said, looking at me, then down at his phone. “It happened just before Lisa got home.  Nothing appears taken, right?” he asked my mom.  We both shook our heads because it was still partially my apartment too.

“Scare her, piss you off, get you to track, and then ambush,” he said. “There’s a rally of the Light of Man group two blocks north of here.  I’ll bet you a lobster dinner that the trail heads that way.”

“So, I’m supposed to just let them go?” I growled.

He tilted his head like I was being a ninny.  “Oh goddess no.  We just need to track carefully and be prepared to rain complete and utter destruction down upon them.”

“Easy, O’Carroll.  This city may be fucked up, but you don’t need to wreck it completely,” Torri said in a worried voice.

“Okay, so I was a bit dramatic.  I just mean we need to track them carefully, find out who they are, who sent them, and then wreck their lives. Won’t need to break a single building—probably,” my warlock said, his glyphs writhing across the skin of his exposed forearms.

“Okay,” Torri said with a reluctant sigh. “I’ll stay and help clean up.”

“No!” Declan said raising both hands. “I mean don’t clean anything.  If all the bits and pieces and dust are still there, I can fix most of this.”

“No way,” Torri said, her tone challenging.  I looked at her sideways, not sure that I liked how casual she had gotten with my witch.  She gave me a wink as Declan turned away to point at a broken piece of pottery. 

“Like that one,” he said, then waved a hand.  Invisible wind swirled around the smashed bowl, powder and pottery lifting into a little vortex around it.  Seconds later, it settled into a complete bowl, smooth and uncracked.  “See?” he asked mildly.

“Cool, O’Carroll.  Okay, we’ll just make some coffee, but fix the doorframe before you leave so we can have a bit of security.”

He turned to the door, splinters and screws flying back together.  Torri just shook her head and then moved to right the coffee maker.

Two minutes later, as the pot started to huff and steam, Declan announced the door fixed.

“It’s got wards on it that will let all of us through it, but nobody human is going to smash it in again,” he said.  “Chris, Tanya, ’Sos, and maybe Arkady could do it, but otherwise? No.”

“Alright. Time’s wasting,” I said and led the way into the hall. 

The bastards had ridden the elevator and I followed them easily to the front door. 

“Any watchers outside?” Declan asked.  I looked carefully from the edge of the side windows on the door.

“Yeah.  One each direction,” I said, pointing out a man and a woman on either end of the street, lurking in doorways as he stood close enough for our bodies to touch. 

“Okay, I’ve got their phones,” he said after a glance at each. “Let’s go out the back.”

They had to be at least twenty-five yards away and yet he could just look at them and hack their phones.  Really?

The rear of the building had a small fenced-in area that held the garbage dumpster and recycling area.  There was no one there and I jumped over the fence.  Behind me, I heard Declan scale it smoothly, flipping himself over the top with easy grace.

“Deckert’s guys been teaching you lots, huh?” I asked.

“A couple of them are parkour experts, so they teach everyone how to move.  It’s pretty cool what a regular fit human can do with the right training.”

I grunted as I scanned the alley.  Nothing about Declan was regular.  We moved behind the buildings till we were past the spots where the watchers were posted.  Then we crossed over the street and into the shadows. 

“I’ve got them,” I said, picking up the scents.  They should have come and gone by car, but instead they had clearly walked down this street from my building.  At the next corner, they turned. “Shit.  They’re heading north.”

“I’ve got some texts off those phones.  Asking if you’re on the trail yet.  They think you’re still inside, but I think we should move along before they get suspicious.”

“We’ll cut back and forth across the trail,” I said. “It seems like your suspicion is correct.”

“We can likely even leapfrog a bit, as long as you keep picking up the scent.”

“They’re heading in straight lines, no attempt to hide or confuse the trail,” I said. “What do we know about this Light of Man group?”

“They had some beliefs in common with the Church of the True.  Mostly that supernatural healing was impure and tainted by evil,” he said in a soft tone as we moved through the night.

“You’re thinking something?” I asked.

“I’m wondering if this was first about the children’s hospital.  If they found out that Dr. Lyman was dating your mom, then this could be an attempt at discrediting Demidova, the Coven, and shifters in general.  You get pissed that your mom was threatened, you charge off to the rally, they have people with silver rounds loaded and carnage ensues.  Or something like that.”

I thought about that, the images flashing through my mind as he said them.  “Something very like that, I would say.”

The noise of a large crowd reached my ears and I slowed our pace.  “They’re up ahead—the rally.”

“Circle and watch our back trail?” he asked.

“Yup.  Any more on these fanatics?”

“Started right after Tanya announced the new line of plasma treatments.  Founded by Gloria Bogreen, wife of Congressman Alan Bogreen.  Both of them should be at this rally, according to the event page on their website.  Bogreen has a habit of stirring up anything he can, particularly if it creates fear in people.  Total political agenda.”

We moved around the noise, to the west, then the northwest.  “Snipers on rooftops?” I asked. 

“Probably.  We should take the high ground anyway if we can.”

“Can you climb that high?” I challenged him, looking up at a six-story building that should give a good view of the rally.

“Sure, if I have nice metal stairs,” he said, pointing at the external fire escape on the next building over.  The stairs came down from the roof and ended at a retractable ladder that was counterweighted so that it stayed up.  Just two stories so I ran and jumped, catching the lower rung and pulling the ladder down with my weight.

“Nice,” he said as he started to climb up after me. “I was just gonna TK it, but I appreciate the athleticism and the fact that my sweatshirt rode up so much.”

“You mean my sweatshirt,” I said with a smirk.  I was definitely keeping it though.  Big and roomy, and smelling of him. 

“Sure, pretty much the height of fashion,” he said.  Then we were on the roof, crouching low and scanning the other rooftops.

“Snipers at eleven and three,” he said.

“As well as nine and four,” I answered.  He peeked over the rooftop, then pulled back down, putting his phone camera up instead.  After snapping a few pics, he pulled it back down and scrolled through the results. 

“Him and her,” he said, showing me a guy in a suit and a woman in slacks and a blouse, standing up on the temporary stage set at the north end of the open lot below.  Looked like they had rented out a fenced commercial parking lot, set up the stage and a pair of mega video screens along with a sound system that would be at home at a rock concert.  Several sets of local television news crews were filming the event from various spots around the parking lot.

Because we came in from the northwest, they were just down to our left. The street that we would have come up if we had followed the scent trail directly was south of the stage.  My witch flicked through the pictures, then showed me a foursome of thugs standing right in the path I would have followed. 

He opened his mouth. 

“Nope, not betting you.  It’s most likely them,” I said, beating him to the punchline. “You’d probably pick something pervy as your reward.”

“Of course.  Now, if you can get your mind out of the gutter, I’m working on getting into the leaders’ phones.  There’s a shit ton of phones down there and it takes concentration.”

“How can you even do that from this far away?” I asked.

“I’ve gotten stronger since my tussle with Anvil,” he said, eyes closed.  That was probably the truth but maybe not all of it.  “Okay, I’m in.  Oh, also I’m into the burner phone he has in his suit pocket.  Hah, lots of fun stuff on that, including texts to the watchers asking why they hadn’t seen you yet. Also, the crew cut guy behind him has been texting the snipers.  So what do you want to do?”  He showed me a set of texts that told the shooters to not worry if they hit any of the rallygoers.  Nice.

“What do you mean?  What can we do?”

He grinned at me.  “Whatever you imagine.  I followed the email accounts back to through the servers to their home computers.  There’s a lot of stuff on that.  Conversations with other politicians about the supernatural world and what to do about it, some interesting financial transactions with offshore accounts, and some spicy home videos that star Mrs. Bogreen and some interesting people but not the good Congressman.  Hmm.  I think he might have been the videographer.”

“How the literal hell are you getting that so fast?” I asked.

“I got some killer bots.  They live in my phone, and I set them on these others.  They specialize in digging up dirt.”

“And we’re certain about these people?” I said, already knowing the answer but double-checking.

“Measure twice, cut once,” he said with a nod.  He so got me.

“Well, then how about some texts showing disregard for the public along with a video of Lady Bogreen?”

“Sure, although I think Cowgirl Bogreen is the term you’re looking for,” he said and then I heard the crowd gasp.  Peeking over the roof’s edge, I could just see the two massive screens below, the left-hand one showing multiple messages telling snipers to shoot me on sight, the right-hand one showing a pretty clear video of the demure woman on stage enthusiastically riding a man who was clearly not her husband while a deep male voice off camera gave her verbal encouragement.  Those in the audience who weren’t yelling about the text directions were busy videoing the video, no doubt streaming it live.

“What about the four who actually did the damage?” I asked, glancing at them.

“Bogreen and his security guy are telling them to find you. No. Correction. Us.  Identified both of us by name and said we must be nearby,” he said. “There’s a number of men in the crowd who are armed and also searching.”

“Egress?”

“Sure, but let’s wait a minute for the press to get some live coverage going, then we’ll work up a nice distraction.  Oh, looks like the happy couple are scurrying off to a limo.”

“Can the distraction involve the four assholes that broke all our stuff?”

“Sure,” he said. “Watch.”

Below, four idiots were looking all around, hands under t-shirts.  Suddenly one of the men swung his left fist and hit the guy nearest him in the face.  That one turned in rage, clearly demanding to know what that was for.  The hitter looked confused and scared but his left hand swung out again and smacked the other guy hard.  Then it was a full-on fight.  When the other two tried to break it up, one of them kneed the other one in the inner thigh like he’d been going for the groin. Now they were fighting too.

“Tell me that was TK and not mind control,” I said.

“TK.  I wouldn’t want to control anyone, but swinging a limb is easy enough.”

A voice yelled and I grabbed my witch, pulling him down just as a shot rang out, followed quickly by a second and third, shattering bricks on the tiny wall that ringed our rooftop hideout.

“Spotted.  Ideas?” I asked.

“Hold this phone like a periscope,” he said, the camera on.  We could see the shooter lining up on us through a scope and he moved the barrel our way as he spotted the top of the phone.

A shot blasted the phone right out of my hand, but at the same time, I heard a loud grunt, several more shots, and then the sound of something metal, like a rifle, falling six stories to the ground.  Declan popped up, making shoving motions three times fast in the direction of the other snipers.

“Okay, back to the fire escape,” he said.

My glance around showed bodies lying on the rooftops and I gave him a sideways glance as we ran to the escape.

“Just hard shoves.  Should be okay, but likely either knocked out or had their breath knocked out,” he said.

We got down fast and disappeared into the alley behind our building.

Fifteen minutes later, we were back at Mom’s building and then inside.

“Wonderful breaking news,” Torri said. She and my mom were watching Mom’s tablet. “I’m guessing you already know about it.”

“No, we were here the whole time, in case anyone asks,” I said as Declan began to put my mom’s décor back together.

“Of course you were,” Torri said with a wink before turning back to the screen.


Chapter 38

We got called out again two days later.  Sao Paulo, Brazil.  One Hellbourne, three possessed people, tiny portal.  We were headed back two days later when Chris got another vision and we diverted to South Africa.  A little tougher, as we had three Hellbourne and a pair of possessed cops which made things kind of ticklish with the local officials.  It worked out though without any real incident.  However, while we were there, I got a call from Afina.  Dante’s father, Maxwell Forsyth, had flown to New York and demanded a meeting with Brock, Afina, and me.  He also demanded to meet the witch that dared threaten his offspring.

He wanted immediate satisfaction, so it was decided to have the meeting in the hotel that Maxwell was staying in with everyone in attendance except me, but I would be conferenced in by video from the Demidova jet’s conference room.

Chris and Nika both sat with me when the call went through, the monitor showing us a fairly standard meeting room with Brock and Afina on one end of a long table, a fit-looking older version of Dante with a middle-aged woman in a business suit at the other.  Halfway down the table, Declan sat, wearing one of the two suits his aunt had made him bring, with Tanya by his side, also wearing a suit, albeit a much more expensive one.

“Well, Maxwell, we’re here,” Brock stated.

“Most of us.  The one I would want to Challenge is conveniently thousands of miles away,” Maxwell said, his voice very similar to his son’s.

“I volunteer as Tribute,” Declan said, raising his hand.  Tanya pushed it back down, but Maxwell was already looking at him with raised brows.

“I’m here and I’ll fight you in her stead.  Now, if you like,” Declan said, his voice calm but his eyes were very bright.

“I will deal with you after the rest of this is complete to my satisfaction,” the elder Forsyth said.  “Or I should say Morganna here will deal with you.”

“Your pet Water witch?” Declan asked. “By herself?  Shouldn’t she have brought her whole Circle?”

Afina turned to me, or at least the monitor I assume I was showing on.

“Declan,” I said.

“Just trying to be helpful.  We could be done already,” he said to me.

“I am Morganna Deitrich, Daughter of Elana, Granddaughter of Alwyn,” the witch said suddenly, her tone arrogant and confident.

Nobody said anything till Tanya tapped Declan’s arm where it rested on the table.  “This is your part, seeing as you’ve jumped into it.  It’s like we talked about at the other meetings,” the princess vampire said.

“You mean like when Darion says that he’s Darion Cornell of Cornell Associates and then the other guy says something like ‘Well, I’m Hubit Chacockoff of Grabem, Wallet, and Run?’  Posturing, right?”

Tanya’s mouth twitched but she contained it.  Brock, however snorted loudly and Afina had to turn her head.  “Yes, Declan. Posturing,” Tanya said.

Both Chris and Nika bolted from the room, and I heard them laughing in the plane’s main passenger lounge.  They came back in with huge grins, staying out of the camera’s range.

“Okay, well, I’m Declan O’Carroll, son of Maeve Irwin, grandson of Marie, great grandson of Rachel, great, great grandson of Mariah… You know, I’m gonna stop the greats ’cause it would take too long.  So, ah, let’s see. I left off on Mariah, right?  Oh, these are all Irwins, by the way.  So, Nancy, Phoebe, Sarah, Amy, Ruba, Rhonda, Mary, Elizabeth, Elmira, Mary Ann, Jean, Isabell, May, Jane, Marie, and…” He stopped and turned to Tanya. “You can’t tell her, okay, but the twentieth is Lydia. I can keep going, but we’ll be here all day.  On my dad’s side, it’s shorter.  Son of Perun, and like my twenty-great grandma was Roswitha Maier—the ah, Dark Mistress of the Black Forest.  How’s that?” he asked Tanya.

“Sufficient,” she said with a cool nod.  The Water witch was bugging though, her eyes about bulging out of her head.

Dante’s father looked explosive, his face red and his mouth twisted in anger.

“You are treating this as a farce,” he said to Brock and Afina.  “This buffoon is making things up—pulling names from a hat and you have the vampire here when this has nothing to do with their kind.”

“Declan is my employee, so I am here to see that he is treated accordingly, and if you impinge the honor of his family line, I will allow him to respond,” Tanya said, her voice cold as ice. “And he is right about one thing: You didn’t bring anywhere near enough witches.”

I had my issues with Princess Fang but right at that moment, I was impressed.

“Can we get to the part where your son threatened me with rape and violence?” I asked, mostly to speed things along.

“That is completely unsubstantiated,” Maxwell said.

Brock touched a button on his phone and instantly the recording of the confrontation in the restaurant replayed in its entirety.

“Please. I could have a fake like that one made in an hour,” Maxwell said.

“Okay, so what?  You’re looking for a fight, right?  Okay, let’s go, big bad wolf.  You and the witch assassin—same time.  Right now,” Declan said.

“Careful, boy, or I might take you up on that,” Maxwell said.

“Declan, that wouldn’t be a fair fight,” Tanya said. “And when you killed them both, you would have his pack and her Circle out for your blood.  You might have to kill as many as fifty people, most with families and children.”

“Not if it’s a Challenge,” Declan said.

“You have no pack standing, Declan,” Brock pointed out.

My witch looked stubborn, and I needed to nip that in the bud.  “Declan, this is my fight,” I said.

“Maxwell, I accept your Challenge and will meet you in combat as soon as our plane lands.  Brock, can we use the pack cage?”

“Of course, Stacia,” Brock said.

“I. Have. Not. Issued. A. Challenge,” Maxwell said like he was going to burst. “Yet.”

“Then what the hell are we all talking about?” I asked.

“I want a formal apology for my son’s treatment, and I want whatever DNA this… this… miscreant is holding returned,” Maxwell sputtered.

“Declan, why did you call Morganna an assassin?” Tanya asked suddenly.

“Because Water witches are usually the best killers.  It’s wicked easy to shut off blood to a brain or make a heart stop.  Fast, too.  So he brought a killer with him and as he just said, he’s worried that I have Dante’s hair, which I do.  But hey, watch this,” he said, then waved a hand.  A breeze ruffled Maxwell’s short salt and pepper hair and wafted Morganna’s longer dye job forward.

Declan grabbed at the table in front of him and held up a hair in each hand.  “Now I have yours too.”

The Alpha wolf growled but the witch just started muttering in some language I didn’t know.  Suddenly the wooden surface of the table started to smoke and char as big looping sigils and glyphs burned black on its surface.

“Hah, come on, lady.  You gotta do better than some pre-drawn glyphs using invisible spy ink,” Declan said.

“Declan, you took their hair,” Tanya admonished. “That’s a very provocative move.”

“See, it’s all this posturing that’s getting on my last nerve,” he said. “Bigshot here came to avenge his rapist son and thought bringing a barely midlevel washout of a Water witch was a trump card move.  He didn’t do any research, just hopped a plane, landed, and started yelling about how victimized he was.”

“He’s scared for his son’s life,” Tanya said.

“He should be.  Someone’s gonna cap his ass with a silver slug if he keeps treating women like that.  Me, I haven’t done anything because Stacia asked me not to.  But he keeps mouthing off and then he shows up with just one witch?  Come on.  Did you even look into our backgrounds?” he asked Maxwell directly. “You want his hair?  Here,” he said, pulling a tiny plastic envelope from his suit pocket and tossing it across the table. “And here’s yours,” he said, blowing the loose hairs on the tabletop back at the witch and werewolf. “And you know what?  Here’s mine,” he said, yanking a hair from his head, floating it to the witch with TK.

“Declan, no,” Tanya and I said at the exact same time, but it was too late.  The Water witch grabbed the hair with a triumphant sneer and immediately started to chant.  Declan just leaned back and crossed his arms.

Nothing happened.  Seconds ticked by and the witch kept chanting, getting louder and louder, a bead of sweat forming on her forehead.

“What is your problem?” Maxwell asked Morganna. 

“My problem is you told me we were going head-to-head with a teen boy witch, not a twentieth generation Irwin freak mixed with the fucking Scourge of the Black Forest!” Morganna hissed back.

“You have his fucking hair,” Maxwell demanded.

“Dude, you know jack shit about magic,” Declan said. “Less then her.  The hair thing is called sympathetic magic, and it means I’m connected to my DNA.  So it’s about power and preparation. As in who has the most. I’m too powerful for her and right now, my DNA is sitting inside her protective wards and personal shield and that means I can reach right through and do this.”  He made a grasping motion and Morganna gasped out like every bit of air left her lungs, her face going into full panic mode as she tried to pull in a breath.

“Declan,” I said, and he relaxed his hand.  The Water witch took a huge breath of air, coughed hard, and then ran out of the room.

“Well, that was exciting,” Afina said. 

“I will not apologize to your son,” I said. “He’s scum.  I’ll fight you if you want, but it has to be as soon as I land.  Whatever this is that you thought to accomplish is over.  You got his DNA, so you’re not leaving empty-handed.”

“Or what?” he demanded.  I was almost speechless at his absurd bluster.  Declan wasn’t.

“Dude, if I need to fly out there and trip the Olympic Fault Zone and drop half your state in the Pacific, I’m gonna be pissed.  That’s a whole lotta Bigfeet I’d be killing.  Bigfeet?  Or is it Bigfoots?” He turned to ask Tanya.

Maxwell stared at him, face white, mouth gaping.  Then he stood and left the room.  There was silence for a minute and then Declan winked at me and turned to Tanya.  “So, how was that for posturing?”


Chapter 39

“You went a little rogue earlier, don’t you think?” I asked, my head on his bare chest.  His heart beat steady and strong.

“Maybe.  Well, probably.  A bit,” he said. “I’ve been shadowing Tanya while you guys are off on adventures, and it’s been educational.  She’s pretty intense, but she knows business inside and out.  I’ve even learned from Lydia.  Anyway, this posturing is a viable technique, plus Dante makes me insane.  So having Daddy show up to protest was bullshit.”

“You almost killed Chris and Nika with that Hubit line,” I said.

“That’s not as hard to do as you think, but making Tanya smirk during negotiations is a definite win.”

“What else have you been learning while I was gone,” I asked.

