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Chapter One
I was loving this. First day on the job and I was off to a possible location of the vamp killers. They had been terrorizing the city for months and every resource was focused on finding them. Already over forty were confirmed dead and several hundred confirmed missing.
“Smith, what were you thinking?” my new partner, Senior Detective Rolfe asked, obviously a bit put out that I had requested this partnership. “My last three partners are dead, that’s three in less than two years. I told them I didn’t want a new partner.”
“I can take care of myself quite well, thank you very much,” I replied. “They are so happy to get another shifter in the paranormal unit, I could name my assignment.”
“Rachel was a shifter and she didn’t make it five months before she was killed,” he said, almost growling. “Now I have to watch you to make sure the same thing doesn’t happen to you.”
Rolfe himself was one of the most feared shifters in the city. He was a big bear of a man and a bear as a shifter–six foot five and three hundred pounds worth, with long arms and huge hands. Not a bad looking man, just dangerous. He had to set the seat all the way back to accommodate his long body in the car.
“Look, you read my file and my evals from training. You know I am stronger and faster than Rachel. I also have a bit of magic at my disposal and I am not above the use of a fae glamour or three if needed.” I didn’t mention that I had been holding back during my testing.
“Yeah, somewhat of a mix and mystery you are. I noticed they didn’t mention what animal you shift into–that is some information I should know as well.”
“I didn’t tell them. They know from my blood tests that I’m a shifter, it’s just too bad they were unable to pin it down better than that. Under the privacy act, it is not something I have to disclose. Besides, a girl is entitled to some secrets. When you need to know, you will know.” I paused, hoping to shift the subject. “Now, tell me where we are going and why.”
“Look”, Rolfe rumbled, “let’s get something straight, I am the Alpha in charge here. Tell me your beast to call. You smell smoky, really weird, nothing I have run into before.”
He even tried using his Alpha influence on me. Too funny.
I Alpha’d right back at him, “You are in charge because you are the senior detective and I am the rookie here, but don’t think that I am just a lowly pack member to order around like your slave.”
Rolfe pulled to the side of the road; we had left the city proper a few miles back. He started banging his head on the steering wheel. I was afraid he was going to break the thing he was hitting it so hard.
“Damn, damn, I am really screwed now,” he said. “Two Alphas as partners, that is just insane. Now I have to worry about me killing you as well.”
“Look, yourself, big guy,” I said. “Maybe I should be worried about killing you. Besides, I am an Indie like you. We can deal with each other.”
I could see his claws starting to emerge from his fingertips and his eyes got that red, dangerous look. It occurred to me that I should notch my snark back a step or two. Jeepers, I was still new at this stuff; mistakes were going to happen.
He gathered himself and lost the red glow, claws slipping back. “Fuck it,” he said. “Let’s start over. We need to work this through or we both are going to die. This case is just too important to get sidetracked with this shifter crap.”
“Okay, Rolfe. I am Smith, your new partner. Let’s just do this thing, shall we?”
* * * *
The house was in a rural area, a two-story older farmhouse heading into disrepair and in need of painting. The farm itself was no more, the fields becoming overgrown with weeds and scraggly trees and brush. We had passed the last home a mile back. There was a wooden gate, also in need of some repair, guarding the driveway and a mailbox full of old magazines and sales flyers. A broken-down tractor that you could see through and an old pickup truck that looked like it had become a haven for snakes stood abandoned by a barn.
Rolfe rolled down the window and sniffed the air. “What do you smell?” he asked.
“Lots of blood, vamps, and humans, something dead, maybe human,” I said. “No idea if they are still inside or not.”
“They are still inside,” he said. “Do you sense anything else?”
“The gate is warded, not a strong ward, more of a go-away ward. The front door is warded too. It’s strong though, both a barrier and a zapper.”
“My nose is better than yours, but it is nice to know about the wards. I am calling for backup and a search warrant. There is enough reasonable cause with what I smell, the wards, and the tip we received.”
About the time Rolfe finished the call, there was a scream from inside. No waiting now.
“Try not to shoot any humans,” Rolfe said. “Stay behind me, watch my back and follow my lead.”
There was little chance the vamps would try to exit the house in daylight unless they were very old. Rolfe exited the car with me right behind. When he grabbed the gate to open it, I saw his eyes go a little cross-eyed.
“I may have underestimated the first ward. Oops.” I could tell he was irritated.
He walked right up to the door, placed his hand on the knob, I could hear the sizzle, not a sign of pain this time. I could tell he was using his Alpha magic, and with his strength he very gently pushed on the side of the door. The wood splintered and the door opened.
In the middle of the room was a single chair, a naked girl tied to it, blood dripping from her neck. The feeding vamp had stepped to the side as the light was coming through from behind us right at the girl. As Rolfe took a step toward the girl, the vamp and another attacked him in a blur of speed.
Rolfe simply hugged the vamp to himself and crushed him, ignoring the monster gun he was still holding in his hand.
The other three vamps in the room went after me instead, can’t say I blame them. I was taught in the academy that to disable a vamp with a gun, use silver shot, aim for the kneecaps to disable, the heart and head to kill. Of course, it’s easier when the vamp is not moving and not expecting you to shoot. That’s okay though, I was faster. Six shots, so close together you could hardly tell them apart, six kneecaps, and three vamps on the floor in a line towards me, all screaming in various degrees of high pitched wailing. Rolfe had just completed his turn around to the back to help me.
“They were in the left corner,” I said, “probably waiting their turn with the girl.” I noticed he had a gouge on one side of his neck and the start of a puncture on the other; it was pretty obvious he was unbothered by this. He did look a little perturbed, however. He took a look at the three vamps on the floor, still screaming.
“Now we are really screwed,” he said. “Smith, you are a total fuck-up.”
He turned back to the two he had crushed. Evidently, he had been none to gentle when bashing their heads together because their skulls were crushed, with bits of brain and splintered bone peeking out. The girl, whose chair had somehow been knocked over sideways was staring at us, looking like she was going to throw up.
“These two,” he said, “they should have turned to ash, there is no way they are coming back from that.”
I looked at them and nodded in agreement; they should be dead and gone. I looked further, this time with my other sense. Death was hovering around, probably not wanting to come into the same room as me. I hadn’t considered this when I had made my choice. It could be both bad and good. Right now it was not good. I went to the girl, drew my knife and cut the ropes holding her to the chair.
“Give me your jacket, Rolfe, I am taking her outside and away from this before she pukes, we both can now smell there are only dead humans upstairs.”
The jacket swallowed her up, I could have fit two or three of her in that thing. I didn’t even put her arms in the sleeves, it would have looked silly. As it was the jacket completely enveloped her and went down to below her knees. Rolfe was a big man.
As soon as we went back out the door I felt Death swoop in and take the two vamp souls (yes they have souls, otherwise they would be true dead, the only things I know capable of moving around without souls are zombies) and I heard Rolfe cussing, heading up the stairs. The two vamps were surely ash by now. I could hear the sirens coming, too late for the fun. I wondered what I had done to screw up, that had Rolfe so mad.



Chapter Two
What does a part Witch-Fae-Shifter-Vamp girl eat?
Unfortunately the answer is not anything she wants. I had found the few things that didn’t make me violently ill were red meat, red wine, dark coffee, and dark chocolate. Blood would do in a pinch. My metabolism requires a lot of input and it let me know when that input was needed.
As I sat in the car with Rolfe, watching the pandemonium going on around the crime scene, food was all I could think about.
Rolfe said, “Here’s the deal, they are going to look at those three vamps with six shot-out kneecaps and think I held them down as you shot them. It looks like we were torturing them for information. Nobody is going to believe you took out six kneecaps with six shots as the vamps were charging towards you. Even I have a hard time believing it, and I was there.”
Okay, so this was the big mistake. First day on the job, mistake number two. Officially I was a translator for the paranormal division, too much of a rookie to be an official detective. However, by the very nature of the beast, all paranormal team members were field agents. My training had not covered being too good, although I had instinctively held back during testing.
“I am just as fast as the vamps. Other than the first shot, it really wasn’t that difficult. I hit the left knee of the first one, he started to go down, the second leaped over him and I shot both of his out when he landed, then the second knee of the first vamp. The third vamp hesitated at the pile in front of him, his were easy shots.”
He looked at me sideways, back to this time softly banging his head on the now somewhat bent steering wheel. “Whatever. Let’s just hope that girl recovers enough of her senses to back our story, otherwise we are both going to be under investigation. Next time, try to shoot the floor a few times, heck you could even shoot yourself in the foot or something.”
“Don’t give me ideas about shooting something else. You could find your love life temporarily out of service.”
“You are just plain crazy. Anybody who would request me as a partner would have to be. I should have realized that from the beginning. Still, it was an incredible thing you did and I appreciate the ease with which you did it. Just pay attention and try to be a little less perfect next time around. I have always wanted a partner I didn’t have to coddle–you might be the one.”
As we were talking, the cops had started to bring the injured vamps out to the police van, still keening shrilly. They had covered them with blankets to protect them from the sun. The girl was sitting on the back of an ambulance getting attention from the EMTs, now surrounded by Feds and the county cops as well. The coroners office was upstairs, examining the dead.
“How many dead?” I asked.
“Looked to be at least a dozen,” Rolfe said. “Just piled up in an empty bedroom, in various stages of decay. The tip came too late to save them, but that girl is the first rescue in this case and those vamps are the first ones caught. There is no doubt in my mind that these are just the beginning. My sources tell me there are several of these houses around catering to vamps who refuse to abide by the no human feeding restrictions, and these guys struck me as being on the low end of the totem pole. I hope we get a chance to interrogate them, but that is something that under the circumstances, we will not be doing.” He paused, thinking.
“My plan is we take a few hours to return to the station, maybe get something to eat. I’ll drop you off at the garage to get your car, you stay out of the station until tomorrow. I will file our report and come in early to see which way the wind is blowing. I don’t know if the Feds will get anything out of the vamps anytime soon, but the girl is a good possibility. Besides, you do not want to deal with the Captain right now, believe me.”
“Food,” I said. “Yes to that. Where can we get a good, thick steak?”
* * * *
We had headed away from town back towards Mount Pilot and the edge of Pack territory. A few miles away, I could smell the steaks grilling and my stomach started growling. Rolfe said this place was a favorite of the Pack. As it came into view you could tell it had started as a small log cabin and it looked like someone had added a huge dining hall onto the front of it. As we entered you could see everything was made of wood–tables, chairs, floors, and walls, even wood beams across the ceiling. A lonely couple of pictures (of woods) adorned the bare walls. Not even a tablecloth covered the solid wood tables. They had certainly spared some expense on decorating costs knowing the Pack came here for food and not the décor. A sign at the entrance said, “Sit yourself. Somebody will be along shortly.”
It was pretty well packed at this hour, nearing early evening. In the corner there was a family of three sitting with a few empty tables between them and the rest of the crowd. That appeared to be our choice for seating ourselves. As we approached, the man, long lean and powerful acknowledged our presence with a wry smile.
“Rolfe,” he said, “been awhile.”
Rolfe, dipped his head in a slightly submissive nod. “Alpha, may we join you for dinner?” As we sat down at their table, Rolfe made introductions. “Smith,” this is the Pack leader, James Grayson.” I also dipped my head in a slight nod just like Rolfe, showing my status as an Alpha as well, with acknowledgement of Grayson’s status as head of the Pack. “This is his wife Lily, and their daughter Emily.”
Lily was a beautiful woman, full of grace and you could tell she was happy to have some company but seemed worried at the same time. Emily was a young girl, on the verge of puberty, who looked nervous and put out. I shook hands with all three. James had a firm handshake. I could feel his alpha magic, deep and strong, steady and tireless. With Lily I just felt welcome, she would be a mother to all the Pack that needed mothering. Emily’s magic was spilling out of her in waves, causing her discomfort and pain. As I shook her hand, I instinctively grounded her magic, giving her relief. She then smiled, looking at me in bewilderment.
“Oh, my God,” she said. “Whatever it was you did, thank you.”
“This is Smith,” Rolfe said. “My partner.”
James and Lily were now staring at me, a mixture of relief and suspicion on their faces.
“Yes, thank you,” Lily said. “I’d be very grateful to know what you did and how?”
Ooops, was this mistake number three on day number one? I hoped not. I sure had a lot to learn. I could tell they had no clue what was up with Emily and her “magic”. I decided it would be best to tell them.
“Emily is special. She is an Alpha’s Alpha, on the verge of change. It’s very rare to see an Alpha of Alphas at all, much less in a female. Her magic is overflowing, causing her great pain. She is but two days away from her first shift.”
James and Lily looked at each other. I could see understanding dawn on them as they recognized the truth of my words. Emily looked at me as if I was the greatest thing since sliced bread.
“Many things happening in the last few months are now making sense to me,” James said. “It was a great stroke of luck that we meet today.”
Rolfe, quiet until now, felt compelled to explain my insight. “Smith is a bit of a mix and a mystery. I am still trying to make sense of some things with her and this is just our first day as partners.”
James looked at me with his Pack magic. “Have you registered with the Pack yet, Smith?”
“Not yet, Alpha,” I said. “I just moved into town yesterday.”
Shifter packs are somewhat picky about new shifters coming into what they perceive as their territory. Especially those that are independent like myself or Rolfe. Always wanting to know who might be a threat or an asset.
“You might want to consider separating Emily from the rest of the pack for her first few shifts. Her first instinct will be to establish her place in the pack and any wolf that will not accept her dominance is going to be torn to shreds.”
Size and strength in a shifters beast shape is a direct result of the amount of pack magic they have. In Emily’s case she was going to be huge, probably three or four times larger in mass. Most pack members keep just a slightly larger mass when they shift; it is different for Alphas. Most shifters are wolves, somewhere along the lines of ninety-five percent. Rolfe was one of the other five percent, a Kodiak bear, eight feet and nine-hundred pounds of muscle when he shifted. Wolves also dominate most packs, being more numerous and often inclined to want the pack life. A lot of the indies were other animals.
“Yes, that will need to be avoided,” James said. “She will have to adjust to her instincts and learn control before I let her run with the pack.”
I could see Lily was already thinking along these lines. “I will need to be there with her, and I will bring several of the less dominant females with me. I am thinking of the eastern section of the territory, but it may be difficult to keep her from seeking out the rest of the pack.”
“I can probably help you with that,” I said. “I could set some wards marking a line that should keep her contained in a certain area.”
“I’ll help Smith with that.” Rolfe said. “She is unfamiliar with the area and I can show her where to set the wards.”
“It is settled then,” James said. “Rolfe, take her up to Butler’s cabin on Friday morning and get started. Lily and those she selects can meet you there Friday afternoon.”
“We will do our best.” Rolfe said. “Smith might have landed us in a bit of trouble today. The good news is we have had our first major break in the case.” He went on to explain what had happened and I could see that the Pack Alpha was very interested in the day’s events. Shifters and vamps don’t care for each other and maintain an uneasy truce in most areas. Shifters are fast but not as fast as vamps. Vamps are strong but not as strong as shifters. They generally hate each other.
“It is probably time I got you that audience with Luca,” James said. “Let me see if I can get you over there tomorrow morning. I will make the call tonight after sunset.”
Luca was one of the vamp leaders, controlling the smallest vamp territory in Winston. Still, Winston being the provisional capitol of the Southern Territories (after Raleigh was leveled a few decades ago in the fae wars of the seventies), that was an indication of great strength in a vamp. Luca was also one of the more reasonable vamp leaders and generally tried to work with both human and supernatural factions in the Capitol area.
“Sounds like a plan,” Rolfe said. “Call me tonight if you can get this done.”
“There is still the issue with Emily,” I said. “I can feel her magic building up again and she might be dangerous to others. It will only get worse as her first change approaches.”
“She beat up two boys at school today,” Lily said. “If James had not been able to force the change in them, they would be in a hospital for weeks.”
Shifters were great healers, as were vamps, but a shift pretty much wiped out any damage immediately.
“She could stay with me at my place until Friday,” I said. “I have plenty of room and I can keep her magic grounded.”
“Those boys were getting a little too friendly,” Emily interjected.
“You didn’t have to beat them to a pulp. Where are you staying?” Lily asked me.
“The Portmeirion,” I said.
They all were staring at me now. “What?” I asked. I wondered what I did wrong, yet again.
“Nobody but bazillionaires live there,” said Rolfe.
Jeepers, and so what? I wondered. I had picked the Portmeirion because it was walking distance to the station. I hated driving. My one experiment in driving had resulted in major damage to several vehicles, traffic signs and mailboxes.
‘Let’s eat,” I said. “Is anybody going to take our order?” I started digging around in my purse for one of the dark chocolates I had stuffed in there this morning.
“Emily will need a bodyguard from the pack,” James said.
“I will go with her,” Lily said. “Besides, the security there is the best and you forget that the twins are in charge of that security.”
The twins were Markus and Hans. I had met them briefly yesterday when I had arrived. They both insisted on calling me Ms. Smith despite my insistence on just Smith. I would describe them as dangerously handsome bookends, almost striking. My brief visit to the bar on the fifth floor the previous night showed me they were the subject of much talk and gossip among the female residents. Hans was said to have some connection to the giant PR conglomerate that made up the entire tenth floor and they stayed there in one of the suites the PR folks maintained there for visiting dignitaries to the capitol.
“I will feel better if I call ahead and confirm Smith’s status there–no offence intended,” James said, looking at me.
“None taken,” I responded. I knew he would find that my place, the fiftieth-floor penthouse, was the most secure floor of the building. It had become available a few years back and I had purchased it in anticipation of my future employment.
James stepped away from the table, cell phone to his ear and the waiter finally came by to take our order. I was becoming a bit agitated from hunger and the spot of blood on Rolfe’s (now completely healed) neck was calling out to me, becoming a distraction.
Lily said, “Our treat, Smith. Order whatever you want.”
“I will take the biggest steak you have, seared on the outside and red and juicy on the inside.”
“All they serve here is big steaks,” Rolfe said. “It is a shifter restaurant.”
“Are we off the clock?” I asked Rolfe. I needed red wine to go with my steak, that and blood were about the only liquids I could hold down and even though alcohol had only a momentary effect on a shifter it was the same rules for all the members of the police force.
“You are,” he replied. “I still have to go in and file our report. You are going to owe me for this one.”
He almost seemed a bit pleased by this. Interesting, and exciting in some ways. There were more than a few reasons I had wanted him as a partner.
Lily ordered for James before he returned. I was so glad nobody ordered their steak really cooked very much. It should not take too long to prepare.
“Do we need to bring sleeping bags?” Emily asked. I could tell she was excited about the adventure ahead.
“I have plenty of room,” I replied. If I remembered correctly from the remodeling plans, I had three bedrooms, fully furnished. I had hired the best shifter designer-decorator in the business, sparing no expense, telling her to go for shifter comfort above everything else. I had just taken a brief walk through yesterday before exploring the rest of the building areas. The Portmeirion had everything, self-contained. Restaurants, bars, shopping, services. All running twenty-four-hours a day. Not having to have a car, perfect for me.
The meal finally arrived and I thought the steak, and three glasses of red wine, were exceptional. James had eventually returned, saying my place would be secure, giving me a curious look. “I will take Lily and Emily back home to get their things and then have one of our teams drive them over to your place,” he said.
“That will work,” I said. “Rolfe is dropping me off on the way in to the station.”



Chapter Three
I enjoyed the drive back into Winston. It was a pleasant evening and Rolfe had rolled the windows down. For a shifter, the smells this time of night were fantastic, better than just being able to see the surroundings. Rolfe seemed pretty calm, not upset with me as he had been earlier.
“Don’t worry about the Captain,” he said. “I have friends at IA, they know you couldn’t have held those vamps down and shot them at the same time and they also know me well enough to know I wouldn’t help with something like that. They will want your gun to match the ballistics, however.”
“Remind me to leave it with you, then. I have three more just like that one.” Guns were not my favored weapon as I preferred edged weapons. I had become proficient with this model during training, so I decided to have a few backups.
“Of course you do. Why am I not surprised?” He smiled, I could tell he was enjoying himself.
We pulled up in front of the Portmeirion. I was surprised to see Rolfe hand one of the attendants his keys. “I am going to have a look around before I head back to the station,” he said. “Just to make sure Emily is going to be safe here.”
Sure, I thought, but day one, and Rolfe is going to be in my apartment. Not everything is going wrong today. It does seem as if things are becoming rather crowded, however. Can’t have everything, I suppose.
As we were escorted through the big double doors into the lobby, I could see both Markus and Hans waiting on us. My understanding is they split their shifts and only worked together when something big was happening or to meet new residents, as when I had arrived yesterday.
“H&M,” I said. “Good to see you both again so soon.”
“It’s no problem, Ms. Smith,” Markus said. I could tell it was Markus only because of a slight difference in the smell of shampoos they used, not by their looks. “We understand you have some company tonight and we take the security of that company very seriously.”
“Have you met Rolfe?” I asked, tugging him forward. He had been looking around, like a shifter at the zoo for the first time, smelling many strange and exotic scents.
“Of course,” Hans said. “How could we not know who Rolfe is? We sometimes work out together.”
It figures, I thought. Everybody knows everybody in the shifter community, even those not part of the Pack. The Grayson Pack was a large one compared to many Packs in other territories, but still only a few hundred strong. Shifters were strong, and lived a long time, but not many children were born and turning someone in the old way was strictly prohibited, although as many accidents in this way happened as kids, in the long run.
“Yes, we are friends,” Rolfe said. “Although I have never been important enough to rate a visit to this place.”
Hans proceeded to give us the security tour. The one I had yesterday didn’t feature many of the things he was explaining to Rolfe as we walked around. Markus stayed near the door, waiting on the mate and daughter of the Pack leader to arrive. All the employees in the Lobby area doubled as security in an emergency and all had extensive training. Video cameras marked every person arriving and leaving and a computer program even tracked visitors, workers, and residents alike. If a visitor did not return to leave as scheduled, the resident in charge of that visitor would get a call from security. Workers had to obey a strict schedule or check in with security.
As we started up the elevator, Hans showed the key and ID system. A resident’s fingerprint was required on the pad, as well as both a key from the elevator operator and the resident. Visitors and workers had to be escorted up by security personnel. The interior of the elevators was also monitored and if anything unusual happened the elevator was stopped. Workers had certain shifts to maintain and were escorted in groups at their scheduled arrival and departure times. Failure to arrive or leave on time was grounds for dismissal.
Hans pushed the button for the top floor, number fifty, the penthouse and my new home.
Rolfe watched the floor indicator the whole way. Being on the top floor meant several stops along the way and I was introduced to a few more of the residents, all of whom were very curious about me. They had heard the penthouse had been purchased a few years back and were wondering if the owner was ever going to do anything with it. Hans made introductions each time, very formal and polite. They could see I was with Rolfe and all had heard of him. I could see they were itching to find out why one of the two shifter cops (now three but they didn’t know that yet) in the Capitol was riding with me up to the penthouse. Great fun, and I left them in the dark.
The doors opened to the penthouse, just a small foyer to the doors labeled ‘50, J. Smith.’ Three crates of wine were parked by the big door and on the table was a small package, wrapped in brown paper.
“Wow!” I exclaimed. “My package is here already.”
Hans replied, “Yes, special delivery. The delivery guy gave Markus a hard time and would not leave until we provided him with a certified copy of your power of attorney giving us the okay to accept packages on your behalf.”
“This is really awesome,” I told Rolfe. “My day is getting so much better.”
“X-Rays showed it to be a knife of some kind, Ms. Smith,” Hans said. “Don’t open it if that is not what you were expecting.
“This is no ordinary knife,” I exclaimed. “It is a dagger and a very valuable one.”
About that time Hans got a call over his earpiece, one that both Rolfe and I could hear with our shifter hearing. Our party had arrived.
“Come on in,” I told Rolfe, hitting the palm plate and keying my security code at the same time. “Two-inch-thick solid wood with a half inch of steel plate in the middle of this door, by the way.”
Rolfe looked at it as if he could break it open with his pinky finger. Maybe he could–the man was almost unstoppable.
“Welcome to my home,” I said.
Company already and I was feeling giddy and excited. I was proud of what I had done here and didn’t mind showing it off. The entrance room was the main living area, hardwood floors, wood and various leathers made up the furniture. All looking comfortable yet tasteful and well made. I was very pleased with the choices my decorator had made, and had actually fallen asleep on the main couch last night. Paintings of forest and nature scenes decorated the walls, I had selected these from pictures the decorator had sent me. A large-screen TV, and a big solid wood coffee table sat between couches and chairs. A few throw rugs adorned the floors, all natural and neutral colors. It was dark but a quiet and peaceful presentation. I loved it.
On the coffee table was a large fishbowl full of various dark chocolates, I had to have this around and had grabbed a few on my way out this morning. Hans was bringing the wine in as the elevator arrived and I rushed to the door to welcome my other visitors.
“Please come in,” I told Lily and Emily as they came out of the elevator. “My home is yours.”
I proceeded to give everyone the tour, even Hans, Markus, and Rolfe who looked like he was in no hurry to leave. To the left, was a door leading to a hallway with the two guest bedrooms and a room I had set up as a workout room. To the right was another hallway to the master bedroom and a room I used to hold and display my various knives, swords, and other sharp instruments. All three bedrooms had their own bathrooms. Behind the living area was a bar separating the living room and the kitchen/dining area, a standard kitchen with a few extras. Two commercial espresso makers, the automatic kind, and a large industrial size coffee grinder with brewer and large air pots adorned the counter. Giant jars and hoppers of various coffee and espresso beans littered the counters as well. I was definitely not going to be short on coffee. A Starbucks barista would be jealous of this set up. Big windows laid out a view of the city in all directions. Retractable blinds for privacy and security were also wooden, that is, wood covering steel slats.
All the while I was carrying that package around. Lily and Emily were very complimentary of my place. Rolfe just had a funny look on his face.
“I really have to get going,” Rolfe said. “Lily, it looks like the security here will be fine. However, Smith, I do want to see that dagger you are so excited about before I leave,” he said, looking at me expectantly.



Chapter Four
“Has anyone ever heard of the Sicam Tenebrarum?” I asked.
We were gathered around the large coffee table, my package sitting next to my bowl of chocolates.
“One of my teachers talked about it in class,” Emily said. “She said it was a dagger thought to be from a battle between angels of light and darkness that was left behind.
“Excellent,” I said. “I hope you got an A in that class. The story goes that a young man traveling upon a deserted path came upon two angels fighting, one from Heaven and one from Hell. There was a great clashing of swords and furious fighting and the light was so bright the boy had to look away. When he looked back they were gone, leaving the dagger in the dirt. This was about five-hundred years ago and the dagger has been the subject of much fighting and controversy since. Stolen numerous times, bought and sold numerous times, all owners trying to solve the mystery of this dagger. It is made of an unknown alloy that nobody seems to be able to replicate and it was assumed to be a magic blade as that is what is thought such creatures use. Only a magic blade would be capable of killing such a creature and it was thought that any supernatural being would be subject to its magic.”
I paused, everyone was staring at the package now. “Eventually, as technology advanced and many witches and magical creatures tried to use it, the theory became that although it was an artifact of unknown metal there was nothing magical about it and the boy just found it but did not witness a fight between angels. It no longer became the subject of theft and fighting, instead being bought and sold among collectors and the curious. The owner I got it from was a scientific think tank running low on funding. They had this thing for the last six years and sold it to avoid shutting down. I was fortunate to get this for just a few million dollars.”
Rolfe looked at me sideways. “Smith,” he said, “I could have got you a really nice dagger for just a few hundred.”
“I have many daggers, Rolfe. You assume that the current theory is the correct one. I happen to know that the dagger is the real deal and its magic just needs to be activated. I also know the secret of how to activate it.”
With that, I proceeded to open the package. It was wrapped in soft leather, which I laid on the table and unfolded. The dagger was beautiful in its simplicity. The metal was a very dark color, almost black with just a tinge of blue, said to be the color of midnight.
“It was first assumed that this dagger must have been dropped by the angel of Hell, based on its dark color. Hence the name it was given many years ago. They were wrong about that as well.”
I held the dagger up and the light of heaven shone forth, brilliant, seeking every shadow and filling it with that light. Other than Emily, the rest had turned their eyes away from it. She was stronger in her magic and I could tell she was fascinated by the dagger. I withdrew my dagger from my right boot sheath, a close copy I had found, very similar in design and replaced it in my boot sheath with the Sicam Tenebrarum.
“I so love it when a plan comes together,” I said. The light faded away.
Rolfe looked at me, appearing almost to be in pain. “So, let me get this straight, Smith. You buy a five-hundred-year-old dagger that has confounded science and magic for a half century, and you just happen to know the secret to activate it?”
Ooops, I thought, another blunder. I was flat out getting tired of this.
“Yeah, Rolfe. You nailed it. And it will remain my secret and don’t expect any apologies for it.” I was now determined to not be ashamed of what I was or try to cover up for my blunders. He was just going to have to deal. “As my partner,” I said, “I expect you to both respect such secrets and to back me up if I need back up.”



