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PROLOGUE


Three young thugs, more stupid than thug, headed in her direction as she walked toward the government building along the sidewalk in the early morning.

It looked like they had stayed up all night and were probably heading home.

They eyed her dress and made assumptions. Annoying assumptions. Knowing the way humans and their television exhibited women dressed like her, she guessed they thought she was one of those girls who dressed up and went to comic-cons or other conventions for fans of movies and TV.

Valerie KuriaKen took a left and stepped into the alley to allow the young guys to either pass or make a poor decision and follow her.

A voice spoke in her mind. Five dollars says they come in here.

“No bet,” she whispered. “And what money are you betting with?”

She stopped talking because the three guys had made a poor decision.

Sixty seconds later, she left the groaning young men behind her. “Next time, figure out who you are going to touch before you do any touching,” she called over her shoulder. At the corner of the sidewalk and the alley, she tossed a final suggestion. “In fact, just ask, and don’t be a dick.”

It was a shame. If the guy in the middle had been polite, she wouldn’t have minded a conversation with him.


CHAPTER ONE


FBI offices were not the place for paranormal introductions. Hell, nowhere was a good place to learn about witches that can destroy cities.

Well, not unless it was “one of those days.” And for Benjamin Carter, it was going to be one of those days. It was a shame no one gave Ben a signal about the day to come.

Unless the “signal” was a discussion with his boss about his milk challenge. If that was the case, Ben would later decide it was a shitty signal.

He stifled a yawn. A cell phone rang in the office in front of him. He hesitated before the slightly open door to see if his superior would answer it. He didn’t want to interrupt.

Nope.

Behind the desk, Samuel Patterson ignored the ringing phone and continued to type. His beefy fingers flew across the keyboard, rapid-fire.

Now feeling in the clear, Ben tentatively pushed the door open and poked his head in. “Now an okay time, boss?” He looked around to make sure no one else was there.

“Come on in, Benny.” Sam waved at him but didn’t look away from his computer as he spoke.

Must be working on something important, Ben thought. Figures.

Ben plopped down in one of the scratchy office chairs near the desk. As usual, towering stacks of books, folders, and notebooks covered the surface. Sam was one of the agents at Salem’s FBI Headquarters who’d never taken to paper-free workflows, and his desk was a flagrant example of his outdated ways.

Ben surveyed his boss. Looks more tired than usual, he thought as he took in Sam’s deeply creased face and the saggy pockets beneath his eyes.

In other offices where Ben had been stationed since starting with the Bureau, he’d been wary of informal chit-chat. But with Sam, it was the norm. The expectation.

Sam actually encouraged it.

Ben took a moment and stretched his legs. “You got something big on the line, there, boss?”

Sam’s fingers didn’t stop as he lifted his gaze and nodded. When he looked back at the screen, it was with concern. His brow creased as he pecked one final key, then sat back in his office seat, shoulder blades kissing the worn leather.

“You could say that.” He tented his fingertips together.

Ben nodded. It wasn’t a surprise. Seemed like all the good, high-stakes cases went to the higher-ups at this office. He tended to get stuck with the administrative stuff and worse. He had to pay his dues before getting a good case, or so he was told.

Frequently.

“Good weekend?” Sam wanted to know. “How’d the bust go at the farm?”

Ben chuckled. “You make it sound like I got some action. All I did was close down Myron Pickram’s illegal milk business.” He cringed at the memory.

Sam’s gray eyes sparkled with subtle amusement. For the moment, whatever had concerned him on the computer seemed forgotten. “There are laws. Milk’s gotta be pasteurized before it hits the shelves.”

“Sure, but really?” Ben eyed his boss. “Rolling up on him with backup didn’t seem justified.”

“Ha. I can imagine the surprise on his face. He cooperated?”

“He was as polite as can be. The whole thing was wrapped up by Saturday morning, nine o’clock,” Ben admitted.

“How about the rest of your weekend? Everything good on the home front?”

Ben’s brow furrowed. Home these days was a barren, sterile-feeling apartment, moving boxes still lining the walls.

He’d unpack one of these days.

“Eh. Okay, I guess. I’ve been catching up on that docuseries, the new one about paranormal encounters. Fascinating stuff. The one I watched last night was about this old hotel out west. There’s been a string of documented ghost sightings, and the interesting thing is that all the guests⁠—”

Sam cut him off with a raised palm. “You can tell me about it another time, Benny. Right now, we’ve got a more important challenge on the table.” He pursed his lips as if considering whether his decision was right before he shrugged and plowed ahead. “I might have something more stimulating than dealing with milk shenanigans if you’re up for it.”

For the first time since waking up that morning, a zing of energy jolted through Ben. It was better than the cup of java he’d picked up on the way to the office.

“Yeah? Don’t tease me, Sam.”

Sam chuckled. “You young ones are always so eager. You get to my age? You want those sleepy office days. Close that door, would you? I’d do it myself if my knees were less creaky today.”

Ben raked his fingers through his hair as he crossed the room. With a push, he secured the door, making sure he heard the click, then returned to his seat.

He pulled out his phone so he was ready to take notes. He wished he’d brought his laptop. Maybe this wouldn’t be a humdrum debrief on the Pickram Farm Case after all.

He leaned forward, fingertips over his cell with a notes app pulled up.

“What’ve you got?” Ben asked.

“The Boston office has been on me since ten last night about a series of hospital visits they’re seeing at various clinics across the city. Bunch of people, same symptoms, checked in to ERs, raised that good old red flag. I investigated it myself, though it wasn’t easy accessing records. Been up all night, mostly talking with hospital administrators.” He scrubbed his hand over his face.

That explains the bags under his eyes, Ben reasoned.

“My wife wasn’t too impressed with all the calls I made,” Sam added with a shake of his head. “I need to get a soundproof office at home or start making calls in my car. She barely slept, and lord knows I didn’t.”

One of the perks of being single, Ben supposed. No partner to get upset about noises at night. Not that I’d mind much. If I had a woman in bed next to me, I’d want her to get her beauty sleep.

His thoughts veered toward his ex, Shaina, back in Houston. They split when he got the orders to move to Massachusetts. Of course. Ben had learned early in his career with the Bureau that he wasn’t made for long-distance relationships. And seeing as he got transferred so often, it made dating tough.

Not only tough. Impossible.

Sam tapped on his desk to get Ben’s attention, then slid a packet of papers to him. “Anyway, for the most part, I got cooperation. Especially since I hinted we’d get a warrant out and have a look through the dang records if they didn’t feel like working with us. A lot speedier. The big fish at the Boston office passed this situation our way since all the patients hail from Salem. And… You’ll see. All their symptoms have to do with a warehouse out on Dow Road.”

Ben grabbed and flipped through the packet. He skimmed the detailed information swiftly and picked up on a pattern within minutes. “These are all accounts of visual hallucinations.”

“Well, that’s what it looks like.” Sam nodded.

Ben felt his superior’s eyes on him. It was usual for Sam to fall silent like this. He sensed he was supposed to see more from the papers in his hand.

His gaze slid down the text a second time. “All told, eleven different accounts of a green glow in the sky. I see at least, uh, six mentions of shifting geometric patterns. That’s more than a coincidence.”

“What do you make of it?” Sam wanted to know.

“Well…” Ben considered his options. Actually voice his opinion, which mostly didn’t go well when it came to these things, or stick with a conservative approach.

“Go on, say it,” Sam prompted. “I know you’ve got thoughts up there in that noggin. I’m not gonna laugh.”

“You might.” Others have.

“Nope, I won’t.” Sam shifted back in his seat and kept his gaze on Ben. “This is only between us. I asked you in here for a reason, Benny. All those shows you watch, the documentaries, the books I know you keep stashed away in your desk…” He gestured toward the door and the cubicles beyond.

Still, Ben was wary.

He’d been tempted to discuss his fascination with the supernatural before, and it never, ever went well.

As a kid, he was ridiculed.

As an adult, the consequences were often more severe. It was difficult to keep track of the number of times he’d been transferred out of a field office for voicing his unorthodox views. I almost had time to unpack this time. He swallowed hard.

Sam’s fingers drummed the desk. “Okay, then. Never mind. I thought you might have an opinion on the matter. I guess I was wrong. I’ll let you get back to your⁠—”

“Wait.” Ben’s mouth felt as dry as sandpaper. Only the dread of another case similar to the Pickram Farm yawn-fest made him decide to speak up. “I—I do have a few thoughts.”

Sam nodded his approval and settled back, rolling his hand in a circle to encourage him. “And?”

“Visual hallucinations, if they’re actual hallucinations, vary significantly from patient to patient. Given that all these people reported seeing the same thing, I think they did see a green glow in the sky, geometric patterns included. The thing is, people see these things and immediately start to doubt. They call doctors, they want MRIs. The more logical answer is that the light was there. The patterns were there.”

“And?”

The gears turned in Ben’s mind. They groaned and creaked with lack of use, the settled dust giving way to a well-oiled machine he hadn’t used in a long time. It felt good to think like this.

He glanced at the list at the bottom of the page. It was this list that intrigued him the most. “I assume these are your notes.”

“Correct,” Sam told him.

“Well, this list…” He tapped the drawings. “Every item is related to witch sigils and symbology. You’ve listed a bunch of the big hitters.” He looked down. “We have air, earth, water, fire, the pentagram, the hexagram, hell, even the Eye of Ra, Hecate’s Wheel, and the Daisy Wheel. So, I think this light people saw is related to witchcraft.”

“Is that so?”

Ben was too excited to stop there, though part of him wanted to. This was dangerous territory. Grounds for getting transferred at best, booted from the Bureau at worst. “Since they originated at a warehouse, I’m guessing something is going on in that building. It’d be good to figure out who owns it.”

“Already have,” Sam answered. “It’s back further in those notes. A gentleman by the name of Dr. Michael Chen purchased it two years ago.”

“Then I’m guessing he’s involved. He’s connected to these reported sightings. More than connected, I’d say. More likely, he’s the cause of the green light.”

Sam pursed his lips but had nothing, so he asked, “How so?”

“I don’t know.” Ben placed the packet on Sam’s desk. “Wish I had an answer, boss, but I don’t.”

Sam tapped his tented fingers together.

Ben clenched his jaw. I did it again. I said too much. No one wanted to hear this stuff, even someone as cool as Sam.

“I’ll get back to my desk, then,” he stated stiffly.

“No, you won’t. Sit.” Sam’s tired voice had the gruff notes of a man who had done this so long his skin had turned to leather and held him up on bad days simply because it could.

Shit. Ben remained in his seat. Is this it? he wondered. Did I finally say the wrong thing to the wrong person on the wrong day?

He slouched, waiting for the worst.

Sam remained quiet as he reached carefully into his desk drawer. He pulled out a photograph, looked at it for a long second, then turned it around and handed it to Ben.

Ben sensed it was something important. Secretive, even.

He peered at the image, instantly curious. In the photo, Sam appeared younger, with no wrinkles on his wide face and dark hair, unlike the silver he now sported. The young Sam crouched near a symbol etched into the earth.

Ben recognized it. Hecate’s Wheel. Beside the carving was a gruesome blood stain as large as a body.

He’d seen enough violence and brutality with the agency. Yet, for some reason, this image made him avert his gaze.

He lowered the photograph, looked out the window, and cleared his throat. Outside, the May morning sun blazed. Buds were popping out on the tree branches, and the snow had finally given way to green grass.

“I was there,” Sam spoke up, his tone hushed, somber. “You recognized the scene, right? I figure, given your interests…”

Ben nodded.

Of course he’d read about the Sisters of Hecate. The cult had been a dark joke of the last century, a bunch of “loony” women in the backwoods of Vermont. Mass media had plenty to say about their wacky, “dangerously misguided” rituals, and none of it was good. For the most part, the big-name newspapers directed the narrative with headlines like Seven Cult Members Arrested for Mistreatment of Kidnapped Woman.

“I was the first on the scene,” Sam admitted carefully. “They didn’t know I was there. Came in unannounced. You know how it goes. And, what I saw—” He paused and looked out the window. “Let’s say there’s no way to explain it given our current, accepted view of the world.”

“Our current view leaves a lot to be desired, boss.” Ben eyed the photograph, “But back then, it was worse.”