“Well, the security team has been shooting me a lot,” he said, then turned my way. “I should rephrase that.  They’ve been shooting my shields and circles with different weapons.  Deckert calls it learning my strength level and claims it’s for my own good, but secretly I think he’s hoping to find a way to handle me if I go off the deep end.”

I absolutely hated hearing that.  “How did it go?” I asked carefully.

“Circles are pretty much a no go for anything handheld, although we didn’t try anti-tank weapons.  The shield held up through fifty caliber Browning.  Beyond that, I’m not sure.  The upside is I got to shoot all the weapons, including what I’ve been told is one of your favorites, the Auto Assault 12 shotgun.”

“Lot of firepower but so bulky,” I said. “I think a nice Benelli M4 is mostly better.  For now.”

“Yeah, I heard a lot about your love of shotguns.”

“My dad taught me to shoot with a .410 single shot and clay pigeons.  Only after that did I use a .22 rifle.  So my first love is a good shotgun.”

“Makes perfect sense,” he said.

“Tell me, though, didn’t you give away a lot of info to that Morganna witch?  You used Air.”

“Um, I used a tiny bit with their hair, but when I made her unable to breathe, that was TK. Squeezed her ribs and torso like a boa constrictor.  I could have used Air, but frankly I have more faith in my skill with TK than Air, which is newish.”

“Your telekinesis freaks Nika right out,” I said.

“What? When did I use it on her?”

“You didn’t.  You picked me up during your graduation exercise and she freaked because even vampires with a hundred years of practice can’t do that without hurting a person.”

“Oh,” he said, then was maddeningly silent.  I was about to burst when he finally spoke. “TK was my first Craft—in my crib.  I don’t remember it, but I apparently used it to float toys around me when they put me down to go to sleep.  I’ve always had it.  Mom and Ash both made me use it with eggs in the kitchen.  First, I had to float the eggs to them unharmed, then I had to learn to crack and drop eggs into a bowl without pieces of shell everywhere.  That was at maybe four or five years old.  In some ways, it’s maybe the rawest expression of magic.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, thinking of how his power caressed my bare skin when we made love.

“Early on, Miss Berg at Arcane told me that I was pretty skilled at energy manipulation, but that my spellcraft needed work,” he said, then scoffed. “Like she would have a clue.  All spells are energy manipulation.  And most witches use words, or songs or gestures and written symbols to manifest the manipulation they desire.  I mostly just think it.  Even advanced spells, I usually just recite in my head.”

“Which, no doubt, freaks out the regulars,” I said.

“Yeah.  Maybe that…” he started to say but his phone rang.  He picked it up and looked at the screen, then answered it.

“Hey Levi,” he said.

“Hi, Declan. Where are you right now?” Levi asked, his voice even but serious. 

Declan sat up as he took in the tone.  “Lying in bed,” he said. “What’s up?”

“Are you alone?”

“No, Stacia’s here,” he said without hesitation, making me wince.  Perhaps not so much personal information to the family?

“Good.  That’s good.  Listen, Darci is fine, but something happened.”

“What?” Declan demanded, tensing up.  I sat bolt upright and wrapped an arm around him, leaning against him.

“She was involved in a chase incident.  Drug dealer out of Burlington led a high-speed chase which Darci stopped by blocking an intersection with her cruiser.”

“Is she hurt?” Declan demanded.

“Banged up a bit but currently resting at home wrapped in a bubble of healing poppets that your aunt keeps whipping up.”

He spoke truth, no subtone wavers or changes in pitch.

“What happened?”

“She pulled her cruiser across a one-way street and the perp T-boned her car.  Right into the driver’s side.  Crushed the patrol car and ejected the perp out his windshield.  He was killed instantly.  The sheriff said that Darci should have been killed or badly injured.  He doesn’t understand why she wasn’t.”

“Her warded amulet?” Declan asked.

“Is burned like she used it to start a campfire.”

“That was a serious impact if it burnt the ward, but it did it’s job… well, part of its job.”

“What do you mean part?”

“It shouldn’t have let her pull the car into a position where her side was exposed to initial impact,” Declan said.

“Ah.  She said she had to fight it… to do just that.”

“What?  Why would she do that?” Declan asked.

“Because it’s her job.  You know, protect and serve?  She is required to put herself in harm’s way.  That’s why she gets the badge and gun and power.”

Declan froze, his face stunned, and I could almost feel him wrestling with something that seemed almost existential.

“Can I say hi?”

“She’s asleep, but she’s going to be fine.  I just wanted you to know about this firsthand.  Don’t think you need to come home because it’s likely just a few days of rest before she’s cleared for work.”

Declan’s face flashed through a number of emotions as he processed that.  Fear, relief, and then fear again.

“She can’t use that old amulet because it’s toast.”

“I’ll give her mine,” Levi said without hesitation.

“No.  That one is fully bonded to you.  No telling what would happen.  I’m going to make her a new one, but I need to get it to her before she gets back to work.”

“Better buy lots of insurance on that package,” Levi said, his tone light.

“No.  Levi, are you at Rowan West?”

“Yes.”

“Can you take the phone to the barn?”

“Yes, but why?”

“I need to call Draco to me.  He’ll bring the amulet to Darci.”

What?  The dragon?

“Hmm.  Okay.  Not super sure about this without you or Ash,” Levi said.

“Oh, it’s fine.  He won’t ever hurt you.  And he just needs to hear my voice for me to make a link he can understand.”

Okay, I was completely intrigued by this turn of events.  We listened as Levi opened a door, then as his feet crunched on gravel, then the creak of what had to be the barn door.

“She’s okay,” I said to him, hugging him again.

“But she needs a new amulet, so I gotta make it today.  Draco can be here by tonight.”

“Ah, hey, ah, Draco? Hello?” Levi called out over the phone.

“Levi, just put me on speaker,” Declan said. 

“Go ahead.  I hear him rustling in the rafters.”

“Draco, I need you,” Declan said, closing his eyes, his brow smoothing out as his tone became very even. “Draco, buddy, I need you to come to me.”

“Shit; he just landed on the floor in front of me.  He’s listening,” Levi said.

“Draco, I need you to come to me to carry something.  Draco, it will protect Darci and Ashling,” Declan said before turning to me. “He loves my aunt, so anything good for her is a great thing.”

“He’s turning in a circle, tilting his head.”

“Draco, I’m with Robbie,” Declan said.

“Uh-oh. He’s crawling toward the back of the barn. The south end.”

“You should probably open the rear door, Levi, ’cause he doesn’t know how to open it.”

“Um, you’re wrong about that.  Just knocked the latch up with his snout and…  Oh, there he goes.  He took off.  Flying south.”

“Okay.  Perfect.  I’m going to get started on her new amulet. He’ll be here by dinner, then I’ll send him home with the new one.  You might need Ash to get it from him because it’ll be around his neck and he’s kind of ticklish.”

“Oh, I have no intention of touching any part of him.  Ashling will have to handle that little monster.”

“Levi, I’m going to get to work on this, but can you call me when Darci wakes up?”

“Sure, bud.  No worries.”

They hung up and Declan jumped out of bed, heading for his Crafting bag.  I cleared my throat.

He looked my way and I waved a hand at his body.  “You might want to get dressed before you start work.  Safety first,” I laughed.

He looked down at his naked form, then back up.  “Actually, some witches do all their major spells skyclad.  But I’m not one of them.  Good point.”

“Plus, if you’re clothed, I won’t be tempted to molest you,” I said with a smirk. “As tempted.”

“Again?  Insatiable Stacia.  Yeah, new nickname.”

I growled a little, but I was just thrilled his aunt was okay.  He left for his rooms and I showered and dressed before calling upstairs.  None of the vampires were up yet but I spoke to Tanya’s assistant, Celeste, explaining why our witch wouldn’t be appearing in the executive office today.

Then I went and ate in the cafeteria before grabbing a tray of food for him.  When I let myself into his rooms, he was hunched over his desk, etching runes into a tiny piece of rowan wood under a lighted magnifying lens.  The fledgling amulet was sitting in a copper circle that was inlaid right down into the surface of what looked like a cherry cutting board, which itself had runes engraved across it.

I kept quiet, as he was super focused, but put bits and bites of food on the corner of his desk.  He would lean back, snag the snack without seeming to be aware of it, gobble it down, and go right back to work.  I got about a third of the tray into him, but his intent and concentration made eating a nonpriority.  No wonder he was so lean.  I knew from his words and actions that using magic burned serious calories, and if I wasn’t making the food easily available, he likely wouldn’t have eaten anything at all.  And I could feel the magic, my skin all cobwebby and my hair lifting and falling on its own, repeatedly.

An hour later, I got a text from Chris, so I left the apartment and met up with him up in the cafeteria as he had his own meal.

“Does he need to go home?” he asked as I sat down with a glass of chocolate milk.  He was powering through a big bowl of Pad Thai.

“Levi says no, but the accident was apparently super bad.  It seems the only reason Darci lived or escaped serious injury was because of her necklace. It got so bad, it burned up like a cinder. He’s holed up in his room, feverously making her a new one.”

“How is he going to get it to her?”

I grinned.  “He called his little dragon to him.  It should be here by early evening.  He’ll put the necklace on its neck and send it home.”

“No way?” he said, eyes wide. “Cool.  Ah, where?  The rooftop?”

I nodded. “He took a bathroom break and when he came back, I asked the same question.  He’ll know when it gets closer and he’ll meet it on the helipad, if that’s okay.  Otherwise, he’ll need to go to Central Park or something.”

“Oh, hell yeah it’s okay!  Tanya and the girls are gonna flip.  Lydia has expressed doubt about it several times.  This will be awesome. Have you ever seen it?”

“Not yet.  It didn’t come out when Ashling showed me his home Wytchwar course in the barn.  I heard it rustle above us.  I did meet Robbie though.”

“Really?  How was that?”

“It’s like the chilliest creature.  Placid and calm.  Declan says it likes to just sit, mostly underground, but sometimes it’ll push through in a sunny spot and soak up the warmth.”

“It wasn’t placid or calm when the centipedes attacked.  It was massively effective at destroying them.”

“I saw the videos. Draco has, according to Declan, more personality.  Air Elemental versus Earth Elemental.  And it breathes actual fire.”

A staff member brought me a chocolate shake and I nodded my thanks.  “He doesn’t seem to eat much when he’s in serous crafting mode, so I’m going to see if I can get him to sip this while he works.”

“Ah, the care and feeding of a megawitch,” Chris said with a grin, then looked at his phone when it buzzed. “Okay, gotta run.  Chet wants to show me some new Omega trick or something.”

“Okay, I’ll let everyone know when the appointed hour draws near.”

He finished the new ward necklace in four hours, sitting back and then standing to stretch out his back. 

“Is it done?” I asked.

“Yup.  And it’s better than her other one.  Stronger in some ways but weaker, by intent, in others.”

“Weaker?”

“It won’t fight with her if she makes a decision like the one she just made.  Wasted energy.  Darci is a force of nature when she’s determined.  Levi was right; I forgot.  Darci has always told me that her job is to take careful risks to protect others.  Those with power are obligated to help those without.  So this one will help her do just that.  Instead of a battle of wills, the amulet will focus on her intent and seek to make that reality.”

“Will mine fight me?” I asked, my hand holding the crystal, something that I seemed to do unconsciously from time to time.

“Yours is… unique.  This took half a day.  I spent multiple days on yours.  I’ve never made anything like it and I’m not sure I could do it again, except for you,” he said absently, as if his last words didn’t arrow straight through me.  “No, it won’t ever fight you.  In fact, I copied some of the intent focus spells on hers from yours.  Okay.  I think I have time for a shower, maybe some soup…” He trailed off as he looked at the dishes and glasses piled on the coffee table near his desk.  “Oh,” he said, looking at me with wide eyes.  Then he smiled. “Still want some soup, though,” he said, heading toward his bathroom as he peeled off his shirt and shorts.  I thought about following, but then we’d definitely be late.  Control, girl. Control.

Forty minutes or so later, we stepped out on the rooftop, finding most of the administrative office standing around the door.

“Oh,” my witch said, surprised.

“We’ve never had a dragon land on the roof before,” Tanya said.

“Do we need Champagne or something,” Declan deadpanned back.

“Will it spit fire?” Katrina asked.

“He can.  Is that something people want to see?” my witch asked.

Lydia scoffed.  “Some Kahleesi you are.”

“Dracarys Draco,” Declan intoned with one brow up.  Lydia snorted what she thought of that.

“Is your aunt okay, Declan?” Nika asked.

“Yes, I got to speak to her.  Ashling’s healing spells make you sleepy, so she’s been down most of the day, but I think she’ll try to get cleared for work the day after tomorrow.  Oh,” he said suddenly, turning and looking at the dusky sky to the north. “He’s inbound.”

Nothing happened for two minutes, but just as Lydia turned to say something, Tanya suddenly pointed.  “There,” she said.  A couple of seconds later, I spotted a tiny dot in the gloom.  Thirty seconds more and it looked like a bird, albeit a weird one, the wings flapping weirdly.  Fifteen more seconds and all the vampires froze, which is the equivalent of a big group gasp.

“I can’t see him yet, but I know where he is,” Declan said softly to me. 

“He’s getting pretty close,” I said, the creature now clearly bigger than a bird.  Bigger than an eagle even.

Declan grabbed my hand.  “Come on,” he said, pulling me gently after him.  My feet were not completely certain this was a wise move, but my witch was going so I did too.  We walked out onto the marked helipad and now I realized the flying creature really did look just like a dragon from Game of Thrones or Harry Potter.  Just smaller.  Like a German Shepherd but with a fourteen-foot wingspan.  It lifted its head and screamed out a call that came straight out of Jurassic Park.  Then, just before landing, it pointed its snout almost straight up and released a huge blast of flame that shot ten or twelve feet over its head.  This time, the whole crowd, humans and vampires, gasped loudly.

The wings flapped and we were buffeted by downdraft far in excess of what something that size should produce.  Then it was down, talons scratching the hardened concrete of the helipad, wings folding down so it could use them as its front legs and feet. 

“Hey bud,” Declan said as he pulled me up even with him.  The little dragon, which didn’t look all that little now, was a perfect image of what Hollywood considered a dragon.  And this one was suddenly charging us, which would have been cause for worry except my witch let go of my hand and dropped to a knee, meeting the creature face-to-face.  And the damned thing crooned.  Like a baby bird for its mother.  Its body language was clearly excited, the long tail lashing like a Golden Retriever’s.  
 

He carefully hugged it, and it nuzzled him like a pet.  After a bit of petting, he turned and held out a hand to me.  Cautiously, I took his hand and let him pull me closer.  The dragon watched carefully, the eyes intelligent yet alien.  He brought our joined hands close to the muzzle and it sniffed us, then licked us with a dry tongue that felt like leather.

“He’s not tasting you; rather he’s tasting your… essence, maybe.  This way, he will always know you like you always remember a scent,” Declan said. “Anyone else want to meet him?”

The executive team moved forward, but only Awasos and Chris let the dragon snuffle them.  The vampires, curiously, held back, even Tanya.

Declan reached into his messenger bag and pulled out several small pieces of lumber, maybe four inches of two-by-four.  He tossed them to the dragon, one at a time, the little scaled monster snapping them up and crunching them down with jaws like hydraulic presses.  Then it turned its head and blasted out a plume of fire fifteen feet off the side of the building.

“Okay, bud.  Now it’s mission time,” Declan said.  He pulled a leather-strung amulet from his pocket and carefully put it over the dragon’s head.  It was a bit of a struggle at first, as the little beast kept darting his head side to side like it was a game. Finally, he got it in place.  “Now it’s time to take it back to Ashling, Draco,” he said, pointing north.

The dragon headbutted him then circled twice, like a cat or dog, and curled up on the cold concrete, lifting his head to look hopefully at the witch. 

“Okay, I guess you’ve earned a rest,” Declan said, sitting down cross-legged, the dragon immediately dropping his head into my witch’s lap.

“Aww,” everything female on the rooftop said all at once.  It was unbelievably cute.  This monstrous head, covered with sharp spikes with a great toothy jaw, was looking for pets from the teenaged witch.

“He doesn’t actually need rest. He just misses me,” Declan said.

“How fast can he fly?” Tanya asked, squatting down six feet away.

“I don’t know.  He made it here in four hours, but I don’t know how much effort he put into it.  Air is his element, so he technically doesn’t even need the wings to fly, but it’s become kind of his nature.  The fire comes from some spells I put on his skeleton that gasify wood and allow him to ignite it.”

“Could he keep up with a jet?” Chris asked.

“Ah, I don’t know.  He could certainly cling to a jet and ride along.  I’ve never had the freedom or ability to figure out his flight speed.”

“How did you know that he would get here by dusk?” I asked.

He looked at me for moment, clearly thinking about it.  “You know, I don’t know.  I just sorta knew,” he said.

“So you basically talk to elementals?” Nika asked.

“I guess I sorta do,” he responded, turning back to his dragon.

The girls all exchanged meaningful glances with each other and me.  Talks to elementals. Sure, no big deal.

Twenty minutes later, Draco stood up, cuddle time apparently over, and flapped his wings.  Then after a glance back at his young buddy, he leapt up into the air and took off to the north. It only took him thirty seconds to disappear from view.

“Air Draco Delivery,” Chris said.

“Yeah.  Good thing too because overnight delivery is never really overnight anymore,” Declan said.

“Amen,” Lydia agreed without a bit of sarcasm.


Chapter 40

Three days later, we were hanging in Tanya’s outer office, waiting to have an executive team meeting.  Tanya was running late on a meeting with city officials regarding plans for a major potential development project.  Apparently, the city’s various zoning laws, committees, and officials had become so byzantine that she wasn’t willing to invest until she was assured of approval, something that was increasingly more difficult to obtain.

Celeste had just vacated her post at the desk to use the ladies’ room, and Lydia was ostensibly watching the phones but was leaning over Nika’s tablet, discussing some personnel issue when the phone rang.  Declan, who was walking past it on his way to my side, veered right and picked up the handset.

“Demidova Incorporated. This is Declan; how may I help you?”

“They have you answering phones?” the feminine caller asked in cultured Oxford-accented tones.

Lydia and Nika both whipped around to stare at the young witch who had just straightened up, wide eyes focused on me.

“Yes, your grace.  I also pick up coffee, dry cleaning, and can run almost any copier in the building,” he said, raising a brow.

“You continue to delight me, young witch, and I’ll have you know that Velaslava is still in a bit of a snit over your popping of her spell,” the de facto leader of the Coven said.

“Is that a bad thing, ma’am?” he asked as Lydia appeared in a puff of air by his side.  Nika shot to the office door and let herself into the inner sanctum.

“No, dear boy; it is a treasured delight.  Now, speaking of snits, do you suppose that my perpetually angry granddaughter is available?”

“We are interrupting her current meeting to check that availability, ma’am,” he said, holding his free hand palm up as he raised eyebrows at Lydia in confusion as to what to do.  She nodded and gave him a thumbs-up. Celeste appeared from the restroom, frowning as she took in the situation.

“Well then, perhaps, while we await the verdict, I can ask how you are enjoying your summer internship?” Elder Senka asked.  Celeste’s mouth formed a perfect O and her eyes got huge as she heard the voice.

“Best summer job I’ve ever had,” Declan said. “Lots of excitement, education, and experience.”

“You have a talent for understating things, Declan dear. Glossing over exploding robots, rogue software, and the emergence of the first true quantum computer so blandly, it’s as if you’ve been hanging around my dear Lydia too long?”

“I have to admit she’s definitely added spice to the job,” he said.

Tanya stepped out of her office and closed the door behind her, moving smoothly over to the reception desk and holding out her hand.

“Ma’am, here is Tanya,” Declan said, handing the phone to the vampire princess before beating feet for the spot on the loveseat next to me.

I gave him a thumbs-up on his performance. Lydia gave him a nod.  Celeste was still standing where she had been but no longer frowning.

“Hello, Elder,” Tanya said, her poker face in place.

“Oh, so formal, dear one,” Senka replied with a hint of amusement in her voice.

“To what do I owe this outreach?” Tanya asked.

“First, I must applaud you on your choice of summer help.  That one is so very interesting.  I may call him regularly just to brighten my day, but to avoid accusations of dallying about, I simply wanted to let you know I am in town.  Perhaps we could meet at Citadel?”

Tanya was frozen, the gears almost visibly turning in her head.  “Perhaps we could.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful, dear one.  I’m sure your mother will be delighted to see you as well.”

“I see Mother at every board meeting, at least,” Tanya said.

“Ah, but not since you have learned of your… delicate condition.  How about we meet here at, oh, let’s say two-thirty?”