Chapter Five
Rolfe had left a few hours ago. I hoped things went okay at the police station. I had spent some time getting to know Lily and Emily, grounding Emily again before she went to bed. She had not been getting much sleep lately. It turns out, I was not properly stocked for company unless all they ate or drank was chocolate, steak, coffee, and red wine. Fortunately, Hans made a run downstairs for us for some popcorn and sodas. We talked about Emily and her upcoming shift. Lily was confident things would work out. We watched several episodes of a South Court marathon. It involved this evil lawyer named Clive, they would constantly try to kill him off and you would think they succeeded but in the next episode you would always find out that he had somehow escaped, miraculously untouched. I wondered if they had ever heard of the Sicam Tenebrarum? I was almost tempted to give the producers a call but that would pretty much mean the end of the series.
Stepping out of my shower, I looked at myself in the mirror. I had hoped Rolfe found me attractive. I knew I was his “type”. Not a beauty but a classic face, aristocratic features, short and straight black hair, a slightly olive skin tone. I had the athletic build of most shifters, solid, not slender but not bulky either. I knew he appreciated the fact that I was able to hold my own earlier today at the crime scene, even though that might mean some trouble for us down the road.
I had made some blunders on my first day but I was resolved to not worry about it too much more. I am what I am, I told myself. Take it or leave it. I wasn’t going to lie or make excuses for being too good or too rich or having an unusual diet. People could either like me or not. I was happy with who I was. This job was a dream come true and even if things had not gone the way I had hoped, I was still satisfied with my first day. I think I had met some new friends, got to meet the pack leader and thoroughly confounded my partner.
Tomorrow would bring news of how the department was seeing the crime scene. I hoped that girl was able to back our story. It sounded like we had an audience with one of the vamp bigwigs in town, that might generate a few leads on the case as well. Although the FBI would handle the questioning of the vamps that were brought in, we would get a chance to act on leads they might generate. This case involved many areas of law enforcement; it was simply to important not to cooperate and use all available resources.
Yes, I thought as I settled in to sleep. Overall, I can’t complain. Life should be about surprises, unexpected things, and of course, unintended consequences. I had learned some things today. I was looking forward to day two.
* * * *
I was awakened at two a.m. by a call from Rolfe to my cell phone. The other cop shifter, a detective in the paranormal division named Stu Williams was following another lead that could help us find more of the missing. It seems the station had a call from a member of the fae community claiming to know the location of another house used by the vamps. Rolfe was already waiting for me downstairs.
“Stu is waiting for us at the witness’ home,” he said. “Some old fae who doesn’t speak English very well. All he can understand from her is that it looks like a house. He has offered to drive her and follow her directions but it doesn’t seem like she is understanding what he is saying.”
As he drove us to the home of the witness, I asked Rolfe about the reaction at the police station. “The girl has confirmed our version but the Captain is still not pleased. If the vamps in custody get a good lawyer they can still make a claim of police brutality. Fortunately, it looks like none of the vamp masters in the city are claiming these vamps as a member of their groups, probably a smart move on their part. The vamps have mostly recovered but are still not talking. They have asked for a lawyer and the judge will probably assign them a public defender in the morning. The girl hasn’t been able to tell us much. The FBI team talked to her but she hasn’t shed much light on who is behind this or other possible locations people are being held. They did say we could interview her sometime this afternoon depending on her doctors.”
“Ormph erff,” I said, trying to speak over the chocolate I was stuffing in my mouth. I spoke the languages of Faerie very well. It looked like this was going to be a day when my talents would come in handy. I really hoped so. I guzzled down the last of the six-shot espresso I had made before I met Rolfe downstairs.
As we approached the “home”, I could see it was at the edge of the fae sector, a typical fae shanty. Normally the fae living in this area were half-lings, not fae enough to be accepted in Faerie and not human enough to do well in the human world. Most pure fae that chose to live on this side of the divide were rich and influential. I was looking forward to meeting Stu, we worked opposite shifts, he had the nights and we had the days.
They were waiting for us inside. A small elderly fae woman sat at the small dinette, some knitting in her hands. Stu was an average size shifter, I could easily smell wolf. His partner was human, a short, sturdy woman who looked capable and experienced. Rolfe made the introductions, and Stu introduced me to the fae at the table. “This is Inlima” he said. “Can you translate for us?”
There was something bothering me about her. The room was full of glamour and I didn’t think that what she had in her hands was really knitting. I grabbed Rolfe’s arm to prevent him from moving closer to the fae and only had time to say, “Rolfe, there is something not right here.”
As soon as the glamour was denied, the reality appeared. It wasn’t knitting after all. The fae lifted the machine pistol. Stu had already taken a step forward and got the brunt of the first half dozen rounds with his partner taking the next. I had instinctively moved in front of Rolfe, for some reason I was super fast with that this time but didn’t draw my weapon. I was next. I didn’t like getting shot, at all.
I took two in the chest and one in my left arm as the fae swept the machine pistol our way. There was a huge boom from above and to the side of my head as Rolfe shot the fae with his desert eagle handgun. The fae, now revealed as male, had some type of shield but the force of that round propelled him back from his chair all the way to the wall behind him.
That is really some fine shield, I thought as I slid toward the ground, going into shock. At that point the fae had dropped the gun and disappeared, some new glamour I just didn’t have the will to deny. I did sense him heading out the door as Rolfe grabbed me before I made it to the floor.
“Officers down, shots fired, backup requested,” I heard Rolfe say.



Chapter Six
“Silver,” I said. “I hate silver in my body.” Although I was part witch and part fae, both of whom could handle silver, the shifter and vamp parts of me were feeling the pain. “Get it out, get it out.” I had tears running down my face.
Rolfe ripped open my blouse exposing my wounds and felt around my back checking for exit wounds. “Smith,” he said. “You need to shift, otherwise you are going to die on me. That silver is still in you. I can’t make another alpha shift. He was almost pleading with me. I was getting giddy from my wounds and maybe the blood loss, and was almost happy to hear the concern in his voice.
“My bra is effing ruined.” I could tell it had blood all over it. “I got this from Paris, Rolfe, effing Paris, you hear me? I am going to make that little fae suffer when I get hold of him. I have an iron blade at my place with his name on it. I am going to be fine,” and I knew I was. I could take a lot of punishment but I was not happy at all with the silver. I could feel some blood in my mouth, I had some damage to my lungs, surely. Rolfe was still pleading with me to shift.
“Shut the fuck up and get me out of this room,” I said. I could feel Death hovering around. Stu and his partner were dead and Death would not gather their souls with me this close. As I said this, I could see the bullet in my arm come to the surface and fall on the floor.
Rolfe looked at it in wonder. “Now, that’s handy,” he said.
“Please, Rolfe,” I begged. “Move me to the porch. I wouldn’t ask you if it wasn’t important.” Those two souls were trapped and the bodies would not recover from their wounds. There is nothing more painful than to listen to a soul stuck in a dead body wanting to move on. It almost made me forget my own pain.
Rolfe picked me up in his arms as if I was a feather pillow. I had my mouth and nose near his neck as he carried me out the door. The smell of his neck was wonderful, full of the promise of pleasure. I could see and hear the pulse of blood just beneath the surface.
“You have a wonderful neck,” I hissed. “I think I am going to have an orgasm.” I was getting really silly now. I would have to remember this the next time I got shot with silver rounds.
“Don’t vamp out on me, Smith,” he said and I could sense some amusement in his voice as he sat me down on the small porch. I was glad he thought I was going to live. I think he was surprised that my body was expelling the silver without having to shift.
“Oh, my God!” I exclaimed as I felt my mouth with my good hand that my fangs were out. “How freaking embarrassing is this?” I asked.
“I am not going to let you forget this. You better live so I can kid you about this for the next ten years.”
Oh man. I was in love, but I had known that ahead of time. I swear that Rolfe would have let me drink his blood if I asked. I grabbed the collar of his jacket and pulled him towards me. “Don’t let them give me any of that saline crap,” I said. “Or any pain meds or meds of any kind. I will just spew all over them if they do. Just blood and lots of it please, they don’t even need to pump it in, I can just drink from the bag if needed. Tell them to take me to the Wachovia.”
The Wachovia Hospital was the only one in the Capitol that maintained a twenty-four-hour staff of Supe doctors and nurses, for special creatures, like me. I could hear the sirens approaching now and a part of another bullet in my chest rose to the surface and fell down. The two in my chest must have hit some ribs. “Stay with me,” I pleaded. “Make sure they don’t screw me up with anything but blood.”
I was starting to fade out. The next thing I remember was waking up in the hospital, Rolfe sitting in a chair next to my bed.



Chapter Seven
“Mine,” I said, pointing to the cup of coffee in Rolfe’s hands.
“It has cream,” he said.
“You bastard,” I said.
“Let me bring you up-to-date, “ Rolfe continued, smiling. “By the time you got to the ER, there was only one piece of silver left and it was already right at the surface. You amazed a few of the doctors here, Smith. There were signs of damage to your ribs the first scan they took, an hour later they could see no sign of damage. A nurse came to clean you up and told me she could see no sign of your wounds. If not for the blood, she said one would think you were taking a nap. I made sure they gave you nothing but blood. Stu and his partner are dead and there is no sign of the fae.”
“It was a setup,” I said. “They were after us.”
“No doubt about it,” he agreed. “Any more tips like that one, we are either taking a lot of backup or having them brought to the station. I spoke to the Captain and he said we have the department’s full resources at our disposal. After losing two of our best officers, the entire force is basically ours to call on.”
“I can’t wait to get my hands on that fae,” I said. “My bra?” I asked.
“They cut it off,” he replied. I’ve got your boots, your dagger is fine, and your service revolver and purse. Everything else has probably been disposed of. When they cut your bra off, you started mumbling, ‘fucking Paris’ every few minutes. I had to explain to the techs what you were talking about. In retrospect, it was pretty damn funny.”
“That little elf won’t find it amusing when I find him. I am carrying my iron dagger in my other boot from now on.”
“Lily and Emily are on the way now,” Rolfe said. “I made sure they are bringing some clothes and chocolates. They are also gonna bring you a six shot espresso, might be cold when they get here but I told them to bring it anyway. I asked them to look for another black bra in your clothes, thought you would like that.”
This getting shot stuff was starting to pay off. I couldn’t believe the friends I had already made. I have friends, I thought to myself. That made me happy, although that chocolate and espresso had set my mouth to watering. “How long?” I asked.
“They were just getting up when I called at six am. Markus is bringing them over and they should be here any minute now. James also called and said he reached that vamp bigwig last night. The meeting is scheduled for sundown tonight.”
“I want to be there. Don’t let the Captain sit me out on this one.”
“I’ll get you there,” he said. “As soon as the doctor comes back by, they are going to release you. You go home and get some rest.”
With that, Lily, Emily, and Markus came through the door.
“I’ll just go file our report, again,” Rolfe said. “I am keeping tabs, Smith. You are really going to owe me. I can’t stand typing reports.”
Lily and Emily both gave me hugs. Emily sent Markus outside the door so I could change. They had brought me black pants, black T-shirt, and they managed to find my other black bra, nothing special about this one, but it was the thought that made me feel good.
Then we all heard screams from the nurses desk near the elevators. Markus popped his head into the room as I was putting my last boot on. “Zombies,” he said. I could see this was going to be an interesting day.
“Stay here,” I told Lily. “Call the cops. Protect Emily. They are probably here for me.” Somebody was getting really serious about seeing me dead.
Zombies require a necromancer and access to very recently deceased bodies, something you might find in say, a hospital morgue. Somewhere close by, that necromancer was controlling the zombies. Three indicated it was probably a pretty high level necromancer and they don’t work cheap. I went out the door closing it behind me.
Markus was already down the hall, trying to save two nurses who had gotten caught in the zombies’ path. Two of them had paused in their advance to chew on a nurse and Markus was tying to pull one of the nurses free. Markus was a strong shifter, but a zombie is just about indestructible and unstoppable. When animated, a change takes place making them mindless, nearly unstoppable killing machines full of some substance that immediately replaces anything like holes and slices. My gun would be useless, just making them look even uglier than they were. They do get smaller as they lose more substance but I had neither the time nor the ammo to make that a possibility for even one of them. Controlling a zombie is tough, they are easily distracted by living flesh, instinctively going for replacement material. Two old men and a young girl with a shaved head made up the zombie contingent, probably fresh from the morgue.
The zombie feeding on the nurse Markus was trying to pull free simply backhanded Markus and sent him flying against the wall. The nurse’s arm was torn off as Markus didn’t release it in time. He slid to the ground angry, still holding the nurse’s arm. I could see he was getting ready to shift.
The one zombie not distracted by chomping on a nurse was almost to me at this point. I had one thing they had not counted on, one thing that would kill anything, including a soulless zombie. I drew the dagger of darkness and stabbed the zombie in the chest by simply letting it slam into the dagger. The light of heaven burst through the zombie, which literally exploded, sending bits and pieces flying everywhere including all over me. Markus had shifted at this point and had his jaws around the young girl that was chomping down on the other nurse. The nurse with the missing arm was now quiet and the zombie threw her to the side, focusing on me. Despite a controller, there is a limit to what zombies can do, they don’t allow for much more commanding other than attack. Simple matter of repeating the same action, letting the zombie impale himself on my blade. This one did get in a slap before he exploded and I fell backward, my head ringing.
Fortunately, Markus had given me time to recover, he had basically torn one of the girls legs to shreds attacking it from behind. The zombie swung around to try and get a blow at the wolf but the wolf swiveled with her. When I took her in the heart, she hadn’t even seen me coming, I had moved so fast.
Markus and I stood in the middle of the hall, covered with yuk, bits and pieces of this and that, and smelling even worse. I looked at Markus now standing at my side, a beautiful creature in wolf form. “Good work,” I said. I was thinking a shower was now called for, and another change of clothes. Which, of course, I didn’t have.
“Oh, dear Lord,” Lily said from the doorway of my room. It did look like a war zone. Both nurses were being attended to, I didn’t know if they would survive, but I could sense they were both still alive.



Chapter Eight
The hospital had a decontamination room and we used it. Zombie goo gets into just about everything and the smell does not go away, even years afterward. I had broken my gun down for cleaning but that stuff had gotten into it, in the end it had to be disabled and disposed of. I wanted to keep my boots as well but no, they were also beyond help. The only thing I was able to salvage was the dagger, no smell or zombie stuff clung to it, the sheath however was also beyond saving.
The de-con process is not fun. Shifters are not hung up on nudity as it is the nature of the beast. I let Markus go ahead of me, a fine-looking man and it kept my mind off the various chemicals in the shower. Nurses in de-con suits helped with the scrubbing, pretty embarrassing really, even for shifters. We went through twice before we were given the all clear. They told me the entire floor was now closed it would be a long process before it was completely cleaned. Both nurses were still living, even the one who had lost an arm. It was almost a miracle. Quick action by her coworkers had saved her. They would now go through a series of shots, medications, and antibiotics to cleanse their bodies of any toxins picked up from being bitten by a zombie, not a fun process either. Left untreated they would die.
Markus and I were given some hospital scrubs and rubber-soled slippers to wear; neither of us had a change of clothes. That is how I finally left the hospital several hours later, dagger duck taped to my right calf, under the scrubs.
* * * *
Rolfe had picked me up and taken me to the station to file my report. I was getting some strange looks. Most of them had not met me yet but my reputation was getting around.
Being in scrubs without any undergarments was also something I was not too happy with, but Rolfe told me the Captain insisted I file the report immediately and he wanted to meet with both of us afterward.
Tap….tap….tap…..click. “How do you spell putrification?”, I asked. Rolfe was getting impatient with my progress.
“Just let me type it,” he said. “You talk and I will type.”
It was amusing to say the least, I could see he was going to be the one doing most of the reports, I simply had no experience with them and he just didn’t have the patience to wait.
“It’s interesting,” I said as he finished the report. “You have in addition to vamps, the involvement of the fae, and now probably a Necromancer, a highly-talented member of the witch community. And not just any fae, but one capable of some really good glamour and a defensive shield that was top notch. An ‘inner court’ fae, almost certainly.”
“Politics and power,” Rolfe responded. “There is some strategy, some vamp game going on behind the scenes. Only now it appears we upset that strategy and caused them some real damage for them to make two attempts to kill us. Knowing vamps, they will not give up. We are on a limited time line here. We need to get to the top of the food chain quickly, before they get lucky. I called James, he is getting us in to see the master vamp, Luca, earlier than planned and the Captain has assigned a couple of FBI agents to stay with us twenty four hours a day. That is what this meeting is about.”
I had met the Captain my first day, a no nonsense, highly-capable man, used to being in charge. He introduced us to the FBI agents, members of the FBI paranormal team, Sarah and Chris. Sarah was a witch, a strong one. Chris was also a witch specializing in touch magic. He could get impressions from touching objects found at a crime scene, a very valuable talent to have as an agent. Both were familiar with shifters and the Captain had introduced them as being one of the FBI’s best field teams. Witches seem to dominate the FBI’s paranormal division, for them it is a respected career path.
We brought both them and the Captain up to date on the events of the day along with our plans for the next few days. It was decided that we would skip the interview with the rescued girl, the FBI agents had assured us there was nothing further to be learned from her. They would go with us to meet with Luca and the Captain was getting the Mayor to set up an interview with the head of the local fae community, a highly ranking Summer Court fae named Kaosium.
Both Sarah and Chris had some concerns about me staying with Lily and Emily at my place, saying I would just be exposing them to possible attack. We decided that I would sleep at one of the FBI safe houses in the city tonight. Sarah also had concerns about our plans tomorrow to help with Emily’s first shift but Rolfe was able to persuade them that it was needed. So far, the only members of the Supe community that we had not seen involved were the shifters and James would make sure that the borders of his territory were protected and had already aided us in getting this meeting with Luca. I was thinking Sarah could be a big help setting those wards I planned as well, it was a lot of territory we were planning to encircle.
Sarah had some questions about the warding. Rolfe had showed her a map indicating the area we would cover. “You are talking almost fifty square miles of territory,” she said. “I have never seen a ward that could cover even five.”
I knew she could sense I had very powerful magic. Despite my shielding, it was the nature of my beast and impossible to fully conceal. She wasn’t exactly a slouch in the power department either from what I could sense.
“It is something I picked up a few years ago, not a very powerful ward, just a ‘nothing-of-interest-to-see-this-way, try-somewhere-else’ spell. We simply set up about a dozen power stations to fuel the spell for a night and connect them in a relay system of lines running between these points of power. The lines are thin but carry the spell. For a new wolf following her instincts it should be enough to discourage her from heading in a direction that has nothing of interest for her. Rolfe has already marked the points of the map in a big circle which would be a good place to set up the power stations. Once set, the spell can be activated from any of these power stations, the nature of the spell connects them.”
“Where did you train?” she asked.
Witches have schools for training, some very advanced depending on the knowledge and training of the witch involved. Most witches attend training sessions at these schools off and on for their entire life.
“I had a good teacher,” I replied. “Nothing formal in my education.”
I could see she was not satisfied and still curious but wasn’t going to push it further.
“Well, I look forward to learning this method. It is something I have never seen done before.”
I had to stop back by at my place for a change of clothes and yet another handgun. This is number three, I thought to myself. Number one was still in the possession of the department, doubtful I would get that back anytime soon. Day two and on my third gun, I was glad I had a tendency to overstock. Last pair of boots, I thought as I put them on, and no more black bras. I liked wearing black slacks and a white blouse with a black bra, for this one I wore a black blouse and a white bra. It didn’t make me as happy as the other way around. I had some shopping to do when I next had time.
I slipped my iron dagger into my left boot and got a new sheath for the dagger of darkness going into my right boot, a reasonably good fit. The FBI crew was in the living room with Hans, Lily, and Emily. Hans had told me Markus was exhausted from his change and the fight today, and was getting some down time. Rolfe was guarding the door, we were still targets, surely. It had taken me only a few minutes to change, Sarah looked surprised. She had been telling Lily that she would be assisting with the wards tomorrow and helping with additional security during Emily’s first run.
Six-shot espresso, a handful of chocolates to eat on the way, ground Emily real quick, and I was good to go.
The FBI agents were driving this time, Chris had gotten a bad feeling when he touched Rolfe’s car door. We left the car behind with the bomb squad checking it out. Rolfe told me this was getting old real fast. I remarked that he wasn’t the one who had gotten shot three times or had to tangle with three zombies. Things come in threes he said and told me I had one more set of three to go.
* * * *
James was waiting for us when we pulled up to Luca’s home, a one-hundred-and-fifty-year-old mini mansion, plantation style in the old yet still fashionable section of Winston. Vamps are fond of old things and old architecture, usually the older the better. Makes them think of happier, less regulated times, I was certain. The fact that many of them had grown up centuries ago probably contributed to this as well.
Luca answered the door himself and I saw no sign of guards or attendants. This would be considered virtually unheard of with most vamp masters who like to show off their power and prestige.
“Welcome, welcome to my humble home,” he said, giving James a quick handshake. “Rolfe, it has been years since I have had the great fortune of your company. Please introduce me to the rest of your team.”
I noticed he didn’t step fully outside, it was not yet sunset after all, perhaps somewhat explaining the lack of others about, although most vamp masters had at least human day security in place.
Rolfe quickly made introductions and Luca shook hands all around, stumbling slightly when he shook my hand and recognized my vamp nature.
“Well, this is really getting interesting,” he said. “Please come in.”
Luca introduced us to his human servant, Bruce, who offered us coffee or tea, of which Sarah and I both accepted on the coffee part. It was a really fine blend, full and dark, I even asked for the name brand to add to my collection. Typical southern niceties done, James asked Luca for his opinion on the present situation.
“This series of human murders and disappearances has the entire vamp community in the Capitol on edge,” Luca said. “I have spoken with the other two masters of the city and they are at a loss to explain it. As I told your Captain when he called to see if I wanted to claim the vamps in your custody as mine, I just don’t see the logic. Think about it, this almost seems designed to get the vamps cast out or hunted down, why would we want that? No, I suspect it is a fae plot to rid the city of vamps so they can expand what little they were left with after the fae wars.”
Sarah said, “Yes that would make sense, except signs of vamps are found with almost every disappearance and five of them were involved with kidnapping and murder at yesterday’s crime scene.”
“It is a mystery but let me say this,” Luca responded. “I happen to personally know two of the vamps involved, and they are newly turned and very easily glamoured by a powerful fae. The third one, the short and rather plump one by the Captain’s description is one I don’t know and he may be the key to your case.”
Luca had made another good point. It was true that newly-turned vamps were easily swayed by a powerful glamour.
Chris added, “We can offer those two a deal if you think they were used, Luca. Our team is in charge of the interrogation of those three and I believe we can get our boss to work something out with the DA.”
“I am just about as certain of those two as I can be without admitting they are a part of my group,” Luca said. “Please let me know if such a deal is made with these two, it may be that I find their names on my roster after all.” He turned to me. “Young lady,” he said. “It would please me greatly if you allow me to come calling. I feel a real connection, something within you we can explore together.”
Wow, I thought. Master of city asks me for a date on day two. Got to love it. Rolfe was pretty tense all of a sudden. Pretty darn hilarious.
“Why, Luca,” I said. “I am really flattered by your attentions. My plate is rather full at the moment, but perhaps if I take your number?”
“With pleasure,” he said.



Chapter Nine
Sarah said, “You’re not really going out with that vamp are you, Smith?”
I let my fangs out and smiled at her. Sarah issued a small squeak and tried to move back through the booth we were seated in. A waitress approaching a table near ours dropped the entire load of food she was carrying on the floor. I retracted my fangs.
Rolfe put his head on the table. “God, Smith, you are such a screw up sometimes.”
Witches were mostly human and, like most humans, had an instinctive fear of vamps. I hadn’t thought about that. We had stopped at a Breakfast Served, a chain that served breakfast all day and all night long. We had just sat down and I had already gulped down a cup of coffee from the pot that same waitress had set down on the table when we were seated. The manager came over and asked us to leave. I offered to pay for the food but the manager just ignored me and showed us to the door.
As we got back in the car I told Sarah I was sorry.
“Jesus, Smith,” she said. “What the hell are you? If we are going to work together, I need to know these things.”
“I little bit of this and that,” I responded, embarrassed over my stupidity. I guess I had not taken the implied vamp insult well and just didn’t anticipate the possible consequences.” Some of everything, basically,” I said. “Vamp, fae, Witch, Shifter and who knows what else. I am really sorry.”
“Well,” Sarah said, “I apologize for what I said as well. Guess I can’t blame you, but you could have just told me.”
Chris thought the whole thing was amusing. “We will find a drive thru,” he said.
I didn’t say anything about my special dietary needs, I had caused enough trouble already. At that point both Chris and Rolfe got a call on their cell phones, a discordant harmony of ring tones.
While they talked, Sarah asked, “I am still curious, Smith, even if I didn’t say it the right way.”
“My vamp side finds him very interesting,” I answered, glancing at Rolfe out of the corner of my eye. He was ignoring me, although I was certain he had heard what I said.
“Looks like food is on hold, for now,” he said. “If we want to see Kaosium we need to go now. He’s got some event in Faerie he has to attend in an hour.”
Chris had finished his call as well and they both filled us in on the news. “Another crime scene,” Chris said. “A family of five sitting down for dinner and vamps rushed in and grabbed four of them, leaving behind a ten-year-old boy.”
“This sounds like the same pattern,” Sarah said. “Leave a witness behind to point out that vamps were involved.”
“The people of the city are getting tired of it,” Rolfe added. “I got news that one of the youth gangs just broke into a vamp home an hour ago and dragged one of the more prominent and peaceful vamps out into the daylight. It took twenty minutes for her to turn to ash, screaming most of that time. A pretty good sized crowd watched and did nothing. Probably thirty or forty people witnessed this and only one called 911.”
“I did talk to the agent in charge,” Chis said. “He is going to fly in one of our few fae field agents. She should be able to sense if any of these three vamps have been under a compulsion of some kind. If so, they are going to go along with our plan.”
“We are about fifteen minutes away from Kaosium’s place,” Rolfe said, giving Chris the address.
Kaosium had an office and apartment in the same building in the downtown district not too far from my place and the police station. His secretary, a pointy eared fae, showed us in to his office. He was an inner circle fae and had good connections on both sides of the divide. His primary business was trade between the human side and Faerie. There were two nice leather chairs in front of his desk, I took one and Sarah the other, the guys standing behind us. Rolfe was letting me take the lead on this one.
I explained both the extent of the glamour I had seen the fae that had shot me and two other officers use, as well as what details I remembered of his shield that stopped Rolfe’s bullet.
“Our main interest is what fae could have accomplished this,” I said as I finished my recall of those events.
Kaosium was a typical fae of royal blood, perfect features, classic fae lines, slender and graceful. “Not I,” he said and for a fae of his bloodline it had to be the truth for a fae like that can obscure the truth but not tell a direct lie. “You are probably looking at not more than a dozen male fae from both Winter and Summer Courts that are strong enough to do that. None of them have I seen on this side of the divide recently.”
Damn, I thought. We had hoped for a solid lead. Still, he had narrowed the field somewhat. “Any idea of who would have reason or motivation to do such a thing?” I asked.
“It’s got to be either a politics and power thing or a favor or boon that was granted,” he replied. “There is plenty of motivation from both royal courts to recover some of the footholds that were in place on this side prior to the fae wars. I suggest going to Faerie to ask the Queens for an audience, I am heading over in just a few minutes if you have a fae agent that can go with me. The Summer Queen is having a little party and just about everybody of importance in her court will be there. This thing with the kidnappings and murders is already starting to hurt my business. Even if most believe it is the vamps that are responsible, all supes are coming under suspicion and my goods are not such a hot item right now. Most of my local trade has dried up recently.”
“I can go,” I replied. “I do have some fae blood, after all.”
“Not just any halfling can penetrate the veil and the attempt would probably kill you,” he answered.
“We have a full blooded fae agent on the way,” Sarah interjected. “But she will not arrive until tomorrow evening.”
“It is not an issue,” I said. “I have been through the veil before.”
Now I had his attention. “I can sense the fae in you, Smith. But I can’t get a handle on your strength or lineage. If you make the attempt, I am not taking responsibility for what may happen.”
Rolfe had that look on his face again, both of curiosity and concern. “I’m ready,” I replied.
“Be it so.” That phrase was fae shorthand for putting the consequences on me and not him.
“You will need appropriate attire,” he said. “I probably have some samples of fae gowns here, they are very popular with celebrities and I do a good trade in them. Let me see if my secretary can kind something that may fit you.”
“Are you sure about this, Smith?” Rolfe asked. “I have no desire to lose another partner, and none of us can go with you.”
“I will meet you at the safe house later tonight,” I responded. “Please, don’t wait up for me.”
Kaosium’s secretary led me to the sample room. Sarah came with me, saying she would not miss seeing the gowns and she would assist me in getting dressed. I guess she was no longer upset about my vamp nature. There were several gowns hanging on a rack, most would be too small for me at first glance. There was one however that appeared to be designed to be a flowing, floor length gown, with the sides slit up almost to the hips and a deep V-necked back with matching V-neck front that might do. It was the color of Jade, my first name, and yes, it had my name all over it.
I would leave my weapons behind. Bringing metal of any kind into Faerie would set off alarms as would my bra and panties, human-made materials of any kind are forbidden. I had a feeling the dagger of darkness would pass through without notice but I just could not chance it. Karen, the fae secretary, was apologetic.
“I am sorry I don’t have any undergarments for you,” she said. “This gown does come with a pair of matching slippers that might fit you, however.”
They were open-toed. A little short but would do, I thought as I pulled the slippers on. Naked in front of strangers again, I thought, what a day.
There was a full length mirror on the wall and I took a look at myself. The dress fit like a glove, and other than the length it was gorgeous. It had been designed to touch the floor but was just about ankle length on me. I had no complaints, at least I would not be tripping over it. The price tag was twenty grand. When I got back, I would be buying this one.
Sarah was carrying my clothes and weapons and promised to take the weapons back to the safe house with her, I simply could not chance them being left here. My clothes would remain however, so I could change on my return. The boys were staring at me as we returned to the office, even Kaosium had a slightly stunned look on his face.
“I think that will do just fine,” he said. Rolfe laughed and even Chris had a silly grin showing.
The door was directly behind Kaosium’s desk, perfect for an emergency retreat into Faerie if he ever came under attack. “You better hang on to my arm,” he said. “I don’t want to lose you in the mists.” Opening the door you could see a hallway, perhaps ending at the edge of those mists just a yard or so inside. Karen would close the door behind us.
“Be careful,” Sarah said.
“Later,” I replied and we entered the mists.
* * * *
As we walked, I held Kaosium’s arm and I could feel the world changing around us. I believe I had even less discomfort than he, it was frankly exhilarating. As we continued on, I instinctively let my fae nature take over, my eyes turned from a normal green to a deep jade, and my hair grew six inches in a matter of seconds. My ears became pointy and my eyes narrowed a bit. Probably a combination of being a shifter, as well as a fae, I thought, pretending I was not surprised at all about the changes I was going through. Kaosium could see some of this as we hit a few gaps in the mists, but he was focused on our path. I was noting the way for future reference. A shifter has a very good sense of direction, even in Faerie.
As we approached our destination, two double doors with the Summer Courts royal seal in the middle flanked by two guards armed with fae swords, Kaosium told me the plan.
“I will make your introduction to the Queen,” he said. “All guests approach the Queen as they arrive. I have a date waiting for me, so unfortunately you will be unescorted after that but looking as you do, I don’t think it will be difficult for you to find an escort. I will let the Queen know of your needs. When I finish, simply say, ‘I so petition.’ She will either answer you now or shelve your petition for later consideration. Whatever her answer, do not protest, or your life will be forfeit.”
“I understand,” I replied.
The doors opened and we entered the court. Straight ahead of us was the Queen and her entourage, she alone sat while the others stood. A pathway for guests arriving led straight to the raised dais where she was seated. There were a few guests ahead of us, I believe we were on time or maybe even a few minutes early but the room was already pretty crowded, On one side of the path, tables of food and drink. On the other, a floor for dancing with musicians already warming up in the corner. It was a huge place, many chairs and smaller tables lined the walls. Trees and flowers were growing through the floor in several places, making my shifter side happy as well.
It was our turn. I saw the Queen looking at me as we approached, trying to place me, not succeeding.
“Kaosium at your service my Queen,” Kaosium said and bowed. “This is Smith,” he continued. “She is a member of the paranormal division of the southern Capitol’s police force and would like to petition you for an audience. She hopes your knowledge and expertise will aid them in their quest to solve the murders and kidnappings taking place in Winston.” He glanced at me.
“I so petition,” I said.
I could tell the Queen was very interested. “Are you a member of Summer or Winter Courts?” she asked.
“Neither,” I said. “I reside on the other side of the divide.”
“What is your lineage?” she continued. I had to be careful in my response. I could not lie in Faerie, there was too much fae blood in me to even try it.
“I do not know who my parents are,” I replied, which was a truth.
I could see her thinking. “I will consider your petition,” she said. “I will approach you with my answer when I have decided. In the meantime, please mingle with our other guests and enjoy your time in Faerie, it is my guess that you may have a relative or two among the inner court.”
She had given me a compliment, a hint as to being pleased with my appearance. I was pleased, as well. “Thank you, my Queen,” I replied and we moved to the side to make room for the other guests who had arrived behind us.
“Have fun,” Kaosium said, looking towards a little fae beauty staring at us with a slight scowl on her lips. “Try not to get yourself killed,” he added, walking away.