Sam nodded. “That scene… Whew. Oh, boy. I’ll never forget it. First time I ever learned about SHVAs. I saw one in action that day. Only for a moment, but damn. Most terrifying thing I’ve ever witnessed. I still have nightmares.”

“Shevas?” Ben had never heard the term.

“Spelled SHVA, but we call them Shevas. Special kinda witches, those. I hope I never have to see one again. A Sheva Witch is powerful, mystical, and lethal as all get-out. A real force of destruction. I learned later that they can level cities, incite wars, stir hurricanes into action. Nothing can stop ‘em. The one I saw, I still can’t really wrap my head around her.”

Sam appeared lost in time. His skin had paled to ash white. He scrubbed a hand down his face, then shook his head as if trying to clear away a haunting memory.

“Look.” He returned his gaze to Ben. “I need someone like you, Benny. Someone who’s not walled off to the possibility of this stuff.”

Ben wanted—no, needed to make damn sure he understood his boss. “You’re talking about the supernatural.”

Sam nodded. “Yes. Magic. Paranormal phenomenon. All of it. Not in theory but in actuality. I need to know if you’re open to that.”

Are you kidding me? Ben couldn’t hide a smile. “I’ve been waiting for this my whole career.”

Sam nodded, clearly pleased. He swiveled his chair and squinted at his computer screen. “I’ll only tell you what you need to know for now because we’re short on time. I requested a consult with a Diplomata Pacem. Last night was such a frenzy, talking with all the damn hospitals, I haven’t had a chance to confirm the meeting.”

Though Ben knew his boss was now intent on figuring out the details of the upcoming meeting, he couldn’t contain his curiosity.

Finally, I’m getting a glimpse into the world that fascinates me.

“Diplomata Pacem? Is that what you said?”

Still distracted, Sam waved his hand toward Ben in a throwaway gesture. “They’re friendly enough. Cooperative as all get-out. Their one aim is to help us human folks get through difficult times in a peaceful manner. I reached out, seeing as this warehouse issue intersects with their turf.”

Their turf.

Witches.

Ben’s excitement built.

“You mean, one of them is coming here for a meeting?”

Engrossed in his email, Sam didn’t answer. Then he shook his head in disbelief. “No, no. Shit, this can’t be right.”

Ben waited, breath held.

“No, no, no.” Sam’s gruff voice wobbled. “There must be a mistake, damn it!”

His fingers flew across the keyboard, then he clenched his jaw as the mumbling continued unabated. “I asked for a diplomat, not…”

Seconds later, he peered at the screen again. “That was fast. Here we go.” He clicked the message and blew out a hard breath. “Ahh, shit.”

“What’s going on?” Ben asked after a few heartbeats.

“They’re… They’re sending a Sheva, Benny.” Sam raked a hand through his hair. He patted his hip, then his ankle.

Checking for his guns, Ben thought.

Ben went through the same ritual and touched the Glock 23 nestled in his holster.

Feeling the weapon in place at the small of his back gave him a slight sense of order. But not enough, given that his always-calm superior was badly shaken. And the fact that he was about to meet a “force of destruction” face-to-face.

[image: ]


“She should be here any minute now.” Sam glanced at his watch. “Are you ready for this, Benny?” He eyed his younger partner. “For God’s sake, don’t comment on her age. Remember, they only have one emotion, and that’s annoyance. Probably for the whole human race. I remember thinking the Sheva I met must suck on limes every time I wasn’t looking.”

About as ready as you are, Ben thought as he surveyed the sheen of perspiration on Sam’s face.

How does an agent prepare to meet a witch capable of inciting wars and destroying cities? he wanted to ask.

Before Ben could articulate his question, Sam spoke. “Ready or not, we’re about to meet her. Feel that chill? The last time I felt that was in the forest of Vermont. Means a Sheva’s in the vicinity.”

Dang, Ben did feel a chill.

It skittered across his skin, and every muscle in his body tensed. He touched his gun again and looked toward the door.


CHAPTER TWO


Valerie KuriaKen fought off a wave of nausea. Blech. Humans and their coffee addictions… She’d never been able to stand the smell, and this office building reeked of it. Beans. Burned beans at that.

She didn’t find the scent appealing, no matter how many times she had been forced to smell it. Which, at her age, wasn’t many.

Didn’t they know the power of a cup of peppermint tea? Even a common kitchen witch knew that.

Poor humans. They had it wrong in so many ways.

The stench of slightly charred dark roast that had sat too long in some simmering pot mingled with the also putrid odor of cleaning chemicals. That was another pet peeve of hers. Humans insisted on using far too many toxic chemicals when they scrubbed and mopped.

How was she supposed to help a race if they insisted on killing themselves? It wasn’t like anyone didn’t know chemicals were bad for them, right?

The hallway before her was long and far too boxy for her taste. The many right corners and white walls made her feel dizzy, and the energy in here…ugh. It was so heavy and icky that she wanted to burn a bundle of sage immediately, conduct a cleansing spell, then take a bath laden with lavender bubbles.

For now, she had to get through the nine o’clock meeting.

Her heeled black boots clicked on linoleum and echoed off the walls. Come on, come on, she thought, as she passed doors marked Salem Department of Motor Vehicles, Salem Housing Authority, and Salem Department of Marriage Licensing.

She paused and looked in because she could, and she was curious. Perhaps some of the others on the council found humanity boring, but being out on a case was still new to her.

Finally, she spotted the door she was looking for. The lettering on the oak panel door, Federal Bureau of Investigation Salem headquarters, was faded with age but at least still legible. Apparently, the FBI office here didn’t rate their own building.

Inside the office suite, she bypassed a row of occupied chairs in the waiting room and marched up to the front desk.

“Have a seat. I’ll be with you in a moment,” the elderly receptionist rattled off without looking up from her workstation.

The witch smirked.

A boxy computer, as outdated as the rest of the ratty office, blocked Valerie’s view of the receptionist. Nonetheless, Valerie could already picture the mousy expression, frayed hair, and aged figure of the woman who owned the feeble voice.

Nailed it, she thought when the receptionist’s hair, then her face finally peered around her desktop.

“I said, you may have a seat, and I’ll be—oh!” The woman, who had long passed the day she should have retired, patted her head to find a pair of glasses in her puff of white curls. She lowered them to her nose and peered up at Valerie.

Valerie hitched a sculpted brow and waited for the shock to wear off. She knew this reaction well. When people saw her for the first time, they did a double-take.

It was due to her ice-blue eyes, which glowed more than most people thought they should.

That, and the average person didn’t wear an entire outfit of snug-fitting black leather. Then, there was the utility belt slung around her hips, boasting all sorts of tools and gadgets, including a sheathed eight-inch blade.

“Erm. Well, dear. Aren’t you a sight!” The receptionist, whose nameplate said Carol Whittaker, finally got to her feet. She visibly shook but tried to hide the tremors by clutching her hands together. “Now, never mind that outfit. You are prettier than a celebrity! With such blue eyes. Are those contacts, dear?”

Valerie opened her mouth to answer Nope, these are the real deal, her usual canned response, but the receptionist cut her off, this time with another question.

“Is that a knife you’ve got there?” Carol poked her finger in the direction of Valerie’s hip. “That sure looks big.”

Valerie’s hand wandered to her beloved blade.

Oh my god, is she staring? The voice in her head rapidly fired questions at her. Tell me if she’s staring. Is her mouth open in shock at my size?

The voice nearly made her laugh because it was so eager. It was so like her blade to wake up when attention landed on him.

Oh, yes. Don’t you worry, Ken, she answered. You’re getting quite a reaction. She’s got wide eyes, dropped jaw, the whole bit. You’ve given her a shock.

Let me out so I can see. Bet she’s in a cardigan with pearl buttons.

The blade wriggled, tickling her a little.

Hey! Would you quit it? She placed her hand on the hilt, resting it there to try to stop the energetic weapon. We’re in human territory here, and this woman looks like she could drop dead of a heart attack any minute now if she gets too much of a shock.

The blade, Ken, obeyed. For once, Valerie thought wryly.

Her knife was often too eager to be the center of attention, even at the worst moments. Last week, he’d wriggled free while she was at the Round Table meeting with her coven, although she’d expressly asked him to lie low.

Carol lifted a shaky finger. “Now, you might as well leave that out here at my desk when you go in. I’ll keep it nice and safe in my drawer here. You are… You’re Mr. Patterson’s nine o’clock? If you give me a minute, I’ll go back and make sure…” Her warbled words drifted off as Valerie started walking past.

Now past the desk, Valerie looked back. “It’s okay. I’ll show myself in. And there’s no way I’m leaving my knife. Also, here. Peppermint tea.” She tossed the tea bag she’d already extracted from the pocket of her leather jacket. It took restraint not to use a spell to ensure it landed on the desk, but she managed. To her satisfaction, the tea bag made it.

Carol studied the small paper package, completely confused. “Tea?”

“Try it. And next time you sanitize your desk, consider using a mixture of vinegar, lavender, and citrus.”

Carol was working hard to put everything together. She clearly believed Valerie shouldn’t have a knife despite her appointment. “I don’t think you should go back there, ma’am. Let me at least call his desk phone⁠—”

Too late, Valerie thought, as she spotted an office door ahead. The energies felt like this was her probable target.

She opened it without knocking.

The man behind the desk was in his sixties, with shaggy silver hair brushed back from his round, wrinkled face. His eyes told of warmth and wisdom, and she liked the way he wore his tie loose, with the top buttons of his shirt undone.

That’s a good sign, she thought as she nudged a chair with the toe of her boot to reposition it. At least he’s not too stuffy.

More than the smell of coffee or toxic bleach, she disliked people who took themselves too seriously.

Plenty of them tended to do that these days.

“So. I hear we have an issue.” She lowered into the chair and moved her gaze to the man beside her, in a chair that looked as scratchy and uncomfortable as the one she perched on. She studied him.

He was younger than the one behind the desk. In his thirties, maybe, with wavy brown hair, chiseled features, and bright, sharp brown eyes. He’s smart, she guessed, as she observed his rumpled suit. Doesn’t like to hang up his clothes, either.

“Who are you?” she asked him bluntly. “I was told I was meeting with Special Agent in Charge Samuel Patterson. No one else.”

The younger man didn’t look away. His erect, tense posture conveyed an edginess she was used to. She could tell he’d been warned about her powers. Then again, he also appeared curious. Perhaps too curious for his own good. She wasn’t sure yet what to make of him.

His brown irises sparked with curiosity when he looked at her belt. “Is that…oh, wow, no way.” He pointed at her hip. “Is that a real ceremonial blade?”

She noticed he didn’t even recognize her as an attractive female yet. While that spoke of professional competence and curiosity, it didn’t stop her ego from taking a slight hit.

He set aside the notepad he was holding and reached for her belt. Beneath the fabric of his white dress shirt, she thought she saw the shadows of a few tattoos on his bicep.

Interesting. He has tattoos? That was unique in this world of buttoned-up men and women who seemed to lack imagination and personal style.

She’d seen so many black and gray business suits, shined dress shoes, and pale, sleepy faces since entering the building. It was nice to know she was in a room with a few who could maybe think for themselves. The elderly one’s too-long hair, along with this younger one’s tattoos, added up to favorable circumstances.

“I’d like to know your identity and rank,” she stated as she stopped and pushed away his hand. “And please, no touchy my blade.”

The man behind the desk cleared his throat to get her attention. “Don’t mind him, miss. He’s an enthusiast. Means no harm. I’m Samuel Patterson, that SAC you mentioned.” He waved at Ben. “This is Special Agent Benjamin Carter. He’s been studying witches since he learned to read, as far as I can tell. Kid’s got enough books hidden at his desk to fill a library.”

“Longer,” the younger man, Ben, admitted with a crooked smile as he looked back at his boss. “I used to ask my grandmother to read me this book on occult rituals before I knew the alphabet. My version of a bedtime story.”

“A true fan,” Sam added with a nod. “I have mighty respect for what you do as well, Miss…”

She kept her mouth closed. She could not trust these men with her name. Not yet.

“First things first,” she announced, ignoring the implied question. “I need to know why I’ve been summoned. My high priestess informed me you had an issue pertaining to witchcraft on your hands, and you required a consultation with a diplomat. Well, you get me, instead. We make our own decisions about what’s required. When you need help, ask for help, but don’t tell us how to provide it.” She eyed the FBI SAC and smiled, “Just a tip, for next time around.”