“Alright,” Tanya allowed, her face a porcelain mask.

“Oh, and please bring your whole team, including my new favorite witch,” the oldest vampire said and then simply hung up.

Tanya set the phone back in its cradle, her eyes on the floor.  Then she turned to Lydia and Nika, who were standing side by side.  “Thoughts?”

“She was almost vibrating with excitement,” Lydia mused. “I’ve never heard her like that before.”

That was vibrating?  It all seemed placid and almost droll to me.

“What happened?” Declan asked me. 

“We got invited to Citadel,” Tanya said.

“It’s either a trap of some kind, a peace offering, an attempt at information gathering, a status ploy, some kind of political machination, or all the above,” Nika said.

“All the above and more,” Tanya said.  She lifted her head and looked at me and then Declan. “Prepare yourselves.  Minimal weapons but highest level of situational awareness, especially you two,” she said to me and the witch. “Stacia, you’ll take six o’clock with Declan just in front of you.  Heads on swivels.  Declan, if you think anything, anything at all, is hinky, will you shield us?”

“Of course.  Would you like a shield over us as we enter?” he asked.

She thought about it, then shook her head.  “Too defensive.  Makes us look afraid and weak.  Just be ready to provide defense instantly.  I suggest you get a bit of rest before we leave, then eat and hydrate.  It promises to be tricky.”

So we napped—just napped.  I set a boundary with him about mission readiness.  Sleep and energy was vital, so no hanky-panky, as Lydia called it.

At one in the morning, we regrouped on the executive floor.  Arkady, Lydia, Nika, myself, Declan, Chris, Tanya, and even Katrina.

“For all intents and purposes, this is a foray into hostile territory,” Tanya began. “Our position relative to the Coven is ambiguous at best and to have the eldest vampire arrive and casually request a meeting raises the hair on my neck.”

“It would be easy to ascribe this to curiosity on Senka’s part regarding the pregnancy,” Nika said. “And, in fact, I am certain she is intensely curious about that, but… she is never just one thing. Never acts without multiple agendas to fulfil.”

“Declan,” Chris said, “take your cues from Stacia.  If she attacks somebody, back her up.  If she gets defensive, you get double defensive. Got it?”

“Yup, and all the players move much faster than I do, so despite the look of weakness, I will have my personal shields powered up.”

“That is actually essential,” Nika said. “I am not the only mindreader in the Coven.”

“She also mentioned Velaslava specifically, so that makes me a little paranoid,” my witch said.

“There is no such thing as paranoia when it comes to Grandmother,” Tanya said. “Just traps, tricks, and pitfalls.”

“Holidays must be hell,” Declan said quietly, mostly to himself.

Lydia snorted and Katrina just nodded, her stone face in place.

We traveled a short distance, maybe five or six blocks, by SUV to another Demidova building, disembarking inside the underground parking garage.  Arkady led the way to a section of the garage where a maroon Jeep was parked by itself.  The giant warrior bent down and grabbed the bumper of the SUV and pulled.  The floor under the Jeep and a section of the wall in front of it all swiveled out of way with greased ease, revealing an opening in the concrete. 

Behind the wall was an armored steel door that put most bank vaults to shame.  Tanya pressed her hand against a sensor, looked into a retinal scanner, and then sang a note. The door unlocked with a rumble of heavy bolts, then swung itself smoothly open.  Beyond it lay a descending tunnel that ramped downward. 

Tanya gave us all a warning look, then followed Arkady through the door.  Chris was behind her, followed by Lydia, Nika, Katrina, Declan, and finally, me.  As I stepped through, the door automatically swung shut and bolted itself with huge cylinders of steel each as big in diameter as my thigh.

Down, down, down we went, lights automatically coming on in front of us and turning off behind us as we moved through the tunnels.  I could almost feel Declan’s relief at the light, although I was happy about it too.  Complete darkness is a bitch even if you have other forms of night vision.

We walked for the equivalent of several city blocks before we came into a much wider tunnel, one with full lighting that did not turn off from inactivity.  A pair of heavily armed Darkkin stood on either side of the tunnel, bodies at attention, eyes straight ahead.  I kept an eye and ear on them as we passed, but they stood like statues.  Ahead, about fifty feet, another pair of guards stood stiffly, and then twenty feet beyond them, more soldiers lined the walls.

We were now bracketed by at least ten vampires to a side, and I felt like I was walking on eggshells.  The walls were interrupted with other tunnels like the one we had exited, and each of these was dark, the lights of the main tunnel creating photonic barriers that even night vision had trouble piercing.  Anyone and anything could be hiding in those offshoots.

Ahead of us, a truly enormous door closed off the tunnel.  It reminded me of the blast doors from the missile silo in New Hampshire.  As we approached, a vampire guard stepped away from the wall and activated a control on the side of the blast door.  The door began to slowly open, and that’s when all hell broke loose.

We had just passed a spot where there was a side tunnel on either wall, like a four-way intersection. Movement from both tunnels caught my attention and I spun completely around to face our six o’clock position, now walking backward. 

Three vampires appeared like magic from the tunnels, one wielding a magazine-fed shotgun, one with an assault rifle, and the last one wearing the bulky tanks of an actual WWII flamethrower.

All three fired at once, silver bullets and burning liquid death coming straight at me—none of which amounted to squat.  The bullets, buckshot, and napalm struck an invisible wall in front of me and stopped dead. 

A hand on my shoulder told me my witch was at work, the lack of any heat at all telling me he was effective.  Then I saw the blue outline of the shield twist, the outer ends creating a V shape toward the shooters, and now the projectiles and flame reflected back at our attackers.

A second later, the guns ran empty, the tank on the back of the middle vampire exploded, and liquid fire splashed across all three, each screaming in pain.  Fire is as deadly to vampires as it is to weres and humans, with the possible exception of Fire witches—like mine.

I took the trio of screams as my cue to step forward and strike each vampire in the head with a wolfish fist.  Their bodies slammed backward and down, their skulls crushed.  Declan’s hand grabbed my back beltloop and he steadily pulled me backward, slow enough that I wouldn’t trip, but fast enough to collapse us into the rest of the team. 

“Clear,” I yelled as I felt Declan’s side pressed against me. 

Tanya spoke.  “Left wall.” 

As a unit, we all stepped to the left side of the tunnel, although now it was my right side.

Then Arkady spoke—“Clear”—followed by Chris. “Clear.”

As soon as our backs were against concrete, I could see a group of vampires frozen in the outline of the open blast door.  Senka and Galina pushed to the front, both vampires looking very clearly annoyed.

Soldiers from down the tunnel ran up and my magic buddy and I prepared for more fun, but they simply secured the smashed attackers.

“We were bait?” Tanya asked, moving up to her grandmother.

“You are never bait.  You are alert warriors on guard for anything,” Senka said.

“Yet you look more pissed off than shocked, Grandmother,” Tanya noted.

“Rumor of your condition has spread throughout the Coven.  There are, to my dismay, some elements of Darkkin society that still have, shall we say, doubts—about you and your Chosen,” Senka said.

“You already knew this, Tanya,” her mother admonished gently.

“Yet open attack at the doors of Citadel?” Tanya asked.

“It was a bit aggressive,” Senka admitted.

“And stupid.  Does no one understand the futility of attacking a Fire witch with actual fire?” Chris asked.

“I should add that there is a certain disbelief among the Coven that a male witch, no matter how well bred, can have any real strength and skill in witchcraft,” Senka said. “That one seems to have been promulgated by members of my own staff.”  She turned and looked at a middle-aged woman standing just behind her, who was staring holes in my witch.

“Velaslava,” Declan said under his breath, but he might as well have yelled it.

“Ah, you remember her, do you, favored intern?” Senka said, focusing on Declan.

“She has a certain… presence,” he said, scrunching up his face.

Senka laughed. Straight-out laughed.  First time for everything, I suppose.  “Hah. Velaslava, he has your number, no?” she said to the mean-looking witch, who cursed to herself in a foreign language.

“Lovely,” Tanya said crossly, staring at the witch in a way that told me she understood the curse.

“Yes, she is a bit ill-tempered.  Perhaps you would like to wait elsewhere?” Senka asked the witch, who shook her head and lowered her gaze.  Nasty piece of work, that one.

“Our grand welcome has gone astray but do come in, dear ones.  Let us get you all out of this dreadful tunnel.  I have no idea what the fumes from that accelerant could do to my unborn great grandchild, and I don’t want to find out.”

Declan grunted and waved a hand.  The black, inky smoke hovering at the ceiling of the tunnel twisted and spun itself into a ball and then deep inside, a bright flame ignited.  In a moment, the smoke was gone, replaced by visual waves of heat and then that too was simply gone.

Senka turned fascinated eyes on Declan. 

“I, ah, reburned the gases, like those catalytic woodstoves,” he said.

“And the excess heat, dear?” she asked.

“Well, Chris always says to top off when you can,” he replied with deferential shrug.

“I see.  Good advice.  Well done, the both of you,” she said, looking from him to me. “In Darkkin society, the youngest are considered weak and easy prey.  Another lesson imparted.”

She gave us a nod and turned to lead us through the blast door and turned right almost immediately, into a posh meeting room with seating for like thirty people.

“So.  Refreshments?” Senka asked. “Good to top off when you can.”

Tanya looked at Chris, and he nodded.  “Sure,” she said, then waved for us to take seats in the plush, overstuffed furniture.  As the last two team members, we were also last to get seats.  Nika pointed at a loveseat, and we slid into it, side by side.

Darkkin staff members brought in trays with wine goblets filled with thick, red blood, followed by a crudité platter and carafes of coffee and tea.

None of us said a word as we each helped ourselves and after a moment, Senka sighed.  “This is starting out poorly.  Tanya, I wanted to see you as my granddaughter, not as a Darkkin.  And I wanted to congratulate you on your pregnancy.”

“Thank you, Grandmother,” Tanya said, her tone even. “It was as much a surprise to us as to you all.”

“With our own memories of Galina’s pregnancy still only a few decades old, it was, perhaps, less of a surprise to us,” Senka said. “But it does cap off a remarkable summer.  Your company has survived unprecedented assault and come back much stronger than ever.”

“You both taught me that finding and investing in excellent personnel is essential to success.  My Chosen has a unique skill for spotting talent,” Tanya said, waving a hand at both me and Declan. 

The witchy one was in the process of lifting a cheese-laden cracker to his mouth but froze in place as the vampires’ attention shifted to us.

“Ah, here’s to teamwork,” he said, nodding at me and then chomping down on his cracker.

“Along with training,” Tanya added.

“Hmm, how very true,” Senka said.  Then she turned her gaze to Lydia and Nika. “I find myself slightly concerned by the complete lack of comment from you, Lydia, or even you, Nika?”

“Who us?” Lydia asked, the very picture of surprise. “Why, things are just humming along,” she said.  Nika just smiled and nodded.

Senka spoke an aside to Galina without breaking eye contact with the littlest vampire.  “Perhaps an immediate audit of Citadel’s valuables is called for, although it is probably too late.  Bitten by my own small talent for spotting talent, so it seems,” she remarked with a sigh.

Galina just scoffed.  “And a changing of the locks.”

Senka snorted softly but her gaze now shifted to Katrina.  “The Queen’s Kat.  Staying amused, I suppose?”

“Oh, yes.  I’m having a great year.  College, exciting new missions, and a burgeoning hobby in video editing.  By the way, do you suppose that I might get a copy of the security footage from our little tunnel excitement?  I have something of a small collection.”

Senka nodded slowly.  “I’d heard that you had a new interest.  Darkkin need to stay connected to the world, so that’s a wonderful thing, Katrina.  I’m sure my people can provide you with a copy.”

An aide instantly moved to a terminal workstation at the far end of the room and then came back with a tiny black flash drive with skull and crossbones printed on it.

“Cute,” Katrina said. “Thank you.”

The remainder of the meeting went along very similar lines, although Tanya loosened up a bit and chatted closely with her mother and grandmother.  The rest of us sipped and snacked.

I suddenly noticed the witch, Velaslava, moving our way, although her gaze was focused on me—well, more like my chest.

“What is that?” she gasped when she was six feet away, finger pointed at my breasts.

“Manners, Vel,” Senka commanded. “I swear you are all but unhinged today.”

“She wears a ward,” Velaslava accused.

“We all do,” Lydia said, her tone amused.

“Not like that,” Velaslava declared, turning to look at the small vampire with a deep frown.

“Wow, grumpy much?” Lydia asked, shifting slightly. “Let me break this down for you.  Witch,” she declared, pointing at Declan. “Warded necklaces made of rowan,” she added, pulling her own amulet into view. “Werewolf who is allergic to rowan,” she continued, pointing at me.

“Special nonallergenic amulet,” she finished, pointing to my chest.

“Bah, it is no more like your ward than the Elder is like a newborn,” the nasty witch said, firing it right at Lydia.  I think I saw a tiny flicker of a smile cross Tanya’s sister’s face.

“Not true,” Declan said. “All the team wards are strong. Stacia’s required a different approach and I spent longer on it, so it is more sophisticated than the others.”

“What is your point with this embarrassing outburst, Vela?” Senka asked.

“It’s… it’s… impossible.” And with that, she turned and stormed out.

“My apologies,” Senka said. “I assure you that she is accounted as knowledgeable and skilled among her peers in Europe.”

“Well, the reality of our Harry Potter can be hard for other witches to swallow,” Lydia said. “But don’t let it go to your head, punk,” she said, pointing an index finger at Declan.

He held up both hands, palms out, ducking his head slightly, then prepared another cracker.

“Katrina,” Senka called out, “I find myself intrigued by your video collection.  Could I perhaps have some copies?”

“Certainly.  It’s good stuff. Very entertaining.  I’ll bring it over personally,” Tanya’s assassin said, nodding enthusiastically.  “Makes for a good movie morning.”

“Now that the niceties are out of the way, are you done with this little act of yours?” Senka asked Tanya.  Uh-oh. Major conversation shift.  Whiplash.

“Act?” Tanya asked, tone a frosty shade of arctic.  She was cold but unsurprised.

“This imaginary split from the Coven,” Senka said. “This running away from home like a tiny, squalling child.”

“And we’re done here,” Chris said.  Tanya was already moving toward the doorway, poker face in place.

“Goodbye, Grandmother.  Nice chat,” Tanya said in a tone a few degrees even chillier.

And that was that.  We left.  They didn’t try to stop us, either with words or actions.  As the rear security, I did get to feel the hard, cold stare of the oldest vampire locked on our group.

“What was that?” I asked Nika a little later when we were safe in the Tower. 

“That was standard Senka.  Confusing, twisted, and unpredictable,” she said. “Thirteen hundred years of plotting creates a unique personality.  Don’t waste time trying to figure her out—I’ve spent over a hundred years doing that and I’m no closer than when I started.”

A moment of reconciliation followed by the slam of the door.

“So, we flushed out some bad eggs for her, she got to check on Tanya, and then she pushed us right back out?”

“Exactly.  Like I said, just a normal Tuesday in Senka land,” she replied. “Tanya felt it went pretty well, all things considered.”

My grandmother has passed, and my mom is nothing like Galina, let alone Senka—thank God.  I felt an immediate need to call her.

“Hey, Mom. How’s things?”

“Good, sweetheart.  I’m starting to get a handle on my job and Frank is beside himself with the kids in his wing of the hospital.”

“Oh?  They’re doing okay?”

“They’re doing amazing.  Every single one.  They’ll have to be monitored their entire lives, but the families now have hope.  All from a song.”

“By an angel.”

“Oh, she sang it, but the words came from your guy,” she said.

Hmm, my guy.  What were we, exactly?  I wasn’t stupid… I knew I had been working extra hard to avoid defining our relationship, but was it time to put a label on it?  I felt my internal flinch.  Nah, not yet.


Chapter 41

Lydia texted me for a callout two days later.  I was at Mom’s, having a mother–daughter home spa night when my phone buzzed.

She read my face when I looked at the screen.  “One of those, huh?” she asked, eyes full of concern.

“Yeah. Hopefully we don’t have to travel too far or for too long,” I said, plucking the foam from between my toes.  Maybe the polish wouldn’t smudge too bad but if I Changed for a fight, it would all just flake off anyway.  I stood up and she almost tackled me with her hug. “Hey, it’ll be fine.”

“I just wish you could have your witch with you,” she said.  It hit me that she understood, on some level, that he was a game changer.  In a fight, in the company, in my whole life.

“Well, eventually Chris wants to include him.  We’ll see.”

Thirty-eight minutes, later we saw.

“Everyone?” Lydia asked Chris for the second time as we loaded ’Sos into the back of the SUV.

“This is a big one, Lydia,” he said again. “There may be two portals or one big one, and there are at least six Hellbourne.”

“And it’s in the Bronx?” Arkady asked.

“Yeah, It’s happening inside a warehouse renovation project,” Chris said. “When we get there, Lydia assists Nika, while Tanya and Declan cover the farthest perimeter point.  Declan, you stop anything coming out or trying to get in, and T, you guard his back.  Arkady and Stacia at the rear and front entrances.  ’Sos will be inside with me but hanging back. Any of the meat sacks try to leave, you all have to stop them and hold them till I can get there.  Don’t kill them or the demon just gets free. Got it?” he asked, looking hard at his spouse and intern.  They both nodded, Declan serious, Tanya with a smirk.

We loaded into the SUV, Arkady driving, Chris in the passenger seat.  Of course Declan and I were in the far back with a big wolf head poking between the headrest to snuffle us.

“Don’t let any of those things get close to you,” I warned my witch. “I don’t want to think what would happen if they touched you.”

“I will have my personal shield up, one over both T and me, and I’ll be stopping anything moving at a distance.”

“If you can see it,” I pointed out.

He reached into his messenger bag of magic tricks and pulled out a helmet with night vision goggles mounted on it.

“Deckert gave this to me,” he said. “Taught me how to use them. I can see them as they run, but then Tanya will see if they get too close.”

“Yes, I will,” the princess said over her shoulder.  “Good plan, Declan.  My senses and your telekinesis.”

“How will you hold more than one at at time?” Lydia questioned.

“Um, he said there’s like six, so no biggie.  But I can circle each of them and then I don’t have to pay attention as much.”

The car was silent for a moment as everyone digested his words.

“I know you can fry like thirty objects or people at a time, but to hold individuals?” Chris asked.

“I’ve never tried to hold thirty moving people, but Darci used to throw floats into the river and I had to keep them all from going downstream.  I think I got to twenty-three.”

“At twenty-four, did you lose the lot of them?” Tanya asked.

“Never got to twenty-four because she could only round up twenty-three.  It was only a couple of times, then trout season started and there were too many people on the river.”

“Moving Hellbourne are quite a bit different than rubber duckies,” Lydia pointed out.

“First, yes.  Second, how the hell did you know they were rubber duckies?” he asked.

“Because you’re a rubber ducky kind of guy,” she snarked.

“Not my duckies.  They belonged to the rough and ready deputy sheriff.  As far as moving creatures, I regularly snag and hold twelve to eighteen Wytchwar avatars when I am teaching the finer points of the game.  Most of those were being driven by either witches or psychics with some TK.  But the point is, any Hellbourne I stop, I will circle so I can concentrate on the next ones.”

“Do you have to be close to them to circle them?” Nika asked.

“Not on solid earth, concrete, or asphalt.  Probably not on a solid floor either,” he said. “But if it’s a spotty second or third floor like that Vermont warehouse, then yeah,” he admitted.

“Solid first-floor building, but there is a roof and there is a scaffolding inside, as the roof is twenty feet high,” Chris said, looking down at his clipboard of drawings.

“Warlocks stay on the ground. Clingy vampires will go up high,” I said to him.

“Okay, ground rules set, so to speak,” Chris said. “We’ll dismount and then I’ll head in with ’Sos backing me.  Stacia follows ’Sos. Nika and Lydia circle around back to watch the perimeter, Arkady enters the back door, and the pregnant princess and snacky witch stay out front watching the parking lot and front entrance.”

Tanya leads the group in lots of things, but demon hunts are Chris’s thing.  We all acknowledged his directions and about five minutes later, the big SUV pulled into a parking lot.  Three cop cars with flashing roof lights were parked near the gates, along with two dark SUVs.  An official welcoming committee turned our way and Arkady brought the car to a stop.

By the time Declan and I had crawled out, the discussion was well underway.  The cops all looked at me immediately, even if they were talking.  Declan, they ignored almost as soon as they saw him, a situation that didn’t seem to bother him.  In fact, when I thought about it, I realized he never looked for the limelight, never tried to push for attention, and seemed almost comfortable with anonymity.

“Because that’s how his people survive and how his mother and aunt avoided detection so long,” Nika said to me quietly.  Neither the witch nor the cops heard her words.