Chapter Ten
I looked around the great hall and noticed a group of men gathered around some swords laid out across the tables. I love swords. I was drawn to that and had no intention of not taking a look. I stopped slightly outside the group of men and observed their conversation. It seemed there was a game being played. A man was examining each sword and making a guess as to who had forged them. There were perhaps twenty swords along the tables and as I watched, he guessed two correctly, the owner of each sword groaning and acknowledging the truth of his guess.
He must be an expert, I thought, kinda like me. There were two stacks of gold on the table, it seemed this was a group bet. The man making the guesses was about halfway to winning with just ten swords to go. The present one had him stumped however.
“Is it allowed that I provide assistance?” I asked. I just could not resist. I loved swords and this was a fine collection of some of the nicest ones made in Faerie over centuries if not millennium.
“Only if you have a stake in the bet,” the man whose sword appeared to have the guesser stumped said. He was obviously one of the high-ranking members of the Queens circle having the Royal Crest on his jacket. The guesser also had the Royal Crest.
“I have nothing on me,” I replied.
“I see that you are unescorted for the evening, allow me to be your escort then, and I will allow you in on the bet,” he said. I could see the others would allow this, even the one doing the guessing, who looked at me quizzically.
“And nothing is expected other than my company?” I asked. It is always important to get the rules spoken when dealing with the fae. “I can’t stay long as I am expected in the human world at some point tonight.” I would stay until I had the Queen’s answer.
“Of course,” he answered. I could see he was interested in me but gave me the impression of being a gracious and generous man.
“I accept the terms,” I replied.
“My name is Diocletus,” he said. “The man you are going to help in the guessing is referred to as the Queen’s Blade.” He proceeded to make introductions all around.
“My name is Jade,” I said. “People on the human side just call me Smith.” For some reason I felt it was important that my first name be used here, I don’t know why.
The Queen’s Blade handed me the sword he was looking at, a question and a hint of a smile on his lips. “I bet you know this one,” he said. “Otherwise you would not have joined in the bet.
“Maybe I just wanted a handsome escort,” I replied and they could hear the truth in that as well. “It was forged over a thousand years ago by Erngot, a student of one of the great fae metal-smiths, called Alexus.
“That is correct,” Diocletus said. “How about the next one?”
I proceeded through the remaining blades, not even touching most of them, for an expert some of them were obvious. The better fae metal-smiths all had some unique things about them and it was pretty easy to call. The next to last sword concerned me however. This one belonged to a younger fae, from his looks Royal, but fairly new to the Court. I picked it up and handed it to the Queen’s Blade, who had graciously allowed me to call the previous swords even though he had a stack of gold at stake.
“The answer would appear to be obvious, but I am concerned that it may just be a fake, a copy of the original, designed to look like the real thing. I think it would probably be suitable only for practice, not for real fighting.”
“You have a good eye,” the Queen’s Blade said. “Yes it appears to be a fake. I am afraid you have been cheated on this one he said handing it back to the younger fae.” Then he asked me, “Do you practice, Jade? Perhaps he would allow you to keep it since I have a feeling he no longer wants it.”
“I love sparring with swords,” I replied.
From my side, the Queen said, “Then let’s see what you can do with the Queen’s Blade, in a friendly sparring match. First blood to determine the winner.”
The Queen’s Blade called out the last sword and gathered the gold up in one pile calling for bets on our match. The fae loved betting on just about anything. I did doubt anyone was going to take his bet however, even I knew what the position of the Queen’s Blade meant. There was probably not a fae here that could beat him.
“I’ll take that bet,” the Queen said, and one of her attendants went to fetch some gold. Okay, I was thinking, the queen had just placed a bet on me, against her own Queen’s Blade. Maybe she knew more than she let on earlier. The royals around us looked at me strangely. They were also wondering what was going on. The Queen’s Blade just smiled.
“I am not really dressed for this,” I said. I looked at Diocletus. “Perhaps if you could lend me your belt?”
“Of course, “ he said taking it off and handing it to me. I was concerned the dress would billow out on me, getting in my way. The fact that I was wearing nothing underneath the gown might come in handy as a distraction, however. I was not beyond using all available resources, after all.
“I will need something to tie back my hair,” I said. The Queen handed me a ribbon from her cloak. Jeepers, I thought. I was in real trouble. I used it to tie my hair back in a pony tail, it might be a problem in a real fight, that’s why I normally wore my hair short but since this was more of a sparring match, I thought it would be better to have the hair not getting in front of my eyes. Diocletus handed me his sword rather than the fake one from the younger fae I thought I would be using.
“I am betting on Jade as well,” he said and emptied a large bag of gold on the table in front of him. “Any takers?” He had no trouble finding enough that were willing to bet against me to match his pile.
“Are we ready now?” the Queen asked.
“Yes,” I replied.
“You may begin,” she said, looking at the Queen’s Blade.
The Queen’s Blade attacked immediately, at full speed and full force. Nothing half-way about this guy, I thought as I parried, barely meeting his initial attack.
As we fenced, I could tell he was one of the few talented swordsmen who could give me a real run for my money. He was a natural and had probably been practicing for decades if not centuries. I had just a little more in terms of speed and strength, in those two areas he was way past what I considered to be a normal fae’s talents. I was almost at my max, still a bit faster but not pushing it further. I had to stay faster, I realized as we went back and forth across the room because he was simply better than me, something that really shocked me to the core. I had not expected this.
Fifteen minutes in, neither of us had been able to penetrate the other’s defenses. Even with my strength, that is a long time to be continuously swinging a sword around. We were both starting to work up a real sweat.
I had an idea, wanting to take advantage of my shifter side, and leaped up on a long table we had come close to. He, of course followed. This table was covered with platters and trays of various food. My shifter side could smell the placement of these things easily and I allowed my nose to place my feet as I pushed the battle towards him. He retreated down the length of the table, stepping in one plate of food after another, starting to curse and swear the whole time. This is fun, I thought to myself as he stumbled a bit to get his balance. I almost had him then coming within a very small fraction of an inch of nicking his arm and ending our match.
He did the smart thing and jumped down from the table and I of course, followed. He almost had me a few minutes later, if I had not maxed out my top speed a few minutes earlier, he would have had me with a slice across my cheek. We were both starting to tire. I was thinking espresso and steaks. I was going to need a lot of food after this effort.
“I think we have seen enough,” the Queen said and we stopped, both breathing heavily. My gown was absolutely plastered to my body at this point. I think it was probably pretty obvious I had nothing on underneath. The Queen’s Blade looked at me in admiration.
To the Queen I said, “I think he may be better than me,” and she could hear the truth in that.
“It doesn’t mean I would have won the match,” he said and we could hear the truth in that as well. “Nice touch with the table, you almost had me there.”
“I will answer your petition now,” the Queen said. “I had somebody do a quick check on things. It is worse than I knew over there and my interests in the human world are already taking a beating. Noon two days hence I will visit your realm and meet with your Captain and the Mayor of your city. They will need to provide me with access to the evidence and I will assist in whatever way I can.”
The Queen’s Blade looked at his Queen. “If I may ask, how did you know she would be such a worthy opponent?”
“I heard she killed three zombies, without a flame thrower, and had taken out three vamps the day before. I don’t know how she did it but I guessed she was not without some great degree of talent.” To me she said, “Stay as long as you wish, you are welcome back here at any time.”
She held out her hand, ring side up, the ring with the royal crest on it. I bowed and kissed the ring.
* * * *
I was now a member of the Summer Queen’s personal court, I knew her offer and my acceptance had many consequences. I hoped I had made the right decision. The fact that her ring was made of one of the most beautiful pieces of jade I had ever seen probably helped in that acceptance.
I also knew I needed to go, but I had something I needed to do before I left. I looked to Diocletus, such a nice man, I felt. “Would you do me the pleasure of the next dance?” I asked him. “I may not smell very good, but to dance with you before I leave would give me great joy.” He smiled. I think I had just made his day. The fae love to dance and he liked me. I felt like I had made another friend.
I went back the same way I had gone in, emerging in Kaosium’s office. I had returned the belt I had borrowed from Diocletus. The Summer Queen had insisted I keep the ribbon she gave me for my pony tail. They had all treated me like family, asking when I would come back for an extended stay.
My eyes kept the jade color and my hair, instead of growing shorter, actually even grew longer on my return, now about eighteen inches longer than when I had gone in. The shape of my eyes still seemed slightly narrower and my ears seemed a bit more pointy than when I had entered Faerie. I wondered if the Summer Queen had put some sort of spell on that ribbon.
I left the gown on Kaosium’s desk with a note that I would be back to purchase it in a few days but to please get it cleaned. I had no idea how to clean a fae made gown. I went out the back way and hailed a cab, I didn’t know if I was being watched. I had the cab stop at two Starbucks and a minute saver on the way home. They had some cheap red wine, I bought three bottles and every dark chocolate bar they had. A dozen shots of espresso and several chocolate bars later, I had the cab let me out a few blocks away from the safe house and walked the rest of the way, carrying my bag of goodies.
I was afraid they would not recognize me and let me through but my appearance must have been close enough. I spotted at least three undercover agents on my way in. I could sense Rolfe looking through the peephole as I approached the door, he had probably smelled me a mile away, I was in serious need of a shower.
“Smith,” he said. “Nice touch with the wig disguise but next time go blonde or redhead, this one is the same color as you hair.”
“Not a wig,” I said, “and please call me Jade.” There was a small dinette in an area off the kitchen, I could see they had been playing cards. I went over and took the seat with no cards in front of it. Chris and Sarah gave me a curious look but didn’t say anything.
Rolfe came over and joined us. “None of us could sleep,” he said. “The Captain called and said they did find a bomb in our car and they are checking the car garage video but have not found anything yet.”
“Let the Captain know that the Summer Queen will be coming in at noon, day after tomorrow and wants to meet with him and the Mayor. She will want the case file to look over and has promised her full cooperation. I am not sure she speaks English, all we spoke in Faerie was the normal fae dialect, so I will be there to interpret. By the way, I am now a member of the Summer Queen’s personal circle and a ranking member of the inner court.”
“Your hair,” Sarah said. “Tell us about your hair.”
I opened the first wine bottle, it was so cheap it had a twist-off cap. It sure tasted good going down, however. “I think Faerie or the Summer Queen, or probably both, like my hair long.”
“Is Jade your real first name?” Rolfe asked.
“Yes it is,” I replied. “This is going to have to be a story for tomorrow guys, I am beat. I need a shower and some rest.”
“Let me show you around the place,” Sarah said.



Chapter Eleven
Something wasn’t right with my dreams so I had to wake up. The house was strangely quiet but something was going on outside. I walked from the bedroom to the kitchen, both Chris and Rolfe were slumped on the floor, not dead, sleeping. A sleepy-time spell, I thought as I started towards the front door.
The main door was partially open and as I opened it further I could see through the screen door that Sarah was on the front porch, facing down three witches on the small front lawn. Here are the other three, I thought, what Rolfe had predicted yesterday. Three is a good number for witches, it expands their power making it greater than the sum of their parts.
Sarah was a powerful witch and she was doing an amazing job holding three witches at bay. I stepped out to join her. I was wearing an over-sized Beatles T-shirt–a safe house has a lot of clothes on hand, knowing that people on the run without time to prepare would likely be using it.
As soon as I stepped out, a couple of witches threw a spell or three my way. I simply absorbed the magic of the casting, and ate the spell itself, a trick I learned while in my beast form. “Oh, yuk,” I said, “nasty stuff,” chomping down metaphysically on another spell. This was definitely not on my approved diet list, I would likely be sick later.
As I arrived at Sarah’s side, I smiled at the witches, showing my fangs. It had worked with Sarah at the restaurant so I thought I would give it a go. One of the witches stumbled and Sarah hit her with a ball of power, sending her flying towards the road, only stopping when she hit a car parked across the street. Nice, I thought. The odds were now even, and the car alarm was going off. Sarah was on her reserves, however, and we had to end this thing quickly.
One of the remaining two witches threw a particularly evil spell my way. “Now, that’s just God-awful,” I said as I tried to chew on that one. I spat it back out at the witch who cast it. Poor witch, it was her spell and therefore she had no way to stop it from returning to its source.
“All you need is love, bitch,” I intoned. I wasn’t good at spells with words so I just used the writing on my T-shirt. She burst into a ball of flames, must have been a spontaneous combustion spell.
Sarah hit the last one with a very strong knockout spell, using the last dregs of her magic. The witch fell face forward on the concrete walkway leading from the street to the door making somewhat of a splat sound when she hit. “Now, that is going to hurt,” I said, turning to Sarah.
Fist bump and high five, we made a great witch team. The sound of sirens was approaching and I was hoping Rolfe would wake up in time to do the typing on this report. Either I was followed, and I had not sensed that, or we had a leak somewhere, a mole within the FBI or the cops. Not good at all.
* * * *
A few hours later we were still at the safe house; this scene was a real mess. Two undercover agents were dead, we had one witch that was a smoldering pile and two that were injured. And we had to wait awhile for Sarah to get her mojo back before we could wake up our two sleepy heads. Glad somebody got some sleep last night. It was almost dawn and after giving our statements, Sarah had helped me find some clothes to wear. I settled on my black jeans and boots, with daggers, black pullover turtleneck and dark sunglasses–a very short-sleeved badass agent look. Sarah had also showed me how to braid my now very long hair, still with the Queen’s ribbon.
She didn’t seem real satisfied with the result however, saying instead that I now looked like a young Lara Croft. Beats me, I was now full of excess energy and felt good about myself. I wasn’t even hungry although I didn’t refuse the coffee Sarah made. Not being hungry in the morning was new for me.
The Captain didn’t want to risk us coming into the station, we were going straight into pack territory and we would be staying at the cabin James had selected for Emily’s first shift. Rolfe had finally awakened and alerted James that we would be coming earlier than expected. James assured us that the territory would be patrolled and well guarded. Lily and Emily would be meeting us later in the evening, no need to have them there as potential collateral damage until her change was near.
We had some wards to set and a lot of ground to cover before they arrived.
* * * *
The woods are lovely, dark, and deep indeed, I thought, as we arrived at the cabin.
Pack territory, especially those areas set aside for pack runs was virtually untouched by human hands. An occasional cabin or meeting hall, a few dirt roads, otherwise this was an area that looked much the same as it had several hundred years ago. The particular area we would be setting up wards in had been under pack ownership for two hundred years. There were strict laws on trespassing and poaching, most humans knew better than to take a chance getting caught where they were not supposed be without permission. Most packs, like the one James was Alpha of, took the patrolling and guarding of their territory very seriously. Today, their presence in the area designated for Emily’s first run was obvious.
The smell of wolf, for me and Rolfe, was almost overwhelming. Even Chris and Sarah had seen a few wolves shadowing the jeep as we made our way to the cabin. They were letting us know we were being protected.
This cabin was one of the larger and more modern ones owned by the pack and had been built as both a meeting place for a run and a sleep over place for those that were not shifting. Two large barracks-style sleeping rooms with a dozen cots each, a large kitchen and dining area, which doubled as a meeting place, and a beautiful family room with two large fireplaces and many tables, sofas and chairs grouped around a modern entertainment center.
Rolfe had taken a lot of time to organize and plan the setting of our wards. He knew the territory and I had told him what would be required. It was decided that Sarah would take the eastern side of the circle because it was more accessible by jeep and I would take the western side, which was a problem for a vehicle due to the many hills and streams on that side of the area. I would assist her with her first ward and then move on to mine. A shifter can travel almost faster than those in a jeep in this type of terrain. Still, it was going to be an exhausting day. The last ward would be the one we would place here right at the cabin just before nightfall, and we would need all wolves not participating in the run out of the area of the wards at that time. Once activated the wards would last until daybreak.
Sarah was looking over the map, going over the time involved. Rolfe had said he conservatively estimated it would take us four hours to complete.
“For me this would be a hike that would take almost a week,” she said, pointing at my side of the circle.
“Jade run with the wind,” I said and Rolfe laughed. He knew I was looking forward to it. Shifters love a run, even in their non-beast form.
Chris would stay at the cabin, he would be in charge of having dinner ready about two p.m., when we should be arriving back at the cabin. I was meeting them at the top of the circle and would ride in with them from there. The only snag would be if Sarah couldn’t set the power stations or the spells, I could tell she was worried about it. We all worry about things we haven’t done before. I rode with them to their first location, a large boulder set just off a nature path that we were barely able to get to with the jeep. It was an excellent choice Rolfe had made. A natural landmark for this would work the best.
It turned out to be harder than I had imagined to show Sarah how do the spell. I was not used to teaching, what I did by instinct most witches did by ritual, hand gestures and words. I simply built the spell in my mind and willed it to be. I had her observe me doing it on a smaller practice basis, she said she could see the lines of magic but it had little meaning for her. Some witches, ones that were experts on breaking spells are better at reading what had gone into the spell. She had some training in that area, but was far from an expert. As I paced back and forth in front of that boulder an idea came to me. I would show her each step of the spell through spells she already knew and she could design a “real” witch spell by that.
“Okay,” I said. “First, you are going to set up a containment area for our power station at the top of the boulder, let’s say about a square foot in area.” I had her do that, involving some magic phrases, words, and hand gestures. I then asked that spell to reveal itself and it did, looking like a glowing box rotating at the top of the boulder. I then built my containment area and revealed it next to hers. Mine was more circular and not rotating. “Can you build your spell to look more like this one?” I asked.
Sarah was staring at the box and sphere revealed at the top of the boulder in wonder. “Is this how you see magic?” she asked.
“Yes,” I replied.
“It is beautiful,” she said. “You are remarkable.”
Eventually she was able to make one that matched mine and we proceeded through the next steps much more quickly until she had a spell that matched mine perfectly. It had taken us an hour. Rolfe then called Chris to tell him to be looking for us about three p.m. to four p.m. instead. Lily and Emily and the other pack members going on the run with her would be here at seven p.m..
From that point I began my run, heading to the first landmark on my side. They would be one ahead of me and setting their second one by the time I arrived at my first. It would take Sarah longer to place her spell than me, however. Still, I had to make good time to catch them by the time we reached the last landmark. I had pretty much memorized the map Rolfe had given me with his notes and I had a cell phone if I had trouble finding the landmarks he had marked. His landmarks were very bear-like, I thought, big things, something an eight-foot, nine-hundred-pound Kodiak bear would notice. Stuff he had noticed in that form over the years. He and James had a good relationship and he said he had used this area for his shifts many times. This would make it a lot easier to find his landmarks.
Jade ran with the wind. I was still chock full of energy from my run in with the three witches, it had made me rethink how I could supplement my very restricted diet. My system was constantly craving food on most days. I loved the run, there is simply nothing like sinking yourself into a good run, even in non-beast form. Rolfe had asked me to consider shifting back and forth along my run, thinking I could be a natural runner, like a wolf. I had just smiled. That was a secret for another day. I would not be shifting even tonight at the full moon.
We arrived at the last landmark almost at the same time, they had beaten me by a matter of minutes. I had heard the sound of their jeep ten minutes earlier and had really pushed it to get there almost at the same time. Sarah looked beat. Sinking a lot of power into these things and building those spells had taken its toll. I had lost my excess energy about half way along my run and my body was screaming for food. I grabbed a few candy bars and a bottle of red wine I had left in the jeep for just such a thing and set the last ward for her, letting her rest.
Rolfe called Chris as we headed back to the cabin. I was pretty smelly from the run and thinking about first food, then shower. Rolfe had the windows down on the way back. The temperature had started to cool and the breeze and the smells of the forest were wonderful. I had left my jacket and gun at the cabin and had run in my jeans and T-shirt, both had a variety of rips and tears and stains. Sarah had picked out a second change of clothes for us at the safe house and I was looking forward to a fresh set. I could smell the steaks on the grill five minutes before we got there. My mouth was watering already, and it turned out to be one of the best steaks I had ever had. After a shower and change, I was ready to go.
Lily, Emily, and six female weres joined us about seven p.m.. Emily was in a great deal of distress, it would now only be a matter of minutes before her change. Lily sent the word out and we could hear the howling of wolves as they told each other it was time to back out of the area. I knew they would now be patrolling the borders of our run for the rest of the night. The wards that Sarah and I had set should prevent Emily from sensing them and heading their way to explore and challenge.
Sarah had needed a keyword to set her wards for me it was just a frequency that would match the same result. I asked the spell to reveal itself momentarily as it was activated so Sarah could see her handiwork. I had set the last of the power stations at a large tree stump directly behind the cabin. Emily and the other weres would be heading out into our circle. The word of activation was Kodiak, something that seemed to please Rolfe to no end. He would not be shifting tonight either, Emily might regard him as a threat and attack.
Sarah spoke the keyword and the spell showed itself briefly, the glowing blue sphere of power with two green ward lines heading in different directions along our little relay system. I love it when a plan comes together.



Chapter Twelve
James would not be shifting tonight. He would be back at the Pack’s main hall and keeping in touch with his spotters and Rolfe via cell phone. One of the primary benefits of a pack was to have kids. An Alpha could prevent a pregnant pack member from shifting at the full moon and even though there were several minor Alphas within the pack, he would be taking that duty tonight. In order to have kids, pregnant members could not shift during their pregnancy or they would lose their baby. Non-Alphas had no hope of resisting the change without the help and influence of an Alpha. Emily, destined to be one of the few female Alphas would be a huge asset for any pack.
Eight naked females, having already disrobed in anticipation of the change, wandered about the cabin. Two sets of twins were among them. Twins and even triplets were pretty common among the Pack. The birthrate was low and it was a survival trait. Sarah had sat Chris in front of the TV and told him to keep his eyes glued to the game. It was almost funny watching a set of twins passing between him and the TV set, probably on purpose. He had brought his hands up and covered his eyes. I had known that Chris and Sarah were somewhat more than partners even though they kept it professional in front of us, a shifter can tell these things. Knowing who is mated to whom is a big part of being a were.
Rolfe was unattached and the girls were flirting unashamedly around him. Nudity was not something that bothered weres, it comes with the territory, but female pack members, especially those that were unattached, were not above using that to their advantage. I didn’t take it personally as this was a normal instinct for an unattached were. Rolfe handled it well, acknowledging their beauty with appreciative glances and comments, but avoiding doing any flirting back in response.
Emily was bouncing about the room and she had so much excess energy it was almost painful to watch. A first shift can’t be denied even among Alphas.
As the girls exited the cabin we stayed inside. It was decided that would be the best thing for us to do, not wanting to distract Emily with our presence immediately after her change. Lily was sure she could get her focused on the woods and a hunt. Emily would lead the hunt as it was the natural place for the strongest Alpha to lead. There would be no other Alphas in her group tonight, she would take that as a challenge. Wolf instincts were hard to control the first time around.
This did not prevent us from watching from the large windows, however. Sarah even let Chris watch this part.
All shifters gain at least some mass during the change as it was part of their shifter magic to add to the existing mass. The stronger their magic the more mass they would gain. I had predicted that Emily would be a huge wolf and I was not mistaken. Probably a hundred pounds soaking wet she had to be at least four-hundred-pounds when her shift completed, faster than those around her as if it had just ripped through her as the moon came out.
Almost completely white, there was just a touch of grey on the tip of her tail and her back paws. She looked around, growling and baring her fangs as the rest of her pack for the night completed the change. She was almost twice as big as any of the others around her when they all had completed their shift. Lily came up to her and nudged her in the direction we wanted her to take. She had taken a chance that her daughter would not attack. Emily sniffed the air, her front legs trembling in anticipation, and then they were off, moving at a speed unheard of in a natural wolf.
Rolfe and I were taking the first watch, we didn’t say anything as Sarah led Chris in the direction of one of the sleeping halls. I had a feeling they would be putting two or three cots together.
James called around midnight, saying the wards were working, Emily had reached the edge of our area once already and turned back, heading back into the territory we wanted her to remain in. The hunt had already been successful, several rabbits and a deer had already been taken down. Emily was getting the hang of things and the rest were letting her lead the way. We didn’t wake Chris and Sarah at one am to take over the watch, we could sense they were sound asleep, and it’s hard to sleep as a shifter during the full moon.
James called back a few minutes after that, two vamps had been caught trying to sneak across the border of Pack territory, heading in the direction of the cabin, and had been ripped to shreds by four Pack members guarding the edges of our territory. We definitely had a leak somewhere, they always found us no matter where we went and they were hell bent on killing us.
At three am, the Captain called to say that the surviving two witches were dead, it was believed that their food was poisoned. An investigation was underway. This made the status of the three vamps in custody even more important. The fae FBI agent had talked to the vamps and concluded that Luca’s two vamps had been under a compulsion. She had discussed this with the public defenders of those two and negotiations were under way. The Captain indicated they had doubled security around the vamps, and any bottles of blood brought in for their feeding were being tested for poisons. He also said he had talked to the FBI agent in charge and after our meeting with the Summer Queen at noon, they were taking us off the grid. They didn’t want to know where we were or what we were doing until the case was solved. He would keep us informed of any new information that would help us and we would do the same.
I had an idea about this, something that Rolfe was hesitant to consider but after some back and forth, he agreed. Luca had given me his number and I was going to use it. One place they would not expect us to stay, I thought, as I pulled out my cell phone.
* * * *
The girls arrived back at the cabin shortly after daybreak, Lily said it had been a successful hunt. Both gave us hugs, thanking us for our efforts. Lily announced that I was officially a friend of the pack. That gave me access to many of the pack’s resources if I ever needed anything.
The problem for us was first to get to the police station for the noon meeting with the Summer Queen without being attacked and second, get to Luca’s place after the meeting without being spotted.
There was an additional problem. I would be attending the Queen not as a member of the police force but as a member of the Queen’s personal retinue. Conflicts of interest like this one had long been agreed to by human courts. My status with the fae was acknowledged as priority. I would have to dress for the occasion. I was so stressed by this I snapped at Rolfe when he made light of the problem. He said just to wear the ensemble I had on yesterday, FBI girl chic, I replied that I would stick that outfit up his arse before I would wear it as a member of the Summer Queen’s court.
Sarah came to my rescue once more. “Girl,” she said. “They have internet access here and if you have an unlimited credit card as I suspect you do, we can work miracles.” She proceeded to go online looking for some high end specialty and designer clothiers in close proximity to the Capitol. I had given her my sizes and told her I wanted a similar look as the gown I had worn to Faerie, it would be unheard of to wear the same gown, even if Kaosium had gotten it cleaned by now. There were three possibilities that came up on her search and on the third call we hit pay dirt. A little place in downtown Winston specializing in very high end formal occasions. The owner had an emerald green pleated floor length said to have been worn by a movie star back in the sixties on Oscar night. He had acquired this gown from a place in California that was going out of business and selling their high end stock to people like him. It was almost my size and he said he could make the alterations and get it to the police station by eleven thirty am for the right price. That was only two hours away at this point.
Rolfe, with the help of James, solved our other issue. We would take a dirt road to the other side of pack’s territory, switch vehicles, and exit from that side. James knew a shifter that had a beaten up old work van he would be happy to lend us. Chris would smear some grease on his face, wear an old ball cap, and stick a cigarette in his mouth while we would lay low in the back.
With that we were off, bouncing over what was once a dirt road that could only now be more accurately described as a nature or hiking trail. Even with the jeep, we could barely get through, Rolfe having to get out and push twice when we got stuck.
We met James and the guy with the van and left with little talk, we would be pushing it to make it before noon and that van didn’t exactly look speedy. As we drove into town people behind us would change lanes and either fall back or pass so they would not have to smell the clouds of exhaust smoke coming out of the thing.
Quarter til, we arrived and entered the station from the police garage, Rolfe had called the Captain who was waiting for us, saying he was not giving anybody else our plans. I had just a few minutes left to change, the Captain said they were on the way. Driving in a man made metal vehicle was painful for the fae, the Summer Queen was really racking up some points to meet the Captain and Mayor on their turf. She knew that the fae were just as much under suspicion now as the vamps. She was making a public point of cooperation, arriving in a stretch limo, just her, Diocletus, and the Queen’s Blade. I would serve as her retainer, they would be her guards. The Captain had taken the delivery of my gown, he had it in his office and he let me use the office to change. On a formal meeting on another leader’s territory like this, female fae were expected to wear a dagger, including the Queen, the males wore their swords.
I wore the dagger of darkness, I was almost positive the metal it was made of would not bother the fae or be insulting in the Queen’s presence. The dress had a wide belt and I clipped the sheath on my left side making it easy to draw cross handed. It was slightly longer than the fae girl’s dagger norm but would certainly do. The clothier had provided a pair of shoes in my size, again for the right price, (I think my purchases would put his kids through college) that would match the gown, they were a little tight but otherwise I could not complain. The gown was really nice, not as stunning as the fae gown I had worn, but certainly lovely. I was the last to arrive at the conference room, the Queen’s Blade and two officers were guarding the door, the Mayor, Captain, Queen, and Diocletus waiting for me inside. The Queen’s Blade saw the hilt of my dagger and recognized it immediately. It had not occurred to me, but of course he would, it being one of the most famous, talked about, and photographed daggers in history.
“Of course,” he exclaimed. “What other dagger would you be wearing now?” he said with a bit of amusement. “I am betting you know how to activate its magic as well?”
“Another bet you would win,” I smiled. We shared some common interests, and I liked him.
In perfect English, the Summer Queen greeted me. “Very nice,” she said, looking over my outfit. “You have shown yourself to be very resourceful. Nice dagger,” she added.
Her accent was pure Ivy League. “Harvard?” I asked.
“Yale.” She smiled. “The Winter Queen is the Harvard grad.”
My translation skills were not needed again, it seemed. Introductions had already been made. The Mayor, a short slightly balding older gentleman with a kind face, being the only one I had not met and the Captain introduced us.
“This is Michael Baxter, the Mayor of our fine city,” he said. “This is Smith,” he said to Michael. “A member of our force, as well as the Queen’s Court.”
We shook hands. “Call me Jade,” I said. I could see the Captain’s curiosity was up. I had insisted on Smith when we had first met.
The Queen had already been examining the evidence file, four thick folders, on the conference table. I nodded to Diocletus while we waited patiently for her to go through that stack. He stood on her right side while I stood on her left. Everyone else was seated. We waited patiently and respectfully for over an hour, she was a quick study, obviously, and very smart. At the end she leaned back and looked at me. “Tell me about the glamour you observed she said, describe the colors you saw around the knitting.”
It is harder to hide a glamour from a fae than humans or other supes. They can see the magic, not in the same way as I can see a spell, but more in terms of a blurring of reality. I went on to describe it as best I could. “Browns mixed with gold and silver,” I said, trying my best to recall it perfectly. “As the glamour faded out, a hint of red before it was gone.”
The Summer Queen leaned back thinking about what I had said. A glamour can be almost a signature for the fae. “There are four that I can think of that this may belong to,” she said. “The level of expertise and the shield make it almost certain to be a member of the inner courts, possibly a fae with royal bloodlines. One in my court and three that belong to the Winter Queen. I will question the one in my court,” she added. “I will send word upon my return to Faerie. If it isn’t him, you will have to see the Winter Queen and I will arrange a meeting.”
Please let it be the one in her court, I thought. A fae could not lie to a direct question from the Queen, in Faerie or anywhere else. If he ran, was evasive, or spoke in half truths, we would know very soon. The Winter Queen, I didn’t want to think about it, she had a certain reputation for ruthlessness and violence.
As we concluded the meeting and they prepared to leave, the Summer Queen called Diocletus over and held out her hand. He placed a jewelry box in her hand and she turned to me.
“A gift for you to wear the next time we meet,” she said.
I opened the box. Inside was a beautiful jade necklace on a gold chain, the same color as the jade in her signet ring. A matching set of earrings completed the ensemble. Fae workmanship, gorgeous in its design and simplicity, I couldn’t even begin to put a price on this set. The Queen had noticed my lack of accessories. I was speechless, bowing in gratitude.
When I met with Chris, Sarah, and Rolfe, filling them in on our meeting, I was already wearing the set. I just did not want to take a chance that it would get lost with all the moving around we were doing. For someone to take this from me would be over my dead body, I thought, as Sarah started oohing and aahing when she spotted my jewelry.
It was now time to implement the part of our exit plan that Chris had come up with and we would make our way to Luca’s second home, in a more modern section of town.