“I—ah—pardon me.” Sam shifted in his seat. She caught the shadow of fear that crossed his features.

“You’ve had dealings with a Sheva before, I see?”

He didn’t have to answer. The fact that the blood drained from his face made his stance clear. He was petrified. Rightfully so, she thought. It was another good sign.

“I see you’re aware of our…dangerous side.” She chose her words carefully. “But I am here as a courtesy, and I have no intention of hurting you.” Her gaze swiveled to Ben. “Either of you,” she added.

Ben propped his elbows on his knees. His eyes shone as he contemplated her belt. “Can I see it? The ceremonial knife?”

She tried not to roll her eyes. Handsome man but interested in a knife. “Fine. But then, I’d like us to get down to business.”

She freed the blade’s sheath from her belt and held the bundle up so he had a better view.

“Can you take it out?” Ben asked.

Sam groaned, his cheeks flushed. “Benny, she’s not a circus act. Let her be. You’re as bad as a kid on Halloween, trying to see a witch on a broomstick.”

Ben chuckled and raked a hand through his hair. “I know, but… Wow. Sam, you have no idea. I watched an entire documentary on these things. They and their owners are supposed to be very powerful.”

A grin snuck onto Valerie’s lips, catching her off guard.

Okay, maybe Ken isn’t the only one who appreciates being the center of attention now and then.

“Oh, he is powerful,” she chirped. “Ready?”

“For what?” Ben asked.

Rather than answer, she gave Ken an internal command. Let’s show these two there’s more to witches than the warty green noses and pointy caps they parade downtown on one silly holiday.

Halloween is for frauds and wannabes, Ken agreed. Already, he was wriggling free of the sheath. When he zipped through the air and landed, pointed-end down, on a thick stack of paper, Sam nearly fell out of his seat, he was pushing back so fast.

“Dang it!” he muttered, getting his balance again. “Nearly knocked my socks off!” He gripped the table and stared at the knife, now buried an inch into his paperwork. His already pale face turned grayish-green.

Valerie’s grin broadened. She swiveled to face Ben. “Satisfied?”

The young agent was more than satisfied.

That’s glee, she thought, taking in the bright spark in his eyes.

He pitched forward so his nose was an inch from Ken’s obsidian hilt.

“Zoroastrian Priests used to use knives like this when they drew protective circles,” he mumbled, then turned to look at her. “Have you ever done that? Drawn a protective circle during spell work? Did it move on its own?” He looked back at the knife, then back to her. “That’s…that’s telekinesis, right?”

Valerie reached across the desk, then pulled the blade from the papers. “Not telekinesis, per se. More like he’s sentient and can move when he wants to.”

Internally, she reached out to her blade. Back to the sheath, Ken.

That’s all? Ken’s disappointment was clear. He liked—no, loved—Ben’s attention.

For now, Valerie told him. You can show off another time. There’s work to do.

She faced Ben and tucked her short, straight black hair behind one ear. “My connection with my blade transcends friendship, familial bonds, or any other social structure you could grasp. We’re closer than you are to your own arm. Which has some ink on it, I see.”

Ben’s crooked grin created a dimple. “At least I didn’t get any piercings before I decided to work for the federal government. Around here, it’s not great to stick out.”

“Well, I see you’ve done exactly that if you’ve been asked to sit in on this little tête-à-tête,” she noted.

“Benny here’s one of a kind.” Behind the desk, Sam managed to relax his shoulders.

Probably helps that there’s not a knife flying toward him, Valerie thought. It’s fun to keep them on their toes.

“Let’s get down to business, shall we?” She directed the statement to the SAC rather than his employee.

Sam nodded. He pushed back a stray strand of his wild silver hair. “Yep, we better do that. I’m sure you’re a busy woman, and this matter won’t serve anyone if we sit on it for too long. What we have here is sightings, Miss…” He swallowed and coughed into his fist. “Right, well, sightings. Here’s a briefing.”

He passed her a thick packet, then jumped again, when his cell phone rang. He glanced at it. “Shoot. It’s the Boston office. You two, give me a minute, will you?”

Without waiting, he plucked up the phone and answered, swiveling to face the window.

Valerie thumbed through the packet of notes, but she was now more interested in the phone conversation than anything else.

“Again?” Sam grumbled. “Hm… Four more reports. Yes, yes, I do see that. Okay. I did pull the deed and the building blueprints. Yes, I’ll see what I can do. Before dark. Understood.”

When Sam set the cell down, he rested his head in his hands. “Here I was, thinking I might be able to snag a nap at some point. I’m getting too old for this work.”

“What’s up, boss?” Ben asked.

Valerie already had her suspicions.

It wasn’t like the packet in her hands was telling her something new.

The Sacred Coven had eyes everywhere. Ears everywhere. They’d been discussing the unusual events in a back neighborhood of Salem for several weeks now.

She even knew that Dr. Michael Chen, the weasel, was too greedy for his own good.

Gifted, yes. Intelligent, certainly. But the lack of moral compass he’d displayed over the last two years was a disgrace.

Even the smart ones can stray, she thought, as she set the packet of papers on Sam’s desk.

“You got another report of more sightings of the glow from the warehouse,” she observed. “We should begin immediately. Reconnaissance, surveillance of the site. I agree this needs to be taken care of before dark.”

Sam frowned. “Now, let’s not rush out there. I’d like to make a strategy here with pen and paper, first, and⁠—”

“I should probably warn you, I don’t do well with taking orders,” she commented over her shoulder. She was already almost to the door. “You’re aware that for every moment we sit here in this stuffy office, Dr. Chen is using technology and magic that he shouldn’t even know exists?”

Sam groaned.

Ben got to his feet. “Let’s do it. Whatever it is. I’m ready.”

This Ben Carter is a real trooper, she realized.

“I like your spirit,” she told him. “Could you give some to your boss?”

Sam moaned again, this time louder. “This is what I get, working with a young buck and a witch, isn’t it?”

Valerie grabbed the doorknob. “I’d rather not sit around and make notes about this issue. It would be much better to get eyes on that warehouse. And quickly, too.”

An icy feeling skittered down her spine as she thought of the symbols on display. An unsanctioned, unidentified, completely rogue use of magic was never a good thing.

There are protocols in place for a reason, she thought as she twisted the doorknob. Rules. Traditions. Legacy.

The glowing green light that started inexplicably beaming into the air in Salem could mean only one thing in her way of seeing. Trouble.

With a capital ‘T.’


CHAPTER THREE


Ben peered through a gap in the branches. The sky had a bruised, gray-blue look now that the sun had dipped below the treetops to the west.

The old warehouse loomed a quarter-mile away, down a sloping bank. From up here, the building looked like nothing more than an abandoned paper mill. Dreary, decaying, and a good home for rodents or the occasional vagrant.

He’d read up on it over the course of the day whenever he caught a spare moment. The sprawling two-story brick building housed an international paper mill early in the twentieth century. When that went bankrupt in the ’80s, the town of Salem purchased the property. According to town records, the deed was transferred to Dr. Michael Chen only two years ago.

“Looks like he hasn’t done much with the place,” he murmured as he unfurled the building’s blueprint for the hundredth time that day.

On his right, Sam held a pair of binoculars to his eyes. “Sure, from the outside, it seems like an abandoned pile of crap. But, inside? Could be a whole different story.” His head swiveled slowly, left to right. “About half those south-facing window panes are missing, upper story. But on the bottom floor, they’re all intact.”

He lowered the binoculars. “Something’s going on in there. Worth putting new glass in, at least. I’d guess Chen’s focus is on the first floor. So, that should be our priority, too.”

“There are at least four entrance points on the ground floor.” Ben tapped the building schematics. “Main entrance, two side doors, bay doors in the back. As far as I can see, no external security to speak of. It’s up to you, boss, but since there are three of us, we could split up.”

“I’d rather we stick together,” Sam replied. “Strength in numbers, you know. Where’d she get off to this time, anyway?”

Ben looked around. Where had the witchy woman gone this time? “Last time I saw her, she was behind that tree.” He peered into the fading light and tried to discern whether there was a form in the shadows.

The Sheva had a way of melting into pools of shade and darkness. He’d never seen anything like it. One minute she was there. The next, gone.

“Hard to say what’s going on with her,” Sam mused, his tone hushed. “I wish she’d at least tell us her name.”

“She’s a mystery, all right.” Ben tried not to sound too happy that a third of their attack team had piqued his curiosity so fantastically.

He hadn’t felt this keyed up about life since he was a kid, first learning about magic. And now, today, he’d actually seen some.

He had the distinct feeling witnessing that blade move of its own accord was only the beginning.

His thoughts turned to the Sheva. She’d been awfully distant since the morning meeting. While Ben and Sam had spent hours trekking around the perimeter of the building—from a safe distance, of course—to find the best vantage point for surveillance, she’d entirely disappeared.

When she did show up, it was only to give them a hard time about their caution. “He’s down there. I can feel it in my bones. When are you two going to be ready?”

Though Ben and Sam had bought themselves some time, Ben knew her patience, what little of it she had, anyway, was wearing thin.

“She’s something else,” he whispered. For all he knew, the strange, witchy woman was not far away. “I wish she’d tell us her name, too. This is the biggest mission I’ve been on since I started my career. Hard to go into a risky situation without even knowing a name to shout if the going gets rough.”

“Maybe, if she keeps up with the secrecy stuff, she’ll let us give her a code name.” Sam tucked his binoculars into the cargo pocket of his black pants. “The going will get tough in there, Benny. I’d like a way to get her attention, too, because we need to have each other’s backs. Chen’s got a Ph.D. in robotics from MIT, and he’s world-renowned when it comes to AI. This place looks inviting enough, like you said, but I have a feeling the real defenses are inside. Shit’s gonna hit the fan the minute he knows he’s got visitors.”

“Code name. How about Blade? Or Leather?”

Sam flicked on his flashlight, with the beam aimed at the ground. He switched it off, then opened his jacket to fuss with his tactical vest. “I like Blade on account of that tattoo by her eye. You see that thing?”

“How could I miss it?” Ben had noticed the inked knife on the witchy woman’s temple around the time she’d pointed out his own tattoos.

The ones on his arms were only the start.

His back was done up, too. Not that anyone in the office knew about it.

“I like Blade,” he agreed. “We’ll ask her. Shadow could work, too, seeing as⁠—”

“Seriously?” a female voice whispered through the evening air.

Ben nearly dropped the rolled blueprints he was trying to stuff into his pack. “What the…”

“You two are fussing about code names at a time like this?” she quipped.

Ben tried to catch his breath. It was not good to be heading into a tactical situation and get this startled by mere words.

The witchy woman folded her arms. “I don’t really like the name Blade. Or Leather or Shadow. You two need to spend your time considering more important things than my facial ink, too.”

“Like?” Sam asked.

She gestured to the building. “Like the fact that we haven’t seen a green glow since we got here. All last night, sightings kept rolling in. Same with this morning. Four more witnesses came forward. Now, nothing. We’ve been traipsing around the woods, watching the place without seeing a hint of light or sigil patterns. I think that means he knows we’re here.”

“How do we even know this Dr. Chen is in there?” Ben asked.

He narrowed his eyes and looked at the place she’d stood seconds ago. It took a moment to find her in the shadow of the towering oak tree. “Oh, there you are. How do you do that, disappear like that?”

“We’ll save the lesson in magic for another day, fanboy.” She smiled as she passed. “Hey, how’s that for a code name? Guys, we’ve done enough surveillance and strategizing. It’s time to make a move. If you two aren’t with me, I’m going in on my own.”

Ben glanced at his boss.

Sam pursed his lips as he watched the woman stalk down the slope. “Well, she did say she wasn’t good at taking orders.”

“We going with her?” Ben asked. He fished in his windbreaker to feel the Velcro seals of his tactical vest, ensuring they were fastened to his neck. With two efficient pats, he felt his firearms. One at his hip now, the other strapped around his ankle.

Dinner would have been nice. All he’d eaten in hours was a chalky energy bar around lunchtime. He’d assumed they would take time to fuel up with a meal and water before storming the warehouse.

The third member of the little mission team seemed to have her own ideas about the initial strike.