“Which leaves them free to attack from ambush,” Tanya added before turning to greet the police officials.

“Tanya, you remember Lieutenant Larry Dalton, of course, and this is Detective Eddie Bellini, along with officers Adams, Estes, McComber, and Ellis.  This is Nika, Lydia, Stacia, Arkady, and Declan.  And of course Awasos,” Chris said as ’Sos flowed around from the rear of the car where Declan had let him out. Five males and one female cop, all pale and shaken.

The cops took a collective step backward before they could stop themselves.  After a second, Dalton was the first to straighten up, glancing at Tanya, myself, Nika, and then Lydia.  His gaze came back to me, and he smiled and nodded. Nobody locked eyes with Arkady. The other five pretty much did the same thing. The vampires have said it before: Something in the human psyche finds me less threatening than them. 

“Nice to meet you all. Sorry it’s like this though,” Dalton said.  The other cops suddenly remembered why we were there, some of the uniformed officers looking away, but the detective watched me with curious eyes.  After a second, he turned to look at my witch and when I glanced sideways, I saw Declan watching him back.

“What da you do fer the team, kid?” Detective Bellini asked, shifting his stance, which revealed his sidearm.

“Fetch coffee and sometimes blow stuff up with my mind,” he said with a smile.

“Movie reference, nice. Accepted. Yeah, my kids like that one,” he said, turning away dismissively.  I wasn’t fooled.  Bellini absolutely had now noticed Declan and I doubted he’d forget about him.

“Calls came in about fifty-three minutes ago.  Homeless people were seen fleeing this facility, which is supposed to be secured, as it’s being renovated by a developer.  Officer Estes was first on the scene and as she patrols this area regularly, she was able to get a couple of the running witnesses to talk to her.  Estes?” Dalton said.

“It sounded like our briefings, what with people having rotting sores, moving all wrong, and moving too fast, as well as the violence.  Also, at least two of my locals told me there was a weird magic-looking black circle thing in the floor, like the size of a big hot tub,” Officer Estes said, her eyes locked on Chris. “I pulled back and called it in.  McComber arrived with a drone and, well, it’s a mess in there.”

“Thank you, Officers; we’ll take it from here,” Chris said, flashing hand signals to us.  Nika and Lydia disappeared in a blink, as did Arkady.  I glanced at Declan as he followed Tanya at a leisurely trot toward the middle of the parking lot.  He nodded, then took his night vision helmet from his bag and settled it on his head.  I followed ’Sos, who was following Chris to the front of the building; my eyes, ears, and nose working overtime.

The God Hammer disappeared into the stygian blackness, then the giant Kodiak was swallowed too.  But my ears told me they were both moving fine and as I got closer, my eyes started to pick out all the detail that distance and darkness had hidden.  Half the space was open warehouse and half was clearly under construction, with full and partial walls reaching toward the metal ceiling high above.  Stacks of lumber, powered bucket lifts, scaffolding, and power tools were everywhere.  Above me, up near the ceiling, a catwalk circled the open walls of the untouched warehouse section.  This was going to be tricky, as there were literally dozens of places to hide and ambush.  What was evident, though, was the blood and bodies.  I stopped counting at fifteen, mostly because some were just parts of bodies, and I was likely double counting.  Bloody footprints led into and out of the partially finished section, bloody handprints on the unpainted sheetrock and raw-framed walls. 

In the middle of the open section, a circular disk of greasy blackness churned and roiled. Chris parked himself right in front of it.  Awasos took up position fifteen feet behind his best friend, then stood to his full height, looking around the space for trouble. 

Trouble appeared at a dead run, coming from one of the rough-framed doorways in the new interior walls.  A man-shaped form, running with a familiar herky-jerky motion, ran behind ’Sos and right toward me.  It spotted me as I moved to intercept, whatever surprise it might have felt apparently gone as it bared rotted teeth in a mouth that opened too wide for a normal human.

I let it come at me, wearing my human form, till it was just feet away.  At that moment, when it was fully committed to attack, momentum aimed right at me, I moved out of the line of attack, grabbed an outstretched arm with hands that were suddenly five times bigger than normal, and hip threw it to the ground.  It was stronger than a human but not in my league and I snapped both arms, then both legs, backing away from the broken thrashing thing to look for more.  Just in time to catch a glimpse of two forms racing out the doorway behind me.

“Two loose, one down and broken,” I said in a normal voice.

“Two downed by witch… oh, and circled too.  Fascinating,” Tanya said from somewhere outside.

“We just broke one that got by Arkady,” Nika said from outside the rear of the building.

“One with no legs,” Arkady said, then grunted. “And now no arms either.”

In front of me, Awasos suddenly lunged at a sheet rock wall, his massive head blasting through gypsum and two-by-fours like paper.  He pulled back out and shook his head, bones snapping audibly in the raggedy figure in his mouth.  “’Sos just nailed the sixth one,” I reported.

“I need Declan,” Chris said from deep in front, his voice strained. “Quickly.”

Feet slapped on the ground even as I felt Tanya shoot past me to appear by her mate’s side.  Declan came racing in, sprinter fast, and I followed as he ran up to Chris’s side.

“Here,” he said, huffing a little. “What do you need?”

“I need to drain off the excess power of this portal as I close it,” Chris said. “It’s more than the God Tear will hold.”

Declan immediately put his left hand on Chris’s right shoulder and then pointed his right hand at a steel support ten feet away.  An arc of blue electricity shot from his fingers, burning the metal black as it absorbed the energy.  The whole space lit up blue for something close to three minutes, then shut off suddenly as if a switch had been thrown.  The whole time the electric show had been happening, the roiling black disk had shrunk smaller and smaller, till it winked out a second before the lightning did.

Chris sat down, taking a deep breath as Tanya handed him a Lupine pemmican bar and a bottle of Gatorade.  “Whew, that was a whole lot of energy.”

“Why couldn’t the Tear handle it?” Tanya asked.

“It’s half the tear it used to be,” he said with a laugh, “and it’s been filled by all the other closings.”

“He’s got the dad jokes down,” Lydia said to Nika loud enough for even Declan to hear. “Now we’ll have to see if he’s got the dad part down.”

“Still got meat bags to process,” Arkady rumbled.

“Yeah, let’s get on those before they get away,” Chris said.

“Our pair are locked down tight, so get the others first,” Tanya said with utter confidence.  I was a little annoyed, as I suspected it was all Declan’s work.  A tap on my shoulder found my witch just behind me with a pemmican bar outstretched.

“I didn’t Change,” I said.

“Your hands count too,” he said.

“How would you even know?” I pressed him, even as I snagged the tasty meat bar.

“Your manicure is all chipped to hell,” he said, then turned away when Chris asked him a question.

“I get the feeling that he’s not the type to fail to notice a new hairdo,” Lydia said to me in a quiet voice.

“He thinks it’s part of being what he calls battle buddies,” Nika added.  “And he sees you as his permanent battle buddy.”

My buddy was following Chris as they went to exercise the Hellbourne that the girls and Arkady  had captured.

“Well, he didn’t pack me any snacks,” Tanya said as she followed the guys.

Kirby flashed into being four times inside the building and just out back.  Then we headed for the front parking lot.  The two that had bypassed me were standing about twenty feet apart, ramming their bodies into invisible walls that curved around them.  The circles that Declan had set were one inch wide and perfectly scribed into the asphalt.  In fact, they were actually indentations where the asphalt had sunk in clean, sharp lines.

“I just pulled the circles down from underneath,” Declan said when I raised brows at him.

“What do I do?” Chris asked, looking tired.

“Just reach through and grab them.  Get a good hold, though, because once you break the circle, they could escape,” Declan said.

Chris snorted and his arm shot through to grab the first demon by its neck.  Seconds later, the crystal bell tone rang out and Kirby popped into being, giant talons grabbing the black crud on Chris’s arm.

“What would you have done if our witch wasn’t handy?” I asked Chris. “You know, with the power overload.”

The Hammer of God looked at me and then shrugged.  “No idea.”

We all turned to my buddy.

“The Tear would overload and probably express the excess somehow.  I don’t know what that would look like or what the ramifications would be.  Maybe I should make you some capacitors to act as energy sinks in case I’m not there.”

“And if those get full?” I asked.

“They won’t.  They’ll convert the excess to electricity like I did.  Ground them and it’ll bleed away.  Maybe fry a few earthworms or something,” Declan answered.

“Earthworms?” Larry Dalton asked as he and Bellini came up to our group.

“We’re discussing magical theory, Lieutenant,” Tanya said, giving him a smile.  He forgot the topic instantly, particularly as Chris started to tell him about the status of the crime scene.  There were a dozen more official-looking cars waiting to pull into the parking lot.

“Ah, if, say, we come across something supernatural that wears fur on occasion, are you the one to talk to?” a voice asked.  I turned and found Bellini right at my side.  He looked nervous, either at me or perhaps at the lean form of Declan, who was standing behind him.

“Yeah.  I’m part of the New York Pack, so that would be in our wheelhouse,” I said.  He nodded, then took a card from his pocket.  “Use this if you need NYPD assistance,” he said, eye flicking toward my witch.  I looked for one of my cards, but my pockets were empty.  Declan leaned forward and handed one to me, the flap on his messenger bag still closing.

“Handy sort a guy, huh?” Bellini asked him.

“Where I come from, that’s a huge compliment, Detective,” my witch said.

“Probably the only compliment you’ll get all summer,” Lydia piped up, appearing rather suddenly.

“The mosquitoes never bite you, do they?” Declan asked her. “They must recognize their leader.”

Bellini, who clearly knew that Lydia was a vampire, looked just a little impressed with Declan’s nerve.  He raised both brows at me as if to say does he know what he’s doing?  I just grinned back, turning to watch the battle.

“Oh, witty.  Bloodsuckers, right? So clever,” she said sarcastically.

“No, more like annoying buzzy little insects,” he said.

“Chris?” she called. “Are you done with your intern yet?  I could use a snack,” she said, eyes locked on Declan.

“Please.  You drink what?  Five cc’s?  Six at most?  You need a chipmunk or a nice city rat,” he said back.

“Damn,” Nika said.

“Sometimes you just let it spill out on the ground ’cause it’s worthless like bad wine,” Lydia shot back.

He nodded.  “And you’d be an absolute expert on bad wine, so that tracks,” he said.

By now, Dalton had caught part of the show and looked a bit shocked, while Bellini had settled in and seemed to be enjoying it.

Lydia was looking really mad, and she suddenly hauled off and punched him.  There was a loud snap and pop, a flash of white light, and that was it.  Declan didn’t even flinch and Lydia just turned and walked casually over to Tanya.  She looked unharmed but I saw her flexing the fingers of her punching hand slightly.

“Taking unnecessary risks, Intern O’Carroll?” I asked.

“We all have our hobbies, Stacia,” he said with a grin.


Chapter 42

The smell of the coffee tickled my nose as I sat with both hands wrapped around the mug.  Somehow it was here.  It had arrived.  Just sort of snuck up on me. The last day.

“Would you like something special, Miss Reynolds?” Leslie from the kitchen asked, frowning at me.  Today was breakfast buffet, so I should have been helping myself.

“No thanks, Linda.  Just waiting for someone before I eat.”

“Oh.  The Intern.  Sure thing.  Oh, there he is now,” she said, looking over my shoulder toward the elevators.  Familiar steps approached and then his scent hit my nose.  I clutched the mug tighter.

“Hey,” he said, slipping into the chair across from me. “You’re not eating?” he asked, frowning mightily.

“Just waiting on you,” I said with a quick smile.

“Oh.  Well, just sit tight; I got this,” he said, then bounced back up and headed to the food. He grabbed two plates and started to fill them with poached eggs, toast, bacon, sausage, biscuits, and gravy.  I watched him move quickly down the line, picking exactly the things that I would have picked.  Not surprising because we’d done this many times and I’m not picky.

Seconds later, he delivered a heaping plateful to each of our spots, then went back for coffee.

I was picking at some sausage when he sat back down.  He reached over and stole the link I was pushing around.  “Hey,” I said.  Stealing food was my thing.

“Don’t toy with your prey, Reynolds,” he said with a grin. “Or it might get away,” he finished, popping the sausage into his mouth. “Oh, it tastes so much better when it comes off of your plate.”

I glared at him and started to eat, watching to see if he dared try that again.  He worked through his own food and just kept watching me eat, a satisfied expression on his face.

“What’s our agenda today, boss?” he asked.

“First a visit to HR to go over your benefits and pay.  Then we visit Marketing to get you some swag.”

“Like Demidova water bottles?  I’ve got one,” he said.

“Better stuff.  Wind shirt, golf shirt, leather portfolio, stuff like that.  Feel free to leave it lying around Arcane or even give it away.  We’ll need more interns next year.”

He frowned, looking down at his eggs. 

“What?” I asked.

“Was this a one-and-done type of program?”

“Sure, because Tanya thinks it’s good policy to not bring back personnel who save the company, create multiple new revenue streams, and save lives all over the place.  No, it’s not.  You’re not even leaving company employment.  You are just dropping down to a lower payscale while you’re in school. Should you get called out with us during the school year, you jump back to full status.  You can work during school breaks and of course next summer.  Your rooms aren’t even being reassigned, so should you grace us with your presence on a weekend or something, they’ll be waiting.”

“I’d rather stay in yours,” he said, eyes on mine, expression sincere, as he popped a forkful of egg into his mouth.

“Hmm, we talked about that.  You’re off in school with all your girlfriends and I’m here, in the Big Apple.”

He swallowed, shaking his head.  “No,” he said.

“No?” I asked brow rising.

“No, I don’t have a school of girlfriends.  I have a bunch of people scheming and plotting to obtain my DNA and my knowledge.  Not happening.  But sure, you have a city full of men who will fall at your feet,” he said, looking down to cut his gravy-soaked biscuit with the edge of his fork.  I frowned at him.  After a moment, he looked up to meet my frown, shoveling a chunk of biscuit into his mouth.  He chewed, calmly meeting my gaze.

“Are you mocking me?” I asked.

“No.  I don’t think you want a city of men.  If you did, you’d have already gone that route.  I think you want a partner that has your back, that respects you and accepts you, that values you for your brains and awesome competence rather than just your looks and body.  Somebody who can earn and keep your trust,” he said, then, maddeningly took another bite.

“Declan, long distance doesn’t work,” I said.

“Hmpf,” he grunted, then swallowed. “You stopped eating?” he questioned, frowning. “You  okay?”

I glared at him and took a big bite of egg.

“Listen, all I’m saying is that I’m not interested in the witches.  I don’t trust any of them, never will.  I sorta trusted Ryanne and she blew that out of the water.  I spoke to Gina and there are going to be like thirty new witches there and she warned me that there is already a ton of maneuvering by their home Circles.  Who gets what room and where, can they have a look at my course load for the university, who rooms with Jetta, and on and on.  It’s going to be a battle zone mixed with the cold war.  As it is, I’ve had to agree to help my aunt teach classes for the witches and psychics, just to relieve some of the pressure.  Now, let’s say I meet some girl in a class on the big campus.  How would I know if she’s a plant?  If she wasn’t, how long would she last when the witches found out?  Stacia, as far as I’m concerned, a long-distance relationship is the only thing that will work.  But that’s me.  Your mileage may differ.  Plus, and this is a biggie, it turns out that I’m not a casual love ’em and leave ’em kind of guy.  It seems that I have trust issues.  I trust Ashling, Levi, Darci, Mack, Jetta, and you.  That’s it. Well, Rory too.”

He held my gaze for a moment, then looked back down at his food.  I was frozen, staring at him, processing what he’d just said.  His hand reached out slowly, fingers clearly aiming for my last sausage link.  My fork slammed down and skewered the link, then popped it in my mouth.  I gave him a haughty glare and he just smiled in a self-satisfied way… like he’d wanted me to eat the damned piece of pork.

“Okay, full?” he asked, glancing at my now empty plate. “I wanna meet with HR and hear about cool benefits and stuff… that is, if I have any?” His smile became questioning.

“You do,” I said, picking up my plate with a sigh.  He’d tricked me into eating the sausage.  Part of me was mad I fell for it, but a bigger part, a deeper part, hummed with happiness that he was so concerned that I had food, that I ate the food.

“Even if you don’t want to date me, long distance or otherwise, I’m still gonna check up on you.  Without someone to pack you snacks, you might waste away to nothing.”

“And you’d miss my boobs if they shrank?” I growled.

“I like you any which way you are except weakened and in danger.  Tell me about my benefits,” he said. “Stock options?  401(k)?”

“Not my area of expertise.  But we do have to talk about food—lunch and dinner.  It’s your last day, so you get to choose.”

He frowned at me, confused.

“We can eat dinner out, but be warned: Remy has expressed his intention to feed you the very best send-off meal of your life.”

“Oh, so dinner out is out,” he said, nodding in realization.  Thank the Lord.  I didn’t want to have to tell Remy that one of his very favorites refused his offer. “What about lunch?” he asked.

“We can definitely go out for lunch.  Now, there’s another twist here though, and you are under no onus to comply, but Mom and Frank wanted to take us to lunch,” I said.

He pondered that for a moment or two, looking up at the elevator floor display before turning back to me.  “Yeah.  That’s cool.  Do I get to pick the place, though?”

“Absolutely,” I said as the doors slid open and we stepped inside.

“Okay, I gotta ponder that for a minute or two,” he said as we descended to HR’s domain.

Demidova’s Vice President of Human Resources was clearly nervous when we stepped into her office.  Shelly Pope had been almost offended when word had come down from on high that she was to personally handle Declan’s onboarding at the beginning of the summer.  She’d been out of the Tower for his first two days on the job and met with him first thing on the third day before anyone had clued her in on his initial contributions to the company.  Now, at summer’s end, she was fully informed about many of his exploits during his brief time and didn’t know how to approach him. 

“Hi, Shelly,” he greeted her with a big smile.  She gave him an automatic smile, but I could hear her heart beating fast and smell the anxiety on her skin.  She looked at me with a real smile, her relief that I was there obvious, and I was immediately swamped by the irony.  The lady handled personnel issues with vampires, ex-military operators, prima donna humans, and one werewolf with skill and seemingly ice in her veins, but a teen witch was a step too far.

“So, ah, Declan, for the other interns, this is their last day with Demidova, unless they apply and are accepted back next year.  But as you may, hopefully already know, your status is different.”

“Stacia said I was still on the books but at a much lower level, maybe like when some colleges let professors go on sabbatical?” he asked.

“That’s exactly what it is.  Sabbatical.  Your pay drops to half but if the company calls you to service and you respond, it goes back to the full amount,” she said.

“That’s pretty awesome. Can we maybe arrange for me to get called up just before big tests?” he joked.

“You lazy slug,” I said and he laughed.  Shelly smiled a little uncertainly. 

“Sorry,” he said with a grin. “Tanya would likely make me take the test while we were doing whatever mayhem Chris had concocted, so maybe we strike that from the record.”

“Nope, too late.  I’m going to suggest that very idea.”

“Okay, see how senior management imparts lessons?” he asked. “Painful is the preferred choice.”

She frowned slightly, his words perhaps tripping some of her HR triggers. 

“Kidding.  Now, you’re very busy so I shouldn’t joke around and take up your time.  What else do I need to know?”

“Um, well it was suggested that you were comfortable with a digital package of all of your benefit information, so I have sent an email with an attachment.  Unless you’d prefer it in hard copy?”

“Shelly, I’m a witch—from Vermont.  No paper for me,” he assured her. “Paper production is so rough on the environment.”

“What, you down on people who work in paper mills?” I asked him.

“Nooo,” he said, giving me a wondering look.  As in, what’s your problem?

My problem was it was his last day and while he might be chipper, I couldn’t find it in me.  He was going off to personally judge a witchy beauty pageant and I would be here, still an outsider in both of my jobs.

“Just think: We could maybe recycle more paper and cut less trees,” he said, his tone now even.  Shelly looked a little alarmed and I had a sudden impulse to explain he would never freak out over being annoyed with me.  And that very idea of explaining to this tough woman that the most powerful witch on planet Earth could handle his momentary annoyance with me better than ninety-five percent of the population made me begin to miss him already.

“So.  Bling?” he asked as we left HR.

“Always looking for the freebies, O’Carroll?”

“I’m a college student… we survive on free junk.”

He might not have gone over his benefit package yet, but I knew what was in it, and he was far from needing free stuff.  Still, it made me smile.

We hit marketing and they outfitted him head to toe in Demidova swag. We lugged his stuff back to his room and I noted that he hadn’t started packing, which oddly made me feel a teeny bit better.  Like he wasn’t in any rush to leave.