Chapter Thirteen
I swear my hair had grown another three inches in the presence of the Summer Queen. Sarah was braiding it up as we waited for the Captain to give us the go ahead. Chris had taken to calling me Rapunzel, my hair was now down to the small of my back, almost to my butt, and Rolfe had to remark that my ears were undeniably pointy now.
I had been thinking about this and had come to the conclusion that it was me that was causing these changes, not any outside influence. I was fairly sure it was due to my shifter nature. I had been in full fae mode a lot recently, and my shifter side was making changes to my body accordingly. I wondered what I would look like if I went into vamp mode and stayed that way for a while.
The Captain gave us the word and we went down the emergency stairs to the receiving room. Just outside the big double doors, a prison van was waiting. The Captain had hand selected two men he could trust to carry us in the back of that thing. It is a good plan, I thought. We could exit the van at the prison compound in an area that could not be seen from outside the compound and take a vehicle provided to us by the warden, leaving through the visitor gates.
Once we arrived at the prison, we quickly switched places to the vehicle the warden had left us, what looked like a brand new Mercedes sport utility still with the temporary tags on it. The others all beat me to the passenger seats. You would think somebody like me could drive, what with great eyesight, super-sharp reflexes, and excellent coordination. For some reason, I was just a terrible driver. My few experiments with driving had resulted in multiple collisions and terrified pedestrians. I hadn’t seriously injured anyone and I didn’t want to. I especially didn’t want to hurt the warden’s car. After several failed excuses I tried to settle on the truth, telling them I had obtained a driver’s license through less than standard means just so I could get this job. I had even had to use a bit of glamour and witch magic to escape having to do my driving training at the police academy. They insisted it was my turn, and that I was a terrible liar. Big sigh.
“Okay,” I said, “Seat-belts please.” I barely missed the little gate house where you exit the prison and didn’t quite stop in time at the crossbar and nudged it just slightly, fortunately not breaking it. The guards looked at me through our tinted windows, just shaking their heads as I painstakingly jerked the car back a few feet so they could raise the gate.
“You are a terrible actress as well,” Rolfe said, as I weaved across the road leading from the prison, heading into town. Chris and Sarah were in the back, Chris had his phone out and they were trying to give me directions.
“Can you just tell me to go north, south, east, or west for right now?” I asked. I was having trouble focusing on the directions and concentrating on not hitting anything at the same time.
As soon as we had reached the outskirts of town, a black Explorer came out of nowhere and rammed us, hitting at my front right side and sending me spinning. Instinctively I had turned the wheels in the other direction and pounded the gas resulting in us doing a 360 and I was heading back in the same direction, pedal to the metal. I screamed, and for some reason decided punching buttons on the console would help. Born to Be Wild started blaring out of the stereo system, volume cranked to the max.
Two more black Explorers came towards me from ahead. I had built up some distance from the car behind us. I screamed yet again, although I doubt anyone could hear me over the stereo and jerked the wheel to my right, flattening a mailbox and sending somebody’s trash can airborne. Some poor dog in front of me took off. I barely missed running him over. I tore through the front yard of about five homes, one had a really nice picket fence, now with a Mercedes-sized hole in it. I could see some kids in the next yard ahead, staring at me, eyes big, frozen in terror. I jerked the steering wheel to the left this time, still with my foot all the way down on the accelerator, I was probably going to punch a hole in the floor, I was pushing so hard. The drivers of the two Explorers flanking me looked at me as if I was crazy as I accidentally clipped the lead one in the rear and the back one in the front, somehow going between them, heading for what looked like somebody’s living room across the street as I bounced over the curb, the rear end coming three feet off the ground before slamming back down. The two Explorers I had hit went spinning, with the one that had hit me originally crashing into them both, pieces of metal and glass flying everywhere. A lady was looking out her front door, only yards away, staring straight at me as I headed towards her . I screamed again this time jerking the wheel to the right, running into a thick row of hedges between that house and the next. That must have done the car no good because the motor cut off, my foot was still pushing on that pedal. The song ended and Rolfe reached over and turned it off.
We got out of the car, guns at the ready. The three Explorers were a tangled, smoking mess and there was no sign of movement from within.
“Great driving,” Rolfe said.
* * * *
The Captain was not pleased. Despite our precautions, we had been attacked again. Sarah was convinced that we were being tracked via some serious magic, going off the grid wasn’t going to change that. We had our clothes tested for bugs and Sarah cast a group spell designed to confuse and deter tracking spells. The attackers this time had been human, a group of thugs associated with some rather unsavory criminal elements. They had a team of lawyers already and were not talking. It seems I was a road menace, deliberately trying to wreck them. Several had suffered broken bones and concussions. Threats of lawsuits were made and the witnesses to the pileup seemed to confirm a few things they were saying about me. The fact that they were armed to the teeth and had pictures of us in their cars confirmed what we were saying about them. Rolfe decided that staying at my place was probably the safest way to sleep in peace. I tended to agree; it was one reason I had selected that as my residence.
I called Luca to give him the bad news. I knew he was looking forward to seeing me. It turns out a deal had just been made with the DA on his two vamps and they had given us the information that the third vamp, the one that seemed to be in charge and not under a compulsion, belonged to one of the other vamp masters in town. That vamp, despite knowing that the other two would be testifying against him, was not talking. Luca suggested I go with him tonight to see his vamp master. She was known as London Jane and was the most powerful vamp in town.
Vamps are even more regulated than shifters. The road to becoming a vamp is either through an indentured system as a human servant, very expensive for the sponsoring vamp, or through the Union of Prostitutes, commonly known as UP. It seems that the Union, through various lobbying efforts, had at one point in the past convinced some powerful people to pass laws giving them somewhat of a monopoly on providing vamps with humans to drink from. They were protected from being killed by the threat of cutting off any vamp that went too far with a Union member, causing harm. A lot of former UP members had eventually elected to be turned, one of the perks of being an UP member. A lot of the newer vamps were former members, as with the shifters an occasional “accident” still happened, however. Some of the older, more traditional vamps, coming from such accidents, or as a human servant, or before regulation, were not too happy with the arrangements or the company.
A master had to be very rich to pay the Union enough to support their vamps, drinking bottled blood was a last resort for vamps. Power and politics, Rolfe had said. On the surface it would make sense that the Union was very interested in this case, hoping it would be solved soon. Somebody was not only providing kidnapped humans to the vamps, but letting them be killed as well, something that a vamp really enjoyed. It was in their nature to be both predator and killer.
Jane was having a party tonight, all the vamp bigwigs would be there. Vamps, their human servants, and a plethora of Union members would be in attendance. Humans and other supes would not be allowed. I could go as Luca’s escort, but it would have to be in full vamp mode, otherwise it would be an insult to the host.
What to wear, yet again my issue, I thought, and again Sarah volunteered to help. I think she was taking a vicarious joy in helping me in this way. I would have to do something nice for her along these lines.
Newer vamps preferred Goth, older ones stuck to what they liked before they were turned, for a party like this with a mix of old and new, I could probably not go wrong as long as I kept it classy, even if I went Goth style. Sarah called the same guy that had done such a great job getting my gown at a moment’s notice for my meeting with the Summer Queen. They were on a first name basis. I think I had become his favorite customer in a matter of hours. He would be bringing over a few selections to my place this evening, he had my sizes and would make any needed adjustments on the fly. He had provided clothing and jewelry for these kinds of get-togethers before and said he had some very high-end, one-of-a-kind pieces in mind. Sarah had told him a blend of both old and new would be best with my look. I was already starting to think in vamp mode, sensing some small changes taking place in my body. He was not surprised at where I lived. After my purchase that morning, he knew he was looking at some deep pockets somewhere. Sarah told him to bring only the best of what he had.
Rolfe didn’t seem terribly put out that I had a “date” of sorts. I would try to change that. Luca would be arriving at eleven p.m., vamp parties didn’t really get going until around midnight. I had a feeling Luca would be dressed to the nines. I wanted Rolfe to take notice of both of us. Rolfe was the reason I had come here. I felt our friendship was growing but was not getting a feeling from him as being interested in any more than that.
Mister Jones, my new clothing guru, arrived about nine p.m.. He had brought his daughter with him; she helped him with the business. They really had selected some nice clothes, as well as some beautiful jewelry to match. There were three main outfits and four sets of good jewelry, as well as some shoes, purses, belts, and scarves. They had come in fully loaded down; one of the security guys had to help them bring it all up.
I fell in love with the jewelry and picked my outfit to match. A beautiful black obsidian choker with a heart-shaped, blood-red spinel gemstone, matching earrings with black posts and spinel spheres. Two obsidian bracelets completed the set. I selected a black skirt, good quality material, with a black chain mail belt. A dark red, sleeveless blouse cut to the navel completed my outfit.
“It’s a shame you don’t have any tattoos,” the daughter said. She had approved of my outfit, saying it was both Gothic and stylish in appearance. You could tell it was not cheap.
I had some ideas about that as well. Vamps change tattoos quite often, they tend to fade fast as they heal up after a day or so, resulting in a lot of repeat business for tattoo artists, who were flourishing as it had become a major business. I had been deliberately encouraging my vamp side, thinking of blood, listening to pulses, eyeing some veins in various necks. I had felt my ears changing back to normal, losing the fae pointedness from earlier in the day. Sarah had mentioned as I was changing that my eyes had changed from that jade color to a solid red. She did my makeup in black as well, lipstick, as well as mascara. My eyelashes had grown a bit and my hair had taken on a reflective shine, so dark now you could see the silky shimmer in it. If anything, it had grown another inch at least. I would be tripping over it before too long at the rate I was going. My fangs had been inching out anyway and Sarah asked that I release them from their confinement, it showed the level of trust we had developed in just a couple of days. She colored the tips of them blood red, I had to admit, it was a great touch. I wore my hair down, it was luxurious.
I was going to try something for my tattoo and I asked Sarah to watch as I concentrated. I closed my eyes and really focused on the picture I was looking for, trying to initiate a change just below the skin of my bare upper arm. For a solid minute nothing happened although I could feel some part of me applying pressure, then a sudden release, making me feel a bit flushed, almost faint.
Sara exclaimed, “Oh how beautiful!”
“Wow!” Mister Jones’ daughter said. She liked tattoos, she had a dozen showing in visible locations. I knew they had worked with vamp clients before but they had never seen anything like that before.
I held my arm up to get a better look. Only an inch in size, a beautiful black flying dragon spewing red flames adorned my upper arm.
“I am ready now,” I said, with a hint of that hissing sound again; my fangs were fully extended.
I gave Mister Jones a bonus, telling him we would do business again in the future.



Chapter Fourteen
Something was not quite right about my appearance, I thought, as I looked at myself in the full-length mirror. My outfit, makeup, and jewelry were perfect. I looked like a vamp but looking at myself, even with fangs and red eyes, I looked like I was trying to look like a vamp, not that I was. My skin just had too much of that healthy, outdoors, and active look. Most vamps were pretty pale, the sun being their enemy. I had sent Sarah back out to the living room, they had ordered up some pizza that Hans had delivered and were having dinner. I didn’t want Rolfe to see me until I was heading out the door.
As I sat on the edge of the bed, drinking from a bottle of red wine I had opened, and resolved to change my skin color. This was much harder than the little tattoo I had made. I really concentrated, eyes closed, seeing myself as pale, peeking at myself in the mirror every few minutes. Luca was running late, it was already after eleven p.m. and he was not here yet. It gave me a chance to continue my efforts.
When the knock at the door came, about fifteen minutes late, just as I thought all my efforts had been for naught, it happened. It was almost as if my body had been waiting for that signal, that this change was going to happen whether I had tried for it or not. It almost knocked me out. I lay back on the bed in exhaustion. Sarah came in to let me know Luca had arrived. I took me a minute to rise and even then, she had to help me to my feet. I resolved to trust myself more next time. My body would make the necessary adjustments, if they were called for. I was learning. Sarah was very quiet. Although she had trusted me earlier, I had really not looked the part. I now not only looked like a vamp, I was a vamp. Some other subtle change, not only the color of my skin, had taken place. Sarah’s instincts were screaming at her to run, to get very far away.
She followed me to the living room, seemingly not wanting me at her back. Luca was standing next to a full-blooded fae, just inside my door, a bouquet of black dahlias in his hand. Rolfe had instinctively jerked back as I had come into the room, the big bad bear was a scaredy cat. I chuckled out loud. Luca looked good enough to drink, the perfect blend of danger and attraction, with the attraction winning over. He was well aware of the effect he had on women. Dressed as if he had just come from the movie set of Gone With The Wind, he looked positively yummy delicious. I had little doubt that his attire was the real deal, perfect retro southern gentleman and I am going to jump your bones.
Sarah stumbled forward to take the flowers stammering something about finding a vase for them. Chris was going to let her have it after we left. I chuckled again, this time sounding positively evil. I was infused with energy and anticipation. Luca made a nice bow and offered me his arm. I gave him a slight bow in return and took it.
The fae with us was the one the FBI had flown in to deal with our vamps, she had already proven herself as valuable to the effort to get this case solved. Luca introduced her as Randi Nero; she said she had heard a lot about me. I expected people were going to hear even more after this. She had been assigned to check out people entering the building looking for signs of fae glamour. The police presence downstairs was pretty obvious, they were no longer trying to be discreet. If somebody was going to attack us, they would have a lot to handle.
Outside, the FBI presence was equally obvious, a few agents with their badges in plain sight milling about, a couple of FBI-issue vehicles parked directly across the street in a no parking area. A couple of police cruisers were parked along our side of the road. A stretch Limo awaited us just outside the front doors, a converted Hummer, and I could sense it was armor plated and equipped with thick, bulletproof glass. It looked like a classy tank. Luca opened the Limo door for me, waving away the human servant acting as his driver and guard tonight.
Vamps did not, as a general rule, carry weapons of any kind and I had left mine behind. The more affluent vamps were expected to have armed human servants as their bodyguards. A vamp’s fangs, speed, and strength were the only protection they carried personally.
Luca and I chatted as we drove to the party; he was flirting mercilessly, and I was lapping it up. He loved my new look, I could tell he was more than a little attracted. I was very pleased with his attentions. He gave me the rundown on London Jane’s entourage, telling me who to look out for and the best way to get an interview with her. They were rivals and she was the stronger master, any request from him would probably be ignored. I would need to tackle this problem on my own. Vamp protocol, I thought to myself, more politics and power. It was becoming a theme with this case.
* * * *
As we pulled up to the large circular drive in front of her mansion, I could see a fleet of Limos had already arrived. Attendants were busy parking the Limos and waving for the next one, we were about fourth in line. As a looked up, the at huge steps leading to the front doors, I realized that this time, I really was ready for this. I was pretty sure I was going to have a blast.
All the action was in the ballroom, and after we entered we were led there to meet London Jane. Vamps, human servants, and UP members all dressed in a variety of styles from modern to Gothic to formal to casual.
It’s somewhat confusing and clashing, I thought as we approached the vamp mistress. A tall, slender, yet strong-looking redhead, covered with freckles, mid-length straight hair, dressed in jeans, a cutoff T-shirt, and raggedy tennis shoes watched us approach. She was sitting in a corner on an old lazy-boy leather recliner, rocking slowly with the music. Vamps were dancing all around us and we had to weave in and out of the dancers to make our way to talk to her. They were playing Glen Miller’s Moonlight Serenade, couples were slow dancing all over the floor, there were not many people just standing around chatting, most all were dancing as couples. There were no tables set up for food and drink, I noticed. I guess if you were a vamp, that moved on two legs.
“Luca!” she exclaimed. “My great enemy, friend, and rival. Who have you brought to see me?” She sounded pleased and she looked very approachable, nothing like what I had heard about her at all. I was a bit stunned, not understanding as my preconceptions were completely dashed.
“This is Jade Smith,” he responded, gently pulling me forward.
“Ah, umm, pleasure to meet you,” I said. The reason I had come tonight was completely lost in my mind.
She held out her hand to shake and I clasped it. She turned my hand over, pulling me slightly closer and kissed the back of my hand, watching the veins beneath my skin, savoring the thought of blood lying beneath.
“We will dance,” she said, standing up. Looking at the band conductor, an old timey vamp in a tux, she ordered, “Play that song I like.”
Lady In Red started playing. Of course, I thought, what else could it be? I felt like I had just unlocked a door to another dimension of sound, a dimension of sight, a dimension of mind. I felt as if I was moving into a land of both shadow and substance, of things and ideas. Yeah, that place. It was surreal. She led, I followed, she maintained a constant chatter. She explained to me in no uncertain terms that she was not involved, she had given no direction to the third vamp that was sitting in jail, there was no profit or gain to be had in such a thing. Much like Luca, the recent killings and kidnappings of humans was not good for her position in the community. Like Luca, I believed her. As the song ended she nodded towards the conductor and the song repeated. I got a glance of Luca as she was twirling me around. He looked perplexed, he was scratching his head. Jane kept talking, complimenting me on my outfit, asking me if Luca was a good kisser. On the third playing of Lady In Red I was saved by my cell phone going off.
“Please excuse me, “ I said to Jane, the number indicated it was Rolfe. I knew it must be important for him to call. “It’s my partner. I need to take this.”
We had stopped in the middle of the dance floor, the music stopped as we stopped, couples in mid dip, so to speak. It was like time had frozen for a moment, there was not a sound in the room but my side of the conversation.
“Not exactly the best timing,” I said. I’m sure he could hear my irritation.
“I got word they are raiding your party,” he replied. “They are going to arrest London Jane and every one of her vamps. The Captain said the DA has decided he has enough evidence to prosecute. Looking like you do, they will arrest you as well.”
“What evidence?” I asked, knowing that what we had was nothing more than a lead.
“Beats me,” he replied. “Something is going on behind the scenes.”
I remembered again what he had said before, it was a case involving power and politics. We were not even close to solving this case and my gut was telling me Jane was being honest. “Thanks for the heads up,” I said, and ended the call.
I leaned forward and whispered into Jane’s ear, telling her what was about to happen. Rolfe had said a whole team of cops, SWAT, and FBI agents were just minutes away.
“This party is done,” she announced to the crowd. “Go back to your best hiding places until you get word from me.” Nothing like giving an order and seeing an immediate response: the room cleared out almost instantaneously, leaving me, Jane, and Luca left standing in the ballroom.
“Go home,” I told Luca. “They are only interested in her and her vamps, you should be okay if you leave now.” The power of command must have rubbed off on me because he left swiftly, leaving in a blur of speed.
“Where can you go?” I asked Jane.
“With you,” she replied.
I’m really off the grid this time, I thought. Helping Jane escape. It probably wasn’t the smartest thing I had done in my very brief and about-to-end, police career.



Chapter Fifteen
Jade, and Jane, ran with the wind. Cutting through yards, vaulting fences, keeping off the roads, we stopped in a group of trees just as a large contingent of cops, SWAT, and FBI vehicles passed us heading towards Jane’s mansion. TV trucks were just minutes behind; somebody had tipped them off almost immediately. We watched from the darkness, avoiding the light, blending with the shadows naturally, as vamps are known to do. We whispered to each other, our shoulders touching. Jane said our first goal should be to find a safe base of operations, without being spotted, until we gathered enough information to determine how to proceed.
It would not be long until they knew I was helping Jane and her phone was probably already being monitored. I knew how the cops operated. I didn’t want to take a chance that my phone was being traced either. I had an idea, my shifter nature might come in handy on this one and I explained my plan to Jane. It wasn’t perfect, but would have to do for now. We headed further out, away from Jane’s place; she lived in a really high class area of large older homes with five plus acre lots. A million dollars wouldn’t cover the price of the lot on most of these places. People around Jane’s place were already out of their homes, trying to see what was going on. They had the place blocked off from traffic and surrounded, they had already set up a perimeter, and the media, including some national media, were already filming from the outskirts. This had happened in a matter of minutes. Jane said it was planned, an orchestrated media fest of a raid. Somebody had wanted her filmed as she was cuffed and led out of her home.
Perp walk central, I thought, as we moved further away from the action.
We were almost a mile out before I sensed the right home, one that my nose indicated had been vacant at least for a few days. Hopefully the owners were out of town and would not be returning at one am. This was in a newer area of expensive homes, a gated community surrounding a private golf course. Small only in comparison to Jane’s mansion, they were probably just a paltry five-thousand square feet of home on one or two acre lots. I had considered buying one of these when I had searched for a place myself and decided I didn’t like the security, a few guards driving around occasionally and a gate wasn’t much, it certainly didn’t stop us. A simple witch spell turned off the alarm system and I exerted a slow pressure on the rear french doors leading to a really nice swimming pool, surrounded by a privacy fence, safe from the wandering eyes of the golfers, from over the fence you could see the seventh green.
Rolfe made this look easy when he did it, I thought, as I had to really strain. We didn’t want to make a lot of noise. The wood holding the lock finally gave out with a minor crack. I doubt the neighbors would have heard it.
We didn’t turn on any lights, neither of us needed much light to see and there were a few night lights here and there throughout the house. We found a TV in the daughter’s room. She had both blinds and curtains up, as well as a light already turned on next to her bed. Jane turned the TV to one of the cable news shows. She had made the national news. She had the sound almost as low as it got, we could still hear it just fine. Then they showed a picture of me and Jane dancing at her mansion. “Wanted in connection to the murder and kidnapping of over a hundred humans,” it said, and gave several 800 numbers to call, a tip line already in place.
“Nobody takes pictures at my parties,” she said. “It is not allowed. When I find out who did this I will drain them.”
“We make a nice couple,” I said, looking at the picture. They had it in a little box now on the side of the screen as the news dude droned on about the big break in the case. It sure looked like I was enjoying myself. Jane had a big smile on her face, and it looked like I had my face buried in her neck. We were closer than close, almost tightly wound together.
“We have been set up,” she said. “We are royally screwed.”
The teenager’s room we were in had a nice collection of jeans, one pair in particular that fit like a glove. It was nice to be able to change clothes. The wife had some name brand tennis shoes that were a pretty close fit as well. Jane had discovered a desk calendar in the study where the trip departure and return flights were written down, it seems we would have to leave this place tomorrow night. We were getting bored watching the news, they just had a series of talking heads venting on anything remotely non-human. It was bound to happen sooner or later was the common theme. Supes evil, humans good. They were now speculating about Rolfe and word came that he had been taken in for questioning. They were trying to find out what he knew about me. It seems I was a spy for London Jane now. A police spokesman said they had not ruled out a connection to the Summer Queen being also involved. I needed a secure phone, I wanted to talk to Sarah.
Morning was approaching and Jane would have to sleep. It would be taking a chance but we could see no other way. I would venture out during the day, trying to get some information and looking for a more permanent hiding place. Jane would sleep and I would return at sundown. I was going to ward the place but it would not stop someone who was determined to get in. I needed a disguise and Jane would help me dress for the part. As soon as it was decided, my shifter side kicked in to help. I looked young, but I needed to look even younger, I would be venturing out as a teenager or young college student, complete with backpack and books sitting at the foot of the bed. Jane wanted to cut my hair, it was the most distinctive feature in that picture they kept showing, I explained to her that it would not be necessary, my shifter side would take care of it. Over the next hour my skin darkened, my hair got short and turned bleached blonde. I now looked like I spent hours daily having fun in the sun. I lost the tattoo and my fangs receded. Jane had found a Wake Forest Athletics cutoff sweatshirt to go with my jeans, tennis shoes, and backpack.
* * * *
At five am they raided the Portmeirion. Hans and Markus barred the front door; you could see the Captain arguing with them holding some papers in their face, what could only be a search warrant. The press had been tipped off again, it was on every major station. I noticed a dagger in one of the twin’s boots, it looked suspiciously like mine. I sure hoped so, Markus knew it was important to me and what it could do. I was betting Rolfe had thought of this. If they took my espresso machines, I was going to be pissed. A caption at the bottom of the screen announced that these were my personal shifter bodyguards, I was betting the Pack would now be under suspicion as well. They had tried to kill me many times and had not succeeded, but this new approach was working. I was being effectively killed by the press. People believe anything they see on the news and Jane, as well as Jade and anyone associated with us was now collateral damage. Jane called it a work of art; we were being done in by a PR supertanker.
Jane was getting drowsy, dawn would be here in just a few minutes. “Tell me about Rolfe,” she said.
“I thought I was in love,” I replied. “You should have seen him. A witch experimenting with necromancy had raised nine zombies from a rural graveyard, lost control of them, and they wandered off looking for flesh. A family with two small kids lived out that way and had just driven home and seen a girl that had been on a bicycle that had been attacked near their driveway, she was pretty mangled and eaten up. They called 911 and Rolfe took the call to investigate. He was between partners at the time, probably a good thing. They must have heard them as they arrived and made the call, when Rolfe got there, the door was broken in, the parents were in the kitchen, almost completely cleaned of flesh. The two kids were huddled at the end of the hallway, shaking and crying. Rolfe put himself between the zombies and the kids, calling for backup at the same time. Thirty minutes it took, for backup to arrive.”
“Were you one of the kids?” Jane asked.
It was the obvious question. “No,” I replied. “I was there for the parents, I didn’t have a physical presence. It’s a long story, different from this one, and a story for another day.”
“Like remote viewing?” she asked.
“Similar to that,” I said. “Anyway, Rolfe pulled out that monster gun of his and went through the clip, as well as a second clip in just a matter of seconds. It just made a mess of the walls and made the zombies look even uglier. He shifted in a blur, bits and pieces of his clothing flying off him. Eight feet and nine hundred pounds of shifter-strong Kodiak bear, towering almost to the ceiling and about as wide as the hallway itself now stood between the kids and the zombies. Zombies don’t know fear, they are not very intelligent, all they know is flesh and this was a lot of flesh in front of them. They were climbing over each other to get to him, just two or three could attack at the same time. One would latch on to him as he ripped another one apart. He was pulling their legs and arms off, sometimes their heads, as he would lift one up he would be lifting another that had attached itself to his arms. Occasionally, he would just swat one to the side, causing them to splatter against the walls of the hallway, putting dents and gashes in the walls. This just made the zombies more determined, of course, as they lost the flesh they had gained from the parents, they just became hungrier and more aggressive. It only takes a few moments for zombie limbs to reattach themselves, I think it didn’t even seem to matter if one zombie’s arm attached itself to another zombie with a missing arm. They were eating him alive, he was losing bits of flesh and was bleeding in dozens of places. On one part of his arm you could see they had taken out a big chunk exposing the bone underneath. He kept silent, just continuing, showing no sign of pain or panic, just roaring in anger occasionally as he tore another one apart. Shifters heal fast, especially Alphas but not fast enough for that kind of punishment.”
“When help finally arrived,” I continued, “he was swaying from his injuries and lack of blood. He was basically out on his feet but kept going by sheer willpower, long enough for his backup to net one zombie at a time from behind and drag them outside where they were hit with flamethrowers, fire being one of the few ways to kill one of these things. The zombies never turned around, they kept their entire focus on him. It was courageous, impossible, amazing, I just have no words to describe it. He let himself collapse as the last one was dragged away. Even with his healing power, he was a month recuperating, then he spent three years tracking down the witch that had done this thing, finally seeing that witch put in jail.”
“You fell in love with an ideal,” Jane said. “The best of that which makes us love.”
“Yes,” I said. “I didn’t realize it at the time. What I just knew would happen has not happened. We have become friends, quickly, and there was an initial spark of attraction, which is now a friendship instead. I guess I should be happy with that. I can think of no better friend to have.”
“Did he ever kiss you?” she asked.
“Never been kissed,” I replied.