“She’s not even approaching under cover,” Sam muttered. He placed a hand on Ben’s shoulder. “I’m going with her. You in?”

“Of course, boss. I’m here, aren’t I?”

Sam caught Ben’s eye. “I’m warning you, Benny, this isn’t going to be like anything you trained for in the academy. Stay flexible, be ready for the unexpected.”

Ben chewed over the paradox as he strode down the hill after his SAC. Ready for the unexpected? According to the definition of “unexpected,” it’s impossible to be ready.

He felt like he’d been given some sort of Zen riddle.

Now was not the time to ferret out the lesson in it, if there was one. He had to hustle to catch up to the two figures in front of him. Within minutes, they approached the bay doors he’d seen on the blueprints.

The metal doors were rickety and rusted, and they rattled as Sam lifted the handle.

The sky darkened by the minute, and the first stars had poked out over the woods. Here, by the doors, a cold shadow pressed in, sending a shiver down Ben’s back.

Inside, the visible swath of warehouse was inky with darkness. From his study of the blueprints, Ben knew the small space used to be a loading zone. The room appeared empty.

“Valerie,” the woman announced as she crossed the exposed threshold. She turned to face the two men, who remained outside. “My name’s Valerie. If either of you two uses a silly nickname to get my attention, I might hold it against you.”

With that, she stepped deeper into the pool of darkness.

Sam bent his head closer to Ben. “I got a feeling we both want to stay on her good side, eh?”

“I don’t want to give her anything to hold against me,” Ben agreed.

Sam readied his gun, then moved into the warehouse, a slight limp to his gait thanks to two bad knees. Ben freed his own handgun from his holster, then followed.


CHAPTER FOUR


Ben’s gaze darted around, taking in his surroundings.

The loading zone was vacant, with exposed brick walls and a cement floor. A cement ramp led up to a metal door. The only light in the open space came from high windows, most covered in a filmy layer of dust.

Valerie was already far ahead. She moved so swiftly, it was difficult to track her motions. When she stepped into a shadowy part of the room hidden from the windows’ light, she disappeared.

He blinked and shook his head before forcing his feet forward.

Sam’s right, he realized. This won’t be anything like the simulated missions in Training Academy.

Back then, the courses were designed to surprise the agents who had not seen battle yet and test their reaction times and readiness. However, the combat strategies were all based on human behaviors. The science of ballistics and explosive devices. Even the physics of boxing and grappling. Not magic.

He watched in disbelief as Valerie raised her palm inches from the metal door. The door wobbled as rings of pale blue light emanated from her palm. Then, as if on its own accord, the door floated open.

So, I might as well forget everything I know about physics, Ben mused.

She stepped through, moving with so much grace it seemed she was gliding. Ben caught Sam’s eye.

Sam shrugged. “Unexpected,” he muttered.

Ben nodded. There was no telling what he might see in this warehouse. Already today, he’d witnessed more first-hand magic than he’d ever hoped for.

I can’t let that distract me, he thought as he climbed the ramp. He wanted, badly, to savor the unlikely things he’d seen. The moving knife, the way Valerie could become one with shadows, the icy blue light that could open doors.

He wanted to ponder, write down notes, and strengthen the memories so he could not doubt later on. That was what most people did. They saw something otherworldly, magical, and quickly devised a way to write it off.

Not me, Ben thought as he slipped through the open metal door.

Now, the warehouse space opened up before him. The windows, high on the brick walls, were as dusty as those in the loading zone and let in barely any evening light.

Towering stacks of boxes loomed throughout the space, along with dusty tables, old paper mill machinery, and wooden shelves. Ben struggled to remember the floorplan he’d studied. This must be the factory’s old production room.

He remembered this main room took up most of the warehouse’s first floor. It was difficult to grasp that he was in a large, open area because the space before him was so cluttered and chaotic.

Towering stacks of boxes lined long stretches of floor between wooden columns, forming hallways that snaked around the large tables, machinery, and shelves.

The columns were clearly there for structural reasons. They kept the floor above from crumbling down. The tables and machinery made sense, too, since this had been a paper production factory. But the boxes?

What are they about? Ben wondered.

He felt claustrophobic as he followed Valerie and Sam down one of the narrow box-lined hallways. He slid his fingertips across a packaging label. It felt new, without a trace of dust.

“These were delivered recently,” he whispered to Sam ahead of him.

Sam glanced over his shoulder. “Been reading the labels? I’ve seen aluminum, bioplastics, kevlar…”

Ben paused to read a series of labels. Then he picked up his pace. “That stack was all shipped in from overseas. Industrial-grade titanium alloy. What’s this guy up to, space exploration? We know he’s a robotics wiz, but you don’t need that kind of durability for your average robot.”

“I got a feeling these robots aren’t average.” At the sound of movement to the right, Sam aimed his gun there.

The rat that shuffled from his makeshift home gave a plaintive squeak.

“Damn it,” Sam muttered. “Nearly gave me a heart attack.”

Valerie’s voice seemed to come out of nowhere. “Boys.” She materialized from the ink-black shadows of a forklift. “Intuition tells me he’s behind that door.” She pointed a slender, pale finger toward a door on the far side of the room.

Ben’s attention had snagged on a piece of heavy machinery. A forklift? What the hell does this guy need a forklift for?

This was not the hideaway for the tech enthusiast he’d envisioned. Something big was going on here.

Valerie’s warning rang through his mind. He knows we’re here.

Sam sighed. “I’m bending my own personal rules here, and I know I’m outta my wheelhouse. I’m trying to respect your way of doing things, Valerie, but intuition? We at the agency value tactical maneuvers, and your intuition⁠—”

“Is always accurate,” she cut in. She arched her brow. “Are you really going to stand here and doubt a Sheva’s intuition, Samuel Patterson?”

Ben looked past them at the door. He could picture the layout of the rooms beyond, thanks to his detailed study of the blueprints. Behind the door was a lobby area where the owner’s secretary had likely spent his or her days. Then, an office. The room where the owner himself had played king, within this monstrous brick castle.

The owner’s office contained a vault. He’d seen it charted on the blueprint.

“I think Valerie’s right. He’s probably holed up in the room with the vault,” he whispered. “That’s the biggest office in there, the nicest, with windows to the outside, and⁠—”

Zing!

The bullet ripped through the air over his head. He ducked instinctively, then took a few quick steps to the nearest oak column.

“Shit.” Sam joined him behind the column, then reached for an old, sturdy-looking table. When he touched it, the table tipped and fell with a thud against the cement floor.

The minute it landed, Valerie aimed her palm at it. “Protectio!” Purple light exploded from her hand and covered the table in a fine web.

“Pays having a witch around.” Sam crept out from behind the column so he was crouched behind the table. There was no sign of his weak knees now.

He’s too riled up with adrenaline to pay attention to his arthritis, Ben reasoned. He felt a chill as Valerie passed him. She crouched beside Sam, her body so translucent and shadow-like that he could see the table’s wood pattern through her.

Bullets continued to whiz through the air, exploding boxes into shreds behind them.

The chemical cocktail in his own veins was certainly potent. His heart hammered, his mind felt sharp, and his senses took in more than he was used to. The smell of musty brick and singed cardboard, the sound of metal on cement, Sam’s heavy breathing.

He moved into position beside Sam, lifted his head to take his first shot at…at what, he didn’t know. The figures across the room moved in steady, calculated, eerily inhuman steps.

Robots, he realized, as a bullet ricocheted off one of the figures’ steel torso.

“Do we keep shooting?” he asked Sam.

“Unless you have a better idea.” Sam flicked on his flashlight. “What the hell are we dealing with here, anyway? Chen’s bodyguards, of the flesh variety, or is this where all that titanium and silicon’s been going?” He aimed the beam toward the figures.

Ben fired into the lit-up array of mechanized bodies. There were ten in total, but it was difficult to tell if his shots had any effect. For all he could tell, the robots weathered the bullets without missing a step.

“Mechanized foot soldiers,” Valerie answered, her tone clipped. “I’m going to use a heat spell, see if I can fry their brainy parts.”

“Ha,” Sam snorted. “Doubt that.”

She moved her hand in an intricate pattern as she readied her spell. To Ben, it looked like he was watching a shadow puppet show against the table’s surface. His pulse quickened as a ball of red light appeared.

This is better than watching a thousand documentaries, he thought.

The words she murmured weren’t in any language he recognized. He longed to ask her about it, but the circumstances were far from conducive for discussion. Another box behind him exploded, and shreds of cardboard rained down.

He popped up, took aim at one of the robots, and fired. The robot marched on, unfazed by the bullet that had punched his chest.

“They don’t stop.” He racked the slide on his Glock. “They’re getting closer.” Sweat dripped down his temple.

Next to Sam, Valerie worked the ball of swirling red light between her hands. It was now the size of a basketball, but the edges weren’t defined. It seemed to blur where it neared her hands and sometimes merged with her shadowy body.

Ben wanted to stare but was too aware of the rhythmic sound of footsteps on the cement floor to let himself.

This time, when he raised to take aim and fire, the bots were way too close for comfort.

“We’re going to be doing hand-to-hand combat with these creeps if we stay here much longer,” he told the others.

A bullet whistled past his right ear. He ducked back behind their oak barrier.

Valerie smiled as if the thought of battling these beasts of steel was an inviting challenge. “Ken wouldn’t mind slicing into their wiring. Then again, it could get messy, and our real goal is Chen.” She stood suddenly and sent the fireball swirling from her palms.

“Mitte ardentia, incendicato!” she called.

Her blue eyes, always glowing, momentarily ignited with a flash of blue unlike anything Ben had ever witnessed.

“Damn it.” She ducked back down to a stealthy, cat-like crouch. “They must be heat resistant.”

“I saw enough heat-resistant materials back there to build a Mars Rover,” Ben returned.

“Boss, what do we do?”

“Valerie’s right again,” Sam uttered. “Our goal is Chen. These mechanical monsters are immune to gunfire, immune to whatever the hell that was.” He nodded at Valerie. “In my experience, putting on a show is the best way to hold their attention. We need to keep ’em heading this way.”

“You want me to stay here, keep firing at ’em?” Ben asked.

“No way. I need you up there with me and Val. Hang tight for a sec.” He struggled to his feet, then moved faster than Ben had ever guessed he could.

“Hope I’m that tough at sixty-plus,” he murmured to Valerie.

“Me too. Hey, did I tell him he could call me Val?” she whispered back.

The table splintered at the corner as a bullet nicked it.

“My spell is wearing off,” she stated. “His plan better work…”

“He’s got more experience than the two of us combined,” Ben informed her.

She raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

He gulped. “You’re what, twenty-something?”

Her answer came in the form of a hearty laugh. Her lips curled in a subtle smile as she shook her head. “You humans are so cute. Judging age by what? My physical body? That’s not how us witches see things…” Her words trailed off as her eyes flicked to the right. “What is he doing over there?”

Ben turned to see what she was looking at.

Ten feet away, the forklift stood inert. Sam hovered over the wheel. A second later, the vehicle shuddered to life, then rolled forward, sending boxes toppling.

“Why is he bothering with that?” Valerie asked.

Now, it was Ben’s turn to smile. “Traditional tactic, tried and true. He’s creating a diversion.”

Immediately, bullets started pinging against the forklift’s metal structure. Ben got to his feet and held his hand out to Valerie. She hesitated, then accepted the gesture. Her grip felt ice-cold against his palm, and he caught a whiff of lavender and peppermint. Soon, they fell into step beside Sam.

“How’d you get it to move forward like that?” Ben asked.

“Brick on the gas pedal.” Sam winked. “Now, what’s our best guess about Chen’s next move? We diverted his bodyguards.”

Ben removed his gaze from the office door for a brief instant to look up at the ceiling. “My guess is he has a comprehensive, live video feed streaming in that back office. Easy enough to cover the entire space if he has the cameras up high enough. He’s probably watching us right now. Maybe listening, too, if his tech is good enough.”

Sam didn’t break his stride. “I think ‘tech’ is this guy’s middle name.”

Valerie reached the door first. “My guess, guys? He’s shaking in his boots. With good reason, the greedy imbecile. We’re about to show him not to mess around with what he should not even know about. Cool with you guys if I go in?”