Then we met my mom and Frank at a rather famous old steakhouse in the Theater district. Demidova was supposed to pay for lunch, but Frank told me in no uncertain terms that lunch was on him.  It was fun and easygoing.

“What was the most exciting moment of the summer, aside from my beautiful daughter,” Mom asked my witch.

I cringed internally, certain he would bring up the Russian nightclub.  He didn’t.

“We were on the way to a rush callout and traffic came to a dead stop.  Chris turned to me from the front of the car and asked what I could do.  I don’t get free rein too often.”

“What did you do?” Frank asked.

“He lifted each car in front of us about fifteen feet overhead, one after another, which let Arkady just drive right under them.”

“As we got out from under one, Stacia would tell me and I would lower that one as the next in front was going up.  Took all my concentration to do it gently, so it was a challenge,” he said.

“As opposed to just tossing cars every which way,” I added.

“Oh, I remember a story about that on the news.  Nobody identified the black SUV though,” Mom said.

Lunch went for almost two hours and then I took him by Lupine to have a goodbye chat with the Alphas, which took up another couple hours.  Back at Demidova, he had to next visit with the security team, who gave him a Demidova Security jacket, which had Declan embroidered on the chest.  Then the computer floor, where the monitors all changed to Good Luck at School, Declan at the exact same time.  Which seemed to catch almost all the software engineers and computer techs off guard. 

“We talked about doing that, but no one got around to the programming,” Chet said quietly to me. “Sometimes Omega does stuff on its own that is… unexpected.”

Hmm.  I had theories about that.  After the computer floor, we went to an early dinner and Remy had us in the private dining room for an unmatched meal of lobster thermidor and Coq Au Vin, or chicken in wine.

“What do we do after dinner?”

“Well, dinner promises to be about three hours long, based on the menu.  After that, I don’t know about you, but I’ve got plans tonight,” I said.

“Plans?  Oh,” he said.  Like I had just shot his kitten in front of him.

“Yeah, I’m going to the hottest club in New York.  It’s a vampire place.”

“Really?” he asked, still uncertain.

“Yup.  Got a date with a hottie witch,” I said with a slow smile.

“What’s her name?” he asked deadpan.

“Declanna,” I shot back.

“Um, are you, perhaps, going to wear a certain red dress?” he asked, food forgotten.

“Perhaps.  Hey, keep eating.  What are you going to do without me around to look out for you?”

“Crash and burn, no doubt,” he said, sitting back, his eyes alight with speculation.

Four hours later, we were ready.  Stevens was driving and Declan’s heart was beating out of his chest.  I knew it wasn’t because of worry about Plasma because it started racing as soon as he saw me in that dress and hadn’t slowed down yet.

It was really quite early for the New York club scene, but Plasma already had a line. We pulled up by the front door and the bouncers moved everyone out of our way.  Declan greeted each of the security guys by name, shaking hands all around.  Cameras flashed at us and then we were inside.  A staff member led us to one of the premier tables down near the main bar and close to the bandstand.  The warmup band was one I knew he liked, and the main event was going to blow his mind.

By now, anyone else would have been either shellshocked or sporting a massive ego, but he was busy saying hi to every staff member he saw, each of whom knew him.  For someone with a total of three months on the job, he had somehow met almost every person that Demidova employed.

“Stacia,” a voice called out and I turned to see a model I knew from one of my photo shoots.  Actually, it would be proper to call her a supermodel, but she had been nice to me when the other models had tried to ignore me, helping me learn the walk and the poses.

I slipped over to her table, which was another of the top spots in the club, and suddenly recognized that her companions were two of the top female pop stars on the planet and their fourth lady was a famous actress married to an equally famous actor.  Looked like girls’ night out and they appeared to be taking full advantage of the bottle service.

She introduced me to the others, each of whom seemed as shocked to meet me as I was to meet them.

“Wow, you are devastating,” the tall blonde pop star said.

“Thank you.  Coming from you, that has to be one of the best compliments I’ve ever had.”

“Ah, who is your friend?” the shorter, dark-haired pop star asked, looking at Declan, who was fist-bumping three of the vampires at the bar.

“That’s the Intern,” another vampire said, arriving with impossible grace and a bottle of champagne. “Hi, Stacia.”

“Hi, Meg,” I said back as she started to refill glasses.

“Intern?  Like a bar intern?” the model asked.

“No, he’s The Intern.  Chris and Tanya’s,” Meg said. “But really, if you ask any of us, he belongs to Stacia.”

Something deep inside me growled in agreement. 

“Why are they all so happy to see him?” the actress asked.

“Not enough hours in the evening to tell you,” Meg said with a smile and a wink at me, and then she swished away.

All four sets of VIP eyes locked onto me, brows raised.

“Did any of you see any video of events at the Tower this summer?” I asked.

“Wait, he’s the one you were carrying, right?” the actress asked.

“Oh, his picture was on the internet… that demon reverend guy put it out,” the shorter pop star said.  They all seemed pretty sharp, even with the alcohol that was flowing. “Is he a witch?”

Meg laughed as she appeared with a drink for me.  “A witch, hah, hah. That’s cute.”

“What’s this?” I asked, afraid I had an admirer already.

“Your warlock has picked out your first four drinks, but ignore him if you want,” Meg said.  “This is a Don’t Fernet About Me. Next is a Fernet-Me-Not. Then a Negasonic Teenage Warhead, because he spotted you,” Meg said to the actress in reference to her husband. “He wanted a drink with the word Accepted in it, but we didn’t know one.  And finally, Stacia, he wants you to have a Good Things Rum to Those Who Wait.”

I looked over at the witch and he raised a glass of soda in my direction.

“Holy shit, what a wiseass,” the actress said. “And trust me, I would know one when I saw one.”

“That punk,” I said.

“I have some options for you to send back,” Meg offered, showing me her phone with a list of names.  “All made without alcohol, of course.”

“Too young to drink?” the tallest asked.

“Too powerful to ever be drunk,” I responded as I read the list. “Send back Khaleesi Means Queen, I Know What You Drank Last Summer, and Buffy’s Nightcap Slays.”

“Nice,” Meg said with a grin and slipped away like the wind.

“He’s too powerful to drink?” the dark-haired pop star asked.

“Witches generally don’t do alcohol, particularly the powerful ones.  He would spit out any alcohol but trust me when I say nobody in this city wants to see that dude drunk,” I said.

“Amen,” a passing male server said with a nod.

“Can we meet him?” the model asked, watching my witch laugh at the list that Meg presented him.  He turned and dropped to one knee facing me and offered his drink like it was a soldier’s sword, offered to his queen.

“That’s right, witch boy,” I said, knowing Meg would pass my words on.  Then a new woman appeared at the bar.  A blonde in an expensive suit who caused every vampire in the bar to stop dead in their tracks, faces either blank or worried. 

“Taking a knee, Declan?” Senka asked in her cultured accent.

The whole club had gone quiet, even the band as the Darkkin in charge of the sound system cut the power.

“Offering her my highest regard, your grace,” my witch said.  I could hear his heart beating slightly faster, but he seemed calm. “May we offer you a drink, Elder?” he asked.  I started moving in their direction and I could tell she was instantly aware of me without even looking my way.

“You think there is anything here that I haven’t had before?” she asked, her head tilted, focus on my witch.

“Hmm.  Maybe.  Probably not; however, we can try,” he said.  He turned to the bartender, who was frozen with eyes locked on Senka. “Connor, can we make these?” Declan said, writing out something on a napkin and handing it to the shocked vampire.  Connor looked down and then nodded, becoming very busy with his work.

“How do you know about cocktails, young witch?” Senka asked as I moved alongside Declan.  She gave me a nod and I nodded back.

“Witches and potions.  I’m kind of interested in mixology even if I don’t drink.  Plus, I grew up in a restaurant, so I took lots of orders and served many drinks.”

“Yes, I met your devoted aunts and your international scholar and saw the home you grew up in,” she said, sending a chill down my back.  The earth underneath us shook with a tremor and the lights flickered all across the club. “Oh, have no worries, young one.  They were delightful—and still are. So polite. I see where you get it. Your aunt seemed to anticipate my coming and she had cleared the whole restaurant by the time I arrived.  Fascinating people, as I knew they would be.  Extremely interesting to me to meet the people who raised such a power, do you understand?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, breathing out just a little. Connor put the first drink up on the bar.

“Smoked Pappy Van Winkle bourbon,” Declan said as the eldest vampire took a drink. 

The next one came up. “Ghost Pepper and hibiscus syrup in a tequila sunrise,” Declan said as she sipped it.

“And last, a Hazy Jane,” Declan said as Connor set the drink down and backed away.

“Hmm, interesting.  Which do you think I like best?” she asked him.  Always the test.

“You flickered a smile at the smoked bourbon, so I’m guessing it reminded you of something you had before.  You were blank with the sunrise and your eyes tightened with the Jane.  I think you liked the sunrise, and you weren’t impressed with yogurt added to vodka in the Jane,” he said.

“Nika has been training you as well,” Senka said with a nod and a smile, acknowledging his answer.

“We all have, Grandmother,” Tanya said as she appeared at our side.  Chris was suddenly on Declan’s other side. “You didn’t tell me you were dropping by?” the princess noted.

“You thought I would miss an opportunity to wish my favorite witch good travels as he heads off to his education?” the oldest vampire said, picking up the Ghost Pepper drink and sipping it.

“Would you mind if I borrow your favorite witch to introduce him to some friends?” I asked, taking his arm.

“Of course, young wolf.  He may be my favorite, but no one with half a brain would contest that he is your witch,” Senka said with a smile.

“I’ve applied for the job, but the interview process is killer,” he said. I gave him just a bit of my elbow as we walked.

I pulled him over to my new friends, not that distance would help if the Elder went off the rails, but best to let Tanya and Chris handle the oldest vampire.

Nika gave me a nod as she headed for the bar and the others, but Lydia swerved our way.  She didn’t say a word, just held up her phone with a message written on it for both of us to read.

Very well handled, Young Jedi. Final grade A++.

Then she too headed to attend the Elder.

“Ladies, this is Declan O’Carroll.  Declan, I suspect you recognize all of these ladies?”

“Oh goddess, yes.  My heart would be thumping wildly if I had a heart left after that,” he said, glancing back at the bar.  Senka turned and raised her glass to him, and he raised his soda back.

“Somehow I think we just met a whole different kind of celebrity,” the actress said, shaking Declan’s hand with a smile.

Lydia appeared in a gust of wind, finger pointed at Declan.  “You’re still a potato just off the farm, Junior.  Don’t forget it,” she said, then was gone before he could respond.

He looked at me with wide eyes for a moment, then blinked and put on a smile.

“So.  How do you guys like Plasma?” he asked the famous foursome.


Chapter 43

“You have a package,” Catherine said as I checked into the security desk.

“Mail or delivery service?” I asked as she reached under the desk and pulled a long, paper-wrapped box from beneath.  It seemed heavy by the way she handled it.

“Neither.  It’s from your guy,” she said with a slight smirk.

“He’s not…” I started to deny but stopped as she held up one hand, palm out.

“Please.  He’s so totally yours that your name, phone number, and address might as well be printed on his forehead.  He left this for you before he left.”

“That was yesterday,” I protested. “Why am I only getting it now?”

“He left instructions,” she said with a shrug.

“He’s an intern.  I’m a VP,” I said.

“He’s the scariest witch on the planet, according to Katrina,” Catherine said. “For all I know, the instructions have all kinds of spells on them.  I don’t currently have any warts and I’d like to keep it that way.”

“He would never leave anything negative lying around where it could hurt someone.” Then I sighed. “But you’re right that he would absolutely put a spell or spells on it to keep track of it.”

My phone chose that moment to buzz with an incoming text.  Open it, open it, open it.

“Case in point,” I said holding up the phone as Catherine smiled in vindication.

It was heavy, maybe ten pounds, and whatever was inside was solid.  The paper ripped right off and I was left with a three-foot cardboard box with the words Standard Manufacturing on it.

Catherine sucked in a breath at the sight of the words.  I opened the box to find a strange-looking firearm nestled inside.  Black steel and plastic, curiously short, clearly a shotgun, but one with two barrels, two actions, forward and rear pistol grips.

“Standard Manufacturing DP-12.  Twice the 12-gauge fun,” Catherine said, a gleam in her eyes.

We both looked around the lobby, which was empty, and then I pulled the gun out of the box, noting the action was open and the twin chambers were empty. 

“We were talking about this very gun one day when you and the team were off fighting demons somewhere,” Catherine said. “Like the love child of a double barrel coach gun and a pump shotgun. Holds eight rounds in each magazine tube.  You pull the trigger twice, then pump and shoot again.  Sixteen rounds of firepower in a bullpup design for handy close-up work.  The kid was obviously paying attention. How does it handle?” she asked, clearly wanting to hold it herself.

I manipulated the gun, pumped the action, rechecked that the action was empty, and then dry fired the trigger.  Twice.  Finally, I handed it to her so she could check it out.

“Short and handy, but kind of heavy—which likely isn’t a problem for you,” she said.

I was typing a text back.  Why?

The response was fast.  I want you to know that I appreciate you.  And what do you get a girl who can have anything?  A special shotgun.  Let me know when you shoot it.  Please.

As if I would have to tell him.  Like he knew as soon as the package hit my hands.  Spells?  Maybe.  Technology?  Another maybe. Perhaps both.

I shot it.  Went right down to the range in the sub-basement and tried it out.  Catherine was right: It was heavy, but not to me.  And it had amazing firepower.  In short, I loved it.

Well?

I love it.  Too much, though.

Nah.  Had a really, really well-paying summer job.

Enough about the gun.  Time for to indulge my own curiosity.

How’s Arcane?

Packed to the brim.  Lots of new weres, witches, and some new psi kids.

Hmm.  All expected. 

Conflicts?

Some idiot challenged Dellwood.  Changed into his wolf but Dellwood didn’t.  Dellwood just knocked him out with two fast, really hard punches.

Any witch issues?

Some hexes thrown around.  Gina had Ashling put a stop to it.

Not you?

No, kept me right out of it.  Don’t want or need to be witch cop.  Plus, I have to make like a hundred new Wytchwar avatars in the next two weeks. 

How did Ashling stop the witch fights?

She held a demonstration of Wytchwar. Everyone got to try it.  Then we put on a demo match.  Immediately after she told the weotches that if they throw magic at anyone outta class, they can’t play Wytchwar. If weres bully or fight, they can’t either, and same standard for psi kids.

Not what I expected.  I was thinking more of some sweeping schoolwide spell that blocked magic or something.  This approach was so… mundane. Yet I had played a bit of the game, and it was enormously addictive. 

How does she know if they mess up?

Warning spells that detect both magic and intent.  She put them in across the whole school this summer while I was living the New York dream.

Ah, that was more like it.  But on to the next question.

How are new witches treating you?

Some flirt or try to, and some are cautious, but it’s funny because I think most of them don’t really believe I have as much power as they do.

Until you show it.

Nah.  Keeping it on the down-low.  But I do have to help Ash with classes.  TA.

Tits and Ass, O’Carroll?

Teaching Assistant, but now that you bring it up… what are you wearing?

Perv. A snowmobile suit and helmet.

Spoilsport.

“You losing weight?” Lydia asked me at the next exec meeting.

“Ah, not intentionally,” I said.

“You need to eat more,” she said, reaching into a desk drawer and handing me a pemmican bar. “I started keeping Scooby snacks for Tanya’s boy toy.”

I munched on ground-up bison, berries, and honey while listening to the department heads report to the boss.  I hadn’t skipped any meals, but I was rushing through them for no real reason, so I vowed to do better.

The next day, I opened my emails to run through them and immediately found a really nasty one. I’ve mentioned that most human males lose their libido when I Change into an apex predator, but there’s a subcategory of freak that gets off on it.  Specifically on fantasies of me in some manner of wolf shape, chained and restrained while they do their twisted thing.  I know this because they feel compelled to write to me and explain it in graphic detail.  I block them, but many have some digital skills and find ways around my block while covering their identities.  I was staring in disgust at the latest one, which was from a repeat offender, when my phone buzzed.

How things?

Ugh, people are sick and twisted.

Why?  What’s happened?

Emails.  Twist cases.  I just block them.

Don’t… not yet.  What would you like to happen to them?

Why, what are you going to do?

Anything you want.  Track them and disable their system. Have their own computers leak their crimes to the feds.  Send copies of these emails to their employers, tagged with their personal info.  Or worse.

Worse?  What was worse and why was he proposing it?

Afraid to ask what’s worse.

Lots of things.  Don’t need to go into details unless you are being threatened or your safety is at risk.

I saw an immediate flashback of a stormy, dark parking lot and lightning crashing down on metal monsters like the apocalypse.  Nika and Lydia were right. My very calm and controlled super witch had a weak spot, and it was me. And I didn’t doubt for an instant that even from hundreds of miles away, he could find and whack these email freaks like bugs. Can’t lie though: It gave me a little warm and fuzzy feeling knowing there was digital protection beyond what these blackhat hackers could comprehend.  But let’s not nuke anyone right off the bat.

I block but they come back like cockroaches.

I will block them my way then put bots on them to monitor level of crazy and see if they stop.  Okay?

Okay, that was measured and reasonable, except…

What is your way?

Infiltrate their systems and change their software to prevent contacting you.  Bots will watch for attempts at workarounds or other signs of escalating cray-cray.

What if they buy new systems?

Bots monitor finances too.  If necessary, I would use Anvil-like techniques against them, but only after talking with you.

He was being really careful to include me and my wishes.  Admirable and respectful.  That was good and all, but I wasn’t truly fooled.  There was a point where he would act on his own, and it would be extreme.  I know that was the case because that’s what I would do if someone had repeatedly and credibly threatened him. And I didn’t doubt for an instant that he was using Omega in some manner for all this. 

Of course, if the roles were reversed, I wouldn’t hesitate to mention a threat against him to Katrina.  Omega and Katrina were like two sides of a coin: unstoppable, undetectable weapons of precision.  And I was absolutely certain that Katrina would do it.  Next to Tanya and maybe Chris, Declan was hands down her favorite person, if only for his ability to entertain her need for violence.  Nika had explained once to Lydia, Tanya, and me that Declan’s videos and Wytchwar game gave Katrina outlets for controlling her savage bloodlust.  That craving for mayhem was deep-seated in the trauma of being trapped for decades in a child’s body.  It went far beyond the Darkkin norm.  Watching my witch apply his Craft in violent ways or getting to act out wanton destruction in a game where she was actually respected for it gave her control. And control was everything to her.

Are you eating enough?

What?  Where had that come from?

You spying on me?

Nope. Never. Fastest path to losing you.  Just wondering.  For calorically challenged individuals, both you and Chris seem to forget to pack food with you way too often, and I’m not there with Stacia snacks.

Annoyed for no real reason I could put a finger on, I went to my apartment fridge and looked inside.  There were a couple of six packs of chocolate protein shakes that had mysteriously appeared just before he left for Burlington.  I grabbed two and popped them open.

Fully capable of feeding myself, O’Carroll.  You just watch your own back because no one is there to guard it.  Tell Mack to keep an eye on it.

Whoa, trigger topic. And I got Mack and Jetta on the job. Also, forward that email to me.

Like you really need me to. 

Could if I had to but haven’t yet.  Itching to get after it though.

Hmm, that was… honest.

Here ya go.  And I sent the email his way.  About a minute later, an email from Declan popped up.  When I opened it, it showed me a picture, clearly taken by a laptop camera, of some scrubby-looking goon staring into his screen. It also listed his name, address, contact details, employment history, bank accounts, and even his parents’ names and emails.

My phone chimed.  Blocked. Just send any others as they come in and I’ll take care of them.  Sick fucks. All right, off to class.

Yeah, no shit. I had a moment of worry of what I might have unleashed but then I reread the email while glancing at the picture of the perv.  Yeah, not feeling all that bad now.  But I was hungry.  Hmm, the cafeteria would be serving lunch food now.  I decided to head up and have a proper werewolf meal.


Chapter 44

The heat of August in New York faded a bit when we entered September, and dropped off a ledge as we hit October.  The demon business was mostly stable and I was able to concentrate on the business aspects of my two jobs.  But unlike this time last year, I had a constant presence in my life that banished the loneliness I had lived with before.  Granted, his presence was mostly text and video chatting, but it was constant and immediate.  If I needed to talk, he was there—right then.  No wait, or at least rarely. He just responded, or he initiated the conversation in what seemed like a prescient way, almost as soon as I felt lonely or needed contact.  Never when I was in a meeting that demanded my attention and always in one where I was bored to tears.