Chapter Sixteen
I wasn’t sure she had heard the last thing I had said; she was now asleep.
Time to go, I thought, leaving through the broken french doors and making my way out of the community, easily climbing over the fence at the same wooded place we had entered. I had some cash on me and as soon as I made it out of the residential area, I had a man at a convenience store call a cab for me. My tendency to overstock and plan for possible glitches was going to payoff.
I had rented a stall at a mini warehouse, paying cash a year ahead under a phony name, storing some furniture there, mainly an old beaten up looking desk and some chairs and other miscellaneous junk. Everything I needed was in the desk, it was warded extensively and locked. I had both the warehouse key and the desk key in my purse, now in my backpack. I paid the cab driver with a nice tip and asked him to wait around a few minutes as I walked down to my spot. Inside the desk, I had cash, disposal cell phones already set up through some phony prepaid accounts, and a few weapons. I took all of the cash and six of the phones, not taking a chance with taking the weapons. I made my first call standing there at the warehouse door. My personal banker had been expecting my call.
“I saw the news last night,” he said as I asked him to execute our planned exit strategy. “I have already moved your money off shore and overseas as we discussed. They will not get a penny.”
I gave him a series of numbers, he knew what they were for. He would be on the next flight out, probably under an assumed name. I wished him enjoyment in his early retirement. I crushed that phone in my hands and made my next call.
“Sarah,” I said, “It’s Linda, from the witch council. I was wondering if you could tell me what is going on down there?” I had given it a fake accent, but with just a tiny push of magic so she would know who was really calling.
“There is no proof of witch involvement,” Sarah replied. “They keep hinting at it but no direct accusations yet. The Mayor has asked that Chris and I be taken off the case because of our association with Jade but our agent in charge is fighting it. I just had a call from him saying that it might be inevitable, however. Somebody is pulling some big strings at FBI headquarters. The only thing they have is testimony from the vamp, the one that we were unable to get any information from. Apparently, the Captain and the DA were able to somehow persuade him to talk, behind our backs. We asked to be able to interview the vamp again now that he is talking, but they are stonewalling. Unfortunately, they did not make a tape of this conversation. Jade’s partner was taken in for questioning last night. So far, I haven’t heard anything about that. The Captain personally drove him to the station a few hours ago after they raided Jade’s flat at the Portmeirion.”
“Thanks, Sarah,” I replied. “Keep us updated, please.” I hung up, crushing that phone as well. Sarah had given me some valuable information, hopefully without revealing to anyone monitoring her phone that she had been talking to me. I hated to say it, and I doubt Rolfe had really thought this through, but our beloved Captain was probably up to his eyeballs in this mess. I hoped Rolfe would be okay. Neither he, nor I, had anything to do with this. They were clearing the field of something they considered a threat.
I asked the cab driver to take me to an internet cafe. The first thing I did was buy a six-shot espresso with four pumps of dark chocolate. I was going to need some energy and my system was already clamoring for nourishment. I looked like a student, cramming for an examination. What I needed to do was find a safe base of operations, something that we could use without fear of being detected.
“Google is my friend,” I muttered to myself as I logged in. I even said it three times, sometimes a little minor magic helped. With Google, sometimes you need all the help you can get.
I rented a cabin at Tanglewood using one of my now hidden and in another name accounts. A single, gated entrance that I could ward giving me warning of anyone that would enter looking for me, with the cabin far enough away from the entrance to give us ample time to escape through the woods. WiFi and cable, a winery (I really liked that part), private yet not completely isolated. Both vamps and shifters would have no problem getting to us through the woods, yet any human authorities would come to us by only one direction. There was even an RV park close by and we could move some of Jane’s vamps close by for support and protection. The gate closed at sunset so I would need to rent a van to get Jane there during the day while giving her protection from the sun.
Our story still dominated the news. There had been a press conference where the Mayor had basically put a curfew on the southern territory’s supernatural community. Known supe hangouts and properties had come under attack and demonstrations against witches, fae, shifters, and vamps were going to be non stop today. Several children of witches had been attacked at school, the Mayor had ordered all shifters to stay inside Pack territory until further notice. Most shifters had jobs outside of the territory and this was going to put them under a severe financial strain. As an emergency measure, the mayor had frozen all supe assets in the southern capital with the entire southern territory following his lead. Supe hate was spreading to the northern and western territories as well.
The big news came as I was finishing my search for a base of operations. Evidently, Rolfe had managed to break into the cell holding the vamp that had accused us, killed him, and then managed to escape. His whereabouts were unknown and the cops had orders to track him down and arrest him. His status was listed as armed and dangerous. How convenient, I thought. Accuser dead and Rolfe, I wasn’t sure. Reading between the lines my bet is that he got wind of what was going on and got out of there. They had no intention of bringing him or me for that matter, in alive. Rolfe killing the vamp was pure BS.
I connected to my email through a university proxy my, now retired, banker dude had provided me. I had the usual bunch of junk, as well as a few that were very interesting. Emily had sent me an invite to join her on her next full moon hunt, she was trying to tell me something, I was sure of that but unsure of what she was trying to say. I would have to think about this one some more. She knew they would be monitoring e-mail. The Summer Queen sent me a portion of a poem of Faerie by Sophia White:
winter fairies come
a-calling
faces pressed window panes
twinkling
frost makes lacy prints
glittering
light snow pristine pure
falling
world young life fresh
breathing
winter fairies come
a-calling
Now, this one, I figured out. It was the meeting with the Winter Queen I had been waiting for and I knew how to activate the spell.
So, I had a few things I needed to do today, rent a van, search for Rolfe, and now the Winter Queen. My gut was telling me that the Winter Queen should be my first step but my heart was pushing for me to find Rolfe. I decided to go with my gut, if Rolfe was in hiding, me looking for him might not be the safest thing to do for him or me.



Chapter Seventeen
I needed a fogged-up-by-cold-air window pane. I decided on Walmart. There are many strange creatures and characters that go in and out of Walmart on a daily basis, and I hoped I would be able to pull this one off. I was still dreading the rent-a-van part of my to do list, I did not like the thought that I would soon be driving again, so I hoofed it about a mile to the local Walmart and went straight to the frozen goods section. The pizza aisle looked very promising with several fogged up windows. As unobtrusively as possible, I set wards at both ends that would discourage folks from going down that aisle, a sort of, “this is not the pizza droids aisle you are looking for” section.
Then I had to wait about ten minutes as one rather strange lady had to read the ingredients on almost a dozen different pizza boxes to make her selection and leave the aisle.
I opened the door that offered the most cold fogginess and wrote the Faerie poem in the fae language, inverted as if seen in a mirror.
Then I spoke the poem aloud and gave it a little magical push, thinking Winter Queen and willing my spell to connect. Her image appeared immediately, she looked up, saw me and smiled.
“I have been waiting for your call, Jade,” she said.
“Sorry for the delay, your Grace,” I replied. I could not refer to her as my Queen as I was a member of the Summer Court. “I seem to have gotten quite popular all of a sudden.”
“Make no mistake about it,” the Winter Queen said, “what we have here is another war, this time a war on all of us in the supernatural community, a war that has the sole purpose of eliminating any power and influence we have in your world. The Summer Queen has spoken to me extensively about you and given me the information you provided her. We have been betrayed by a member of my court. I intend to take a hand in this matter personally. We have made great strides since the fae wars, and now all that work is going to come crashing down if we don’t expose this conspiracy for what it is. In this matter, think of me as an ally. I have discussed this with your Queen and I will partner with you to resolve this issue.”
“I have also partnered with London Jane,” I answered.
“Then we shall indeed make a formidable trio,” she replied and held out her hand to me.
“Your face and your beauty is well known here,” I said, hesitating. I did not want to expose us.
“I have prepared a bit of a glamour that you might appreciate,” she replied, so I took her hand and drew her to me.
Her glamour was very impressive. Standing next to me, was well, me. My identical twin. People would notice yet not even begin to think of us as the Winter Queen and Jade, just as a set of attractive female twins. She even had the blue eyes and clothes down perfectly. I would have a hard time telling us apart if I were not me.
“You may call me Jill for the duration of our efforts here,” she said.
Jill, Jane, and Jade, I thought. “Three is a good number,” I said.
The fae don’t much care for cars and I got a lecture on various cars and metals that they could tolerate without a lot of pain. It seems the Winter Queen had a secret, one she kept from the other fae, she loved to drive.
“I like the speed and power,” she said. “We will drive one of mine.”
I had to laugh, this partnership thing was already turning out to be great. I told her about me and driving not mixing too well. She had a couple of her cars stored in a rented garage just outside of the city limits. The Accura NSX was her favorite. All aluminum and carbon fiber frame and it was sleek and fast.
“Where are we going to put Jane?” I asked. It wasn’t like the van I had considered renting.
“The windows are heavily tinted, blocking the UV rays. We can stuff her in the back seat and cover her up with a blanket. She’ll sleep through the whole thing,” she added.
I didn’t object any further. If she was driving, I was happy. I didn’t realize it at the time but Jill’s plan had me driving later.
We drove out to Tanglewood, checked in, and checked out the little cottage I had rented. Jill agreed it would be perfect, and was eager to see me set the wards for when we brought Jane back later this afternoon. The fae Queens have a huge amount of magic and never tire of picking up some new tricks along the way. The little alarm-if-intent-to-do-me-harm ward was one she was not familiar with. I would set my ward tonight when we entered the gate just before sundown, the park’s closing time. I even had time to pick up a few bottles of the local wine at the manor house, which I proceeded to open up and guzzle down as she sped me around the city.
We decided to eat, she loved human food, and I explained my dietary needs to her as well. After dinner, we would pick up the matching NSX and I would attempt to follow her to Tanglewood where we would park one of the cars outside the gate in a secluded spot and enter in the other. After sundown, the three of us would exit the park, get the second car and pay her suspected fae traitor on this side of the divide a little visit. Jill was calling us the three J’amigos, she was having a blast planning out our strategy.
We decided on a Japanese steakhouse, I loved steak and she loved everything else. She preferred using the chopsticks anyway she said, not knowing exactly what kind of metal would be in the tableware sometimes put a damper on fae appetites.
The place was already pretty packed, there was just one table that wasn’t full when we arrived. A family of three, a young couple with a daughter who appeared to be seven or eight years old. The mom had a pentagram necklace on, proclaiming herself witch, I could sense the little girl had inherited from the mother, a little witch already. I sensed the dad as human. They were being avoided like the plague, supes were not in favor right now. Jill, of course, was not too happy with this, insisting to the waiter that spot would be just fine for us. I could see she was outraged by the treatment the humans were giving these folks, there were several people ahead of us that had refused this spot, wanting to wait so they would not sit next to the “evil” witches.
Jill was about the most outgoing and friendly fae I had ever seen, whereas I had heard she was merciless and ruthless and cruel. She warmly greeted the young family, introducing us as Jill and Jade, twins from Wake Forest University, not a care in the world that she was using my real name. I could add brash to the list of her characteristics. It was almost humorous and her fun was starting to rub off on me.
Witches can sense magic, and magic in great power like the Winter Queen would be unmistakable. The Winter Queen was not only queen in name, she was a force of nature for the world of Faerie. I had no doubt as the little girl’s mother shook Jill’s hand she knew who was about to have dinner with.
“An honor,” she said, introducing us to her husband Mark and her daughter. Her name was Mona and her daughter was Bri. Bri was looking at Jill as if wonder-struck. To her, I bet Jill looked like a pile of magic a mountain high and an ocean deep. Jill and Bri became friends immediately, Jill showing her the proper technique for using chopsticks, picking various items around the table to experiment with, just laughing and having a great time. Mark had no clue what was going on but I noticed the tension that was in him when they were isolated eased off. I knew the witch would not betray us, for her this would be a once in a lifetime thing to tell her grand kids about. I wondered what I looked like to Mona, I was no small fry in the magic department either, just a bit of a different kind of magic. I would have to ask Sarah about it, if we ever got out of this mess.
I ordered the steak of course, two full orders of meat only, hold the rice and veggies. Jill ordered the dish with all the meats in it and six different kids of sushi on the side. I was beginning to understand that with great power, comes even greater hunger. Our cook was not immune to the fun we were having, playing right to Jill and Bri, even getting Bri to use her chopsticks to help him in the preparation. It was one of the nicest times I had ever had and the steak was good as well. Jill paid for everything using the magic card she had pulled earlier from her matching-with-mine backpack. To me it looked like a rectangular piece of white plastic, to everyone else, it would appear to be whatever you expect it to be, drivers license, credit card, passport. It would fool man and machine both, its magic was the ultimate in higher tech magics.
Hugs all around after dinner, Jill insisted on getting their phone number saying she would be in touch. Then we were off to pick up London Jane.
* * * *
It was harder than it looked. I had wrapped her up in the quilt and stuffed Jane in the tiny back seat. I only bumped her head on the car a few times trying to get her over the passenger side front seat. Jill was just watching me, chuckling. She had shown the gate guard her magic card and we had driven in. I had gone around and entered the house as usual, then opened the garage so we could get Jane in the car without fear of the sun or nosy neighbors. We drove immediately to Jill’s warehouse and I followed her in the twin Accura.
By the time we got to Tanglewood, I was not bumping into things and just going over an occasional curb. I felt pretty sure I was getting the hang of this driving thing. We left my car in a twenty-four-hour Walmart store parking lot near the Park, we would not be gone long. Jill watched silently as I also silently set my wards, stepping out of the car at the gate by appearing to need to stretch my legs. I had no idea if she could tell how I did the ward but I could tell she was a bit perplexed at the lack of any words or hand motions.
As we were pulling up to the cottage, Jane woke up. Seeing us in the front seat must have been a little strange to her, when she had last seen me, I was just one. “Which one of you has never been kissed?” she said, blinking, still partially wrapped in the quilt.
“That would be me,” I responded. “This is Jill, the Winter Queen.”
“Wow,” she responded. “We are going to kick some butt now.”
The cottage was really nice, a two bedroom, two bath with all the amenities, as well as WiFi and cable. I made a pot of coffee as Jane used one of my phones to make some calls. Jill had the TV on, checking out the latest news.
The news was depressing. They had managed to capture several of Jane’s vamps, once they had a few, they were somehow persuaded to reveal the hiding place of others. A full scale operation was underway to hunt the vamps down and citizens were urged to report any vamp sightings to the authorities. They were now looking for Luca and the other vamp master and their vamps as well, saying the conspiracy had gone further than they had first suspected. All the fae in the Southern Capitol had been ordered to return to Faerie; they had a deadline of nine am the next day or they would be arrested. All shifters were ordered to report to Pack territory, including the indies. They had the same deadline and consequences. An order of arrest had been issued for Chris and Sarah but they had disappeared. They showed the jail cell of the vamp Rolfe had supposedly murdered. The bars across the front of the cell were torn off and twisted into a pile of metal. A small pile of ashes in the corner was all that was left of the vamp, other than the blood stains all over the floor of the cell. It was scary looking, and Jill said that was intentional.
The Mayor was shown making a plea in front of the Southern Territories Leadership Council, demanding similar treatment for the witches. He wanted a detention camp set up for all witches. Witches were closest to human in the eyes of the people and they had some degree of influence, their leaders were fighting this with common sense and demands for evidence and proof of involvement.
Jane managed to reach some of her most trusted vamps and human servants, they would be renting some RVs tomorrow and bringing the vamps over during the day, tomorrow night we would have a good sized group of about twenty vamps and human servants ready to fight. She had several hundred vamps in her group but said she just could not be certain of everyone and did not want to take a chance on revealing our base of operations, we would probably have only one shot at this, if we could only find the target we would take a shot at.
I showed Jill the email I had gotten from Emily, she was certain it was an offer of sanctuary, the cabin we had used for her first shift being the location. The national guard was patrolling around the territory but we would have no problem getting past them on foot, and once inside we would be immediately sensed by the shifters. However, Jill pointed out that Rolfe had been copied on the message, if he had escaped, he may have taken sanctuary there. Once we were on the move tonight I would try to reach Emily on her cell phone, even if it was monitored, I needed to know.
Jill told us about the traitor, a member of the Inner Court called Alexis, an ambitious and powerful fae, with designs for more power.
We would be paying him a visit tonight, hopefully he was still around. If he was part of the plot, I doubt he would be under a compulsion to return to Faerie. Jill said he spent most of his time in the human realm, he had a lot of interests here. But first there was another matter that needed taken care of. Jill and Jade had eaten but Jane had not. She was already vamped out, red eyes, fangs fully extended. I could tell she was hungry for blood.
“Jane and I are going for a short walk before we leave,” I told Jill. “We should be right back,” I added, taking Jane’s hand and heading towards the door of the cabin.
* * * *
Outside, I put my arms around her neck and drew her to me, tilting my head slightly and directing her mouth to my neck. I could sense her sensing the pulse beneath my skin, anticipating the blood lying just beneath the surface. When Rolfe had carried me after I had been shot and I had vamped out, I remembered very well how this felt. I hoped she was feeling the same thing. I waited for the bite as she gently kissed my neck. Instead, she drew back slightly and kissed me on the lips. I could no longer make the claim of having never been kissed. Lips slightly parted, I let my tongue explore her mouth running it gently over her fangs, fully extended. It must have driven her crazy because the next thing I knew she struck my neck, biting quickly. At the point where her fangs penetrated my skin I felt a very brief pain and then a release, a flush of intimacy, and I would have fallen to the ground if she had not grabbed my ass with her hands.
The act of giving, of surrender, of love, it is hard to describe. We were as close as could possibly be, I realized at some point I had wrapped my legs around her waist and she was pressing me to her, holding me up, I could feel her strength, her beautiful power, as I arched against her, shaking, trembling. I had no experience with this, just this one moment had made my choice worthwhile. She drew back slightly and licked my neck getting the last of the blood off.
“More?” I said, almost begging.
She smiled and kissed me again, allowing me to taste some of my own blood in her mouth. It was incredible, there was no way I was letting her go now. “More!” I said this time almost demanding.
“Later,” she promised. “Your blood is like no blood I have ever had, it is wonderful, filling me quickly with very little taken, you have ruined me now. The woods are lovely, dark, and deep,” she added, reminding me that we had other things to do tonight. I allowed her to lead me back to the cabin.
* * * *
“Are we ready now?” Jill said, amusement in her voice.
I must have been a sight to see. Jane looked flushed, strong, powerful. I went straight to the coffee I had brewed pouring the whole pot into two large drinking glasses and guzzling them down, muttering, “Oh, my God, Oh, my God,” continuously. I had so much energy the air around me was crackling, Jill actually laughed out loud. “I’m officially jealous,” she said.
“Time to go,” Jane said.
Jade, Jane, and Jill ran with the wind.
Okay, not Jill. She was fast, but she couldn’t see in the dark and kept running into things, like trees. It was pretty funny. Jane picked her up and threw her over her shoulder as if she weighed just a tad more than nothing, and then we ran with the wind.



Chapter Eighteen
“That doesn’t sound like something God would do,” he told me.
I was taking my time with him, leading his soul to his destination. I had become interested in the Fallen, angels that had made the decision to become mortal. His case was unusual. I was sick of death and I wanted life.
“God has given me a compulsion,” I responded. “I don’t have the same choice that other angels have.” It was true, I could not just walk away, leaving countless souls trapped in the mortal world.
“Let me ask you then,” he had said. “As we are conversing, who is taking care of others that are dying even as we speak?”
“God has given me the ability to be many places at once. It is my primary aspect that is talking to you. I have some secondary aspects dealing with other issues, and many minor aspects dealing with normal cases.”
“What if you left those parts of you in charge of the business of death, and made the real part of you, your primary aspect, the one that makes the choice to Fall? Look,” he continued, “I showed that an angel could make a conscious decision to choose what they wanted, to become as a mortal. I had admired shape shifters and I wanted to be able to shift as a big cat. Most angels that make the decision have fought it for so long when they finally give in they find themselves naked on some street corner somewhere, leading to all kinds of difficulties, I even prepared an identity ahead of time and chose the place I would appear as well. I made sure I was not without resources in the mortal realm when I made my choice.”
He had been an upper tier angel, I knew. One of the few that had made such a choice and the first that I knew of who had directed his choice in such a way. I had not imagined such a thing was possible. As the Angel of Death, I was even stronger than he had been. He had given me a lot to think about. What if I chose the best that the mortal world had to offer? A fae’s glamour, a witches magic, a vampires speed, a shifters strength, a longer than human lifespan, and a beast of choice. It was an attractive vision. Was it possible that I could train one of my secondary aspects to take over the business of death? Was this the option God had intended for me?
“You have given me much to think about,” I said. “Is there something I can do for you in thanks?” We were at his destination. A single door waited in front of us.
“Tell me what is behind that door,” he said.
“I have a feeling it is something good,” I responded. “I have taken several of the Fallen to this place when they have died. They were all good people in the mortal world. But really, I just don’t know. I am not God.”
He seemed amused. ‘I am not God’ is a phrase angels use with each other all the time. As he entered the door he said, “I didn’t miss being an angel at all, I would not trade my choice for anything. Good luck with your choice, Death.”
* * * *
As we ran, I contemplated what I had done. The Law of Unintended Consequences, I thought. I had only wanted to be close to Rolfe. All my planning and preparation and I had been shot, attacked by vamps, witches, and zombies. Now I was a fugitive, hunted, in the middle of a war, a power struggle that could have an impact on the entire mortal world.
Does that sound like something God would do? I asked myself.
It did indeed.



Chapter Nineteen
We left Jane at the edge of the woods, got the car and swung back around to pick her up. We didn’t want to take a chance that she would be recognized under the bright lights of the parking lot. As we drove, Jill gave us a lesson in the four P’s—as she called it.
“Population,” she said. “Humans outnumber supes on the order of twenty thousand to one. They resent us because we have the advantage on an individual basis. Technology has been the great equalizer from that standpoint. Give a human a gun and they can kill us. The modern era from a power and political standpoint has been a story of regulating the supernatural population. The path to becoming a vamp has become a mass of red tape and money. Turning a human in the old ways has become illegal with severe consequences. Over the last fifty years the vamp population has decreased on the order of forty percent. All vamps are registered and their movement is tracked. A Kiss the size of Jane’s is unusual, it has taken all her resources just to make sure her vamps have enough blood to survive on. This has limited her in other areas because there is no money left over to invest in other areas or to campaign for more lenient laws.”
“The smallest group is the shifters,” she continued. “Over the same period of time, the shifter population has been cut in half. For James, who has one of the larger packs in America, his main focus as pack Alpha is now to make sure his females can bring a baby to term. His territory is limited in size even then, without the shifter community having resources and jobs outside the pack, there is simply not enough game available for his pack to survive. The pack is prohibited from hunting outside it’s assigned territory, they are registered as well, and turning a human in the old way is punishable by death.”
“Then you have the fae,” she said, sighing. “The world of Faerie has decreased in size along with a decrease in population, for us, it is a matter of genetics. Fae live a long time, a thousand years is not unheard of but for females, it is difficult to become pregnant without an infusion of new blood. The only humans that can safely cross into the world of Faerie are newborns, the magic of Faerie can change them into fae if they cross within three days of birth. The kidnapping of newborns has become almost impossible, humans are now very aware of our difficulties and guard their newborns closely. For any fae caught trying to take a newborn into a portal, the penalty is also death. Fae love to fight, duels to the death are not uncommon and when we had an active and growing population, wars between the Summer and Winter Courts were the norm. Our population is down about thirty percent over the same time frame. I came to an understanding with the Summer Queen about ten years ago that we would both do everything in our power to prevent our two groups from killing each other. Our other efforts are in genetic research. To do that we need resources on this side of the divide, as well as friends in high places. Our business ventures in your world are designed to fund these efforts.”
“The witches are the only group that has maintained a similar population level over the same period of time. Their problem, like ours, is also a genetic one. That little witch girl we met yesterday, the odds that her mother’s human mate is the real father are about ten thousand to one. She either cheated or he agreed for her to have artificial insemination with a male witch donor. Even with two witches the odds of having a child that is a witch are only about one in one hundred. The odds that there would be a male child that is a witch from two witches are even greater, around one in five thousand. Male witches from the union of witch and non witch are virtually impossible. Any male witches, like your FBI agent, are encouraged very strongly to sleep around with as many female witches as possible. The Witch Council encourages this, a lot of their efforts are also in genetic research. The witches are not isolated in groups like the rest of the supernatural community, they are encouraged to blend in with the human population. They also realized early on what was happening and used every means at their disposal to limit human regulation. They are only required to wear a token of identification in public when they reach the age of sixteen, like the pentagram.”
“Leading us to focus on the second ‘P’ here, one of politics and this is also, in my opinion, the reason we are here tonight, fighting for the survival of our respective groups.”
“There has never been a supe on any of the three territory Leadership Councils,” she continued. “All the active mayors have campaigned that they not be allowed to vote or to run for political office but they normally come up short with the required votes. This is the land of opportunity, after all. A few years back a witch named Roger Simpson came up with a potion that would eradicate certain cancers if detected in the early stages. His potion has saved thousands of lives and he became hugely popular, appearing on TV in interviews and on talk shows. He put every penny of profit back into hospitals and research for cures to other illnesses, leading to several promising breakthroughs that have the potential to extend the lives of almost every human on the planet. It was a huge PR win for the witches. Last year he announced that he would be running for mayor of the Southern territory in next year’s election. My sources tell me he actually has a chance.”
She paused, “My gut is telling me that the so called vamp crime wave, the kidnapping and killing of humans, is a set up intended to turn public opinion against all supernaturals and keep our current mayor in power. And speaking of power, he has recruited not only humans but enough supes to make this set up seem real. Most likely with promises of power and influence in return for cooperation. My traitor would be a perfect candidate for recruitment. All he cares about is power. The only group not having a betrayer is the Pack and it is very difficult to turn a pack member, someone whose instinct is to protect the pack at all cost.”
“Then we come to the last ‘P’,” she added. “The press. The Mayor is using his contacts in the press to wage a hate campaign and other than the Witch Council, few supe leaders have many friends among the press to fight such a campaign. We are going to need someone in the press on our side if we are going to succeed. If we kill everybody, it will just be as gasoline to the flames of hatred. Our goal is to capture the fae alive and get him to talk. We have to get the story out there and keep him out of the hands of the authorities while we are doing so. Let’s hope they don’t deal with him the same way they did that vamp in jail, otherwise we will need documented proof of the conspiracy. He’s smart and talented. My bet is he is holding the Mayor to any promises made and staying out of harms way in the meantime. He won’t be easy to get to and we need to take him alive.”
“He has what he calls a little ranch near a portal to Faerie not far from here. I would call it a fortress. I have people guarding the other side so if he is in there, he is not escaping through Faerie. There is only one road in and his place sits well back from it with a guarded gate at the entrance. He’s got a ten-foot-high fence surrounding the place, no trees near the fence and the grounds are patrolled by hellhounds.”
Hellhounds are not really from Hell, but they surely belong there, I thought. One of the creatures from Faerie, used by the fae in their wars, they’re vicious and strong, afraid of nothing. Huge black dogs, with sharp fangs and trained to attack anything their master has not cleared. They would not stop attacking until their target was dead or they were.
“Sounds like fun,” Jane said.
“Yeah,” I agreed. “A good time to be had for everyone.”
We ditched the car about a half mile away and approached the ranch on foot, keeping to the woods and staying out of sight. Alexis had every tree and plant around and within his place cut down. Ten-foot brick walls with only one thick metal gate just as tall, which I could sense was iron, three human guards armed with assault weapons at the gate house. You could see a couple of the hellhounds lounging around the grounds through the bars of the gate just looking for an excuse to tear something to shreds. A large Spanish-style ranch, two more guards with automatic weapons stood at the front door. To the left of the house was what used to be a barn, that was now a guard house of some kind, the roof had been flattened out and on top of it were two mounted machine guns facing front towards the entrance and two more facing the rear. To the right of the house was a six-stall carport. Several military style jeeps and a few dune buggys with mounted weapons, a couple of these could be heard driving around the property. The house set back at least seventy yards form the walls. That was a long stretch to cross, exposed as we would be. And this we could all see just through the bars of the gate, there could be more defenses inside as well. The place was lit up like a Christmas tree, darkness would not be an advantage for us. The guards all had that ex-military look, alert and well trained. Alexis had poured a fortune into his private security.
I looked at Jane, she shrugged and we both looked at Jill. She was the Winter Queen and had fought wars before. I didn’t have a clue.
“I go through the gate in front, you two over the walls in the back corners. I will put a little winter magic to use on my car, a solid block of ice covering the front of it and if I can get it going fast enough it should be enough to crash through those gates. As soon as you hear the crash, you go over the walls. If the car is still moving, I will continue on to crash through the door of the house. I will use some more ice shields on the top and the sides of the car, so I won’t get shot up by the guns. I can probably hold these shields for a minute or two tops, it will be up to you guys to take out the small army in there. The hounds will react to the crash, rushing to the front. I have seen both of you run, and you are faster than they are. By the time they realize the property has been breached from the back corners, Jade you can scale the barn and take out the gunners up there, the ones in the back will probably turn around at the crash even as trained as they may be. You should have a least a few seconds before they turn back around to monitor their side. You simply man the machine guns and kill the guards and hellhounds on the ground. Jane you rip of the bars off one of the windows in the back and go after Alexis. I will hold the front door against the guards, I might be lucky there as I don’t know they will be shooting indiscriminately with their boss in the house.”
Jane looked at me this time, and this time I shrugged. We both looked at Jill.
“Look,” she said. “The key to a plan like this is confidence. Jane, you are the most powerful vamp in the territory, maybe even the country and Jade, from what I hear you might be one of the most powerful of whatever you are. You’re certainly not going to let a few humans and a puppy or two slow you down.”
“Sure,” I said. “I’m all over this thing.”
“Piece of cake,” Jane agreed.
Jill gave me her second dagger, she had two taped under her sweatshirt. “No fae lady goes into battle without a dagger,” she said. “For this that we do together you are fae.”