“Look at that. Now she’s asking.” Sam nodded. “Let’s do it. The sooner we get eyes on him, the⁠—”

The door flew open, cutting Sam off, and Valerie stumbled backward onto her butt on the hard cement.

Bright light flooded the floor in front of the door, which had opened on its own. A complex system of gears attached to the back of it whirred to a halt.

“Took you long enough,” a voice announced. It floated down from the ceiling from many different speakers. “Welcome to my humble abode. Do come in to my inner sanctum, won’t you? My warm welcome awaits you. As you may have guessed, I am Dr. Michael Chen.”


CHAPTER FIVE


Valerie’s backside hurt. When was the last time she’d felt actual physical pain? It had been years since she suffered an injury. These days, she inflicted pain, not the other way around.

Get up, get up! Ken urged. He spoke of some sort of welcome. Besides, you’re going to dirty your nice leather armor, and you know what a pain it is to clean these things.

Valerie didn’t need further prompting. Her lower back and hips ached from the impact, but she did her best to ignore this and focus on the fluorescent light beaming out from the doorway.

“It’s as bright as an operating room in there,” Ben noted. He eyed Valerie with attentive concern. “You okay? That was a bad fall.”

“Yeah, thanks,” she returned. “That really caught me off guard when the door flew open by itself. This office space of his isn’t as shabby as the rest of this dump, apparently.”

“And here’s that warm welcome he mentioned,” Sam intoned as robotic footsteps sounded beyond the door frame. “Benny, get that firearm up.”

Metal feet pounded cement. The rhythmic banging sounded like a percussion solo.

Rather than lift his firearm, Ben tucked it in his holster. “Bullets didn’t stop ‘em last time, so I don’t see how they’ll have any effect now.”

Valerie nodded. “Logic. Not my strength, but this one has it in spades.”

Sam’s mouth formed a grim line. “Great. So, we can’t use gun power. You gonna logic your way to something better, Benny? Because we’re running out of time. How about you, Val?”

“Valerie,” she corrected.

Now’s not the time to be a stickler about your name, sugar. Ken’s voice nearly drowned out the sound of approaching footsteps.

A robot stepped out into the square of light. He was bigger than the metal foot soldiers who had marched across the warehouse earlier. Two feet taller, twice as wide. On each shoulder, he carried a swiveling mounted shotgun.

Some unseen hand is guiding these guns, she thought. It was rare for her to feel fear, but she noted an inkling of it now.

Yes, she had a license to kill. It had been granted to her kind centuries ago. She’d used it before, too. It was her purpose, her gift. She knew the rallying cry for her brand of magic. When diplomacy fails, send in a Sheva.

I’d end this metal beast if I knew how, she relayed to Ken. Fire element had no impact. I need advice. Air next? Water? What’s their weakness?

You are a shadowcaster, Ken reminded her. Rely on your strengths, child. This hunk of metal appears solid. You must remind it of the power of shadows, the power that only our kind can wield. The magic that takes form away.

His resonating voice gave her confidence. Her body turned cold.

Ken spoke more words of encouragement. Yes, use your strength, Valerie. Your Shadowcasting might. Remind these plates of steel, these nuts and bolts. Remind them to bow down before the great Destroyer, the darkness of all that has never been. Remind this one that he is not solid, not lasting, nothing but a shadow.

When she raised her arm, it was see-through, only the faintest wisp of darkness. Shadows reached from her fingertips and wound around the robot’s neck. The tendrils slithered over the shotguns, turning them to dust. Next, his torso faded, then his legs.

She lowered her arm and let her own form return. The feeling of once again having flesh warmed her up.

“Whew. Okay, then.” She strode through the door.

“How did you…” Ben stammered. “Your eyes. They glow really bright when you do things like that.”

“That’s a discussion⁠—”

“For another time. Right, right.”

Valerie paced through the open door. Her heeled boots clicked against the pristine white floor tiles. Beside her, she heard her new companions’ footsteps.

They’d turned out to be better coworkers than she’d hoped, their dilly-dallying today aside. Some humans are okay. Not all of them, but these two are all right.

She liked Ben’s spunk. The older one, Sam, could turn on the spunk in a pinch. That idea with the forklift wasn’t bad, she thought as she glanced at him. He breathed hard from exertion. His silver hair frizzed wildly, and his limp had become worse.

On the other hand, Ben walked with a bounce in his step. He looked fresh and invigorated, as though he was only getting started and could keep up this pace all night if needed.

The space they’d entered was entirely different from the ramshackle, chaotic, crowded warehouse. The pristine white walls contained an array of monitors.

Ahead was an inner office. The office walls had been knocked out, so only structural framing remained, along with a clear barrier of what looked like glass.

Behind the barrier, a man sat at a desk. He was petite, with a dark swath of neatly coiffed hair. He wore a white lab coat and thick glasses. He had not one but three keyboards in front of him. The flatscreen monitors lining his desk were sleek and expensive-looking.

Dr. Michael Chen.

“The greedy, overgrown child himself,” she murmured. “Playing with toys that simply aren’t his.”

She did not know what had produced the green light so many witnesses had reported seeing up above the warehouse, only that it was magical.

This man had no right to be anywhere near magic.

Fury sparked in her heart. “What have you done?” she asked. “What harm have you already caused?”

She curled her fist.

Dr. Chen broke eye contact first. He turned his focus to his precious monitors. His fingers moved nimbly over the keyboards. “Ah, so you choose to come in farther after that welcome? That android cost me half a million to create. So, one of you had better have a checkbook on you for what you’ve done. I expect reimbursement before you head home for the evening. That…er, that little trick⁠—”

“It wasn’t a trick.” Her heart pounded with rage.

How dare he belittle magic and use it with such a lack of respect?

Sam aimed his handgun at the doctor. “Come out of there, hands above your head, Michael. We’re FBI. Benny, show him.”

Ben stepped forward, his badge on display. “FBI, sir. Come out, hands up, and no one has to get hurt.”

No one has to get hurt, my ass, Valerie thought.

The fire element had not worked on the machines, but it would work on flesh, muscle, and bone. She’d thrown incendicato spells at mortals before, always with results.

The smell of burning made her nostrils itch every time, but it was worth it to take care of business.

It was not personal. It was work.

Another day at the office, she thought, as she moved her fingers at her side. The spell work heated her fingertips. I love my job.

Sam kept his gun aimed at the foolish doctor. “We said hands up!”

Dr. Chen sneered. “You idiots. You think I only have one defense android?” His nimble fingers struck a series of keys.

Behind him, the white panel walls slid upward, revealing deep shelving units. At first, only pairs of titanium and steel boots flashed into view. Next, knobby knees. Quadriceps, pelvises, and torsos, all made of armor-like steel plates. The faces were featureless plastic masks. More guns than Valerie could count stirred to life.

“Shit,” Sam muttered.

Spirited as he was, Ben refused to back down. “Michael, step away from your controls. This is your last chance.”

Valerie had already made up her mind about what she’d do next.

As far as she was concerned, the weasel’s last chance to earn the right to live had passed by years ago. The moment he decided to interfere where he didn’t belong.

He’d walked into dangerous territory to gain power for himself.

Or, worse, to gain power for others.

That possibility carried the most potential threat. If Chen was a pawn in another’s game, there was no telling how much chaos he could create.

He has no idea what he’s doing. The harm he could cause others.

Who is he working for?

Her only concern was with getting information from the sack of bone, flesh, and brain matter before she incinerated it.

“You’re working for someone, aren’t you?” she asked. “A single man would not stand here, without running, if not backed by a powerful source. The cost of materials in this building rivals NASA’s budget, and you, asshole, couldn’t have afforded it all on your own.”

Ah-ha. Fear flitted across his face.

The robot units marched out of the respective shelves. Machinery whirred as guns swiveled into place. She didn’t have to count to know a third of the weapons faced each of them.

“Tell me who you work for,” she demanded through clenched teeth. The fireball in her hands swirled faster.

It is time to level him, Ken advised.

“Not yet.” She was painfully aware of the weapons aimed at her and the two men who flanked her, but she also sensed that Chen’s fear contained a clue. It was a clue she wanted to pursue. “Who funds your efforts here? Tell us,” she ordered.

Chen’s lip trembled. “You think you can scare me? What, a twenty-something goth freak, a newbie agent too scared to use his gun, and an old man? I have an army of steel on my side. You three have nothing.”

Around him, the robots remained poised.

“They can’t shoot us through that polycarbonate shield,” Ben whispered. “At least the first round will hit resistance. He’d have to lower the shield.”

Sam lowered his voice, too. “See how he keeps moving his left hand over that keyboard? Your questions made him nervous, Val. Bet he’s erasing data as we speak.”

She eyed Chen’s left hand. Sam was right. The weasel was tapping keys, his movements hidden and subtle.

For Valerie, it was the last straw. She pitched the swirling red inferno of power over the barrier. “Mitte ardentia, incendicato!”

The instant the spell hit Chen, he burst into flames. Smoke wafted from behind the barrier and snaked through the lobby. Her nose twitched, and she frowned with disgust. “I’ve never liked that smell.”

Ben gaped at her. “Did you have to do that? Our aim was to take him in for questioning, not kill him.”

She caught the way he checked with his superior as if for support.

“We questioned him,” she replied as she surveyed the scene. It would take some time to sort through the mess. Also, she was eager to access the computer controls and put the pesky robots to sleep.

She strode toward the barrier and the wreckage of ash and debris behind it.

“She did what she had to, Benny,” Sam explained behind her. “Her kind is known for serving justice by any means necessary.”

Now Ben’s voice sounded closer, and she heard his footsteps fall into step behind her. “Well, I guess you two know more about what’s happening than I do. Hey, I don’t know about you, but I’m dying to see what he’s got in that vault.”


CHAPTER SIX


Valerie shuddered. She’d opened the vault door, and the dark energy within made her skin crawl.

The space contained the aura of a thousand demons packed into one eight-foot by eight-foot room. What’s Chen hiding in here? she wondered.

Ben joined her at the vault’s open door. “What’s in there? Stinks, whatever it is.”

She felt Sam’s warm, wise presence draw near on her other side. “Hm. Val, what do you make of it? Er, sorry. Valerie. I gotta get your name right. There’s a thing back there, on that shelf. Think we can touch it?”

He gestured to the only object in the vault. Even small objects could carry power, she knew. She stepped into the vault, reached for the dusty back shelf, and plucked the item.

The moment her hands touched the cool gold, a new wave of shudders coursed through her.

“What is it?” Ben asked.

Valerie retreated from the vault, her hands wrapped around the golden, oval-shaped object. She’d given Ben a hard time about judging her age by her physical body, but in some ways, he was right. She was not as seasoned or wise as her elder Sheva sisters, who had seen and lived through much more than she.

As a relatively young Sheva, her best resource was to access the wisdom of the ancients through her mind.

All Shevas trained in this art. Valerie had learned several techniques over the years. She chose the one she liked best, even though it often came with a side helping of sass.

Okay, Ken, what am I holding? she silently asked.

She waited as her blade tuned in to the energy and aura of the object. He could “see” despite not having eyes. Though he sometimes asked to be unsheathed to take in visuals, she knew that with effort, he could also perform fine from within his sheath. She rotated the object in her hands, hoping to give Ken visuals to help him out.

Ah, the terrible beauty. Ken’s tone was smug. Clearly, he was pleased to get consulted on such an important, urgent matter. I’m glad you asked, child. It’s too bad the dark glass innards are missing, or else you could get a peek at the mess your hair is in.

She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. He’d see that, too.

Enough with the riddles and veiled insults, Ken. Just tell me what it is, will you?

This here is a scrying mirror. More precisely, what you’ve got is the frame. Amazonian origins, I’d surmise, though not our sister coven’s work. This object has origins in the dark arts. See the carvings along the edge? The serpent, the vines. This is made for summoning demons.

That explained the instinctive shudder. She cringed and stepped toward a table, intending to set it down.

No, no, hold it tight for another moment, Ken chided, already aware of her intentions. I’m still reading it. It won’t hurt you to hold it. It’s not like that crystal ball we confiscated from the voodoo practitioner last fall. This frame won’t zap your energy or make your hair fall out.

Thank the Goddess for small favors. Valerie winced at the memory of going bald after that particular mission. She was grateful to have her ebony locks back, though the chin-length cut was much shorter than she liked to wear it.