It was uncanny and improbable.  Everyone is too busy sometimes to take a call or send a text.  He should have been in class or taking tests or something, but he never was.  Sometimes he had to leave a conversation because of class or something, but he was always there to share his day and ask about mine.  It was so different than how I had lived to this point.

I was grabbing a bowl of noodles from a fusion place almost halfway between Lupine and Demidova when somebody recognized me and started taking pictures.  I might have growled a little, but hell, you try putting up with strangers who think it’s fine to invade your space and take your image.

The woman, eyes wide, rather than apologizing, instead raised her voice and started saying my name loudly, attracting the attention of everyone around me.  I grabbed my food, threw some money at the poor worker behind the counter, and took off down the sidewalk.  They followed me.  I sped up, and so did they.  Then I turned a corner into an alley, jumped straight up and landed on top of scaffolding that was sixteen feet off the ground.  Crouching down, I was out of view when four or five people came around the corner, phones up and ready to record.  They looked and looked but I was leaning against a brick wall, my designer-jean-clad butt seated on scaffold planking, eating my noods, invisible from the ground.  They finally left but I just stayed there, finishing my food.  My phone buzzed quietly.

How’s your day?

I put down my mostly empty takeout bowl and texted back.

I hate, hate, hate being recognized. It impedes my life.

Disguise maybe? 

Maybe, but then I pull out a credit card to pay for something and my name is on it.

Alternative identity?

Yeah, right.  Like I know the kinds of people that can do that… never mind the legality.

We could set up an alias.  As long as you don’t use it to commit illegal acts, it’s okay.  Also, if you use fake ID, it’s a crime but we can work around that.  For money, we’ll set you up a company and have accounts in its name with your alias as an authorized user.

Wow.  But lots of holes in this and if I actually use the ID, it’ll come crashing down.

Hmm.  No. It’ll be solid.  Really solid.  Legally there’s some stuff in the witness protection laws and things celebrities do that we can work with.

So I pick a disguise and a name and you do what?

Set up your backstory.  Everything is computers now.  Nough said.

Cocky

A devil face emoji came back.

Perv

Your perv.

I’ll think about it.

I didn’t think long.  Before I even made it to the Tower, I got busted by some paparazzi who blocked my entrance until the security team opened a corridor for me to get through.  In my apartment, I dug out a brown wig I had from a costume party and called Tanya’s in-house makeup specialist for some contact lenses.  Her name was Trish, and she offered a peel-off scar too.  Once I was made up, I took some photos and sent them to Declan.

The next day I had a photo shoot in Brooklyn.  When I got back to the Tower, Catherine was behind the desk. 

“You got a package,” she said, handing me a legal-size manila envelope.

The return address was from Hoboken.  It was light.  I stepped away because there was a pair of businessmen waiting behind me. I moved over to the sitting area.

Inside the envelope was my new identity.  Lisa Renault.  My mom’s maiden name.  New York State driver’s license, and some paperwork to sign that appeared to set up an LLC and bank accounts.  There was even an envelope with return postage, back to that Hoboken address.

Damn.  I pulled out my real license and compared the two. There were no discernable differences to my admittedly untrained eye.  Bemused, I signed the paperwork, put it in the envelope, sealed it and dropped it with Catherine for outgoing mail.  Then sent out a text.

Fast work, hotshot.

The problem sounded dire.

Not, but thanks.

Anything. Anytime. Whatever it takes.

His mantra: Whatever it takes.

He meant it and it scared me. What wouldn’t he do if I asked. I sent one back.

Would you help hide the bodies?

He didn’t answer instantly.  Seconds ticked by, then minutes.  Suddenly a new one came through.

There are limits.  That’s not one of them. But I don’t believe you would ever ask me to reach those limits.

Limits?

Innocents.

His limits were one word.  But I understood.  He had killed before.  He would kill again, but not innocent people. And he was right.

Never.

I know—not an issue.

What do you do with that?  How do you deal with a person handing you their trust and pledge on a silver platter?  That would be too much if was just anyone, let alone a person who could bend reality to their will.  And why did I need that? Couldn’t I handle life on my own? I’m smart, capable of solving problems for two very sophisticated companies, a solid student, and then gifted with strength, speed, beauty, and near invulnerability. 

Not able on my own, huh?

There was another long pause.  Then.  Ouch.  Never said that.  Where did that come from?

Hah. He was annoyed.

Why do you need to solve my problems?

The phone rang.  Caller ID said Wicked Witch.

“I don’t,” he said as soon as I answered. “I offer what I can.  If it helps you, then great.  It’s what friends do—or so I’m told.”

“You dropped everything to solve my little problem.  I’m struggling with that.”

“Hmm.  You assume I dropped everything.  I went to four classes, and last night I wrote an econ paper.  Tasks in my wheelhouse are not often that hard.  This was one of those.”

“It came from Jersey,” I said.

“Sounds like a monster movie.  Why wouldn’t there be a place in Jersey that could fab stuff like this?”

“You did it through the mail.  Fed crimes.”

“Nope.  I have it on solid legal authority that we’re good to go with this, unless you go rogue and become a criminal.  But you’ve slipped past part of the conversation.  I don’t need to solve your problems.  You would solve this one just fine.  But I had an idea and presented it.  You sent me that photo, so I took it that you agreed.”

“You always rush to help.”

“And you don’t?”

“Different.  You’re super witch.”

“Hmm, and you’re super wolf.  What’s your point?”

“It’s not the same.”

“Sorry; I got caught up in the super wolf Spandex image that popped into my head.  It’s exactly the same.  I have lots of abilities.  You have lots of abilities.  They mesh well because they are mostly different.  I can level a mountain, but can’t see in the dark, hear a mouse fart at forty feet, or smell bad guys from a mile away.  I can lift a car with my mind; you can lift one with your body.  You can heal from most any wound, while I can die of the flu.  I can talk to computers, tell them what I need.  You can pick up a phone and make a few calls and be in touch with anyone on Earth because of your celebrity status.”

“I wouldn’t know their phone numbers.”

“I would get them for you.  Mesh.”

“Any other werewolf could watch your back.”

“I don’t trust anyone else to watch my back.”

“Mack?  Jetta?”

“Humans.  Capable, trustworthy humans who can’t see in darkness, hear any better than I can, or smell trouble, let alone turn into wolf warriors.”

“Wolf warriors?  You been playing Dungeons and Dragons or something?”

“Hush, you.  It’s a very alliterate phrase.”

“Well, I sent back your paperwork.  Wait… is that what WW Group, LLC stands for?  Wolf Warrior?”

“No.  White Wolf Group.  You can use the structure when you form your own pack.”

“Why would I ever have my own pack?”

“Because you’re too damned strong as a wolf and as a person to answer to other Alphas forever.  It’s inevitable.”

“Hmm.  Trying to butter me up?”

He went silent for a moment.  “Declan?  You still there?”

“Sorry. Butter up.  Victim of my own imagination.”

“You really are a perv.”

“Your perv, Stacia. Just yours.”

The next day, it was Joe on duty who told me I had a package.  Smaller manila envelope that contained a debit and credit card in the name of WW Group, LLC.  There was online banking information and when I signed in, I found a set of accounts in one of the major banks for my new company with myself, Stacia Reynolds, as CEO.  There was also a note that one Lisa Renault was authorized to use the cards too.  There was even a few hundred bucks in each account.

Thanks, I sent.

You’re welcome.  Might come in handy.

How right he was. A week later, I got a call from Detective Bellini of the NYPD about a mauling in Maine.  Local law enforcement felt it might be a werewolf.  I spoke to Brock and Afina and they agreed it should be handled and that I was the right person for the job. 

I used my new identity to rent a Jeep and off I went.  My turn to show what I was capable of.  Didn’t even tell Declan, wondering how long it would take him to find out.

Turns out it wasn’t long at all.


Chapter 45

Overall, I think I handled it well.  Maybe better than well, because the werewolf turned out to be werewolves, a whole pack of man-killing rogues.  The feds showed up to take over but not before I helped catch two separate weres and killed a third in direct combat.  For all my training and talent, I had never killed a sentient being before.  But this one was intent on killing off the people I shared a lodge with, and I discovered my protective instincts, conditioned fighting skills, and intent were all more than up to the job at hand. 

Then DOAA, the Department of Anomalous Activity, showed up and decided I was part of the problem.  I sat in silver-treated cuffs and leg irons, knowing my wrist tattoos would free my hands with a thought.  From there, I would have to break the leg cuffs. 

The fastest approach for that would be to take someone’s weapon and shoot the chains till they broke.  And I would be doing this in the middle of a crowded police station surrounded by trigger-happy feds with silver-loaded guns.  So I waited for either a change in circumstance or a quiet opportunity to get free. 

Change came first.  My witch simply walked into the supposedly secure station and braced down the entire place.

He once joked that if I ever got arrested, he would have to break me out of jail or break the jail.  Turns out he wasn’t joking. I was suddenly more afraid for the cops than I was for him, especially when he thought I was injured.  But one of the feds figured out he was on a special government watchlist—one that required immediate consultation much higher up the food chain.  That pause was just enough to turn the doomsday clock back a few minutes as he relieved me of my chains and assured himself that the blood on my face was my enemy’s.

Then he did what he always does: made himself useful—invaluable, really.  And that’s when we learned that the rogues had their own witch, a death witch. 

Now, I know what you’re thinking… my witch was better than theirs.  And since the feds knew almost nothing about witchcraft, this should have been a major boon, right? 

Well, you’d get an A+ for your first guess but an F for the second.  Never underestimate the sheer arrogance and willful blindness of power-hungry people.  Better to send dozens of highly skilled agents to their deaths than listen to a college kid. 

We prevailed. I fought a seasoned, deadly Alpha wolf and won and Declan sent the witch and her demon-born progeny packing. And DOAA lost dozens of agents and all public credibility, especially when they tried to use us as scapegoats.  These goats came with very expensive lawyers and a sentient supercomputer. 

Yeah, Omega was even more than anyone had dreamed, fully sentient, with its own agenda.  My suspicions of Declan’s sudden and complete hacking confidence had been borne out by the cyber entity that he had helped birth, so to speak. In fact, the only part of that computer’s agenda that was clear was its regard for its creator.

But that was all yesterday.  Today was a new day, although the sun was never going to shine in Declan’s room, situated as it was deep underground.  There was, however, more than enough illumination from the bathroom nightlight for me to study my witch’s sleeping face.  My witch. 

Maine had brought clarity.  First, to my personal confidence, and second, to the fact that I was just as enamored of my witch as my wolf was.  I’ve been told that this concept of an inner wolf was really another way of understanding the powerful set of instincts and primal urges that wolf DNA brings to a were’s mind and psyche.  But hearing the words are much different from comprehending them deep in your bones.  I had fought myself, convinced my modern, educated brain was a better judge of potential partners than any primordial cell tissue. I lost.  Intuition and instinct evolved over millions of years to promote survival.  My inner wolf or id knew that the male lying next to me was meant for me and me alone, long before conscious me could understand that.

We had been apart for several months since the summer, but as I watched him breathe in and out, I realized that was unacceptable.  Burlington and New York City were a very short plane flight away. A cheap, quick flight in either direction.

His eyes opened and I caught my breath at the blue of his irises.  “Hi,” he said.

“Hi,” I answered.

“Um… how, er, well, um, did you, ah, sleep well?” he stuttered.  Adorable.

“Sleep?  I hardly got much of that, now did I?” I asked, arching one brow.

“I sure hope not,” he grinned.  Then the smile sputtered out. “But, ah, what I really mean is how are we?”

I reached a finger out and booped his nose.  “Mine.”

He frowned before his brows went back up in sudden understanding.  His own finger reached out and touched my lips. “Mine.”

I growled softly in agreement and then attacked. 

Some time later, as we caught our breath, our stomachs growled almost in unison.  “Food?” he asked.

“Yeah.  Let’s raid the cafeteria,” I agreed.

A quick shower and fresh clothes took just minutes and then we headed upstairs.

Heads turned to watch us, and many called out greetings, especially to Declan, who hadn’t been here in some time.  Of course, he knew most of their names, maybe all.  We found a table and a waitress descended on us instantly, greeting us both warmly. 

I’ve eaten here many times by myself, and people have often avoided me.  Like I was giving off a vibe or something. But as a pair, it was basically the exact opposite.  And not just because of my witch.  People like him almost at first meeting, while me and my werewolf-ness seem to intimidate people.  But not today.  The waitress, Demi by her nametag, was as happy to see me as she was to see Declan.  Refreshing.  And also a relief, because if she’d tried to flirt with him, I would’ve hurt her.

I paused for a moment to analyze that insight. It had happened in Maine too.  Instant, overwhelming anger and jealousy at any female approaching my male… my mate.  I examined that word—mate—as Demi zoomed off to get us coffee (for him) and chocolate milk (for me).

“Father, there is an issue with Beast.  The transport people can’t touch it to load it on the flatbed.”

“Have him hold the phone near Beast and let me know when he’s ready,” my witch said, pulling my attention back to him.

“Ready.”

“Beast, Delta November Foxtrot Tango Uniform,” my witch said, enunciating each phonic letter carefully.

“It worked.  The doors just unlocked.”

“What was that code?” I asked.

“There are some pre-agreed commands that Beast knows.  I spell them phonetically to activate them.  That one stood for Do Not Fuck This Up.”

“You swore at your car?” I asked, pretending outrage.  He took the bait.

“No, it’s not like that.  Beast isn’t offended by curses… oh.  I see you, Stacia Reynolds,” he said, narrowing his eyes at me.

Demi was back with our drinks and then took our orders.  It was lunch now, so I got a bowl of potato leek soup, an order of mushroom risotto, beer batter haddock and fries, and a chef salad, because… greens.

Declan got the truffle mac and cheese with bacon.

“No veggies?” I asked.

“I drown in veggies at Arcane.  We have like eleven Earth witches and a rooftop greenhouse,” he said.

“Let me guess… most of the Earth witches are from the Midwest.  Cornflower hair and blue eyes?”  Couldn’t stop my damn mouth.

“Actually, more than half are from the corn belt, but they’re a complete mix of hair and eye colors.  But to your point, they are all pretty. Every single new witch at Arcane this year is pretty.  Which shows how poorly they understand me.”

I tilted my head, surprised that he would hit this topic head-on.

“I guess I could say it till I wore out my voice, but you’re an actions-speak-louder-than-words kinda person.  So… actions.  I moved my room, you know,” he said.

“Tami mentioned that,” I said with a nod. “Put yourself in the middle of the wolves.”

He snorted.  “Stopped the visits cold. Tami’s likely very amused by the actions of her peers.  Amused, or maybe disgusted.”

“Maybe neither,” I offered. “Her own path to power is fraught with lots worse than sleeping with a cute warlock, but at the same time, what happens with you is, as she called it, a game changer.”

“Yeah.  I met her little brother.  Nice kid.  I’m going to help her get better at borrowing power so that she doesn’t have to follow the family tradition of murdering a loved one.”

“I know,” I said with a smile. “Because that’s how you roll.”

He was surprised by that but before he could speak, his earpiece did. 

“Beast is loaded and the driver is getting ready to head out, Father.”

“Thanks, Omega.  That’s good news,” Declan said.

“Hey, I forgot about my rental,” I said, the image of the Jeep parked at Shorty’s lodge popping into my head.

“We didn’t though,” my witch said. “Shorty and Buck Thompson turned it in this morning while we were still asleep. You should have a receipt in your emails.”

“You do,” Omega said.

“Didn’t think I could handle it?” I asked.

He snorted.  “Didn’t want you thinking about it at all.  Needed your thoughts focused on us.”

“Actions, huh?” I asked.

He nodded.  “That’s how you roll.”

I leaned over the table and grabbed his shirt, pulling him to me, giving him no hope of escape.  Then I kissed him long and deep in front of the entire cafeteria. 

“How’s that for focus?” I asked as we came up for air. The entire room had gone silent but suddenly it erupted as our onlookers clapped and whistled.

“It’s a good start,” he said with a smile.


Chapter46

The call came to my phone while we were eating breakfast at my hotel in downtown Burlington.  I’m not going to kick Mack out of their dorm room so we can spend the night in the middle of a pack of nosey werewolves and jealous witches.  Instead, I set up an account with a local hotel. 

The extra benefit was it felt like real dating: having a hotel room, eating in nice restaurants, taking long walks in the shopping district, and it was more private, although I noticed some looks our way as either I was recognized by regulars or we got spotted by Arcane kids.  It was better when he came to the city.  We alternated, mostly, depending on our schedules or feelings, mostly his.  Being under a microscope at Arcane got on his nerves, so he volunteered to come to the city more than I went to Vermont.  But I digress.

“What’s up?” I asked, seeing Chris’s name on the caller ID.

“Problem in England.  I need both of you. We’ll leave early evening, so grab your witch and haul him with you.”

“Is it that witch and her demon child?” I asked.

“No.  It’s normal stuff… well, normal compared to that.  I gotta run and get the logistics going.  Just get here, okay.”

“We’re on our way,” I said, meeting and holding Declan’s eyes.  He nodded, not even knowing both sides of the conversation.  Total trust.

I hung up and explained.

“Omega, what are the flights to the city like today?” he asked out loud, touching his Bluetooth earpiece.

“There are only three flights, but all are delayed, either by weather at other parts of the country or a technical issue on one flight.”

“If we take Beast, we’ll get there before dinner,” he said to me.

We packed my stuff and checked out, threw everything in Beast—which already held one of Declan’s go-bags—and hit the road by eight-thirty.  Omega told us it should take five and a half hours for the trip, so off we went.  Four hours into the trip, traveling down I-87 in New York state, we both got hungry.  We were well below Albany and not far from the city, so we popped off the interstate at a random exit that Omega promised had a diner a mile or less away.

The place looked okay, well maintained, and there were multiple cars attesting to its popularity with locals.  Good enough.

Bright sunny day, we were making good time, and ready for some food.  Laughing as we entered, I noticed several tables with diners who glanced our way.  A busy waitress called out to find a table anywhere so we sat in a booth at the far end, where we could both watch the full length of the restaurant and the entrance doors.  The waitress arrived with napkins rolled around silverware and menus, not really looking at us until she asked for drink orders.  There was an exact moment when she recognized me, her expression going from cheery to cold in a New York second.  She took my down request for milk and Declan’s for a cola, then turned and headed to the kitchen.  I held up a finger to Declan before he could comment, my head turned slightly to listen. 

“There’s a wolf out there,” I heard her say, her voice full of loathing. “That famous bitch.”

“I’ll call Scotty,” a male said.

“Trouble?” Declan asked.

“Maybe.  Probably.  Let’s get it to go,” I said, looking around.  The other diners were all staring at us, and none of them looked friendly.  The waitress came out with our drinks and a sour expression.

“Can we order to go?” I asked her.  She frowned like it was an imposition and gave me a short, nasty nod.

A deputy cruiser pulled into the lot, slowing to a stop behind Beast, blocking us in.  Two men in uniform got out, one pausing to pull the patrol shotgun from inside the car.

“Uh-oh,” I said, then felt the familiar tingle of a shield going over us.

The deputies came inside, met the waitress at the entrance, then marched right to our table, one cradling his Mossberg shotgun like he couldn’t wait to use it.

“Officers,” I said, meeting both of their gazes.  The lead officer with the name tag that read S. Collins was the taller of the two, maybe Declan’s height but heavier by a solid fifty pounds.  The one with the pump shotgun was short and wide, with a round pumpkin head and beady, mean eyes. His tag read B. Tulls.

“Your car outside with Vermont plates?” Collins asked.

“Mine,” Declan said.

“You have a number of serious safety violations on that vehicle,” Collins said with something like excitement.

“Nope, not a one.  Perfectly safe, and it even has fresh inspection sticker on it,” Declan said. “Like a month old.”

“Son, you telling me my business?” Collins asked.

“Well, Deputy Collins, my aunt is in law enforcement, so my vehicle is more than up to safety codes.  And you never even inspected it, so why don’t we skip the preliminary stuff?  We were here for lunch, but we can just hit the road if our business is inconvenient.”

“Inconvenient?  Your business is a crime against God.  You cursed ones think you can go everywhere, any time you want, don’t you?”

“Father, Officer Collins is awaiting backup from two other units.  It would appear from the radio traffic that there is a prevailing attitude of of racial hatred for supernaturals in this municipality.  How do you want to proceed?” Omega said into Declan’s earpiece.

“Stop their vehicles and shut down all communications,” my witch said, his eyes locked on the deputy, who just frowned in confusion. “No backup is coming, Scotty,” Declan said. “You and Burt here are on your own.”

“Why you son of a bitch!” Collins said, taking a step back and putting his hand on his gun.  His partner went to swing out the pump gun but found he couldn’t move.  Collins’s hand seemed frozen on his gun butt and his eyes were now bugging.