Chapter Twenty
Jill went back for the car. Jane and I stood there together for a moment, shoulders touching. Then she squeezed my hand and was gone, heading for the right back corner of the property.
I was really impressed with Jill. She was used to this, making plans and giving orders. Her confidence was infectious. She had a reputation and I had no doubt it was deserved. Now, just to execute the plan.
I had moved to my assigned spot and was ready. Reaching the ledge of a ten foot wall for a powerful vamp or shifter was really not difficult at all. I was more concerned with the leap to the ledge of the barn, it had to be at least seventeen feet to the top where the guards were located. I just didn’t have the experience to know for sure if I could pull it off. I was muttering, “Piece of cake,” over and over to myself when the crash came.
Three quick steps, a leap and my feet were on top of the wall then over and I was streaking for the barn, a blur, as fast as I could move. I saw that a few of the hounds had started towards the front already and one must have heard me because he was in the process of turning around. No matter, I thought, as I made my leap up to the back corner of the barn. I had to grab the ledge and flip myself up and over with my arms. No problem, I had made it with at least an inch to spare. By this time, the guards in the front corners were firing their guns and none of the guards heard me. The one closest to me started to turn around and I broke his neck with a swipe of my left hand, pivoting and quick stepping to the other guard putting my dagger under his chin through the brain with the tip showing through the top of his skull. Nice dagger, very sharp, one of the Queen’s own.
I was halfway to the guard mounting the gun on that front corner when the guard on the other side noticed me. They had stopped firing and the guard had been turning to other guard to say something. I hoped this meant that Jill had made the front door and that Jane had achieved her entry as well. Two more strides and I had reached the guard on my side. He had just started to stand up, realizing there was something behind him. I grabbed his neck and twisted, hearing a satisfying crack. Unfortunately, the other guard had drawn his hand gun and started firing at me, shooting through his buddy, who I was holding in front of me as a shield. I had hoped he was wearing body armor but no such luck as one of the bullets got through to my upper right chest. More silver, I could tell, stuck inside one of my lungs. I was so tired of getting shot. My dagger throw took that guard between the eyes, tip emerging on the other side of his head. Perfect balance, I was so not leaving this dagger behind.
I took another bullet, this time in my thigh, almost lost my footing from that one, it had to have hit my thigh bone, leaving splinters of bone spread out inside me, but at least this bullet passed on through me. Another took off part of my right ear as I begin firing downward with the machine gun, switching to the gun on the other side as I finished the clip, not taking the time to look for another. The open area worked against the guards as the Winter Queen intended. A couple had tried for the front door and I saw one fall back, breaking into pieces of ice and flesh as he fell back in the yard. None of the others tried the door in the few seconds they had remaining. The guards were dead by the time I finished the clip on that one, walking back to one of the others on the back side, ripping it off it’s mounting and firing holding it in my arms as I picked off the hounds. I had to use the last machine gun to finish them off, most required several shots to put them down, even with silver bullets. My arm was not moving quite right and my aim was starting to be off, somewhere in the exchange of bullets I had taken another hit, this time to my collar bone. That one really started hurting as I moved.
Jill came out of the house followed by Jane, with the traitorous fae draped over her shoulder. The car must have seen it’s last usefulness because they were heading for the jeeps under the carport. There was not a mark on either one of them. Somehow I think I had gotten the raw end of this one. The jump down was painful. I made it then collapsed on my butt, holding the Queen’s dagger in my left hand.
“I am so glad I am getting my dagger back,” Jill said, pulling the Jeep up beside me.
“Piece of cake,” I said.



Chapter Twenty-One
I woke up at dawn. Jane was next to me, nude, a natural redhead for sure, and the freckles were everywhere I noticed, admiringly. I was naked as well, and feeling no pain whatsoever. I felt a little tipsy actually, now remembering that I didn’t really remember much after Jill picked me up at that place with guns and dead bodies. I had felt Death, the new primary aspect of Death, swoop in as I left the building so to speak. That was about the only thing I remembered, although I did remember a dream of drinking blood and doing a few other things. Jane was dead to the world, the sun was up, and she was sleeping soundly. I knew it would be hard to wake her from such a sleep. She had a now-fading bite mark on her neck and one on her left breast.
My clothes were in a corner of the bedroom at Tanglewood. They were a bloody, holy, smelly mess. I didn’t have anything else to wear and I was so not going to swipe Jane’s clothes. I should not be hung up on nudity, I told myself, I was a shifter, I just loved wearing things. I tried to remember how the shifter girls at Emily’s change had handled this no clothes thing in front of people and did my best to copy that attitude.
Jill was in the living room, watching the news. There were several empty bottles of wine here and there in the room and I could smell the coffee brewing. She must have heard me get up and made a pot.
“Good morning, Jade,” she said. “You look lovely, and completely healed. And that without even a shift change, very impressive.”
“You got any clothes?” I asked.
“No, but Diocletus is bringing some. I managed to contact your Queen last night and she is sending Diocletus over with a few items she thinks we may need, along with a change or two of clothes for all of us. Jane spoke to her crew last night too, they anticipate getting here with the RVs this afternoon sometime. They are bringing supplies, bottled blood, weapons and clothes as well.”
“Did we have a party?” I asked, indicating the wine bottles, now unfortunately empty.
“You had lost quite a bit of blood by the time we made it back,” she said. “ I carried Alexis and Jane carried you. I am afraid I slowed her down a good bit. She broke into the winery and swiped five bottles, she thought it would help you recover but you really wanted blood, even after four bottles of red wine. She said it meant something that she gave you back the blood you had given her on the same night, some kind of vamp thing. I did offer but you only had eyes for Jane.”
“It’s starting to come back to me,” I said. It was but I was going to avoid thinking about it for now.”So, there is a fifth bottle of wine still here?”
“I had a few sips, but most of it is still in the fridge,” she responded.
It took me about half a second to cross the room to the kitchen area and pull out the bottle of wine. “Yummy,” I said as I plopped down into one of the leather recliners and started drinking it down, no glass required. I was trying to time it so the wine would last me until the coffee finished brewing. It almost hurt my head to think about it.
“Where’s the little traitor fae?” I asked.
“Trussed up in the other bedroom,” Jill replied. “I think he peed his pants this morning, no way am I taking him to the bathroom. I slept on the couch, a little small but not a problem.”
“If he does something else, I’ll just dump him in the Yadkin river to clean him off” I answered. “Or maybe Diocletus can take care of him when he gets here.” I had heard him coming, and the smell was definitely him. There was a knock on the door just as I said “here,” and I giggled. For some reason I thought that was pretty damn funny. “Don’t get up,” I insisted. “I’ve got this. Piece of cake.”
Fae are not as open with nudity as shifters or witches are, they are quite prudish in some respects. The look on Diocletus’ face when I threw the door open and dragged him inside was priceless. Two teenage boys were walking by on the trail in front of our cabin, stopped, staring. I took a moment to step outside and wave before going back in, still giggling. I had made somebody’s day, yet again.
“I hope you brought some clothes for Jade,” the Winter Queen said. Diocletus was in mid bow, it had taken him a moment to decide which one of us was Jill. He probably decided she wouldn’t be walking around naked and waving at teenagers.
“Ooops,” I said, remembering the large antiquated-looking suitcase Diocletus must have set down beside the door before knocking.
“I’ve still got this,” I said, opening the door again and grabbing the suitcase. The two boys were still standing there, looking stunned.
Jill led me back to the bedroom to put some clothes on, leaving Diocletus where he was.
“Watch the news for any updates on our adventure last night,” she told him, closing the bedroom door.
A hot shower and a change of clothes felt great. Jill had a matching set, we were continuing with the twins theme as students at the local college. Faded jeans, ones with holes premade here and there. White Nikes, and a ‘Get Your Eyes Checked, You’re Seeing Double’ pair of T-shirts. Jill was continuing with the ‘avoid-suspicion-by-drawing-attention’ strategy.
The coffee helped clear my head. I was learning that a loss of blood vamped me out and four bottles of wine followed by some blood got my system pretty much tipsy. Some of the events of the night still weren’t real clear to me but I did remember enough to know that Jane and I had gotten up close and personal. I was still avoiding thinking about that too much. I had never had a lover before. I simply didn’t know what I was supposed to do or how I was supposed to act. The shifters have a saying, ‘play it by nose instead of ear, depending on which way the wind is blowing.’ I was going to do that.
The news was full of spin and misinformation. It was being played as a combined vamp and shifter attack on a prominent businessman at his horse ranch. Pictures were shown of the crashed in gate at the entrance to the compound, pictures of several dead horses with their throats ripped out, and a picture of the man I had seen falling back out of the front door of the house, frozen and breaking into chunks. He had melted, it seems. It looked like he had been torn apart limb by limb. It was shocking and gruesome. The cops evidently had a witness, supposedly a cook that had hidden in the pantry. She indicated that a large group of vamps working together with huge wolves had attacked the ranch, killing all the farm hands and the owner. The police released a taped interview with her—her description of the carnage was convincing. No mention was made that the owner was fae. The interviews and pictures were shown on all the national news channels and most of the local ones.
Only one station showed a report that seemed to challenge the authorities. They showed a Google satellite image of the compound, taken a few months ago. It wasn’t very clear, but there were no horses and it looked like you could make out the machine guns mounted on the roof of the former barn. The reporter had managed to grab an interview with the fae FBI agent we had met at my place, Randi, who complained that the FBI had been denied access to the crime scene, as well as the witness. The Mayor’s office released a statement that they would not share any further information with any law enforcement agency that allowed supes to take part in an ongoing investigation against supes.
“That is the reporter we will contact,” Jill said.
We had to start fighting back in the press. Diocletus was the Summer Queen’s negotiator and had gone into the other bedroom to make a deal with Alexis, the traitor fae.
I was hoping for a little torture but Jill explained to me that Alexis knew he had us over a barrel.
“We can kill him, and we could make that very painful,” she said. “Or he can cut a deal that he keeps his life and maybe some of his status, under certain conditions, the main one being that he cooperate and spill the beans. We are all about making deals. He knows that I won’t allow him to set foot again on my land, this is why your Queen sent her negotiator. He will make a deal with him and the Summer Queen on that part, and I will try not to grow impatient and go in there and turn him into an ice sculpture. He is going to get one chance, if he breaks any terms of the deal it will include the consequences, and there will be no future option of further deals.”
The fae always make deals, they especially love written contracts, and trying to find ways to keep to the terms of a contract but also use it to their advantage.
“Diocletus has a century of experience in this,” Jill added. “There will be no loopholes. I have authorized him to negotiate on my behalf. He will sign as the Summer Queen’s negotiator and I will sign my part as well.”
As we waited, we continued to watch the news, flipping from one channel to the other. What could only be described as a vigilante squad had found a few vamp hideouts and burned them and any vamps within down to the ground just after sunrise this morning. One of the members of the Leadership Council was calling on the National Guard to go into Pack territory and hunt the murderous shifters down that had killed that businessman.
The National Guard had doubled troops around the territory and moved in some armored vehicles, they were now patrolling not only the roads going in and out of Pack territory, but also the woods as well, saying some of the shifters must have moved in and out of the area in animal form, avoiding the roads. Any wolves or other suspicious animals seen leaving the borders would be shot.
That same reporter had managed to reach the pack Alpha, James, by phone. He of course, denied that the Pack had anything to do with the attack. “For heaven’s sake, why?” he had asked. “What possible reason would we have to do such a thing?”
“Why, indeed?” the reporter had responded.
Finally, a journalist with some common sense, I thought. She was a good choice for us.
While we waited for the negotiations to be completed, we planned our strategy. Jill felt confident we could get that reporter to do an interview, she had a contact at the station, a halfling that would pass one of our cell phone numbers to the reporter. It was just a matter of finding a safe place to do the interview. Tonight, I would attend a charity event that would also have the witch that was running against the Mayor in attendance, we needed to fight back on the political front as well and he needed to know the truth of what was going on.
Jane’s trusted people would be here this afternoon in a series of RVs driven by human servants. Jill felt it would be important that tonight Jane make contact with the other two masters in the city so we could coordinate our efforts. She would also need to contact the head of the UP Union, their business was suffering at this point and they were being watched to make sure they were not providing blood to the vamps. The RVs were bringing a stockpile of bottled blood but something would need to be arranged on a long term basis.
The biggest area of concern was the shifters. If the National Guard went in to Pack territory to hunt them down it was going to be a disaster. Jill felt she would be able to glamour her way in past the lines tonight. The Pack needed an exit strategy as a fight right now would be a PR nightmare for all supes. It was important that we coordinate with James on this. I hoped that Rolfe was there and that he was okay.
Then there was the matter of transportation. The twin Accura we had here would have to remain, Jill felt confident they would not trace the one we had left at the traitor’s compound to her, but it was such an unusual car that driving one like it was likely to result in us getting pulled over. With the three of us going in different directions tonight we would need several vehicles. We would call some rental places and have some of Jane’s human servants bring them to us.
All this planning sounded complicated to me, and I asked Jill about the Mayor and the Police Captain.
“We know they are involved, and possibly a few members of the Leadership Council,” she replied. “Probably the Chief of Police as well and who knows who else in Law Enforcement. Even if we knew for certain everyone who was involved, it is just not a good strategy to go out and kill them all.” She paused, thinking. “War is not just won on the field of battle,” she said. “On this side of the divide, as well as in Faerie it works the same way. It’s not just a matter of the good guys killing the bad guys. What happens then a lot of times is that the good guys are then perceived as the bad guys. You have to have all bases covered so the public understands that you really are the good guys. These people we are fighting probably think they are the good guys in all of this. They think all supes are evil and feel justified in doing whatever it takes to eliminate us as having any influence here. I am sure genocide is something they would love to see happen but they realize that is probably not going to occur, at least at this point. Believe me, they have a long term strategy for this.”
“Just give me a shot at the Mayor,” I replied.
“Look,” she said, “you are a fighter, a soldier, a very fine weapon in the hands of any war general. This is why I chose you for the most difficult part of our assault on the compound. I knew it had to be done for Jane and I to have a chance of completing our assignments. We could not have done what you did.”
It was true. As the Angel of Death, I carried out my assignment perfectly. God had given me the power to do so. Occasionally, when an angel from either side contested with me on the disposition of a soul, we had fought and I had won. I spent a lot of time training for that. Angels, like the fae, fought with bladed weapons, even my scythe was feared among angels, none but Death had ever trained in its use. If they contested with me on the metaphysical side, my power always prevailed as well. When angels fight they manifest in the mortal realm, their magical blades able to kill each other. It was very rare to ever see a real battle between numbers of angels, usually it was one against one. Sometimes angels tried to manifest and interfere with people in the mortal realm resulting in a fight between opposing angels. I was not involved in that part of things, I had a different job to do.
The only thing I really missed about being the Angel of Death was the training. Numerous upper tier angels liked to train with me and I with them. It was about the only interaction I had with my own kind. In the mortal world, the weapon of choice was now guns. I hated guns and I suspected most angels felt this way. It wasn’t really fighting, it was so impersonal. If an angel ever came up with a magical gun that was capable of killing another angel, they would probably be mobbed. I envied the fae for this, guns did not work in Faerie.
Diocletus came out of the bedroom. “An agreement has been reached,” he announced.



Chapter Twenty Two
“I was working for the Mayor,” Alexis said. “I was a spy for him, giving him information on trade between Faerie and your world. The plan was for me to take over exclusive rights to that trade once the dust settled and split the profits with him.”
You could see the reporter, a short, very pretty brunette, was loving this. An exclusive story implicating the Mayor, the man in charge of the entire Southern Territory. Her name was Eve Jones and she and her camera guy had met us at a reception hall Jill had rented for the day.
“What do you know about the vamp murders and kidnappings?” she asked.
“He had a few vamps working for him as well,” Alexis responded. “They would kidnap some humans and I would use my glamour to lure vamps not in on the plan into drinking their blood and killing them. He had some thugs, contacts in certain criminal elements in the territory that he used to dispose of them.”
“And the attempted murder of the two primary police detectives on the case?” she asked.
“The Mayor felt that Rolfe and Smith were getting too close to exposing things. With the capture of three of the vamps he was offering a contract to anyone that would eliminate them and provided those that were interested with their whereabouts. For my part, I was promised an appointment as Treasurer of the Southern Territory. He isn’t real happy with the lady he has in that spot now. She is too much by the book. Their Captain had told me where to go and what to do to draw them there. I almost succeeded.”
The little twerp sounds almost disappointed, I thought. I sure hoped that one day down the road I had an opportunity to beat him to a pulp. Those bullets had hurt and he had killed two other officers.
Jill was seated next to him and for the interview she had dropped the glamour that made her appear as my twin. Snow white, billowing hair, regal features, tall and proud, she looked every bit the Winter Queen, cold and powerful in her position.
Eve turned to her and asked her what she had found out about the conspiracy.
“This fae sitting next to me is the owner of what the authorities are calling a horse ranch that was supposedly killed by some wild pack of wolves and vamps last night,” she responded. “I have here his ownership papers and pictures of the property in question. This is no horse ranch.”
“I have also provided his written affidavit and other documents detailing names dates and payments as well has his contacts and his involvement in this matter. Under the circumstances, we have not given this to the local authorities, they simply can’t be trusted. I have, however provided a copy of this file to the FBI. I hope that they will take this matter seriously and investigate what is quite obviously a conspiracy involving murder, kidnapping, and bribery among other things.”
“What do you hope to accomplish with this?” Eve asked.
“For over forty years, both the Summer and Winter realms of Faerie have worked tirelessly to repair damage caused by the conflict between us back in the seventies. We hope that these efforts can continue. Both the human world and the lands of Faerie can benefit by peace and trade. There are certain elements within your government that simply do not want to see this happen. Alexis will be dealt with by the Summer Queen under the terms of our treaty with your country. I assure you he will never set foot in your world again.”
Jill, as Winter Queen, was an expert at telling the truth without telling everything. Most humans knew that she should be telling the truth here, it was part of what being a Queen of Faerie was. I knew she had hired a delivery service to get the copies of those documents to Randi, the FBI fae on the case, before this report aired on the local news this evening at six p.m.. That was only a little more than an hour away.
As the interview concluded, I had a chance to talk to Eve. I asked her if she would be attending the charity event tonight where the witch running against the Mayor in next year’s election. Roger Simpson, would be in attendance hoping to raise money for research into curing Alzheimer’s.
“You bet,” she said. “After this interview airs tonight, rest assured that he will want to talk to me.”
“I will want to talk to him as well,” I replied. She knew who I was the Winter Queen had introduced me as Jade, Rolfe’s partner on the case.
“I can’t make any guarantees,” she replied. “With what has happened the last few days, security around him is going to be huge. But if I tell him who you are, if we have the chance of not being overheard, I am sure he will want to talk to you.”
“I have some ideas as well to get his attention,” I replied. I did indeed, I was finally going to let my witch out for a night. I just needed, as usual, something nice to wear.
* * * *
Jill lent me her magic card and I rented a limo for the evening and called Mister Jones. As I had hoped both he and his daughter would be happy to provide me with some nice clothes to wear to the charity event. I had become more than just a customer to them, I think they enjoyed helping me in my little adventures.
I picked them up on the street corner near their shop. He had a large garment bag and she was carrying some other bags and they got in the back of the limo with me. I really missed not having Sarah around to help me get dressed for these things. I hoped that she was okay.
I had told them I was looking for the formal witch look. I knew that they would come through for me. I told the limo driver to just drive around for a while and I changed clothes in the back. The outfit was perfect, a long floor length silky dress, V-neck cut down to my navel, black two-inch heels, a beautiful black pearl necklace and black onyx earrings made in the shape of a pentagram. As Mister Jones’ daughter helped me change, I began to let my witch out and started the process of changing from my college student look. They had seen this before and were not surprised. I think they got a kick out of seeing me change to match their various outfits.
I ended up pretty close to my original look as Smith. I lost the blonde hair and it was now back to my short midnight black straight and silky hair. My complexion went from outdoors tan to the slightly olive tone I was used to, and I kept the well-toned athletic look but just a tad more on the classic style side. It looked like I worked out on a regular basis rather than being a member of the tennis team. A beautiful wide white belt completed the outfit, showing off my narrow but not too skinny waist and emphasizing the curves to my hips. As usual I was pleased with what they had come up with at a moments notice, Jones had my measurements memorized by now and if he had made some last minute adjustments to the outfit, I could not tell. It fit everywhere.
They had given me a small matching handbag made of the same material as the dress and I switched a few things from my backpack into the small purse. I had a big wad of cash in there that I had taken from my warehouse that simply would not fit, so I gave them half of it as payment, it was easily three times the cost of the outfit but at this point I didn’t care. I told them to consider it a tip and it pleased me to give it to them. We let them out in front of their small shop and I told the driver to find me somewhere close by that I could get a good thick steak but also had a TV, I didn’t want to miss the local news.
He took me to the Angus Barn of Old Salem, they had a small bar upstairs for people who wanted to smoke and watch the game on TV. They had a cigar room, you could also eat at the bar, and they had wine, lots of wine, he assured me. I gave him a hundred dollar bill and told him to meet me back there at eight p.m.. I was going to enjoy a nice thick steak and some wine. As I walked upstairs, cursing the human who had invented high heels, I really started to notice the witch in me starting to feel the freedom I had allowed her. Most of the time, I kept her buried beneath my other forms and she was starting to enjoy being in charge.
ESPN simply would not do, I thought as I approached the bar and the TV simply changed to the local affiliate, the one that should be showing the interview Eve had recorded just an hour or so earlier. I sure hoped her news director was going to let it air, it was very important to the Winter Queen’s plan. Andy and Barney were now showing instead of the sports channel, the news had not yet come on.
The bartender was friendly, he glanced at the TV and then looked at me as I sat down, there were a few people sitting up there smoking cigars and having a drink, but it was still early and I was the only one at the bar. My earrings and my outfit screamed witch.
“Nice tattoo,” he said, I looked at my arm and in the same place where the little dragon had been when I went to London Jane’s party, was now a pentagram tattoo, perfectly formed. Looking at the TV again and smiling he asked, “Your doing?”
“Maybe so,” I said, smiling as he pushed buttons on the remote, to no avail.
“Mayberry will just have to do,” he replied, setting the remote back down on the bar.
I asked him for a menu and a wine list and selected the porterhouse for two, medium rare, seared on the outside and pink on the inside. They had a wine list, boy did they ever have a wine list, eighty-six pages long. They had a wine cellar in this place, and a large selection of foreign and domestic reds, some of them quite expensive. I had both a magic card and plenty of cash and I was in heaven as I sampled my first selection, fantastic. This place was going on my list of favorites and the limo driver was going to get another tip.
I was surprised that the reaction to me as an obvious witch was not stronger, recalling what had happened at the Japanese steakhouse. I even had a couple of older gentlemen approach me asking if they could buy me a drink. The bartender was so open and friendly, I asked him flat out about it. He said it was probably due to a different clientele, the patrons here were not as easily fooled by the propaganda going on with the authorities. Many suspected there was more going on behind the scenes and most realized there was no point in the supes of the city making things worse for themselves. It pleased me to hear that, we might actually have a chance if the more influential set in Winston believed there was some funny business going on.
“Stay tuned,” I said. “There is an interview coming on in a few minutes on the local news you might be interested in.” I ordered another bottle of wine, I was going to try a couple of the more expensive ones even if I didn’t drink the whole bottle, the first was fabulous.
We chatted, it was a week night and still a bit early for dinner, most normally used the room to grab a quick smoke or if they had to wait for a table, and we still had the bar to ourselves. The news came on and the interview was the lead story with several minutes of additional commentary and background footage following. The bartender’s name was Michael, I had introduced myself as Joan.
“What did you think of that?” I asked, digging into the very large steak that had arrived while the interview was playing.
“I am not surprised,” he responded. “Things will escalate from here, I think. The Mayor will counter with some BS, I am sure. By the way, he added, that picture they showed of Jade, dancing with the vampire, she has your face, she could be your sister. Of course, she’s a vampire and you are a witch.”
“There certainly is a strong resemblance,” I said, smiling. Bartenders are very observant as a general rule. This one was no exception. “Tell me about the little girl whose picture you have on your tip jar,” I asked, changing the subject.
“That’s my daughter,” he replied. “Her name is Bella, she needs a transplant and she means the world to me. Those that ask tip better than those that don’t and all my tip money is going into a savings we started to pay for her transplant. Without it, she will not live much longer.”
I had finished my steak, every bite, and ordered one more bottle of wine, I was not going to drink it all but I couldn’t resist trying one more. There was a man in the corner smoking a cigar, the smell of that cigar was wonderful. My beast was demanding I try one, I had never smoked anything before. I asked Michael to get me one of those as I enjoyed a glass from my latest bottle of wine and we continued to chat, he was telling me about his daughter’s struggle and her courage.
The cigar was awesome. It took me fifteen minutes to finish it, the smell and the flavor were fantastic. My beast was pleased to no end. Michael was amused but he told me I was not the first lady up there that had tried one. It was becoming more acceptable for women, he said.
It was time to go, my limo would be waiting outside and I had a mission tonight. I would be back to talk to Michael again, I promised, handing him most of the other half of that wad of money I had stuffed in my handbag as a tip.
“For Bella,” I said. There was probably upwards of twenty thousand in hundred dollar bills in that pile. He didn’t count it, but he knew it was a ton of money. He came around the bar and gave me a hug. I prayed the rest of my night would go as well as dinner had.