Ah. Ken sighed. I’m seeing occult rituals. Many of them. Your Amazonian sisters searching for this missing gold and volcanic rock. They wanted to contain it, to make the world safer. They had it safe for a while. I’m seeing a theft, a betrayal.

She examined the empty frame. All I see is this engraved oval, Ken. No volcanic rock. Are you sure?

I wish this scrying mirror was intact. You need a good look in the mirror. Your hair is a mess, and your mascara’s clumping. Your lashes look like tarantula legs, honey.

“Why do I even bother?” she muttered, shaking her head.

“Hm? What was that?” Ben stepped closer to her. As usual, his curiosity seemed to run the show as far as his actions went.

Valerie’s intense glare didn’t deter him.

“I said, why do I bother?” she repeated. “Consulting my blade, that is. When I want information, he delivers fashion advice.”

Hey! Ken protested. Only trying to help a sister out.

This time, she ignored him because it felt more important to keep Ben’s itchy fingers off the golden frame. She twisted so he wouldn’t touch it.

“Would you mind?” she stated.

“Oh.” He stopped his eager reaching. “Sorry. I thought we’d all get to check it out.”

“What, like this is show and tell or something? This object is dangerous.”

Across the room, Sam chuckled. He held his phone away from his ear to address them. “You two sure are getting familiar with one another. Sound like brother and sister fighting over the remote. Keep it down for a minute because I’m waiting to get the Boston office SAC on the line. Then I want to hear all about that gold thingy you got there, Val. Looks interesting.”

Interesting doesn’t even begin to describe it, she thought. If Ken was right, this object was akin to the human version of a nuclear warhead. Whoever possessed it controlled terrible forces.

What on earth was Chen doing, hoarding a piece of an artifact so incredibly valuable to the magical community?

Ben held out his hand. “Can I please look at it?” he whispered.

“Fine,” she whispered back. “But be careful. I don’t want you to get hurt. I want to search this desk. When you finish checking it out, maybe you could help.”

After she handed the frame over, she turned her focus to Chen’s desk. Either Sam or Ben had taken control of the robot guards while she’d been busy opening the vault. The steel figures around the room reminded her of marble sculptures in an art museum. She ignored their presence as she flipped through a stack of folders.

He was keeping track of receipts, she realized, as her fingers crawled through yet another stack of paperwork. So, who was he billing?

She crouched and accessed the desk’s few drawers. Inside, she found more paperwork, sheaves of coding that she didn’t feel the desire to sort through. When she straightened, she eyed the computer monitors.

The flanking monitors seemed mainly for surveillance. Video feeds of the production floor and warehouse exterior occupied the screens.

The middle monitor had the most programs running on it. She closed a few open tabs, then accessed the recent activity log.

Hm. The weasel sure kept busy.

She noted a log of websites the doctor had visited in recent days. Apparently, he’d spent most of his time on a forum called Portal Beneath the Sphinx. She opened the forum in a new window.

Text paraded across the webpage. Welcome to the world of mysteries, where we crowdsource collective knowledge and bring light to the dark arts…

More like you’re collecting a tidy side income from all these annoying ads, she thought as she surveyed the site and the many advertisements that populated at least a third of the screen

Then again, if Chen spent time here, there must be more to this than another trendy website.

She ignored the flashy advertisements and scanned some of the chatter.

It seemed casual and innocent enough. A bunch of armchair “occult practitioners” who liked to talk about theories and history. Most of today’s discussion revolved around alchemy, though as far as she could tell, no one in the group had actually practiced it.

They spend too much time geeking out on the internet to do this stuff, she thought, as she scanned one participant’s rant about why the crown was the perfect symbol for alchemy, the “royal art.”

Ah-ha, here we go. A subtle link to one side of the page caught her eye. It wasn’t as flashy as the advertisements and contained cryptic initials at the end of the innocent-sounding text. “Communication Portal: M.C.”

M.C.

Michael Chen.

Behind her, Sam spoke gruff instructions into his cell. “I know it’s last minute, Phil. Yeah, yeah, sure. That’s fine, we’ll hang tight. At least three would help us out big-time, and bring all the portable lab equipment you can get your hands on. Hell of a scene here. We’re gonna have to process…”

From the corner of her eye, she saw Ben place the golden frame flat on the desk so he could snap photographs with his phone.

She clicked the link, then studied the login request. How am I supposed to know? she thought as she eyed the blinking cursor.

“Hey, Mr. Logic.” She turned toward Ben. “I need you.”

He looked up from his work. “What’s up?”

“Any ideas on a password Chen might have used?”

“Try 3-2-3-8-1 first. His birthday. If not, try it with all four digits of the year, 1-9-8-1. Next, spell out the birth month, March, first letter capitalized. Last, add an exclamation point to all variations.”

She struggled to tap the keys fast enough to keep up with his instructions. When it came to the patterns she wove for spell work, she could move rapidly. Working a keyboard was a different story.

“Nope, not working. I only have one chance left before I get locked out.”

“Let’s see.” He stroked his chin. “He wasn’t married, so the wifey b-day option is out. Okay, got it. Put in 1-1-4-Dow-Street. Only the D and the S in caps, and add a question mark at the end.”

It worked. She hitched an eyebrow. “Wow, awesome, I’m in. Thanks. Why a question mark?”

He grinned that nice, crooked smile of his, dimples and all. “Pretty common to include punctuation. I realized our Dr. Chen is a scientist, and most scientists love a good question.” He raked a hand through his hair, and his brown eyes lingered on a small pile of dust. “Er, he was a scientist, I should say.”

“Don’t worry about his untimely demise.” She returned to the website. “He’d have caused a thousand times this much destruction if we let him continue doing his thing in this rat-infested dump.”

“You got something against rats?” Ben asked. “I always thought witches loved ‘em. You know, kept cuddly rodents in the pockets of their cloaks and all that.”

“I’m guessing ninety percent of what you’ve read about witches is way off. I don’t keep rats in my pockets.”

“But you own a hat, right? I’ve read the pointy end is symbolic of a connection to the spiritual.”

“Do I look like I’d be caught dead in a floppy, pointed hat?”

He cocked his head as he studied her. “Actually, no. You don’t.”

“Exactly.” She moved the cursor down the screen, past paragraph after paragraph of nonsensical, space-filling text. The text was random, most likely generated by a computer program as filler.

What’s buried in here? she wondered.

Footsteps and a scuffing sound behind her alerted her to Sam’s approach. His limp had worsened, and he dragged one leg.

“You need to sit down, Sam?” she asked gently.

He acknowledged her with a friendly twinkle in his gray eyes. “I’m okay. What I really need is a hot shower, a whole tube of Icy-Hot for these dang knees, and about sixteen hours of sleep. A plate of pot roast and potatoes wouldn’t hurt, either.”

“I’d house a plate of food,” Ben agreed.

She stifled a smile and gestured to the screen. “I’m in a forum where Chen was spending about six to eight hours a day. I think he was communicating with an individual or group through these back channels. I’m sorting through a bunch of filler content, trying to see what’s up.” She kept scrolling.

Sam and Ben inched closer to the screen.

“There!” Sam poked the monitor with a finger. “Stop. Back up. I saw something.”

She scrolled backward, and there it was. The two-word link made her heart cold with dread.

“The Ascendants,” Ben read aloud. “What’s the big deal? What does that mean?”

Sam groaned. “Damn it. I had no idea it was this bad. Is this why the coven sent you, Valerie?”

With her eyes locked on those two awful words, she nodded slowly. “Yes. We suspected, but we weren’t certain. He could have been working on his own or for a power-hungry rogue practitioner. Or some other group. We thought there was a slim chance he’d connected with the Ascendants, and we wanted to rule it out.”

“Well, looks like there won’t be any ‘ruling it out,’” Sam replied. “Damn. So, they’re real. I was starting to think all the horrible stuff I’ve heard about them was all rumors.”

“The Ascendants are very real.” She backed out of the communication portal, then closed the tab. She’d seen enough.

“Okay, guys, get away from the desk,” she told Sam and Ben. “And avert your eyes. This flash can be really bright.”

When she raised her moving fingertips, a fireball already stirring to life, Sam groaned. “Not again…”

“These machines have told us what we need to know. No use letting anyone else trace the information. You invited more bureaucrats. Isn’t that right?”

“Had to,” Sam returned.

She launched the fireball along with her spell words. As she spoke, she felt Ben’s eyes on her.

“Take a video. It will last longer,” she teased.

He smiled. “Can I? Next time? I’d love to document⁠—”

“In your dreams,” she interjected with a quick laugh. There was no denying it. His attention was endearing.

Not nearly as heat resistant as the mechanized soldiers, the computers melted as the heated red energy engulfed them. Soon, they were piles of ash on the warped desk surface.

“How am I supposed to explain all this?” Sam wanted to know.

Valerie picked up the oval golden frame. “However you want. Just don’t bring magic into it. As you know, Samuel, this is between you and the coven.”

Sam’s gaze flicked to Ben. “Hrm. And Benny.”

“You brought him into this,” she shot back. “So you get to catch him up to speed.”

Ben scratched the back of his head. “Boss, what the hell is going on?”

Sam clapped Ben’s shoulder. “You sure you want to know?”

“He has to know,” Valerie insisted. With a nimble leap, she landed on the top surface of a twelve-foot-tall shelving unit. It felt like floating to use her jumping skills. It gave her a distinct pleasure to move her body in a cat-like manner.

Her feet barely made a sound as she leaped gracefully to an upper window and crouched to peer out. “How much time do we have before the suits arrive?”

Sam hesitated. Probably checking for updates on his phone, she thought. Humans had limited options when it came to communication.

She watched the dark landscape spread out below. A dirt road slithered out of the thick woods and led to the parking lot of the abandoned structure. Though the lot was empty now, she could already picture the official vehicles that would soon arrive. Likely big, gas-guzzling SUVs like the one she, Ben, and Sam had traveled in to get here. That particular Cadillac SUV remained parked a quarter-mile away, where they’d left it.

Behind her, Sam cleared his throat. “Looks like they’re twenty-five minutes out.”

“If it’s cool with you guys, I’m going to wait in the car while you wrap this up,” she announced as she jumped down to the tiled floor. She landed as light as a feather.

Ben gaped.

Sam was too distracted by his impending duties to pay much attention. “Hang on, now. Before you go, let’s get a few things straight between us. I’d like us to be on the same page, and I’ll do my best to fill in Benny here on our arrangement.”

She nodded to urge Sam on. It did feel right to give the eager young agent a clue about what was really happening.

“Okay, I’ll start,” Sam offered. “You jump in when you got something to add, Valerie. I don’t want to butcher the tale, and there might be some gaps in my knowledge. I’ve barely been able to wrap my head around it all over the last few decades.”

“Wrap your head around what?” Ben asked.

Sam started pacing. He clasped his hands behind his back and studied the floor. “I, er…hrm. How did it start? Guess it was back twenty years ago. I was put on a task force looking into all sorts of rapid growth in technology happening at the time. We were supposed to get a big-picture view of it. Try to grasp the implications, you know?”

Ben frowned. “Big job.”

“You have no idea.” Sam scoffed. “Turned out, the agent in charge—I can’t say his name, so don’t ask—was a real old-timer. He had a secret connection with a coven of witches. At some point, he passed the contact details to me. A few months later, he died, and the burden fell to me.”

Valerie lowered her sore hips onto the desk’s edge. “Your boss has been our sole contact in the FBI for nineteen years and eight months. He’s done a great job. You can imagine my surprise when I entered his office to find you there, Ben.”

Sam winced. “I probably should’ve asked. I dunno…it felt right. My higher-up took me under his wing, and I thought I had the same right. Gotta pass this stuff on, right? None of us live forever.”

Ben scrubbed his face, clearly trying to take it all in. “You mean to tell me the FBI partners with… witches?”

Valerie nodded. “It’s a good thing, too. We’ve saved humanity’s ass countless times. This partnership with human authorities and peace-keeping forces has gone on for centuries. Since before the FBI even existed. Though I will say, things got tense when you all decided to burn some of our most seasoned agents at the stakes.”

Sam held both hands up. “Please accept my deepest and sincerest apologies, again, for that idiotic move. On behalf of all humans, I am very sorry.”

“Thanks, Sam,” she replied. “If only all humans were as thoughtful as you.”