“We’re leaving, deputy. You and Burt here can have our booth because no one is leaving until we’re gone,” Declan said. “When you can move, you’re going to want to call in some kind of bullshit.  Don’t.  Your cruiser isn’t going anywhere.  In fact, none of the cars outside will start till we’re long gone.  Cells are down, as is the restaurant landline.  Oh, and the back door is sealed,” Declan called to the waitress.

I slipped out of my booth and because Burt was right up in the space that Declan would need to step into, I picked him up bodily and set him down three feet away.

“Now, folks, we are so sorry we ever chose to stop here,” I said. “We’re leaving and you all can get on with your day in just a few moments.  Of course, our reviews of your town, law enforcement, and this restaurant will reflect the poor service and hostile welcome.  And now that we know of your pervasive bigotry, we’ll broadcast that to the world.”

We walked out, Declan picked the cruiser up with TK and put it down twenty feet away, we got into Beast—who started as soon as our butts hit the seats—and left.

We were back on the highway in just a few minutes.  “They’re going to call out an APB or something,” I said.

“Their cell phones are all ruined.  The cop car battery is completely dead, and Omega will intercept any calls.  Should they get a radio operational or phone I missed, he’ll block the call.”

I was silent for a minute, my eyes locked on a sheriff’s car on the side of the road in the northbound lane of the highway, the deputy standing outside his car looking very frustrated.

“You came up with all of that really fast,” I noted, turning to him.

“Darci,” he said. “She took me aside one day and told me that as much as I might respect the badge, I needed to be ready for badge holders who abused it. We pre-gamed just that kind of scenario. If multiple cars had arrived at once, it would have required a more forceful response.”

“You do know we have legal staff at hand?”

“Not much good if they shot us for resisting arrest,” he said. “I thought briefly about it, but his ploy of claiming unsafe vehicle was so unplausible that he couldn’t have anything good planned for us.  There are lots of people out there who hate us—we talk about this at Arcane all the time.  Gina’s fault.”

“What will they do when they get free?”

“Omega?”

“They are currently seeking to contact the sheriff or other officers,” the computer said through Beast’s sound system. “I have destroyed an additional cell phone that was in a car in the parking lot as well as disabled all of the vehicles.  None of the patrons were at all sympathetic to you and seemed vehement in their dislike.  I have shut down the restaurant’s computers, fouled their point of sales devices, and placed very negative reviews on all social media or travel sites. The sheriff is aware of the incident, as I have contacted him by email. Part of my message details the extent of information I have on his personal habits, finances, and breaches of his oath as sheriff, explaining where and how all that information will be released.  I also explained that additional transactions will occur that implicate him in embezzlement of county funds should he seek to apprehend you.  He is complying, but I am monitoring all of them and will continue to do so.”

“Wow,” I said, impressed. “Shock and awe.”

“That’s how you all trained me.  Hard, decisive responses with measured but overwhelming force, and ready to ratchet up as needed,” my witch said. “No distractions,” he added with a grin.

“Darci warned you about this sort of thing?” I asked.

“She interacts with state police, local police, and other county departments, as well as some feds.  She also attends a lot of training in various locales around the country.  She came back from a law enforcement convention in Vegas and sat me down.  Apparently, fear of the supernatural often turns to anger and hate.”

“I hadn’t seen it outside of the big groups though,” I said.

“Big groups are made up of people from everywhere.  Unfortunately, towns like the one we just left are sprinkled all over the country.  She heard some really disturbing stuff and I have since had Omega look into it.  People are people.  There are bad normal and bad supes.  Probably always will be.  Gina makes us talk about this stuff in seminar, but Darci’s warning really hit home.”

“You need to tell the kids at Arcane,” I said.

“I have informed Gina of the incident and the details,” Omega said. “She will pass it on to the students.  She did mention that all of the students are used to keeping their special natures secret.  On a side note, the sheriff has called in his deputies, including Collins and Tulls.  They are debriefing over what went wrong and trying to figure it out.  They thought you were a shifter as well, Father.  One deputy suggested using sterling silver or plated tableware to determine who is a shifter or vampire and who isn’t.  One has identified you as a witch from your description, reminding them of recent events in Maine.”

“What do we do about that?” I asked.

“Let’s take a page from the sheriff and brainstorm with the team on the flight to England,” Declan said.

We drove another half-hour, then swung off an exit and through a McDonalds drive-thru.  An hour later, we were in the city.  Traffic slowed us but we got to the Tower by late afternoon.

“Good trip?” Chris asked as we entered the Tower.

“Mostly,” I said. “It appears there are pockets of real hate against supernaturals around the country.”

“Tell me,” he said, so we did.

An hour later, we were all getting settled on the corporate jet and he brought it up.

It was five hours to England, but it went by quickly as the team dissected our incident and brainstormed responses.

The others were all still getting used to having Omega chime in, but his information and insight was hugely helpful. 

“So, in summary, we set up information sites that are password protected that list all known locations of the type you two came across,” Lydia said. “We make this available to all packs, the Coven, all known Circles and supernatural groups.  Omega monitors all known players and informs of us changes in their methodology and we work on a counter PR program for all supes.  Anything else?”

“Yes,” Declan said. “In some cases, Omega infiltrates the finances, resources, and communications networks of the most dangerous.  From there, he can create division, economic loss, and promote infighting while warning us of plans and attacks.”

“That’s a step I think we need to be careful of,” Tanya said. “Slippery slope.  If it’s too easy to use, we’ll overuse it.  As someone once said, we must consider consequences, both intended and unintentional.”

“Point,” my witch said. “However, as another once said, To crush your enemies, see them driven before you, and to hear the lamentations of their women.”

“Conan?  You just quoted Conan the Barbarian,” Chris said.

“We saw it on film night at Arcane recently,” Declan said with a grin. 

“I like,” Arkady said, nodding slowly.

“A bit sexist though,” Lydia said. “How about men lamenting, huh?”

“Sure,” my witch agreed.

“Hmm, maybe I need to talk to Gina about film night,” Tanya said.

“Please.  You’re like the poster child for stuff like that,” Declan said.

Tanya frowned at him. 

“Oh, like you’re gonna be peaches and forgiveness if someone threatens that baby,” he said, pointing at her belly.

Her frown disappeared, her face going hard and still, both eyes changing from blue to complete black.

“Just saying,” my witch said, gulping slightly.

“Maybe don’t say anything else, okay Shakespeare?” Lydia suggested.

“Point,” Declan said with a nod. 

It took five full minutes for her eyes to go back to normal.


Chapter 47

The girl was going to live. The girl that got bit, that is.  The little possessed British girl, Poppy, was fine.  That was in the UK, this was Las Vegas, and I was talking about a bridal party that got between the demon-wolf hybrid Dragan and his escape.  A lot had happened in between the UK and now.

The UK demon had talked to Declan in some odd witch–demon language. I was really, really not okay with that.  Witches had their own bartering language with the denizens of Hell?  No. Just F No.

But then the president, as in the President of the United States, got assassinated.  Now, I can’t lie—I absolutely didn’t miss that guy.  A total dick, but he was killed by a vampire, and the new guy, who seemed better, wanted us to find her and whoever else was behind it.  The alternative was for the FBI and Secret Service to announce that vampires had killed the prez.  Not cool.

And almost simultaneously, the witch and her Hellspawn child from Maine had popped up in Vegas, which is where our stripper assassin was from.  Hmm.  Coincidence?  I think not.

And it turned out that Sin City’s vampires were kinda rogue and kinda behind the murder scheme, but also in league with the death witch bitch and her snake-eyed werewolf kid, who was actually a powerful demon. 

The witch was dead. I know because I crushed her little skull with an angry paw.

Declan and I had chased the werewolf all across the Vegas Strip.  Dragan—actual name Carnizhop—was an ancient demon in the body of a super werewolf.  We still managed to beat on his ass, but he kept ahead of us, possibly understanding that if my witch had a clear shot with his sun-based laser-hand death spell, then his furry self would be ash. 

But along the way, Declan had sucked in a death spell that the witch threw and basically saved the team but proceeded to hang onto the tainted energy for the fight.  Not cool, squared.  Too much death magic and demon attention on my vulnerable super witch for my comfort.  And on top of all that, the bitch witch had been trying to call a giant Fire elemental—the super volcano that lived under Yellowstone Park—using its primordial name.  Our best guess was she wanted to convince or order it to blow up and basically wreck the US and most of the world. 

Now the demon wolf was on the run with most of the elemental’s name in a string backpack strapped to his back.  Our part of the fight was done, the two of us used up and tired but attempting to help the wounded.  Which was this girl I was talking about, just a young bride-to-be, celebrating with her bridesmaids in Vegas. Okay, all caught up?  Good.

It was amazing really, because the bite wound that Dragan had given her had gone to the bone, severing most of the blood vessels in her leg, including her femoral artery.  Chris’s blood had somehow stitched enough of her together to let the LV virus have a chance.  And it was clearly making the most of it—the smell of the virus getting stronger to my nose by the minute.

“This is really good,” she said, taking another swig of chaga tea from Declan’s metal cup.  It was potent stuff, with amazing healing properties, but no one who had drank it thought it was actually good—till now. “Like, incredibly good,” she said, swigging down the last of it. 

Her name was Holly, Holly Harris, and she was from New Jersey.  The rest of her bridal party were sitting around us, most of them in shock, except her maid of honor, Betsy, who was holding Holly’s hand and listening to us talk.  Listening to us but watching my witch as he brewed up a second batch of tea. 

“How does he heat it up?” Betsy suddenly asked, her voice pitched low so that he might not hear it.  He was twenty feet away, swirling the birch mushroom juice around in a clear glass mug he’d gotten from the nearest restaurant. 

“He’s magic, right?” Holly asked me.  She had been massively traumatized when we got to her, just after Chris had left to follow Dragan.  But Declan had relieved Betsy of holding the leg wound together, using his telekinesis as a gentle clamp while he brewed her first cup of tea.  Holly’s subsequent rally was nothing short of incredible.

“He uses magic,” I said. “To heat the water and to treat the tea.”

“And you both think the tea will help me with the… you know… werewolf virus?”

“It apparently helps, along with helping heal the damage.  Holly, you aren’t in danger from the LV virus.  I can tell.”

“So, I will be a werewolf?” she asked, eyes locked on me.  Betsy had been watching me too but at that question, she looked down at her phone, which she had been using to text family and friends updates.

“Yes.  But don’t worry about that.  I’ll help you and so will my pack, which is based in the city.”

“Will I heal in time for the wedding?” Holly asked hopefully.

“You said it was in three weeks?” I confirmed.  Holly nodded, not seeing her maid of honor shift about uneasily.

“Yes.”

“Hmm.  Hard to tell.  You have a major wound that will take all your body’s resources to heal.  That might be a little fast.”

“Take my resources?” she asked.

“LV provides you with enormous benefits.  You’ll never get sick again, you’ll be stronger and faster, see farther, see in the dark, and hear everything.  And smell… well, that will be a whole new world for you.  But LV doesn’t do it without a price, and the price is calories.  You will burn off virtually all of your body fat and have to eat incredible amounts of food to heal this damage.”

“Stacia eats as much as eight to ten thousand calories at times and today she probably burnt off twenty thousand fighting Dragan,” Declan said, approaching with the mug in one hand and a pair of pastries in the other. “Here, drink this one too if you can stomach it, and these are for you,” he said, handing her the mug and me the pastries.

I took them but narrowed my eyes at him.  He took in my expression and held up both hands, backing away.  “I’ll just check on the status of the paramedics,” he said, stepping away.

“You are seriously pissed off at him?” Holly asked, sipping the new tea with relish.

“He took a stupid risk and yeah, I’m pissed.”

“Men always do dumb things,” she said, her friend Betsy nodding without looking up from her phone. “Why did he do it?”

“He did it to save our lives.”

“And that’s bad?” Betsy asked, lifting her head finally.

“The witch behind this whole thing threw a spell at us—death magic.  He absorbed it before it could hurt any of us.  Okay, cool, right?” I asked and they both nodded. “But he should have dumped the energy from it immediately.  Instead, he hung on to it and used it to power the fight against the demon wolf.”

“Which is bad?” Holly asked.

“Like using meth or coke to fuel a fight.  Sure, it would work, but it could leave you addicted to drugs.”

“And this would leave him addicted to…?” Betsy asked.

“Death magic.”

“Oh,” Betsy said while Holly’s eyes got big.

“Is he addicted now?” Holly asked.

“I made him dump it.  He’s fine,” I said, looking at him as he talked to his Bluetooth, which meant Omega.

“Um, what if that wolf circles back?” Betsy asked.

“Then he will kill it,” I said. “That’s why it ran from us.  It knew he could blast it with a weapon even it couldn’t survive if it held still long enough without cover.  But Chris is hunting it and I’ve heard enough from Declan’s earpiece to know that it won’t survive.”

“You can hear his Bluetooth?” Holly asked, amazed. 

“Yes, and in the not-too-distant future, so will you.  You’ll have a number of big changes to deal with, extra hearing and strength, but the biggest will be smell.  Humans, regular humans, can hardly smell at all. Me, right now, I can tell you what all of you have eaten or drank in the last twenty hours, what you wash your clothes in, what products you use; hell, I can tell when people lie to me.”

“Whoa, will I be able to do that?” Holly asked.  Her bestie looked stricken, glancing again at her phone. Hmm, some of Holly’s changes were going to be less physical and more relational, unless I missed my guess.

“I understand it is a breach of privacy to invade individual phone texts, but you should both know that while Holly’s immediate family is rallying around her new condition, her fiancé is already having second, third, and fourth thoughts,” Omega said loudly on Declan’s Bluetooth.  My witch met my eyes with a worried gaze.

“Yes.  You have major changes coming,” I said.

“What about my parents?  My fiancé? My friends?” she asked suddenly, glancing at her girl squad.  I raised my brows and she powered on. “Will I hurt them… when I become a wolf?”

“Mostly you’ll feel protective of them, but you will have to learn to curb your temper,” I said. “We’ll spend a lot of time on that.”

“Plus, we’ll teach your friends and family the right way to do things around you,” Declan said. “I go to school with like forty weres and it’s fine, but we all follow a protocol of behavior.  Oh, and another ambulance will be here in just a few minutes.”

“But what if I go bad or become a monster?”

“Are you bad now?” I asked, then turned to Betsy and the others, who were all starting to pay attention. “Is she violent or mean?”

“Well, no, unless you get in her business or come after her people.”

“Well, that’s how I am too,” I said.

“Um, I have to run,” Declan said suddenly. “Chris has Dragan trapped and we’ll need to head off to handle that other problem as soon as the hybrid is dead.”

“Oh yeah, and just going to leave me here?” I asked, my tone sharp.

“Did you want to come too?” he asked, head tilted. “I kinda of figured you might be helping Holly.”

I sighed.  There wouldn’t be anything I could do against or with a giant Fire Elemental.  I shook my head. 

“No, you’re right—about this,” I said, eyes locked on his. 

“Yeah, got it.  We’ll talk about that as soon as I get back,” he said with a nod.

“Risks, O’Carroll.  You take too many of them,” I said, mostly to make sure I hammered the point home. He’d scared the hell out of me twice now with this death spell stuff, not to mention the whole barter language thing which he was fluent in, thanks to Sorrow.

“I have to grab the piece we hid and meet Chris after they kill Dragan,” he said as a Tesla pulled up near us.  There was no one inside the electric car.

“Okay,” I said.  I could see an ambulance weaving slowly through the wreckage of cars that Chris and Dragan had left on the street. “We’ll get Holly to the hospital.”

He studied my expression carefully, then suddenly moved closer, leaning down to kiss me. I was tempted to move my lips offline and make it a cheek kiss, but I found I couldn’t. He was headed off to talk to a super volcano that might decide to lay waste to the American West.  I wasn’t going to have what might be our last kiss denigrated by my fear and anger over his earlier actions.

The kiss carried the zing of his magic, a rush of feeling that swept from my scalp to my toes.  Then he was gone, folding his long form into the car with the gull wing doors.  It pulled away and the ambulance took its place.

“Let’s get you to the hospital,” I said to Holly, who was watching me with big eyes.

“That was, um, well, wow,” she said, Betsy and the others nodding.

“He’s a pain in the ass, but he’s my pain in the ass,” I said as the paramedics swept toward us with a rolling stretcher and bags of gear.

I explained what Chris had done and what Declan had done as they examined Holly’s war wound.  “Um, this looks days old,” the female medic said, baffled by the state of the wound even as they cut her ruined pants away.  They were still wet with fresh blood.

“If the virus is a fit for the victim, it can and will work miracles,” I said. “In this case, though, Chris’s blood and Declan’s tea gave it a fighting chance to do just that.”

They loaded her into the ambulance and actually looked relieved when I told them I would be riding along with them.

“You’ll need shoes in the hospital,” one of them said as we took off with the siren blaring.  He handed me some hospital slippers that they had tucked in a bin on board.

Holly had both hands over her ears, her eyes wide at the sound of the emergency siren.

“That’s fast,” I noted, nodding at her suddenly sensitive hearing. “The virus has really taken hold.”

“Will she…” the female paramedic trailed off, looking worried.

“No.  Absolutely not. She won’t even Change with this month’s full moon.  It’ll be a month after that, when she’s fully healed.  But my prediction is that she’s going to make a ridiculous recovery.”

We got to the hospital. Holly was wheeled into the ER, but the physician looked her over, listened to what I had to say, took a report from the ambulance crew, and then had her moved to a temporary room.  There were lots of people coming in, but of the badly wounded, only Holly had survived.  Most of the patients were bruises, contusions, cuts, and scrapes from the violence of the chase.

Betsy and the others got to the hospital and told us that Holly’s parents were on their way by plane.  Her fiancé, Kevin, wasn’t with them, a fact that confused Holly but didn’t seem to be a surprise to Betsy.

I got the maid of honor alone as we went to get snacks from the vending machines.

“What’s the story with Kevin?” I asked.

Betsy looked ready to cry but didn’t.  “He’s calling off the wedding.  I can’t tell her yet, but when her folks get here, we all will.  He’s werephobic.”

“Sounds like a winner?” I asked.

“Please don’t tell her I said this, but between you and me, he’s an ass.  I never liked him and now he’s showing his true self.”

“Maybe she got bit by a wolf but dodged a bullet?”

She nodded as a candy bar dropped down into the vending machine’s chute.

“Listen, how do you feel?” I asked.

“I’m scared for her,” she admitted.

“Are you scared of her?” I asked.

“Should I be?” she asked.

“How long have you known her?”

“Since second grade.  We’ve always been best friends.”

“If you weren’t afraid of her before, then it’ll be fine.  We have strong protective instincts for those we love.  And she’ll need your support, but I have a feeling she’s going to be very good as a werewolf.  And I will mentor her.  I can already tell that I’m dominant and deep down, she will know that too—which means I can control her.  Don’t worry; just be there for her.”

“Do you have nonwolf family?” she asked.

“My mom and I have an uncle and cousins.  It’s all pretty normal.  I still get mothered, and I never saw my cousins much anyway.”

“And your guy?  Is he okay with, like, everyone?”

I snorted.  “My mom thinks he walks on water.  He has family in Vermont and is very close to them.  Like I said, all normal except for some extra abilities.  What does Holly do?  For work?”

“Paralegal.”

“Cool.”

“What if they fire her, because… you know?”

“Then we’ll find her a better job.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that,” I said. 

And I meant it.  In some way, I already felt like Holly was one of mine. And I thought of something Declan had said before: When I have my own pack.

He was right.  Someday, I would have my own pack, with him.  But not in Vegas.  It was time to get back to the team and find out what was happening.  Actually… “Omega, what’s happening?”

“Let me fill you in,” he said from the phone in my tights pocket.  And he did.


Chapter 48

“Uh-oh,” Lydia whispered to herself.  She was seated next to one of the jet’s windows, looking out at something on the tarmac—the same tarmac that Declan was supposed to be burning Chris’s bloody clothes and shoes on.

“What?” I asked just as Tanya stepped in from the plane’s master bedroom, her expression curious.

“Feds are here,” Lydia said without looking away.  I moved to the seats in front of hers and looked out the window.  I saw almost a dozen agents facing my witch, all wearing body armor and sidearms, two black SUVs with strobing blue grill lights parked behind them.

Declan was holding a black garbage bag which I knew held the bloody clothes Chris had been wearing when he appeared back at the jet.  The ones he had just worn when he killed dozens of Las Vegas vampires under a casino.

“Declan O’Carroll, you will surrender what you hold, and you will grant us access to that aircraft,” one of the agents said.  I recognized her: Agent Krupp.  Plus, her name was on her plate carrier.