Chapter Twenty-Three
I thanked the limo driver with a couple more hundred dollar bills, telling him what a great experience I had at the Angus Barn, and that I would not be needing him any further that night. He dropped me off at the place they were having the charity event, what looked like an old plantation house, renovated and modernized. Either Jane or Jill would pick me up after their missions, we had each one of the non traceable cell phones I had picked up from storage and they would call me when they were done.
As I entered the house, I let my full power as a witch surface. As Death, I had more magic than other angels, it was needed for my job. When I had split my primary aspect away from my secondary and other aspects, I had taken half the magic with me. As I promoted my secondary aspect, training him to become primary, the magic that we had separated, gradually grew back to the original amount in each of our separate entities. It was a long process, accomplished over several decades of planning and training.
I had never trained as a witch but over many centuries had observed the use of magic, sensing the feel and nature of the spell rather than learning the spell itself. I knew there were other witches present inside. Witches can certainly sense magic in another person, as had happened at the Japanese steakhouse we had attended with the family that had mother and daughter as witch. I had wondered at the time how my magic, even buried, had been viewed, now I was letting the cat out of the bag. There were other witches in the house I sensed as I approached. That would make sense as Roger Simpson was a witch himself, trying to become the first supe mayor of one of the three territories.
I wanted to get his attention by having my light shine brightly, so to speak, getting him curious about my obvious power as a witch. I had no doubt that my magic was stronger than any witch on the planet. He would not be able to miss it, even from across the room.
As I entered, I noticed the other witches that I had sensed, about a dozen had already been staring at the doorway, sensing me coming. The look on their faces, I thought, shock and awe time, my witch was reveling in her power and the attention she was getting. I knew what Roger looked like, he was across the room, schmoozing with the rich and generous, hoping for some nice donations to his cause. He had paused and partially turned my way, looking as if he had been in the middle of a conversation, now forgotten.
He completed the turn and started to take a step in my direction but was gently held back by a couple of female witch bodyguards. They wanted him to play it smart, not knowing if I was a danger to him. Smart yes, I thought, but they are probably jealous as well. Witch bitches, I cursed to myself and one of the champagne glasses one of the waiters was carrying on a tray popped, spilling its contents.
Got to watch my attitude, I mused, striding into the room pretending nothing unusual was going on. It was a large space, evidently designed as a dining and meeting hall for such high-society events. There would be only a hundred invitees, I knew. I had shown my magic card as my invitation but still, I knew I was not on the list and was taking a big risk. As I scanned the room, I noticed one other man I recognized, one of the Fallen, like me. I had been following him as Death because of my interest in the Fallen. He was a pretty common angel, but a good one—one of the nudgers, an angel who tries to nudge mortals onto the right path. I was not the only angel that had been shocked at his sudden choice.
He had noticed the attention that the witches in the room had given me as I entered. Now, they were avoiding me like a plague. As I advanced in the room, they would unobtrusively slide in another direction. This is not going according to plan, I thought. Maybe I had overdone the getting attention part of things. No going back now, I thought, heading towards the fallen one, a man trained as an angel to observe and gauge mortal actions. As with most of the angels who have made a choice, his nature was human. I was only the second one that had fallen as a supe.
He did not know what I was or who I had been. I still wanted to talk with him. If nothing else, I hoped, I would be able to ask him some of the questions I would have asked him eventually if I had remained the Angel of Death.
I introduced myself as Joan and he introduced himself as John Doerty, I knew that was branched off from John Doe. He had pretended amnesia when he had fallen to the mortal realm, as had others before him.
He was drinking scotch when I asked him if the bar had any red wine, he led me over there and ordered up a glass for me. We wandered into a quiet area of the room, chatting about the weather. I could tell his curiosity was up.
“That was an interesting reaction when you came into the room, Joan,” he said. “I would guess maybe Roger’s ex wife or girlfriend or some political or witch rival but I have known Roger a few years and I don’t recognize you.”
“I showed too much of my power,” I replied, deciding on the truth with this angel, at least as much truth as I could give him. “They are now officially scared,” I continued. “They will probably have security escort me out at any moment. I really misjudged this one.”
“We can’t always know how people are going to react to things,” he said. “I have been a student of human behavior for some time, choosing the field of psychology as my life’s work, and I am constantly irritated by how often I still get things wrong. If you misjudged, you will just have to make adjustments.”
“I am not God,” I replied. “Even an angel trained in the art of nudging someone on the right path can make mistakes.”
He paused for several moments, knowing that I knew who and what he once was while drinking the last of his scotch. “How did you know?” he asked. “I have never seen one of the fallen become a witch before.”
“I became interested in you when you made your choice,” I replied. “I am not the first to fall as a supernatural, although it is very rare.”
“Who were you?” he asked me.
“The Angel of Death,” I responded. He had been one of the very few angels I had actually had a conversation with. Once, he had stood by as I collected a soul of a human he had been helping, not challenging what my choice of the disposition of that soul would be, but instead, trying to convince me to make a choice of a better place for that soul. “Your choice as a career here was a good one, you have become a fine psychologist.” It was true, he had risen to prominence in his field and had become both professionally and financially successful.
“Wow,” he said. “This is a story I have got to hear.”
“A story for another day, perhaps,” I replied. “Perhaps I could call you and we can have lunch together. It would be nice to have a friend that has gone through a similar change.” I had seen Evelyn entering the room, seeing me and heading straight towards Roger. “Let me ask you, is there is anything you miss, anything you regret about your choice?” It was the same question I had asked many of the fallen when they had passed on.
“Nothing,” he said. “You?”
“It’s been an interesting week, to say the least,” I replied. “I may have to hire you on a professional basis just to help me deal with everything that has happened. Stay with me here for awhile, maybe introduce me to some of your friends. If you are a friend of Roger, that is probably the only reason they haven’t kicked me out. I wasn’t invited to this event, I crashed using some magic.”
“No worries,” he said, smiling. “You are here as my escort now. Tell me why you need to talk to Roger.”
“My real name is Jade Smith,” I responded. “You know, the fugitive from justice, bad cop turned human hater?”
He had been surprised at the news that I had been the Angel of Death, for this one, he was just amused.
“Of course!” he exclaimed. “Who else could you be now? I have to admit, I have been a bit under the weather lately and I thought about not coming tonight. I am sure glad I decided to come. Stick with me, Joan, and I will still call you Joan, at least for now. Let’s meet and greet some of these fine people.”
I followed him around like a little puppy dog, meeting and greeting. He introduced me as Joan Smith. I think using my real last name gave him pleasure or like the Winter Queen, he knew the value of this type of thing, almost hiding something by drawing attention to it. As we made the rounds, I kept an eye on Evelyn. She had convinced Roger Simpson to do a quick interview, as they left together, the two witch bitches standing outside a small meeting room door, guarding as he talked to our reporter behind closed doors. I was certain that he was well aware of what news she had aired tonight, even if he had not seen it.
Most of the people I met really impressed me, even the witches. They seemed genuinely concerned about the charity and research into finding cures, and excited about being able to help Roger with his efforts. I think Roger had invited people based not only on their financial resources but also for their compassion and generosity. Even the witches I met seemed pleasant, no longer acting so standoffish, it had been a stroke of luck that John had been here tonight. They all liked John, if I was with him, I must be okay. A few did seem a bit hesitant to shake my hand, afraid that I might burn them or something. Some asked about what I did or where I was from. I generally distracted them by telling them I was working on a special project involving the special health concerns of the supernatural community and hoped that I could convince Roger to join in the effort.
Evelyn and Roger came out of the door after about fifteen minutes and he announced to the crowd that we would be heading over to another room to watch a video presentation he had prepared. Chorus of groans on that one. “I will join you shortly after that,” he said. “My interview with Evelyn here went a little longer than expected and I want to look over my notes before I give you my speech.” This was followed my a few cheers. “After which I will be asking you to pull out your checkbooks.” More groans followed.
As the staff led the people out of the main hall he asked John if he and his friend could talk with him for a few minutes first. I could tell his two little witch bitches were not happy with that, one hissing to him that I was dangerous and an unknown risk he need not be taking. I simply smiled at them and let my fangs drop a bit, getting a similar reaction from them as Sarah had when I had done this to her. They actually took a half step back. Scaredy cat witches, I thought. Roger knew who I was. Evelyn had told him per our agreement and he was not surprised. John looked like he was about to burst out laughing. What fun, I thought as John and I followed him into the small meeting room he had used for the interview with Evelyn, the two witches left guarding the closed door, yet again.
“Roger,” John said as we seated ourselves at the small conference table, “I want you to know that this lady is someone I knew before my memory loss, I would trust her with my life.”
I bet he could trust me with his death and I could guess that was the word he wanted to use instead.
“She is Jade Smith,” Roger said. “The cop that they are searching the city for.”
“When I said before,” John responded, “I meant really before as in the same place I was in, before.”
Now, it was my turn to be shocked. John and Roger must be close friends for him to have confided in Roger in this way. Most people would think John had lost his marbles.
“Ah, I see,” he said, turning to me. “Talk to me,” he commanded.
“I am going to give you what the Winter Queen has told me,” I answered. “She is more experienced in these things and can see the long-term side of things better than me. She wanted me to tell you that this is a war, an important one, and that it could have far-reaching negative consequences for both humans and supernaturals. She asked that I inform you that this is more important even than your political career, more important than even if you someday won the election to position of mayor of one of the territories. She wants to know if we can count on you for support, when asked, even at a moments notice. She has a feeling that we will need help from the witches, and very soon. She is asking for you to give your personal support and use any influence with the Witch Council that you may have, if she asks for it.”
It was a lot to ask, I knew. The Winter Queen was making it clear that in her opinion his help would result in damage to his political career and yet she was asking him anyway.
Roger leaned back, looking down at his hands on the table, in thought. After a few moments, he looked up and said, “Yes.”
He was a good man. If he ever ran, after this, I would vote for him. I got his personal cell phone number and gave him the Winter Queen’s. As we left, I got a call from London Jane. She would be by in just a few minutes to pick me up, it was important she said. I gave John a hug, promising to give him a call and shook Roger’s hand telling him to expect a cashier’s check soon drawn on a Swiss account without the donor’s name on it for his charity. It was the least I could do and it would be a sizable donation.
My mission had been successful, with the unexpected help of a former angel. I couldn’t help but wonder again if this was something I was getting help with from above, very high above. I shrugged and told myself, “I am not God.” I would continue doing what I thought was the right thing to do, regardless.
Jane and Jill were waiting outside the door in a rented SUV. They both looked the worse for wear. Jill’s clothes were full of brambles and thorns and she had bits of leaves in her hair, dirt and mud pretty much all over her. Jane looked like she had been in several fights, spots of blood dotted her clothes and there was a cut across her cheek, slowing but still dripping and a big bruise on her shoulder, it looked as if somebody had hit her with a baseball bat.
“They went after me with knives and baseball bats,” she said. She had located the other two masters. Luca was safe and promised his help but could only commit himself and a few others if we needed him, most of his vamps had left the city area or were deeply hidden. Many had been hunted down and killed. “There are vigilante squads hunting vamps all over the city,” Jane said. “I was trying to get to the other vamp master’s hiding spot and they were all over the place, his safe house was in flames. About thirty of them jumped me with knives and clubs, there was one guy with a can of gasoline, he kept trying to douse me with it. I probably killed about a dozen of them but more just kept coming. I was lucky to make it out of there alive.”
“I made it through to the Butler cabin in the dark, through some rough country,” Jill said, giving us her update. “James, Lily, Emily, Markus and Hans are all there, wondering if Jade was going to show up. Rolfe had been there along with your two FBI friends but they had left a few hours before I got there, lured by Rolfe’s Captain to a meeting at the territory border. You are going to have to knock some sense into your partner if you ever see him again,” she continued. “It was of course a trap and they have taken them to Central Prison. James believes that’s where they are running their operation from, the warden is evidently in on this thing as well. The Mayor called James on his cell phone and said he would call back at two am to talk to you, Jade. He said he was concerned for your friends’ health if James was unable to get you to talk to him. Emily believes the Mayor thinks you are in Pack territory, hiding out there as well. James gave me his phone, two am is coming up in about fifteen minutes. Markus wanted me to make sure I told you that he has your dagger safe with him. James is prepared to place the Pack at our disposal.”
I had tears running down my cheeks, I didn’t realize I could get so emotional. Rolfe, Sarah, and Chris all hostages of the Mayor. I would be lucky to see them alive again, they were among my first few friends that I had made. Jane reached over the front seat and handed me some tissues, placing them in my palm and gently squeezing my hand letting me know she was there for me.
It took me a minute, I had to wipe my eyes and blow my nose and gather my thoughts, all I really wanted to do was to go and get my friends back.
“My task went very smoothly this time,” I said, not mentioning I had some help with it. “Roger is in, he has given me his cell phone number and told me to tell you to give him a call if he is needed.” I gave Jill his card, he had written his private cell phone number on the back.
“My guess is that they have a trace set up on James’ cell phone,” Jill said. “They are hoping to pinpoint your exact location and probably use that as an excuse to go into Pack territory. I wanted to make sure you take this call in the city, if we are moving we can ditch the phone as soon as you complete the call. That interview has made them desperate, they want to eliminate all opposition very quickly before we make things even harder for them.”
The phone rang and Jane handed me the cell phone.
“Smith,” the Mayor said. “You are a real pain in the ass. I want you to know I have your partner and your FBI witches with me at Central Prison. They are not doing so well. I don’t expect them to make it after twenty four hours from now. By the way, you are going to burn in hell.”
“I am going to squash you like a bug,” I replied, and hung up the phone.
Jill pulled our SUV up next to a pickup truck in the other lane and I threw the phone in the bed of the pickup, Jill turning left at the next intersection. I felt a little sorry for the guy in the pickup, he was going to have some company shortly. We could already hear some sirens sounding in the distance, heading in the direction we had just left.
We headed for Central Prison instead of going back to Tanglewood. Our time was limited now if we wanted to save my friends, and Jill wanted to see what they had prepared for us. A prison is designed both to keep people out, as well as keeping people in. If we thought the compound we had attacked the previous night was a fortress, seeing this place made that one look like a house of cards. There were close to a hundred cop cars, SWAT team vehicles, and National Guard vehicles in the parking lot. Two armored vehicles were stationed at the gate, guns pointed outwards. Guns at every corner tower, a triple series of electrified fencing with rolls of barbed wire at the top, cops, and Swat, as well as National Guard troops walked the interior perimeter, carrying automatic weapons. Lights and spotlights had the place looking brighter than daylight.
I had rolled down my window, smelling, letting my shifter side tell me if Rolfe was there.
“He’s still alive, I think he is in that small building at the corner of the parking lot, what looks like an administration and visitors facility.” I had difficulty pinpointing much else, witches smell similar to humans and I was not close enough to get a read on their magic.
“Then your FBI witch friends are probably there as well,” Jill said, telling Jane to drive us back to Tanglewood. “I have some ideas” she continued. “We will take some major casualties and the odds are not in our favor, nor is there any guarantee that we can save them, but we can bring this thing to a close tomorrow night, one way or another, using all of our assets in one attack. Let me think about this on the way back and we can discuss my plan when we get back to our cabin.”



Chapter Twenty-Four
It was a good plan, I thought, maybe even brilliant, as we waited in the woods outside the prison. Twenty-three hours had passed since the phone call from the Mayor. It was almost one am. I had slept most of the day, I was well fed, well rested, and impatient to get going. The weather was cooperating, a fine misty rain, humid and muggy. This would work in our favor. Behind me stood two dozen shifters, led by the Pack Alpha, James. Behind them, were the vamps, everyone we could gather for this attack, about sixty strong. On the back side of the prison two shifters waited with a car and a group of three witches. Roger and his two bodyguards had showed up for us. We could not execute the plan without them.
Actually, we can’t execute the plan without any of the pieces, I thought. The Winter Queen had used every available resource and then some. From the back of the prison, the three witches would create a spell of dense fog that would roll over the prison and stay there. Roger said they could hold that spell for around ten minutes, that should be enough for our needs. At that point, two things would happen. The two shifters would start the car, get out, tying the steering wheel down and placing a brick on the accelerator, they would place the car in gear and jump out. The car would crash into the first of the three fences, it would not penetrate but in the fog of confusion it would sound like we were trying to breach the fence at that point.
At the same time, the Winter Queen, acting in concert with the Summer Queen on the other side of the divide would open a portal to Faerie in the little guardhouse next two the two armored vehicles sitting side by side, blocking the entrance, with guns facing outwards. Four of the Summer Queen’s more powerful warriors would enter the gate house through the portal. They were all capable of holding a shield against bullets for at least a few seconds. They might not need it, I hoped, if the fog was thick enough. Two of them would take the closest armored vehicle, killing the guards, and ram it forward into the swinging gates that allowed vehicles in and out of the prison. Opening a new portal to Faerie is an enormous task, Jill had told us that after this effort she would likely collapse from exhaustion and would not be able to help us further. The two shifters in charge of ramming the car in the fence in the back would take her to safety.
The other two fae would back the other vehicle up, straight into the administration building’s door, breaching it, That’s were the shifters came in, me included. We had the best chance of finding the hostages, finding Rolfe by smell would be easy, and that close we should be able to pinpoint the location of Sarah and Chris as well. I would take half the shifters through the front door and James would lead the other half into the second floor windows, the hostages could be in either place. Jill hoped the two pronged entrance would add to the surprise and confusion.
Jane would lead the large group of vamps, their job was to eliminate the guards around the grounds, so when we emerged with the hostages, we would not be riddled with bullets. Both vamps and shifters can maneuver in the dark and fog, it’s a bit harder, but still manageable.
Jill warned us that the guards were likely to be shooting indiscriminately at this point, probably shooting some of ours at the same time they were shooting some of their own. Her casualty estimate was half our force and that is if the plan worked to perfection. The unknown factor was inside the administration building, we didn’t know how many armed guards would be inside, certainly some, and the fog on the grounds would not help us there. We would need to be fast and viscous she said, kill anything and anyone that is not the three we were there for.
I asked her about the Mayor and why he was not a target. “We simply do not have the resources,” she had answered. She did have one more part to her plan. She had been monitoring the news while Jane and I had slept. Evelyn’s story had started to be picked up by the national outlets. The Mayor had first denied it and now was not available for comment, probably because he was waiting for us.
Evelyn had agreed to wait at the same meeting room we had rented before, Roger would give a live interview, as well as the hostages, if we were able to rescue them and they were up to talking. Jane and Jill would both speak as well, and James would be there to speak for the shifters. I hoped all these folks would make it out of this thing alive. Evelyn was planning a live feed with a camera crew and news truck, with many interviews, one after another. Jill felt that this would have a huge impact on public perception, she said she could see the media starting to understand something funny was going on already.
I was sure glad we had the Winter Queen on our side and was thankful to my Queen for asking her to team up with me. I would hate to have to go up against her in a fight. We waited for the fog. I could sense the witches building the magic and could almost see the fog coming at the back of the prison compound. When it reached the front, the Queens would open the portal.
I looked back at Jane, her group of vamps behind us in the woods. ”Piece of cake,” she mouthed silently, and winked. I smiled and blew her a kiss. The fog was halfway across the prison as I turned around. We could hear guards, shouting commands in concern and confusion. Just before the fog reached the front of the prison, a big screeching crash could be heard from the rear of the prison and the shooting started.
Jane had got me started, as I realized I was again muttering, “Piece of cake,” to myself. Almost time to go. I could not wait, I had made a promise to the Mayor and I planned on keeping that promise, as soon as the hostages were secure.
The fog reached the front of the prison. I had sensed fae magic building the last ten yards or so and then a surge of power and I felt a portal open. Four fae emerged from the small gate house, swords in hand, shields sparkling with magic. Diocletus and the Queen’s Blade were among the four. Diocletus and his partner took the first vehicle and the Queen’s Blade, moving at a speed I envied, had reached the second vehicle and killed three guards before I could even blink. Both fae teams achieved their goal, the first smashing through the entrance gate, the second backing in a weave, towards the administration building.
That’s my cue, I thought and we surged forward swarming over the vehicle that was now stuck in the front gates, but open enough that we could still go through three abreast. We moved fast and almost beat the second armored vehicle to the admin door and we were through the front door just a half-second after it crashed inside, pieces of bricks from the building flying off of us as the vehicle smashed not only the door but partially entered the building as well.
I smelled James leading his crew upstairs. I now knew that was where they were holding Sarah and Chris. Rolfe was ahead of me, near the back of the building on the first floor, a dining hall, I could tell by the smell. Bullets were flying at us almost immediately, three guards were behind the reception desk with automatic weapons. I felt three of my group fall, silver rounds, I knew. I took a hit in the gut on the lower left side, a serious hit, but I didn’t slow down. About half of my group had shifted already into huge wolves as we swarmed over the guards ripping them to pieces and heading down the hallway towards the dining hall, I had only four shifters still with me at this point, most had been injured or killed along the way.
Two guards stepped out of the door to the dining hall, firing with machine pistols, running through their entire clip in moments. It was like shooting ducks, I thought.
The hallway was a shooting gallery—something we could not know ahead of time. I was hit probably eight times but I kept going, ripping through and killing the two guards in process of changing clips, bursting through the door, I fell to the floor. I could not move my legs any longer, I must have taken a hit to my spine. I was full of silver, I knew, and I was close to dying, only making it this far through sheer speed and determination. I didn’t feel a thing, still crawling towards Rolfe, they had him chained to one of the dining chairs, in the middle of the hall. All the tables and chairs had been stacked along the walls, the Mayor, my Captain and one guard with an assault weapon were all that were left. I had come so close.
Large windows surrounded three sides of the dining hall, it had been located at the very rear of the building. Through the window I saw Jane drop to the ground from the second floor, Sarah draped over her shoulder, followed by the Queen’s blade, carrying Chris. They had succeeded, I knew. I could sense that both Sarah and Chris were still alive and healthy. I don’t know how the Queen’s Blade had made it upstairs so quickly to help, the man was unbelievable.
Rolfe’s condition was not good. The Captain was still holding the handgun he had shot him with at least five or six times, hollow point silver, to the chest and gut. He had done it to torture him as some sort of punishment, I knew. For being something that they were not. He was full of silver and he was dying as well. Many aspects of Death were out and about, including his primary aspect. I knew he was interested in me, not knowing what I was but sensing something very strange and unusual. I had kept our split from him; he thought he had always been primary. He would want to talk with me when he collected my soul.
When I had fallen, I had my hand stretched out towards Rolfe. He had looked up at me, too hurt to talk, but knowing I had come for him. He was now unconscious and was fading fast. The Angel of Death was in the room, waiting as I had waited many times before.
“Smith,” the Mayor said. “So glad you could join us. I promised that you would burn in Hell and now I get to keep that promise.” He nodded to the guard, who shot out one of the big windows leading to the outside, I could hear a helicopter landing just forty yards away from the building. The Mayor and Captain climbed through the window and the guard turned over a huge barrel of gasoline in the corner, following them outside, but not before throwing the match.
I smiled, my beast was not afraid of a little fire, she loved it and reveled in it. I had modeled my beast after an extinct creature created in Faerie, escaping to the human world through portals they had opened themselves with their own natural magics, eventually being hunted down and killed by a fae army that went after them, they were judged too dangerous to live.
I shifted, growing taller and larger than the room itself, snatching up Rolfe with my front hand, talons fitting around him easily. Twenty tons of scale-covered fire-breathing dragon emerged from the roof of the second floor, pieces of building shedding around me like tissue paper. I had Rolfe safely underneath me so he would not be hurt. I swiveled my head, seeing the Mayor, Captain and guard had turned around in shock. They had made it halfway to the chopper. Shrugging the rest of the building off me I spread my wings and with a great snap that could probably be heard a mile away, flapped them one time, taking a little hop in the air, landing with my back feet on top of the ones trying to escape me. I felt their bones snapping very briefly and their blood and innards oozing out between my toes. I screamed in triumph, sending a stream of fire to the chopper and it burst into flame. 
Squashed like a bug, I thought as I took to the air, seeing Jane had turned around at the edge of the woods, her eyes full of wonder. She would recognize me in any of my forms, I knew it in my gut.
I headed towards Butler cabin, and Emily, she would be Rolfe’s only chance of living, he was too far gone to shift and only an Alpha’s Alpha could force a change in another Alpha. I could sense the Angel of Death following me, close behind.



Chapter Twenty-Five
Jane must have called them, I thought as I landed behind the cabin, laying Rolfe down on one of the picnic tables the shifters had set up for outdoor eating.
Emily was the first one there, her mother Lily close behind, followed by Markus and Hans. I shifted back to my natural shifter shape, all my original coloring and appearance back, the only difference was that the dragon tattoo on my upper left arm had returned. I was naked, but Lily had grabbed one of James’ bathrobes, a white terry cloth one, on the way out the door. I knew I had Jane to thank for alerting them I was coming and what my beast was otherwise they would have probably run for cover.
Rolfe was still chained to the chair as I had picked him up chair, chains and all. Emily was on him in a flash, ripping the chains apart as if they were made of yarn and tossing the chair to the side. I could still feel Rolfe fighting but he was fading fast. The man will not give up, I knew, I kept that thought in mind as Markus handed me my dagger he had kept safe for me. I gave him a kiss on the cheek, tears running down from my eyes, placing the dagger in the voluminous pocket of James’ bathrobe. There was nothing I could do to help Rolfe, it was all up to Emily, my Alpha magic was simply not as strong as hers and if I tried to help, I would just distract her.
Even as she fought, forcing her Alpha magic into him, commanding him to shift, I felt his heart stop beating and the Angel of Death was upon us preparing to collect his soul from his body.
No longer hanging back, he had become more comfortable in my presence, still not knowing what or who I was but realizing that I was not a threat to him. I was about to change that notion. No way was I letting Rolfe go without a fight. Rolfe had stood with those kids, I recalled, facing down impossible odds, and he and the kids had survived to live another day. Even with his heart stopped, I still did not hear his soul screaming for release. Even dead, he was a fighter.
In the language of angels I spoke Death’s true name, forcing him to manifest in mortal form. When angels manifest, it is generally to fight with another angel, for Death, it had happened before when another angel had contested with him over a soul. For that time they are mortal, still the most powerful creature in God’s creation, but still capable of killing and of dying. Death had never been defeated in such a contest.
Wrapped in a black cloak, seven feet of sinewy muscle and bone, and carrying his trademark scythe, he appeared in front of me. He looked dangerous of course, he was Death, after all. I stood between him and Rolfe. Emily was not giving up, sparing us only a glance, continuing to give it everything she had even though she knew as did I that his heart had stopped beating. She gave him a mighty thump to the chest and leaned her face close to his, whispering something even I could not hear as I spoke again in the language of angels. “You shall not have him,” I said.
Lily, Hans, and Markus had backed off a few paces. When a mortal sees Death, they instinctively know who he is, it is built into their very souls.
“Little one,” he replied, in English. “Are you seriously contesting with me over this mortal’s soul? Are you going to take that belt off your bathrobe and whip me with it?” he continued, sounding amused. I knew what he was feeling, I had been there and done that. This was interesting to him but he was not in the least bit afraid of me, but he was prepared to have it play out, the business of being the Angel of Death was boring, to say the least. Something like this was a welcome change for him, I knew.
The Scythe of Death was well known and had been used countless times by Death on countless occasions to reap the souls of mortals. The Scythe of Life on the other hand, had only been used a few times since the beginning of creation. It had been used at God’s command, given to one of his archangels, to transport a mortal directly to heaven, body and soul together, before they had died. Manifested, it would be just as an effective weapon as Death’s Scythe, a magical blade capable of killing any mortal creature, including an angel that had manifested.
I said its true name and with every ounce of my power willed it to me and it appeared in my right hand. We were both now armed with magical scythes. I smiled at him showing my fangs, letting him know he was going to be in for a fight.
I struck in a blur, using every bit of my strength and speed and almost caught him off guard. I had picked the best qualities of various supes in the mortal world but even combined it was not good enough. God had made angels to be superior to other creatures and even with everything I had, he was just stronger and faster than me. Fighting with a scythe is like fighting with a quarterstaff, only with a long dangerous blade at the end. The staff of the scythe, although it appeared as made of wood was also magical and could not be cut by another blade, even a magical one. The staff part was used for defense, as well as offense and I had given him a good thump on the elbow when I had surprised him in my initial attack. He had since almost sliced my head off, it was only a matter of luck that I had leaned back just in time, instead only taking a slice to my left cheek. It was a wound that would not heal as I had healed other wounds, I knew. It would heal as a human would and I would surely have a scar there if I managed to survive this.
We must have been a sight to see as we danced across the yard, exchanging blows. The seven foot Angel of Death dressed in black robes with a black scythe fighting a little shifter mortal girl dressed in a white terry cloth bathrobe that was dragging the ground.
I had one chance and one chance only. Angels can’t cheat, it is simply not part of their nature. I was not now an angel, however. He swung his scythe and I met it but instead of resisting and countering I let it easily knock my scythe to the ground without any resistance and he stumbled just for a fraction of a second and I was on his back, the dagger of darkness I had in the pocket of the bathrobe at his throat, the light of heaven shining forth, letting him know he was in mortal danger of being killed.
He had stopped, frozen, the tip of my dagger had drawn a small drop of blood. “You cheated!, he exclaimed.
“Mortal girl,” I answered.
There was a sound of ripping, of bones growing and knitting together and Rolfe fully shifted, lowered himself off the table, towering over us both, making Death look a bit small and puny. Rolfe was almost a force of nature himself, I knew. He was holding Emily’s hand and they took a step towards us.
“Is this guy bothering you, Smith?” Rolfe said.
“No,” I replied, untangling myself from Death and placing the dagger of darkness back in my pocket.
Death looked at Rolfe in wonder, not challenging, he would not take a soul from a living body. “He lives,” he said. “Thank you for stopping me,” he added. “How in the world did she bring him back to life?” he continued.
“Who knows,” I answered. “I am not God.”
You could see the pieces of the puzzle beginning to fit together for him as he looked at me and smiled.
“Are you sure this guy is not bothering you?” Rolfe asked again.
“No, Rolfe,” I replied. “He’s family.”



Chapter Twenty-Six
I sat on top of the picnic table watching Emily lead Rolfe around. He had shifted again now back to his human shape and Emily had taken him inside and found some sweats he could wear. I missed his bear shape and that deep gravelly bear voice of his. It was really cool, not many shifters have a beast shape they can actually talk in, usually it was growls and howls. Death had departed, taking both scythes, I still had my dagger. He had indicated that he wanted to talk to me and didn’t want to wait around for me to die in order to do it. I had told him that I would be in touch and explained how I would do it. We parted on good terms.
Hans and Markus sat on either side of me, also watching Emily and Rolfe. They were now a bonded pair. She had gone deep to bring him back and I don’t know what she had whispered to him but it must have gotten his attention. For shifters, despite the huge age difference, this was a natural course of things and a bonded pair of shifters is pretty easy to spot. It was like their Pack magic had blended together as one, if you looked at them and tried to sense the shifter magic, you could not tell them apart.
James had called, he had made it out okay and only lost a few of his group. They had managed to pull out a few of the wounded from my group from the front part of the building before the Feds had arrived to take over the crime scene. They hadn’t been able to sense any more living in the back of the building, the four that had followed me into that hallway of death had not survived. Lily was watching the interviews and the news inside the cabin, she told me the back part of the admin building was caved in, the rubble from when I had broken through the roof must have snuffed out most of the fire as she said there were just a few wisps of smoke rising up from that side. Our group of shifters had done what we set out to do, but at great cost, and many families would be grieving right now.
Lily brought me the phone when Jane called. She was on the way and would stay with me at the cabin here for some time, at least until we could see how the aftermath would play out. The vamps had lost about a dozen but had wiped out the guards completely. She had sensed that James and his group had been pinned down upstairs when they went in after Sarah and Chris so she and Queen’s Blade had entered from the other side to help them out. They had grabbed the hostages and when the guards had heard them and turned around the shifters had wiped them out.
The Feds had not found any “official” prisoners at the prison, just some supes that the cops had brought in and they had claimed they had been mistreated and tortured and had witnessed other supes that had been executed. The whereabouts of the Mayor and our Captain were unknown, it was going to take awhile before they identified that big splotch on the ground near the burned out helicopter. The FBI agent in charge and Randi were directing the investigation at the prison. Lily told me the pictures of the prison they were showing from the news helicopters made it look like a war zone.
Lily had brought me the phone again when the Winter Queen called for me after her interview. Lily avoided looking at her daughter and Rolfe, there was nothing she could do about it, but it must have been a real shock. Jill told me that she and Diocletus would remain at our Tanglewood cabin, they would stick around for awhile to handle any press concerns, the rest of the fae had returned to the Summerlands. I would have to pay the Queen’s Blade a visit, I thought, and thank him for his help.
Hans and Markus were talking about my resemblance to Death, especially the bony face and the deep sunken eyes. Hans insisted that I must be Death’s twin sister and that it was nice that I had a twin as well. I had to smile, they didn’t know how true that friendly kidding really was. I put each my of arms around their shoulders and drew them closer to me as we sat on the top of the table watching Emily and Rolfe. As much as we wanted to be inside watching the news, watching a newly bonded pair of shifters was fascinating. It was like a beautiful sunset, watching something like this. They didn’t care, they only had eyes for each other. Markus remarked that it was nice that the guy gets the girl in the end, knowing I had eyes for Rolfe, at least at one point. I told them about London Jane, I had gotten the girl as well, it seemed. Hans and Markus would be staying here for awhile as well and they would get a chance to meet her.
Dawn was just two hours away. I hoped Jane made it here soon. I had dinner all planned out for her.