Ben’s eyes sparked with excitement. “So, all this time, Sam, you were a liaison with a real witch coven? I don’t get it, though. You said you were on a task force related to technology. That seems pretty far removed from this witchy stuff.”

Sam shook his head. “Technology is more connected to the arcane than most folks realize, Benny. Don’t worry. We’ll get you up to speed. But for now, Valerie, if you would. I need to know what our official story is about what went on here.”

He gestured to the piles of ash. “Any thoughts on what happened to the nefarious Dr. Chen?”

“Tell them the truth,” Valerie stated. She walked past the ash-covered desk on her way to the door. “Tell them he played with fire, and he got burned.”

“Agent Phillip Montgomery might not appreciate your poetry, Valerie.”

She frowned. “Hm. Good point. Okay, make something up. Maybe say he escaped. That should satisfy them. Anyway, the man was scum, and his return to nothingness will be much more benign for everyone on the face of this earth. As for me, I’m heading to the car.”

She paused in the doorway. The too-bright lights above beamed down on her. Her fully solid body cast a long shadow across the warehouse floor.

Over her shoulder, she added her final remark. “Chen met an end he put into motion years ago when he first crossed boundaries that should have been respected. He did this to himself. I am a Sheva, so mark my words. Justice will be served.”

With that, she stepped out of the office.


CHAPTER SEVEN


Mm. Peppermint tea. Valerie drew in another grateful sip.

Now, if she could convince the two men she was currently stuck with to enjoy the same brew, she would be happy.

But, no. They insisted on drinking coffee. Ben was on his second cup of the morning, while Sam sipped his sixth, by Valerie’s count.

She took another drink of her delicious, refreshing tea, then set the mug aside and stretched her legs.

The scratchy chairs around Sam Patterson’s office left much to be desired. She’d tried all of them since arriving in the office at four A.M., and each was worse than the last.

Feeling restless, she stood and paced to the window. The corkboard screwed into the wall on her right was cluttered with scraps of note paper, printed articles from the web, and sticky notes.

She’d been staring at the thing for hours. Instead of taking in the jumble of clues again, she gazed out the window. May in Salem tended to be a mixed bag, weather-wise. This morning, a chill had laced the damp air. Now, at eight o’clock, the sun was up. It was hard to tell, though, given the cloud cover.

When she forced the stiff window pane up and propped it with a stick of wood, Sam groaned.

“A draft in my cozy office? What’s the idea?”

“I need some fresh air if I’m going to think.” She stared out into the thick, gray clouds.

“It must be forty out there,” Sam grumbled. “You keep that propped open, I’m going to need my scarf.”

“I’ll close it in a minute.” She couldn’t help the edge that crept into her tone. Magic in the wrong hands.

The golden mirror frame sat on Sam’s desk, an ominous reminder of the situation.

“Dr. Chen was working for the Ascendants,” she muttered.

She clicked her nails along the window ledge and let her gaze soften. The lawn in front of the office building shimmered with dew. Past it was a stretch of paved road. “They funded his efforts. I saw a lot of coding data in his desk drawer.”

“He’s a big deal in the artificial intelligence scene,” Ben noted from his seat. His laptop was propped on his lap, and he typed while he spoke. “He’s been a real forerunner in the industry, especially where it meets up with search engines. He created an AI-powered algorithm that most of the big search engines are using today.”

A lone car passed out on the street. It was the only vehicle on the road. The driver had his headlights on since it was so dreary out. She watched the headlight beams slide along the pavement, then fade. “Search engines,” she murmured. “I guess that helps when it comes to finding needles in haystacks.”

“Hm? What’d you mean?” Ben asked.

Sam grunted. “You mean, he used his searching capabilities to get his hands on this scrying mirror frame.”

She turned toward the two agents. “Right. Ben, when did he come up with that AI-powered algorithm that earned him so much fame?”

Ben typed faster. “Okay, that’s interesting. Two years ago. May. That’s the same month the town of Salem transferred the warehouse deed to him.”

“So, things got cooking around then.” Sam moaned as he leaned back in his chair. “Why do I feel so beat up today?”

“Maybe because you were running around that factory building like some pro athlete.” Ben chuckled. “I was impressed, I gotta say.”

“I feel about a hundred this morning,” Sam grumbled. He slurped some coffee and stared at the cluttered corkboard. “Okay, so, about two years ago, he gets a big name for his work with search engines. He’s got powerful tech at his fingertips, and that makes him a valuable asset.”

“Right. Like a tool,” Valerie agreed with a nod. She studied the board. “The Ascendants are known for using resources at their disposal. They hired him for his search capabilities.”

“What was he supposed to find?” Ben asked.

Valerie pointed to the golden frame. “That, for starters. Plus, any other powerful artifacts he could get his sticky fingers on.”

“What’s it do, anyway?” Ben picked up the frame and turned it in his hands. “It’s cool looking, and I like all the snakes carved along the side, but I don’t see why it’s important enough to be stored in a vault, protected with a few million dollars’ worth of tech like our doc was using.”

“It’s a piece of an artifact,” Valerie explained. “It’s a scrying mirror frame, but the actual mirror is missing. Ken told me it has Amazonian origins. The mirror is made of volcanic rock. Obsidian. Also called dark glass.”

She clicked her nails rhythmically along the window ledge. “I’m guessing Chen was trying to get his hands on the dark glass, too, under orders from the Ascendants. That would make the mirror complete. They want power, and this piece would only be useful to them if it was whole.”

Ben’s eyebrows knit together as he typed. “Scrying…mirror…obsidian…hey, I’m getting something.”

“Wow, really? Nice job.” She strode to his side and leaned over his shoulder to look at his screen. “Just on that?”

“Well, I also put in a few more details. When it comes to searching online, the more specific you can be, the better. I added frame dimensions and the scientific name for obsidian, too. Lapis Obsidianus. I also put in a description of the snakes down the side and a few different names for them. You know, the obvious ones. Snake, serpent, and Yakumama.”

“Are you trying to show off, or what?” she teased, eyebrow arched.

He grinned sheepishly. “Well, okay. Maybe Yakumama isn’t that obvious. But since you said the frame has origins in the Amazon, I added it. Mother of the Waters is what the name means.”

She was barely listening as she focused on the map populating a small portion of his screen. “Print that map out.”

“Hey, no props for my use of logic?” he asked playfully.

The outdated printer on Sam’s desk whirred to life. Sam pulled the sheet of paper out and placed it on the center of his desk.

Valerie perched on one corner of the desk so she could easily make marks with the pen she swiped from a chipped mug. Sam hunched forward. Ben placed his palms on the desk surface and studied the image intently.

She made an X on the map. “Okay, so Mr. Logic here rustled up some good intel with his internet search. When it comes to tracking down treasures, he might be as talented as Dr. Chen, only he has a better moral compass. We can hope.” She couldn’t resist flashing a quick smile.

Ben took a bow. “Thank you.”

“Okay, so, kidding aside, Ben landed on the page of a third-party seller. Anonymous. No surprise there. People dealing in this stuff tend to think they’re moving antiques, and the less that’s known of the money they make, the better. Humans and their tax evasion strategies.”

“Witches don’t pay taxes?” Ben asked.

Sam shushed him with a wave of his hand. “She’s onto something. Let her talk.”

Valerie tapped the X. “Here’s where the first antique seller was located, according to that shoddy site. Northern Maine. The next address we see listed is where he or she sent it. Here.” She drew another X. “Now, check this out, guys. This destination isn’t actually a destination. It’s a midpoint. See it?”

Sam squinted. “My eyesight’s not great this early in the day.”

Ben inched closer to the paper. “It’s a building on the coast of Maine. A print and copy store called Apple Bay Copy Center. Oh, I see.”

Sam furrowed his brow. “Catch a guy up, will you?”

Ben plopped back into one of the beat-up chairs and grabbed his laptop. He spoke as he typed. “Print and copy shops also function as shipping centers. Valerie’s pointing out that the missing piece of the scrying mirror got shipped out of this Apple Bay Copy Center store. So, all we have to do is call them and ask where they shipped it to. Then we can track it down.”

“It’s a start, at least,” Valerie agreed. She felt good. It was a relief to be making progress.

With any luck, they’d catch the scent of the mirror’s missing glass. Tracking magical objects always led to the beings or organizations that wanted to misuse them. The Ascendants could cause great harm if they were allowed to act unchecked. It was her job to stop them from misusing magic. She set her sights on doing that, even if it took lots of time to reach that end.

Though she told herself to settle in for the long haul, she felt antsy and impatient as Ben dialed his phone. If the humans could work faster, that would be wonderful. It seemed so tedious, the way they did things sometimes.

The automated menu options floated out from the cell device. “For our hours of operation, press two. For an overview of our print and copy services, press three. If you’d like to reach our ‘Ship It’ center, press⁠—”

Beep! Ben tapped his phone.

She sighed, then rapped her nails along the desk.

Finally, he spoke into the phone. “Hi, I’m Ben Carter with the FBI, requesting information on a package you shipped out on…” He glanced at his computer.

Sam read off the needed information. “Looks like it was eight days ago.” He rattled off the date, and Ben repeated it into his phone.

At least they cooperate with each other, Valerie thought, as she watched them work. Some humans were so catty with one another, she could hardly stand to be around them for even a few minutes. These two had a nice rapport, though. And they’ve been kind to me, she thought.

Be wary, Ken silently reminded her. Our kind has suffered persecution, child. They are not like us.

I know. She sighed again. This time, it wasn’t about her impatience. It was the weight of feeling different.

There was no use dwelling on it, though. She lifted her chin, paced to the window, and looked out.

Ben ended his call. “Okay, team. I’ve got an address. That package was sent to the Port of Boston. The nice employee from the copy store looked up tracking information, too. Looks like the customer wanted it to travel by boat but didn’t say why.”

“Magical objects put out auras,” Valerie explained. “If it was shipped by ground, a witch along the way might have picked up a trace of it and gotten curious. Out on the ocean, there’s far less chance of that.”

Ben got that gleeful, childlike look in his eye. “Wow. Auras! I’d love to hear more about that.”

She arched an eyebrow at him.

He cleared his throat. “Some other time, obviously. We have way too much going on right now. So, it’s due to arrive at the Port of Boston tonight. Boat’s scheduled to dock ten minutes before midnight.”

“Do we think a member of the Ascendants will be there to pick it up?” Sam asked.

Valerie paced back to the desk. For some reason, her mind kept turning over a word Ben had used moments before.

Team.

He said team.

Does he think we’re going to keep working together?

Do I want to be on a team with him?

She felt Ken begin to protest and advise caution again. He carried the collective wisdom of her lineage. It was centuries’ worth of knowledge, including hurts and past betrayals.

I know, I know, she told him. You don’t have to tell me again. I’ll be careful.

Aloud, she addressed Sam’s question. “There’s no telling who will be there to intercept the obsidian mirror. This trail will eventually lead to the Ascendants, but it may not be for a long time. They are an incredibly dangerous organization. I hope you both know that. Because of the level of threat they represent, this is dangerous work. I’ll go on my own. You two fulfilled your part when you alerted my agency of this threat. Now, it’s up to my kind to follow through.”

Ben got to his feet. “No way we’re bailing on you now, Valerie.” His voice sounded deeper and more confident than ever. He squared his shoulders and lifted his chin. “This might be dangerous, but it’s also important. I want to help.”

Sam leaned back in his chair. He hesitated, his hands tented before him. “Hrm. He’s right. This relationship between witch folk and us humans is something I don’t quite understand. But I do know for sure that it’s vital we support each other. If there’s a threat out there, both of our agencies need to fight it. Together.”

“Shevas don’t like to take orders,” she reminded Sam. “If we work together, I’d prefer to do things my way.”

He chuckled. “Yep, I picked up on that yesterday when I saw how you treated those computers. No bagging and tagging evidence in the way you work. I’ll have to wash my duty pants three times to get all the ash off ‘em.”

He shuffled his computer mouse, then studied his screen. “Benny, I can assign you to this Port of Boston field mission for as long as you need while I hold down the fort here. I’ll even rustle some backup for you two from the Boston field office if you think it’ll help. Phil owes me a favor, anyway, and I think he’s fully staffed at the moment. You know the drill, Ben. Overtime, all expenses paid. You got a cat or something that’ll need to be fed? Girlfriend you gotta check with before you head out of town?”