“Why?” Declan asked, taking a slight step back. “Do you have a warrant?”  I wondered at his movement until I saw the chalk line near his feet.  He was behind the ward.

“We have probable cause, so you will hand over that bag and you will release whatever spell you have that is keeping us out,” Krupp said.  I noticed two of the other agents pressing hands against empty air, the skin on their palms flattening as if against glass.

I couldn’t see his face, but his shoulders were tight. 

“No,” he said without inflection. Just an almost emotionless negative.  Not good.  He was generally respectful of law enforcement.

I felt Chris arrive from the bedroom, smelling of water, shampoo, and sandalwood soap.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“Declan took your shoes and that awful coverall outside to incinerate them.  A mixed group of Homeland Security and FBI types showed up and are giving him some shit.  Your visit to Mandalay really stirred up the natives,” Tanya answered him.

“You will comply, O’Carroll.  That’s evidence. You will surrender it,” Krupp ordered, her eyes starting to look a little wild at being obstructed by a teenager.

“Wait, is that our Agent Krupp?” Chris asked. “The one who lured Caeco away from us? The one from down South?”

“Yes,” I said, eyes glued to my witch.  Chris turned to go to Declan, but I stopped him with a hand.  Krupp would get even more incensed if she saw the man who had stymied her down South.

“You really want it?” Declan asked Krupp, tone still mild. Then he threw the bag, which went up instead of across, high over their heads, bursting into white hot flame and burning completely to ash.

“Jesus, kid. What the fuck?  You trying to blow this plane up?” an unknown Homeland Security agent demanded. “This is a friggin airport.  There’s jet fucking fuel every-fucking-where. You destroyed evidence, you little fucker.  I don’t care who you are. I’ll take you down.”

“You don’t know what was in that bag. Maybe it’s how I destroy the freaky sex tapes my girlfriend and I make,” Declan said.

There was a sharp intake of breath and heads turned to look back in the group where Caeco Jensen was approaching from one of the SUVs.

“Great,” I muttered.

“That’s Caeco, right?” Lydia asked.

“Yup,” I said, getting ready to head outside.

“Nope, I got this,” Tanya said. “You’re just nitroglycerine dropping on the plutonium.”  She grabbed a white plastic garbage bag filled with stinky diapers and headed for the door of the plane.

A second later, we heard her.

“Hey, Declan, you missed a bag.  These things are getting ripe.”

The bag shot through the air from the ramp, slamming directly into Declan’s hands, breaking his staredown with Caeco.

“Hey, hey, a warning would be nice,” he said. “Those things are dangerous.”

“Well, burn them up and quit chatting with your friends.  We gotta get this plane in the air soon,” Tanya replied.  A second later, she was back with us.

“I suppose you want to inspect these diapers too?” Declan asked Krupp. “But the answer is still no.  Shitty smell aside, we don’t release family DNA to anyone.” 

My witch burnt the second bag even quicker than the first, his eyes locked on the nasty Homeland Security guy just a step behind Krupp. 

“And just so you know?  Nothing catches fire around me that I don’t want to catch fire, agent,” he said, voice quiet.  He was pissed—more pissed.  My imagination started providing awful visions of what it could look like if he snapped.  Like the entire dozen agents just launching into the sky followed by a mist of falling blood, or all their heads just bursting, or a beam of light from his hand erasing them more thoroughly than Superman’s eye lasers could.

“No, I don’t suppose the most powerful male witch in existence would make that mistake,” Krupp said with a knowing look. “Or should I say the strongest witch in existence?”

“What, exactly, is it you want, Agent Krupp?  And how come Director Stewart isn’t here?  He’s our assigned contact.  Does he know you’re here?  Does Director Tyson know you’re here?  Why do I feel the answer to both those questions is no?” Declan asked.  He shifted all of his attention to Krupp, clearly avoiding any glance at Caeco.

“We don’t report to the FBI, asshole.  Our chain of command is to the Secretary of Homeland Security,” the Homeland guy fired back.

“Really?  Does President Polner know the secretary has you all poking in this business?” Declan asked.  “Guess he’ll find out soon enough.  Maybe he already has?”

A cell phone rang, Krupp reaching into her pocket to retrieve it. 

“Krupp here.  Yes sir.  No sir? Not yet sir—well—not really sir,” she said, her expression shifting to attention like a soldier faced with a general.

She stepped away, leaving Declan staring at Caeco like they were on opposite sides of a hostage standoff.  Actually, that wasn’t too far off.

“This the kid you went out with, Jensen?” the stupid Homeland agent asked.

“In existence?” Declan asked Caeco, his voice tight with betrayal.

“Sex tapes?” she responded, head tilted, arms crossed.

“You know what?  I’m done with this shit.  We’ve got places to be,” he said, turning for the stairs to the plane.

“We’re not done with you, asshole,” Homeland said, grabbing at his gun. 

Declan stopped instantly without turning around, body rigid. “Pull it, Agent.  In fact, why don’t you all draw down, even you, Junior G-girl Jensen—give it your best shots,” he said, voice shaking.  A nearby jet suddenly lost all power and I crushed the armrests of my seat.  Would he kill them all? 

“No!” Caeco said, jetting forward to grab the Homeland idiot’s hand where it grasped the butt of his pistol.  He tried to get free, but she wasn’t having it. 

Declan was on the knife’s edge of anger and rage, but nobody he loved was hurt and his shields would stop all their rounds.  And he wouldn’t kill Caeco.  I relaxed my death grip, staying in my seat.

“Everybody stand down!” Krupp commanded suddenly. “Murphy, belay that crap. We’re done here.  Let’s go,” she said.  After a second, the tense agents complied.  Krupp watched Caeco who, in turn, stared at Declan’s back. Then the genetically engineered agent turned and headed to the cars.

The stalled jet restarted itself and powered back up.  I saw Krupp glance at it before looking at Declan, who was now on the stairs to our jet.  She looked hella thoughtful, then looked at our plane before joining her team.

Declan joined us a few seconds later, his eyes on me before finding a seat.

“So… that seemed awkward,” Lydia said.

“I don’t know what that was all about, but someone has been talking out of school,” he said.

“She works for them now, Declan.  It’s logical she would share knowledge,” Tanya said.

“Yeah, well she knows stuff that no one else does,” he said, shooting a verbal dart through my heart.

“Stuff you haven’t even told me?” I asked, arms crossed.

“Well, to be fair, I didn’t tell her—she told me,” he replied.

“What does that even mean?” Lydia asked.

“She had to do a blood test project in one of her biology classes at UVM.  Couldn’t use her own because of the nanites.  So, she borrowed mine. It was a karyotyping test, you know, counting genes and chromosomes and shit.  We agreed she’d destroy the sample as soon as she got her results, and she did.  But it turns out that my karyotype is all fucked up.”

He paused for a second, a million miles away.

“I have two Y chromosomes.  I’m XYY.  It may be the reason I’m so strong for a male.  No, scratch that, it has to be the reason,” he said.

Oh.  He’d already told me about that, just never revealed how he had found out about it. That scenario made sense.

“It is ninety-seven percent probable that your extra Y chromosome is the root cause of your enhanced abilities,” Omega said.  “To my knowledge, Caeco Jensen has not revealed that information to anyone.”

That explained his current thousand-yard stare out the plane’s window.  He had just fallen back into his deepest rut.

“And that bothers you because you think you got a double dose of twisted shit off your father.  Like you’re some kind of double rapist?  That’s total bullshit, Declan,” I told him. “You spend so much time thinking about having a rapist for a father that you miss the fact that you are nothing like him.  As far as I can tell, he may have given you a double slug of magic mojo, but your personality has got to come from your mom.  I mean, you act so much like your aunt, it’s kind of freaky,” I said, looking to the others for some freaking back up.

“That’s true, kid,” Lydia said. “I wouldn’t know your father if I drank him for dinner, but you do act a lot like Ashling.”

“Wait.  The two of you just agreed on something!” Declan said, snapping back from the window.  “Chris, the Armageddon is here!”

And just like that, the cloud was gone.


Chapter 49

I pressed the doorbell and waited, glancing over my shoulder at Declan.  He waited patiently, giving me a little smile.  Footsteps from inside approached the door and when it opened, I was staring at a young man who blinked rapidly in surprise.

“Whoa.  Jeez, Stacia, way to give me a heart attack,” my cousin Peter said, his eyes flicking from me to Declan and then back to me.  A second later, I saw recognition flare in his eyes as he realized who stood behind me, but he kept his gaze on me.

“Sorry for the unannounced visit, but we were passing through and I thought I should say hi,” I said, a little nervous.  Scratch that. I was hella nervous.

“Come on in,” he said, backing away.  “Mom.  Dad.  Stacia’s here,” he yelled over his shoulder.  “With…” His voice trailed off as his eyes flicked back to my witch.

“My boyfriend Declan,” I said, testing out the label as I slid inside. “Declan, this is my youngest cousin, Peter.  He’s home on break from, of all places, UVM.”

“Oh, we probably pass each other on campus,” Declan said, holding out his hand.

After just the briefest pause, Pete took his hand and shook it, then stopped and looked my witch in the eye as his words hit home.  “Wait, you go there too?”

“Yeah.  Most of my classes are at UVM, but I live down on Pine Street at a different sort of school.”

“The spooky one?” Pete asked.

“You know of it?” Declan asked, frowning.

“There are rumors,” Pete said as my uncle Paul and aunt Sara came up the hallway.

“Stace?”

“Hi, Uncle Paul.  Hi, Aunt Sara,” I said, watching to see what the response would be.

My aunt’s eyes were huge and I couldn’t tell if it was fear or surprise, but Uncle Paul stepped right up and hugged me tight.  When he let go, my aunt grabbed me too.

Uncle Paul turned to Declan and I saw his posture go tight. 

“We saw you on television just a few days ago and now you’re here at our door,” my aunt said, glancing between my witch and me.

“Yeah, exciting times,” I said. “Declan, this is my aunt Sara and my uncle Paul.  And the two coming up the hallway are my cousins Paulie and Susan.”

Paul, Jr. was taller than my uncle, his hair cut just as short as his father’s.  Susan looked much the same as when I last saw her, a slim, brown-eyed brunette who clearly took after her mother.

“Congratulations on trooper school, Paulie,” I said.  He was standing back, even as his sister moved forward to give me a careful hug.

He nodded in acknowledgement of my words, but his eyes barely strayed off my witch. 

“You all saw the Vegas stuff, so you have an idea of who Declan is,” I said.

“He’s your boyfriend,” Pete said, trying to act casual.  I didn’t have any siblings, but I had watched the dynamics of my cousins, so I knew he was posturing, mostly for his older brother’s sake.

“Boyfriend?” my uncle asked, frowning.

“At least,” I said, reaching out a hand to take Declan’s.  My aunt whipped around at my words, eyes large, and Susan looked at me carefully, but the men were all trying to decide how to react to the uber dangerous witch standing in their house.

“He goes to UVM too,” Pete said.  Pete, the youngest, was always my favorite.  Susan had some jealously issues and Paul, Jr always acted too self-important for his own good. Being a newly graduated Vermont State Trooper would only make that worse.

“You go to UVM?” Susan asked with a clear note of disbelief.

“Yeah,” Declan said easily. “Comp Sci, at least for now.  Maybe switching to business, but my attendance has been spotty lately, so I have a lot of makeup work to get done.  Stacia told me you’re taking graphic arts.”

Susan nodded slowly, trying to take it in.

“Why would a witch go to college?” Paulie asked suddenly.

“Same reason anyone does, Trooper Reynolds,” Declan said. “For a career.”

“Paulie!” my aunt admonished. “Please come in.  We don’t need to pile up here at the door.  We have a whole house,” she said, clearly embarrassed.

“Thank you, ma’am,” my witch said, following as she led us into the house.  It was the only residence in my life that had never shifted, unlike my own.  My uncle had bought it right out of the Academy and never left.

“New couch?” I asked as I looked the living room over.

“Finally, right?” my aunt said. “Paul put the old one in his man cave in the basement.”

“To what do we owe the honor?” my uncle asked, looking at me but very aware of my witch, who was standing with his hands in his pockets.  Paulie wasn’t as subtle, his eyes locked on Declan as he stood just slightly behind his father.

“We’re headed out on assignment and our route took us through southern Vermont, so I thought I might just stop and say hi.  We didn’t mean to interrupt anyone’s schedule,” I said.

“Nonsense. We’re so glad you dropped in,” my aunt said.  I’m pretty sure she meant it, but I wasn’t sure how the rest of them were handling it.

“Well, I hadn’t seen any of you in a while, so, it seemed like the thing to do,” I said.

“Oh, and we brought cupcakes,” Declan said. “They’re in the car.  I’ll go get them,” he said, heading immediately back outside.  He was giving me time to clear the air with my family.

“Listen, if this is awkward or scary,” I said, glancing at Paulie, “we can get back on the road.  My intention was just to say hi.”

“Scary?” my uncle asked, frowning. 

I shrugged.  “You all obviously watched the Vegas events and I sense discomfort with my boyfriend.  Maybe with me.”

“Listen, young lady, I was there the night you got… bitten,” Uncle Paul said. “You just caught us by surprise and yes, it is… unsettling to see what went on in Vegas, but you are always welcome here.”

“Thanks, Uncle Paul.  That means a lot.  Most people are afraid of me, and it’s even worse for Declan.  Even werewolves and vampires are scared of him.”

“What?” Pete asked, brows up.

“Really?” his sister chimed in.  Paul Junior just frowned, arms crossed, trying for the tough guy look.

“Listen, he stepped out to give us a moment.  So here it is… he’s from upstate Vermont, his one aunt is a Chittenden County deputy, and his other aunt owns a restaurant in Castlebury.  Just treat him normal, please.”

They were silent as they absorbed that information and then we all heard Declan loudly reenter the house. 

“Here they are,” he said as he came into the living room, handing the white cardboard box to my aunt.

“Oh, Sylvie’s Bakehouse,” my aunt said in surprise. “Our favorite.”

“Mine too.  I ate a couple while I was there,” I said.

“More like a half dozen,” Declan said, jumping back as I took a swipe at him. “Getting slow, Reynolds.”

“How, er, did you meet?” Aunt Sara asked, a little wide-eyed at our interaction.

“She came to Burlington with Chris and Tanya and beat me up,” he said with a smile.

“In all honesty, it was part of my job.  Find the mouthy witch and pound on him till he learned some manners,” I said.

The family had no idea how to respond to that, so I decided to enlighten them.

“Chris and Tanya built that special school, in combination with the government, mostly for him.  But they included a bunch of other supernatural children as well.  One of those, a rather large werewolf, took a dislike to Declan and they had a couple of epic battles. Chris and Tanya decided he needed some training, so we spent a week with him.  I was given the dubious honor of being his sparring partner.”

“Sparring?” Paulie asked, his tone a bit derisive.

“I know, right?” Declan said. “Seems super one-sided.  A skinny witch against an Alpha werewolf?  I had to learn a lot in a hurry.” 

Paulie looked from the witch to me, disbelief on his face.

“Oh!” Declan said. “Have you, like grappled with her since the bite?” he asked Paulie. “Arm wrestled or even traded handshakes?  No?  You might want to, Officer.  It would be informative for you to understand just how strong a were is, even in person form.”

“I saw the thing that bit you that night and I saw how fast Gordon is,” Paul Senior said. “Are you like that?”

“I’m not as fast as Chris, but I’m faster than most werewolves,” I admitted.

“I was joking with her before… she’s much faster than I am,” Declan said. “And if her little love tap had hit my hand, it could have broken bones.”

“Oh please!” I said. “Don’t be such a drama queen, O’Carroll.  I’ve never come close to breaking your bones.”

“She’s right—she hasn’t.  But that’s because her control is perfect.  Which makes her a great sparring partner for a human.  Lets you learn just how strong and fast a were truly is.”

My extended family was all staring at me now, the danger of the witch forgotten for the moment.  Probably his plan all along.

“And she’s a bit of a bully when she’s in combat form,” Declan said, warming to the subject.

“I am not.  You’re just a wiseass is all,” I shot back at his grinning face.

“You have an odd relationship?” Susan said, frowning.

“Because we started as sparring partners,” I said. 

“Perhaps we can sit down and have a drink?” my aunt suggested.

We got arranged on the couches, Declan sitting right next to me on the one end of the sectional.

“So, the footage in Vegas?” Pete started, looking excited but uncertain.

“Just ask, Pete,” I said.

“That demon wolf thing you fought?  Why was it so tough?”

“Because it was a hybrid with the soul of a demon,” I said. “Dragan was less than a year old, but Carnizhop, the demon, is timeless.”

“Your spells or whatever, wouldn’t work?” Pete asked Declan.

“Oh, I had things that would work, but it’s like your father and brother pulling their sidearms and blasting away in a crowd.  Forty caliber bullets can penetrate a lot of stuff and still kill people.  Many of my spells are similar.  That’s why I stuck to TK, er, telekinesis.”

“Those flying things?” my uncle asked.

“Steel and silver balls, like billiard balls,” Declan answered. “I can stop them or swing them around without hitting people and property.”

“Seems like a lot of people and property got hurt or killed even so,” Uncle Paul said, directing his words to Declan.

“Yes. We’ve had lots of questions regarding why we pressed the chase right through the Vegas strip,” Declan agreed with a nod. “All government agencies up through the president are more than satisfied with our reasons, but we’re not allowed to talk about them unless given permission by President Polner.”

That pretty much silenced the room—for a moment. 

“So the Yellowstone thing was real?” Pete asked.

“You know how it goes,” Declan said. “We’re not allowed to confirm nor deny.”

“Ah,” Pete said, eyes gleaming. 

After another pause, my aunt spoke.  “So you met by sparring?” 

Clearly still hoping for a meet cute.

“Actually, we met in a missile silo under New Hampshire,” Declan said. “But we didn’t really get to speak to each other until she had me by the throat.”

“Oh my,” Aunt Sara said. Meet cute crashed and burned.

“You were in that bunker?” Paulie asked.

“I was.  Held captive along with Chris’s goddaughter and a… friend,” my witch answered.

“You got captured?” Pete asked, frowning, clearly disappointed.

“After frying three enemy soldiers and a Humvee, then getting shot with two tranquilizer darts,” I said. Declan frowned at me. “Lydia,” I said, explaining the source of my information. “That was way before his Burlington training.  Ancient history.”

“Wow,” Susan said.  “I’ve been maybe a bit envious of all the press, Stacia, but hearing what happens outside of tabloids is way worse.”

“Long periods of boring photo shoots interrupted with brief interludes of sheer terror,” I said.

“Like Maine?” Paulie asked.

“Yeah, although most of the terror came from this one,” I said, nodding at Declan.

“Please.  I was only there for half of it.  You had it under control,” he said. “I was just backup.”

“Backup is good,” Uncle Paul said, looking between us.

“Amen,” I said. 

“Um, will you stay for dinner?” Aunt Sara asked, her expression actually hopeful.

I glanced at my witch, and he just smiled.  “Sure. Thank you.”

“You’re going on assignment?” Pete asked.

“Yeah, but we can’t give out details,” I said. “We’re hoping it’s a good deal calmer than Vegas.”

“Oh, now you jinxed us,” Declan said. “Sure to be crazy times.”

“Speaking of crazy, did you guys hear about that werewolf dude in California?” Pete suddenly asked.  “Some junior Alpha guy got out of line with some girls and when the cops arrived, he took off on a motorcycle.  Had a freak accident and hit a cable guard rail. Cut off both legs.  They say that even though he’s a werewolf, he might not fully heal.”

“Freak accident?” I asked, glancing at my witch, who kept his eyes on my cousin.

“Yeah, he slowed down to take a curve and he was supposed to be some hotshot rider but suddenly flew off and hit the wire right at midthigh,” Pete said.

“Never heard about it.  Did his name happen to be Dante Forsyth?” I asked.

“Yeah. How did you know?” Pete asked.

“I met the guy a couple of times.  A real piece of crap.”

Then I turned my full gaze on Declan.  “Whatever it takes, huh?”

He met my gaze evenly. “Whatever it takes,” he agreed.

Author’s Note:

There you have it – Stacia’s story.  My apologies to fans of romance, clearly not my forte.  But I had enough questions or comments directed at me regarding how she felt about getting second prize with Declan that I needed to clear air.  No second prizes given.

My thanks to Gareth Otton for suggesting some cool changes to his amazing artwork.  This cover is one of my favorites.

Susan Helen Gottfried has cleaned up my act as best she can.  Any mistakes left are my own.

Thank you, Vella fans, for feedback along the way.  It’s a fun way to write a book.  Now back to work.
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