Chapter Twenty-Seven
“You are going to have to move,” Sarah had said. Three days had passed and both Jane and I were wanted for questioning in what they were calling the Massacre at Central Prison. Sarah had given me a tip that a search warrant had just been signed by a judge that afternoon and the FBI would be in Pack territory with that warrant looking for us in the morning.
There was now a ton of evidence that the Mayor and our police captain had kidnapped and murdered both humans and supes and had misled the public about what was going on. Still, many people had died at the prison, including police officers and National Guard troops. We could either face the music or get out of town, preferably out of the country all together. James had refused entry for the FBI and had his lawyers fighting in the courts to prevent them coming in. A judge had now signed off on the warrant.
London Jane had a lot of contacts in London, that’s where she was from originally, making the long trip to the Southern Territory by boat nearly twenty years ago. “A fight with Mom,” she had said. Her mother had become a vamp when she was just two years old, continued to raise her and turned Jane in the old fashioned way the day after she turned eighteen.
“Let’s hope she is not still mad at me,” Jane said. “We could be going from the frying pan into the fire. She was a bit old fashioned, and didn’t appreciate my sexual orientation. Hopefully, time has changed her views on that. I haven’t spoken to her since the day I walked out of her life.”
We didn’t see many other options at this point, I hoped this was going to work out. Now, just to figure out a way to get there without being caught. The airports were out as the FBI had stationed witches and fae at the airports looking for anyone trying to glamour their way through.
The ports were also being watched very carefully. I had come up with a plan, however, one I felt certain would work. Taking a portal to Faerie would work for me, being part fae, and I could then take a portal to London. That option would not work for Jane, the entry into Faerie would kill her.
When the few remaining dragons had escaped Faerie centuries ago they had used their own magic, using an existing portal on the fae side and a natural human portal on this side of the divide.
The use of such portals in the human world had been a closely guarded secret among the most powerful of witches and the art had become lost over the years. The dragons had used Stonehenge as their exit point on this side of the divide, it had been created by human witches as a portal to different areas of the world. Great rocks and stones seemed to be the key to natural portals, there were a few here and there scattered around the world and we had one just up the road from us in Mount Pilot. We would make the leap from Mount Pilot to Stonehenge and would travel from there to London.
I was going to fly Jane up there in my dragon form and using dragon magic, transport us in the blink of an eye to Stonehenge. Jane was looking forward to it and I was confident that I could pull it off.
It was already eight p.m., we were waiting for Rolfe and Emily to stop by so I could say my good-byes. Stonehenge was four hours ahead of us and we wanted to have time to get on the road to London before dawn. Rolfe and Emily had gone on a “hunting” trip together, we all knew the real reason for that trip. Emily’s mom had gone back to her place, she didn’t want to think about it. I had called Rolfe a few hours ago and told him our plans, he wanted to make sure they saw us before we left and were already on their way back to the cabin. I had already told Hans and Markus. I assured them we would return at some point. Jane had the vamps’ best lawyer helping us and she would do what she could for us in our absence. We did not tell her where we were going, and I didn’t tell Sarah or Chris either. They knew we were leaving but had no idea where.
I am going to miss the friends I made here, I thought, as I sensed Rolfe and Emily approaching. I was going with Jane to meet her family. I was more nervous about that than anything. I hoped she didn’t press me about mine but I would have to tell her something one of these days. None of my friends had told her about the Angel of Death, leaving it to me if I wanted her to know.
It was good to see Rolfe and Emily before we left. I told them I didn’t know when, if ever, we would be returning. Jill had come up with another strategy for us to get out of the mess we were in and they had spent a lot of time on the phone talking to Jane’s lawyer about it. We would have to see how it played out. As usual with the Winter Queen, she could see a way to accomplish almost anything. The key was going to be in the execution of the plan and this time we were depending on lawyers to do it.
Jane would be carrying our two backpacks, our cover would again be students, we looked the right age and we would dress the part of two students, backpacking and hitching rides, seeing the sights of England. She had a rope she would loop around my neck to hold onto as I was flying. The weather here was clear, where we were going was a good bit cooler, with rain and fog in the forecast for tonight. That would help as Jane’s plan had us flying most of the way to our destination.
“They call her Rose Red,” she said about her mother. “It must run in the family because she is the Master of the City of London. Unlike me, however, her power and influence runs through the entire country and half of Europe. I used to ask her every morning what business or territory she was going to take over that day, she loved to talk about her plans, she wants to unite the entire vamp world under a central rule with her being the one in charge, of course. She has many business interests and investments, owns many properties, and has a lot of influence in the human government. If we can repair our relationship, we should have no fear of arrest or extradition.”
“Her only vice is the game of chess, I think she sees it as an extension of what she does, a form of battle and a strategy for winning. My plan is first to get a feel for how she is going to react to me being home and then see if she will come to me rather than us walking up to her front door for an unannounced visit. About thirty years ago she came up with an idea that took off and has now taken hold in almost all of Europe. Motels for vamps, run by vamps and their human servants, letting vamps travel freely without fear of finding a place to stay after the sun came up. Bottled blood or human donors that each vamp house makes arrangements with, the servants run things during the day for human visitors and the vamps at night. It was a great plan and she now has over one hundred of these hotels in Great Britain alone. There is one such hotel in Guildford, outside of her official territory, and managed by an old friend of mine. Us showing up there will mean she will know that I am nearby. There is a chess tournament taking place there in a few days, a major event she has hosted for many years. She will have the opportunity to make the first move towards either reconciliation or continuing our fight, for her that will be significant. She knows I am a vamp master here, showing up in London without her advance approval would be taken as a threat.”
“Does she know about me?” I asked.
“Her primary weapon is information,” Jane replied. “She knows.”
I shifted in the back picnic area, lowered my head and Jane climbed up and with Emily’s help on the ground managed to loop the rope around my neck. Rolfe, Hans, and Markus were there as well to see us off. My beast was not happy about having to leave my friends and let out a great scream, shooting a stream of fire towards one of the picnic tables, it bursting into flames. I was resolved that I would return, and soon. With a great flap of wings we were off.
As we approached the top of Mount Pilot, my dragon could sense the magic in the natural portal there. As I flew over the top, I used every bit of dragon magic I had, focusing on our destination and with a great effort of will, we were over Stonehenge in a moment so fast it could not really be measured.
The change was so sudden, I was a bit disorientated and my tail dropped down and clipped one of the great stones in the ring, almost squashing some vamp tourists milling about. When the last remaining three dragons had escaped Faerie, the same thing had happened to one of them, knocking a stone over. The vamp tourists being there in the middle of the night was another one of Rose Red’s successful business ideas. It simply could not be helped.
I regained my equilibrium and with another great flap, sending a wind up that knocked down some vamps down this time, I gained altitude and headed for Jane’s chosen next destination, the rail station at Salisbury. Night tourism and night trains for vamps had been another big innovation and money maker for her mom. Vamps are just as interested in places like Stonehenge as humans are. From there, a quick train to Guildford and we would be at the Inn before dawn.
“It’s called the Angel Hotel,” Jane had said.
Of course, I thought. What else would it be called now?
* * * *
The Winter Queen had asked us to make one adjustment to Jane’s plan. We would show our real passports instead of fake ones. This would alert the authorities in the Southern Territory immediately of where we were and more importantly of where we were not. I had transferred a ton of money from one of my offshore accounts to Jane’s lawyer and we now had a team of lawyers on our side.
“It’s going to take quite awhile for them to go through the legal process,” Jill had said. “And it gives us good reason to squash that warrant before it is even served, saving the Pack a lot of trouble. If things go well with Jane’s mom, you should have no problems even in the long term and it will give the lawyers time to work on the rest of our plan.”
I landed in an open field not far from the station and got dressed with the clothes in my backpack. When we walked up to the gate to get our ticket, a vamp was behind the window. Rose Red had many of her people working the vamp shifts as they were now called. Jane went first showing her ID, the vamp looked up from that with a look of surprise on his face.
“Well now,” he said. “This is something I didn’t expect to see tonight.” He was going to wave us through without even entering our information in his computer but Jane insisted that he put our names in the database so the authorities would know.
They did let us bypass security, which pleased me to no end. I had my dagger in my backpack and thought I was going to have to use some fae glamour to get it through. I was just not very practiced in this and was unsure if I could even pull it off. The train ride to Guildford took less than an hour. It was quiet with just a few passengers, mostly vamps, and Jane and I talked on the way. She seemed pretty calm but I was nervous enough for both of us.
“They call him Friar Tuck,” she said when I asked her about the friend she knew that managed the Angel Hotel. “Old vamp, very likeable guy. When I was a kid, my mom used to drop me off with him when she did her chess thing there every year for a few days. He’s like the dad I never had.”
“As in the Robin Hood, Friar Tuck?” I asked.
She chuckled. “There is some truth in a lot of the old legends,” she replied. “He certainly looks the part.”
“Does he carry a quarterstaff?” I asked. I really missed my training with other angels and it had been difficult to find one that would practice with a quarterstaff.
“He has several,” she answered. “Along with bows and arrows and swords, those are his toys. If you like those things, you and he will probably be buddies right off the bat.”
It did give me something to look forward to and took my mind off Jane’s mom. I couldn’t believe how nervous I was I wasn’t used to this sort of thing, this meeting the parent of my girlfriend, especially under the circumstances with this parent.
“Is your real dad still living,” I asked.
“I don’t know,” she replied. “Mom never even told me who he was even when I asked.”
From the station we took a cab to the hotel, Jane paying with a generous tip from the wad of Euros Luca had brought us when Jane had called him to let him know what we were doing. He was the last vamp master left in Winston and would take over both Jane’s group, as well as the group belonging to the other vamp master that had been killed by one of the vigilante mobs.
When we entered, Jane’s friend was waiting for us. He looked just as I imagined from Jane’s description. Big and round, friendly and fatherly. He gave Jane a big hug, they both had some tears as Jane introduced us.
“Is Jade a special friend?” he asked.
“Yes,” Jane said. “She’s the one for me.”
He gave me a hug as well and said Rose Red had called. She had already gotten word from the train station and knew where her daughter was heading. Friar Tuck had our room ready and waiting for us, dawn was less than an hour away and both of us needed some rest.
“She may come and she might not,” he said. “I have never seen her so unsure of what to do. You really threw her for a loop with this one,” he added.
Good, I thought, at least she’s not rushing over to kill us or something.
We took a shower together and sat back to front on the bed, naked, as I combed Jane’s hair. I leaned over her shoulder and gave her a kiss as dawn arrived and she grew sleepy. I was ready for sleep as well, the process of shifting left me very tired. At least I was not as nervous as I had been earlier. Things were going according to plan, so far.
Who knows what tonight will bring, I thought, as I headed into a deep sleep.



Chapter Twenty-Eight
“The roses are for you,” Friar Tuck said. He sat with me at the bar, a dozen red roses in a beautiful vase in front of me, a gift from Jane’s mom. Nobody had ever sent me roses before.
“It means she has made a decision,” he continued. “She is going to accept you into the family. I think she really misses Jane and regrets the fight they had when she left.” Next to the roses were two invitations to the chess tournament that started the next night.
“She wants to see both of you at the tournament. Sending you these roses is also a message to Jane, letting her know she wants to reconcile.”
Dinner also sat in front of me, I had woken up about two p.m., Jane was still asleep. Although vamps could be woken up and move about during the day as long as they stayed out of direct sunlight, most preferred to sleep the whole day and wake at sunset. Friar Tuck said he had been woken up at noon to take a call from Rose Red. A steak, espresso, a fine selection of dark chocolates, and a bottle of red wine were in front of me. Friar Tuck said this had been what Rose Red had selected, and they had gone over to a local restaurant called the Cau to get me the biggest steak they had, something called the tira de ancho, a large rib-eye supposedly big enough for two people. I could probably eat two of them, but it was a really good steak. I remembered what Jane had said about her mom and how information for her was her primary weapon. I wondered what else she knew about me.
Friar Tuck read me the list of messages I had received. Mostly American-based media requests, a few British, about five calls from the FBI, they all wanted to talk me, I was feeling pretty popular. Jane had a similar list. It had not taken long for them to find out where we were, that had been our intention after all.
“The Winter Queen called,” he said. “She said she tried your cell phone first but you were not answering. First time I have ever talked to a Queen of Faerie in all my years.” He was smiling now. “She left a message saying that the warrant was quashed and that the lawyers had gotten access to all the witnesses. She wanted me to tell you that things were proceeding according to plan, so far. This is the part Rose is unsure about, Jade. Are you fae, a member of the Winter Court? She said that some information she had indicated you were a vampire like us, but you don’t look like a vampire. She said that some of her sources have confirmed that you are a shifter.”
He paused, adding, “I think she is frustrated, being unable to pin down exactly who and what her daughter’s girlfriend is. Then there are the dragon stories. Some reports from that prison are mentioning a few of the witnesses reported seeing a huge, flying dragon. She also spoke to some of her vamps at Stonehenge and they reported something similar.”
I smiled and let my vamp side come out, lowering my fangs. He had his answer on that one.
I remembered what Jill had told me, Friar Tuck was like a father to her. I would give him as much information as I could without compromising all of my secrets, some of which even Jane did not know at this point.
“Summer Court actually,” I said. “I am a member of the Summer Queen’s personal retinue. I was working with the Winter Queen at my Queen’s request. The Winter Queen has become a friend to both me and Jane.”
“And what can you tell me about dragons?” he asked.
“There are many strange, wonderful, terrible creatures in the lands of Faerie,” I replied. “The history of the dragons is one that the fae should be ashamed of. They were used as weapons of war between the Winter and Summer Courts. They had similar problems as the fae do today, difficulty having children and the wars had pretty much wiped them out with just a few left prior to their escape to this side of the divide. The fae sent an army after them and over a period of several decades, killed the last remaining few. They were intelligent, beautiful creatures, and they had their own form of magic. They escaped Faerie through a witch-made portal at Stonehenge, using their own form of magic. They have souls, like you and I, and they were God’s creatures as are we.”
“Some say that vampires don’t have souls. Do I have a soul? I feel like I do. Am I one of God’s creatures?”
Friar Tuck had been a man of God and apparently still believed. “Yes, I replied. I can see your soul clearly, it is one of my talents. You have a kind and generous soul, full of life and purpose.”
I could tell I had managed to sidetrack him as he sat quietly for awhile, thinking, as I finished my dinner. He had been getting close to a few questions I was probably not prepared to answer.



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Clack, whack. Clack, clack, whack, clack.
The sound of our two quarterstaff’s hitting each other had drawn a crowd. People and vamps alike were leaning out of windows, over balconies, and some had even come down to the courtyard to watch us practicing. I had talked Friar Tuck into sparring with me and we were both having a blast. We both had difficulties in finding someone familiar with the quarterstaff to practice with. The minute the sun had set we were in the courtyard.
He was good and had more experience with a quarterstaff but I had the edge in strength and possibly a little in speed. I had missed this. Jane was so getting some lessons soon. We had given each other a few whacks and pokes already, great fun. We were both laughing and taunting each other.
“Don’t hurt my girl,” Jane called down from our bedroom balcony.
“It’s not her you should be worried about,” he shouted and I tripped him up with a nifty spin from a counter, striking him behind the knees.
He fell and rolled, like a ball, hardly missing a beat and was back on his feet and back on the attack. The man was pure grace. Just an economy of motion, effortless, no wasted movement whatsoever and his balance was extraordinary.
“We’re dancing, Jade,” Jane called out, reminding me of what she said the minute we had met.
“Okay, okay,” I laughed, lowering my staff and bowing to my partner. We would have to do this again.
“Bring my backpack down,” I yelled up to Jane. Tuck had showed me his collection of weapons and I had promised to show him something special in return.
We retired to the bar, and Tuck ordered up some bottled blood for him and Jane and a glass of red wine for me. Jane joined us, bringing down my backpack.
“Let’s see it,” Tuck said and I pulled out the dagger of darkness, activating it, and the light of heaven spilled forth from it. It was simply beautiful. Neither Jane or Tuck had turned their eyes away from it. Jane had never seen it activated before.
“The dagger of darkness,” Tuck said, sighing. “It really works.”
I handed him the dagger and touching his hand as we exchanged it, I attuned him to it’s magic. He was so close to angelic already, it wasn’t even difficult, the knowledge of how it was done hitting him instinctively. He held it out in front of him, experimenting with it’s activation, turning it on and off.
“And now you know the secret of it as well,” I said. “If something ever happens to me, Jane, I want Friar Tuck to have it.”
“Tell me what it does,” Tuck said.
“It will kill anything immortal,” I responded. “Even zombies, golems, and manifested angels or demons. A cut from it will not heal in the normal fashion, even a shifter or vampire will probably have a scar for a long time.”
“Is that how you got the scar on your cheek?” Jane asked. “I know you shifted recently and yet the scar is still there. Did you somehow manage to cut yourself with it?”
“A different magical blade,” I replied. “I had a bit of a disagreement with the Angel of Death.”
“Who won?” asked Friar Tuck.
“I did,” I replied. I could tell he believed me. Jane was very quiet.
“Who is in charge of the business of death now that the Angel of Death is no more?” Tuck asked.
“I won, but I did not kill him,” I answered. “He had come for Rolfe and I gave Emily time enough to bring him back to life.” I said this looking at Jane. She had gone very still. I was going to keep nothing from her any longer. I had made the decision.
“At one time,” I continued, choking up a bit, “I was the Angel of Death.”
I had tears streaming down my face, I had no idea the telling of it would make me so emotional.
“I promise you, I will tell you the whole story someday.”
They both came over to me and gave me a group hug. Jane kissed me on my forehead and said, “Another time for the rest of your story, then. Tonight we’re dancing.”



Chapter Thirty
Vamp night at the Dusk Guildford. About half of those there were vamps, mostly ones turned fairly recently although for vamp night they threw in some songs from earlier times knowing that even the young looking crowd might actually appreciate some of the older music. Still it was a great variety, constant loud music, constant dancing, and for me lots of red wine. England was a bit more relaxed towards vamps than in America, I saw several vamps feeding, and Jane and I exchanged some blood in the middle of Lady in Red, a song she insisted the DJ play. Everybody knew who she was she knew many of them herself.
I had learned that the combination of blood and lots of wine got me tipsy and it didn’t take long tonight. Jane and a couple of her friends had to drag me off the dance floor and out the door. We went to some piano bar and did the time warp, warped yet again, and then again and again. I had pretty much vamped out by this time and was so out of it I kept seeing pianos on the ceiling.
A couple more stops somewhere, Jane’s friends were awesome, just a group of vamp girls on a girls night out, sometimes we would all dance together. Jane wanted to teach me how to play billiards but I kept asking people if they wanted to spar with the sticks. Last stop at some pub called the Three Compasses, Jane got me a steak and some coffee to try to sober me up. It was probably a lost cause at that point. I think I passed out on the way home, I vaguely remember Jane carrying me upstairs and I woke up at noon with a severe headache.
Tuck was already up, I don’t think this vampire ever slept. He gave me a list, I would be in charge of shopping today while Jane slept. Rose had given him a list of clothiers in town giving instructions on the appropriate attire for her tournament, I knew I had to get this right if I was going to make a good first impression. I would be shopping for Jane as well.
It was too much for me, my experience in shopping had amounted to calling Mister Jones and telling him what event I was attending and him just working a miracle. I laid my head down on the bar and cried. I was just not up to speed on this type of thing. I was going to ruin everything. I really missed not having Sarah around to help me with this stuff. “I want a black bra,” I moaned. That should just about do it, I thought.
Tuck laughed, saying he knew just the girl who would help me out.
* * * *
She laughed when she saw the list that Rose had given Tuck. Her name was Ellen Smythe and she was one of the players in the tournament, a local, human, very highly ranked in the chess world.
“Okay, Jade. This is a test she has thrown your way. You have to remember when Jane was turned she had just turned eighteen, she was still in her rebellious turned independent phase, and when she left, that had not changed. Mom wanted to control her and she was in your face not going to happen. Your choices are to please Mom and her suggestions are straight out of Jane Eyre, or you can please your gal, or you can go with something in between and make your own statement at the same time. Now Jane, she would probably wear cut off shorts and a raggedy T-shirt.”
“What will others that are competing and attending be wearing?” I asked.
“Truth is,” she replied, “the vamps are going to wear whatever they feel like. It could be something from the era they were turned in, it could be something contemporary, or it could be something totally off the wall. One year we had a vamp in his PJs, I think it was to distract his opponents, but this type of thing is not unusual. Really, anything goes. A lot of the humans will be in some type of formal wear, or even power business wear, but there are really no guidelines here.”
“Tell me about this chess tournament,” I said.
“Vamps have a lot of time on their hands and live a long time. Most are into long-term strategy vamp games and politics. Chess is the perfect game for them and is very popular among the vamp crowd. The problem was one of recognition. All the regular tournaments are held in the daytime, Jane’s mom came up with the idea to have one that vamps could also compete in at night. It has become hugely popular and has given some of the vamp players the recognition they felt they deserved. All of the best vamp players will be competing, along with many of the human ones, unfortunately there are some that still refuse to play with vampires.”
I knew how this felt. Many angels played chess as well, sometimes there was a lot of downtime and it was good friendly competition. I preferred weapons training whenever I had a chance, the business of death never stopped.
There were rows and blocks of name brand outfitters in Guildford and we had no difficulty finding what we needed, once I decided how I was going to play it. I couldn’t believe I was put in the middle on this one. I was convinced a compromise was possible that would make a statement at the same time.
Ellen seemed pleased with what I finally settled on. I kept the rebellious look but kept it classy enough to hopefully please Jane’s mom as well. I bought two of everything, that would be my statement, we would be matching even to the accessories and bone-stomping boots, it would proclaim us as being together as a couple. I even got my black underwear, black panty hose, black leather jacket, a rose-colored blouse that I felt would show who we were rooting for, and some classy but not very expensive jewelry and purses.
We walked back to the Angel Hotel, Ellen leaving me about halfway to go to her hotel. She said that she would see us tonight in the Gold Room.
The venue that Rose had selected many years ago was going to prove interesting, I thought.
* * * *
Dusk was approaching and I sure hoped that neither Jane nor Rose would be displeased with my selections. Still, I wished we were dancing again.
“Nice,” Jane said.
We do look good, I thought.
“Mom might actually not cringe when she sees it but it will make her uncomfortable. I like it.”
Friar Tuck had rented us a limo for the night and he would be going with us. We would pick up Ellen on the way.
“Ellen and Rose are good friends and very evenly matched in their chess game,” Tuck said. “Both of them have won this tournament in the past, I believe it is three wins apiece. There is a friendly competition with them, Ellen lives only a few blocks away from Rose in London and they have a standing Wednesday date for a chess match. Most of them end in draws.”
“For the last five years, a man named Clive Wishmeister has won the tournament. He had been a pretty strong player but all of a sudden and shortly before he got that big part on that American TV show, he started winning every tournament he entered. Rose tells me his game is better but not that much better, he seems to have good fortune with his opponents making some big mistakes or just not being quite on their game. Rose and Ellen both are determined to put an end to his win streak this year.”
“I have seen him on TV,” I said. “That’s a pretty funny show. He plays a lawyer but everybody thinks he really is the devil. They keep killing him off and he keeps somehow coming back, surviving the attempts to kill him off.”
Jane said, “Not only is he winning chess tournaments and starring on a TV show, he has also edged in on a lot of my mom’s business interests and his business interests are not very savory ones. My sources over here say he runs several gambling and prostitution houses and he is heavily into the black market and gun running.”
“This should be fun,” I said. I wasn’t a big fan of chess but this might make things interesting. As we were passing a local shop on the way to pick up Ellen at her hotel, my nose tickled. Not only did I smell wine, I smelled cigars. My dragon started telling me to stop and stop now.
“Stop,” I told the driver and telling Tuck and Jane that I would be right back, I let myself out the door and entered the shop, a little place selling a good variety of wines and cigars called Bacchus, after the God of wine. Entering the door was like entering paradise. I picked out the wine and I let my dragon chose the cigars, I would sniff each one and she would give me a yay or nay. I ended up with several bottles of wine and about a half dozen cigars, a couple of which I stuck in my jacket pocket. I hoped to get a chance to smoke one tonight.
“Sorry about that,” I explained as I got back in the car carrying my wine and cigars. “My dragon loves cigars,” and I took one out and sniffed it some more.
“I love cigars as well,” Tuck said and I showed him my choices, asking him if he’d have a chance to join me in a smoke tonight. Jane thought it was pretty funny.
The Polesdon Lacey House was beautiful from the outside and just as gorgeous on the inside. The matches would be played in the Gold Room, which had some seating around the tables,with additional seating in the sitting room where they had some TV screens set up for us to watch the action from there. Most of the big-wig dignitaries got the Gold Room seating, there was even a member of the Royal family present. Jane and I got a spot in the sitting room where they were serving drinks, including bottled blood. Unfortunately, we would not be dancing tonight.
Rose came over as soon as we entered the sitting room. She and Jane stopped about a foot from each other, neither wanting to make the first move. She looked exactly like her daughter, just a smaller version. Not as tall or athletic looking but she appeared to be in her late twenties when she was turned. The same signature red hair, looking at them you might think they were sisters instead of mother and daughter. I gave Jane a not too subtle push forward and they hugged each other. Rose had a few tears in her eyes and Jane looked like she was close to tears as well.
Jane turned to me and introduced me as her girlfriend and Rose gave me a hug as well. Things were going nicely. I had been so worried. Rose even complimented me on my choice of outfits for us, saying that I had done well under the circumstances. It made me feel good.
Rose took Jane over to say hello to one of her old acquaintances and I made the rounds around the room meeting and greeting. I met Clive in the corner. He had two bodyguards with him. I smelled the guns on them and I didn’t like the feel of them at all. Human but not human, I guessed, demon possessed, some mid-tier demon and angel of hell whose spirit had taken over the human one it was possessing. My angel instincts perked up even more when I met Clive, his demon was hard to read, buried under layers of shielding but I knew this was no ordinary demon, upper tier angel of hell surely, possibly even Lucifer himself. All my instincts screamed out for me to attack. Possessing a human in such a way was an abomination to God.
“Jade,” he said. “I have heard so much about you from my friends in the Southern Territory. Now that I have met you, I am beginning to understand why. You ruined some of my plans there, Jade,” he continued. “I will enjoy killing you.”
“We shall see who kills whom,” I replied, letting my witch surface and letting him see my full magic. His bodyguards actually took a step back before stepping forward again and drawing him away from me. I stood there watching him, thinking again about the plans of God and the choice I had made. I would continue to do what I thought was the right thing to do, I determined. Maybe that was God’s plan for me.
Jane came over, asking why I had gone so still and quiet and asking what I thought of the TV star. “Remind me to kill him before we leave tonight, “ I told her.



Chapter Thirty-One
“Not in front of Mom,” Jane had said. “She would kick me off the island this time and I would be back to square one.”
A dilemma for me, this one, I thought as we watched the TV screens in the sitting room, first round matches were wrapping up. Rose and Ellen had breezed through their matches and had joined us along with Tuck at a table. We were watching Clive playing with his opponent, drawing the match out unnecessarily according to both Rose and Ellen.
“It’s almost the same with every match he plays,” Ellen said. It’s as if he plays for a draw every time, then his opponent will make some bonehead move and he pounces.”
“Typical demon behavior,” I responded. “He doesn’t want you to think you were beaten by a better opponent. He would rather you think you are stupid and beat yourself up constantly over it. He wants you to think about it, remembering how dumb and inadequate you felt.”
They were all staring at me now. I had not yet had a chance to tell Jane why I wanted to kill him.
“Demon?” Rose asked me but looking at Jane instead. Jane gave a slight nod, letting her know she believed me.
“Not just any demon,” I responded. “I believe it is Lucifer that possesses the body of Clive. What is left of Clive is just a shadow, only enough to keep the body running, the Devil himself is now in charge.”
Complete silence at the table. We had been talking in low voices, almost whispering so others would not hear.
“This is exactly how I felt when he beat me in the finals last year,” Rose said. “I kicked myself over and over for being such an idiot, replaying the game in my mind again and again asking myself, what was I thinking?”
“Angels don’t cheat,” I said. “For a demon, they would cheat even if they didn’t have to.”
“The little fuck,” Rose said. “I will kill him.”
“You will have to get in line,” I told her. “He is behind this mess in the Southern Territory. He told me himself. He wants me to know.”
“Let me ask you, Jade,” Rose said. “Do you know how he is cheating and is there a way you can stop it?”
“He is probably using his power to influence his opponents causing confusion and befuddlement. He is a master of the art of indecision, wanting you to be so unsure of things that you eventually just do something even if you don’t know the consequences. Look at his opponent,” I said, looking up at the monitor. “She looks like she has no clue what she is doing. Notice how her moves have become tentative. She will reach out as if to move a piece then withdraw her hand before touching it. The last few moves she has made have been just as her time is almost up, probably made in desperation.”
“Can you stop him from cheating, Jade?” Ellen asked. She was scheduled to be his next opponent when he won this match.
“Maybe,” I responded. “I would have to be in the same room,” I added.
“I have a feeling our Royal retinue in there is about to be called away on important business,” Rose said. “That table in the Gold Room will become ours in time for his match with Ellen.”
Just as Rose had predicted, the member of the Royal family departed shortly after that and Rose, as host, led us to the table in the Gold Room, leaving herself a spot open. She had a match as well but said it would not take long and she was right. She crushed her opponent in short order, Tuck called it an all out assault, precise and vicious in execution, leaving nothing in reserve. Rose wanted to be with us watching Clive and Ellen’s match and she joined us before anything significant had happened.
Clive had noted our presence in the room with what looked like amusement. He had given me a look letting me see a very brief flash of yellow in his eyes, trying to scare me. From that I guessed he still didn’t know what I was or who I had been. This pleased me and I gave him a smile and flash of fangs in return. “Bitch,” I mouthed at him. He chuckled and turned back to his game.
Ellen had been playing very conservatively they both had been making pretty standard moves. As per plan, as soon as Rose finished her match and joined us, Ellen began to attack. I felt Clive’s influence move out of him toward her and I blocked it easily. He spared me a surprised glance, doubling his efforts. It became a contest of wills. His power was well known among angels but he wasn’t in full manifested form and he was limited much as I was and I was no slouch in the power department either. Still it was a great effort to keep his influence at bay and I began to sweat with the effort. Jane, placed a cup of coffee in front of me and I spared her a momentary glance of thanks. I needed all the energy I had and more.
When it became his turn to move, I pushed instead of blocked, trying to return his spell to it’s source, threefold in strength it would hit him, it was one of the laws of magic even he could not contest. He blocked easier than I had but I saw his lips stiffen with the effort. His problem now was that he was on his own and his focus, instead of being on the match became blocking me.
He made several blunders over the next dozen moves and all of a sudden the room started to notice. People were starting to wonder why he did not concede. He just grew more angry and determined to punch his spell forward. By this time I was starting to shake with the effort and my eyesight was starting to blur. I prayed to God for help, muttering slowly in Latin and felt a renewed sense of purpose and strength.
“Checkmate in three,” Ellen announced looking at him expectantly. Even I could see it. He continued anyway and when she made the last move to win the match, he made a sudden movement, reached over to one of his bodyguards, pulling a gun from under his coat, pointed it towards Ellen’s heart and pulled the trigger. The Devil is a sore loser is the only flash of thought I had as in an even faster flash, Rose had moved. She was the only one of us that reacted instantly. I had seen Jane move, and the Queen’s Blade, and I thought they were fast.
If there was a creature on Earth that could move faster than Rose Red, I had yet to see it.
She knocked Ellen aside, taking the bullet in the side of her chest, continuing her movement to fall to the ground. Jane screamed and attacked. Clive’s bodyguards had guns out and firing at her with Clive running for the exit.
I had been stunned with the relief from the pressure I had maintained with our magical battle of wills but that got me going as well, as I started towards the bodyguards also, moving in a blur of speed. It was not necessary as Jane got to the first bodyguard, moving so fast his shots missed and as the second bodyguard had turned toward Jane, aiming his gun. Rose was up off the floor and screaming in rage and pain, literally ripping his head from his body.
Jane had knocked the second bodyguard to the side, simply breaking the arm that held the gun and Rose was on him as well, fangs buried in his throat. The whole room was full of screams now. Jane took off after Clive and I changed my course and followed. Jane reached the exit first, the door broken in pieces, Clive had not even slowed down to open the thing, simply running through it as if it had been made of paper.
She was just outside looking around trying to spot him or sense where he had gone, what direction he had taken.
“Where, Jade?” she asked.
I let my nose tell me. “This way,” I said as Jade and Jane ran with the wind. We stopped at the clairvoyee, a great circle of stone on the grounds. I could not smell him past it. Rose was past us in a blur, running through the circle then stopping looking around confused, then in a blur back to us standing on the other side.
I had paused, letting my magic do the work now that my sense of smell was not helping. “It is a portal,” I told them. “I don’t know this one or where it leads. It could lead to the very gates of Hell as far as I know.”
Rose looked at her daughter. “Kill him, Jane,” she said.
“Yes, Mom,” she answered. “Come on, Jade,” she added, grabbing my arm and pulling me through the clairvoyee. “Do it, Jade,” she said as we went through.
I did as she asked. Great time for her to become an obedient daughter, I thought as we made the transition.
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