“No cat,” he answered as he closed his laptop and jammed it in his computer bag. “No girlfriend. I’m ready to go mobile.” He zipped the computer bag and shouldered it.

“Hold on a sec, please.” Valerie held her hand up. “Just wait.” Her body tensed as she looked from Sam to Ben. “I haven’t agreed to this yet.”

The men waited. She nipped her lower lip as she considered her options. Team up with humans for a mission of this scale? It was a big step.

Coming to their stuffy office for this “consultation” was one thing.

Accepting an offer of camaraderie for what might be a long stretch of time was a much bigger deal.

Could we really act as a team? she wondered. Would it work?

Her gaze traveled Sam’s creased face and disheveled hair. She took in the array of coffee-stained cups and stacks of books, papers, and folders on his desk. Her focus moved back to his face. His gray eyes twinkled as he looked back at her directly into her eyes.

He’s honest, she thought. Even now, she felt the wise, warm energy beaming off him.

She turned her gaze to Ben, who stood before the office’s only window. The clouds outside parted, giving way to the first rays of daylight. Sun streamed on Ben’s wrinkled white button-up shirt. She saw the faintest hint of the tattoos that traveled up both arms. His hair, shaggy and wavy, caught the light. His curious eyes surveyed her right back.

He hides nothing, she realized. He respects magic and the supernatural. I can trust him.

She smiled at the two FBI agents. “Okay,” she agreed. “I’ll do it. I’m in. We’re a team.”


CHAPTER EIGHT


Ben could hardly believe his luck. His first field mission in Boston, and it was with a Sheva. He gripped the leather-covered steering wheel.

Sam had signed off on his request to use the better of the two Salem headquarters fleet vehicles. This Cadillac SUV was only a few years old and had a luxurious interior compared to the rusty, base-model Honda Civic he drove on his personal time.

He used his thumb on the wheel to turn down the XM radio, then reached for the console to adjust the air conditioning. The GPS system informed him that Boston lay ahead, a mere eight miles away. “I still don’t see why you nixed my idea of flying.”

“You wouldn’t fit on my broomstick,” Valerie quipped.

He chuckled, though he couldn’t really tell if she was joking. Did she own a broomstick?

Did witches even fly those things, or was that another piece of false information? The myths and lore about witchcraft he’d taken in over the years had all come under suspicion over the past day and a half.

The mental image he’d carried since childhood of an elderly woman stooped over a bubbling cauldron had evaporated the moment he’d first laid eyes on the slender, athletic woman who now occupied the passenger seat of the SUV.

Then again, there seemed to be true pieces of data. For example, he’d learned that Valerie did own a cauldron.

She claimed she mostly used it to cook large batches of soup when she wasn’t working a case.

He couldn’t really picture her on her “off” days. She seemed so perfectly suited to her role as a bad-ass enforcer of justice. Did she laze around some condo in a bathrobe and watch cheesy daytime television? Did she wear bedroom slippers and eat popcorn on the couch?

He didn’t feel comfortable enough around her to ask that sort of question. Not yet, anyway.

Green signage flashed overhead. The Mass Pike was packed with rush hour traffic. Although they’d hustled to depart Salem, it had taken hours to get through the paperwork and prepare for the trip. They hadn’t left until well into the afternoon, much to Valerie’s dismay. He caught a sign for the first Boston exit up ahead.

“I’m thinking we’ll use Exit 20,” he mused as he eyed the GPS. “We’ll hit the tunnel, then cruise down Seaport Drive to the port. That might save us from sitting in downtown traffic. Is that cool with you?”

“Sounds good.” She surveyed the map she’d kept spread out across her lap for most of the trip.

Ben had noted how the ink on the map shimmered in and out of view. When they stopped for gas, and Valerie ducked into the store to use the restroom, he’d snuck in a closer look.

It was a map of Boston, but it seemed too ancient to be useful. The landmarks were noted in handwritten script, in a language he didn’t understand. All the images and symbols on the map were hand-drawn.

“The last time I was here, it was to buy dried bat wing flakes for an Evil Eye Hex,” she mentioned as she studied her map. “They’re a bitch to whip up, those hexes. Tons of chopping and dicing, complex ingredients, too much stirring, and I usually have a splitting headache by the time I’m done.”

“Ha. Bat wing flakes. That’s a creative name for some common kitchen ingredient, right? Lemme guess. Pepper flakes.”

“No way. Witches never use pepper. Are you kidding me? That’s disastrous. Pepper makes you sneeze. We can’t sneeze into our spells, Ben. Saliva can totally change a spell’s characteristics.”

“So, what’s dried bat wing flake, then?”

“It’s bat wing. Dried up. I had to buy a whole bag from the public library.”

“You’re messing with me.” He risked looking away from traffic so he could peek at her. “Right?”

She grinned. “Nope. The public library is a hub for active witches in the greater Boston area. A real social scene, and the underground shops sometimes run awesome discounts. Like on Black Magic Friday.”

Ben veered onto the exit ramp just in time. The discussion in the car was too interesting, and he’d almost missed the turn. The tires squealed, and he barely managed to stay within the white lines.

Valerie gripped the door’s hold bar. “You trying to kill us or something, Agent Carter?”

“See? Flying would’ve been safer.”

She laughed. “You never quit, do you? Okay, how’s this? If we survive this mission, I’ll fit your grown-man butt on my broomstick, and we’ll go for a ride. Only on the night of a new moon, and only if we’re in an area with no identified drone traffic. That is the worst, when some kid picks up video footage of one of us flying, all ‘cause he’s using a dumb hobby drone to spy on his neighbors. Those clean-up operations are the biggest waste of time.”

“Time that could be much better spent stirring up hexes,” he offered.

She nodded. “Great. Now you’re getting it.”

Ben merged into the right lane, joining the stream of traffic heading for the tunnel.

With traffic incredibly tight yet racing along at seventy miles per hour, he had to focus on steering. Still, he couldn’t help but ask another question.

“I can’t believe it. You’re saying the Boston Public Library is a hub for witches, and there’s an entire marketplace under it?”

“Yes. And that is all I’m going to say on the matter.”

“Come on. You can’t give me that and stop there. So, like, how do you gain entrance to the market?”

She scoffed. “Wouldn’t you love to know? I can see your gears turning already, buddy. Planning some nerdy documentary.”

He grinned sheepishly. “I mean, it is fascinating.”

“I’ll give you one hint, but that’s it. And you have to swear not to tell anyone.”

“Great. You got it.” Ben gave up on all thoughts of future filmmaking. Merely knowing would be enough.

“Okay, you know the staircase from the lobby to the second floor? There are two marble lions there.”

“Of course. They’re sculptures carved by Luis Saint-Gaudins in honor of two Massachusetts volunteer infantries from the Civil War. The Second and the Twentieth Regiments, if I’m not mistaken.”

“So, you’re a logician, a fan of the supernatural, and a history buff?”

He shrugged while keeping his hands tight on the wheel. A passing eighteen-wheeler, pushing the speed limit, buffeted the car. He set his jaw as he kept the Cadillac on course.

“Well, that’s the official story,” Valerie told him. “But I’m here to tell you that’s not the whole story. Later, a witch practitioner named Mary Von Temple made her contribution in the form of twin trap doors and mirroring spiral staircases. Beautifully designed, by the way. They descend fifty feet before the marketplace opens up…” A blush tinted her cheeks, and Ben caught the way she nibbled her lower lip.

“What?” he asked.

“It’s too fun to talk about this stuff. I guess I want to brag, but that’s enough for now.”

When they exited the tunnel, the sky opened up. The shoulder along the road widened, and Ben relaxed his grip on the wheel. Up ahead were the first hints of the harbor. Tall white boat masts poked up here and there in the few gaps between buildings.

He didn’t want to pressure Valerie to say any more. He sensed vulnerability did not come easily to her, and he’d already pushed his luck.

“I’ll call Sam,” he announced. “Let him know we arrived.”

She nodded but seemed lost in thought. Or maybe she’s chatting with that knife of hers, he thought.

He had to lay aside his envy on that front. What he’d give to have a sentient weapon sidekick. Heck, he didn’t even have a goldfish.

With a tap of his thumb on the wheel, he dialed Sam.

“Hey, boss,” he greeted the minute his superior was on the line. “I’m here with Valerie, got you on speakerphone. We wanted to let you know we’re here at the harbor. Port’s straight ahead. We hit traffic on the Pike but still made decent time.” He checked the clock on the dash. “Still got six hours until this delivery’s due to come in, so we can set up somewhere with good visibility.”

“I think I can help you there. I’ve been studying maps.” Sam’s voice traveled flawlessly through the speakers, and it sounded like he was in the vehicle with them. “There’s a side street called Hendrick Lane you can park on. Far enough from the Port that you won’t stick out, but you’ll have eyes on, and be within three to four minutes’ walking distance. Oh, hang on. I have a note here that I jotted down. Wanted to read it to you. It’s about the assistance I scrounged up.”

The sound of shuffling papers mingled with the whir of tires.

“Sam would send an update by carrier pigeon if he could,” Ben whispered to Valerie.

She stifled a laugh.

“What’s that?” Sam asked.

“Nothing, sir,” Ben replied with a smile. “I was commenting on your loyalty to parchment.”

“Digital’s overrated. I think better when I can write things out, ink to paper. Something about the movement of the hand…ah. Here we go. So, I talked to Phil for a good long while. He’s got an agent there with time on his hands. Fellow by the name of Thomas Finnegan. Now, here’s the bit I’ve got to read word for word from my notes. This is straight from Phil. I don’t want to distort it like we’re stuck in some game of telephone tag. These things can get blown out of proportion.”

Ben didn’t like the way Sam was stalling. He’s dancing around something. What could it be?

Traffic had slowed to forty miles per hour now that he was on a narrower street, which was a relief. He chanced a look at Valerie. She appeared concerned by Sam’s hesitation, too.

She bit her lip and twirled her short hair. When she shot Ben a questioning look with her glowing blue eyes, he caught the meaning. She wanted to know what Sam was being so cautious about, too.

Ben shrugged and focused on the bumper three feet away. It would be embarrassing to get in a fender-bender in the nice Caddy.

“Okay, you two ready?” Sam asked.

We’ve been ready, Ben thought. “Yep, go ahead.”

“Now, Phil’s words. He says, and I quote, ‘Tom’s a bit of a loose cannon. He’s been on probation twice for bending the rules, and he was nearly kicked out of the agency the last time around. Uses brawn when he should use brains, but he’s such a good operative that I can’t hold it against him. Wish he’d talk more, but the kid would rather kick a door down than have a civilized conversation.’ End quote.

“So, there you have it. The skinny on this guy. Take it how you will. If I were you, I wouldn’t be too quick to judge based on that. Folks tend to surprise you when you give ‘em a fair chance. But I did want to pass it on.”

Ben winced. Great. We’re getting partnered up with some macho dude who can’t control his temper.

He caught himself as soon as the thought entered his mind. Sam’s right. I shouldn’t judge this guy before I actually meet him. He could be all right.

When the road curved to the right, he caught his first view of the harbor. The blue water twinkled in the last rays of fading light. He saw the Port of Boston, a long stretch of industrial docks that reached into the harbor.

Some were crowded with shipping containers. Other stretches contained heavy equipment used for moving containers when they arrived. A few large ocean liners sat stationary in the water. Farther along the harbor’s shoreline, a dozen smaller boats and yachts tipped and swayed as they tossed in the waves.

Sam grumbled a few notes on the logistics of the mission. As Ben listened, he cruised down Hendrick Lane. He fit the large SUV into the only parking spot he could find and killed the engine.

After he wrapped up the call, he shifted to face Valerie. “Okay, what do you think about working with Thomas?”

She folded her arms. “It’s a stretch, teaming up with both you and Sam. Now, a third agent?”

“I’ll leave it up to you how much we tell him. How’s that? Also, if either of us gets bad vibes from him, we nix the whole thing. I know this is sort of sensitive stuff.”

“Sort of?” She did the eyebrow-arching, piercing glare thing he was getting used to. It didn’t send a chill down his spine now that he’d seen it so many times. The look had grown on him.

“Ben, this is highly sensitive,” she went on. “We’re talking about artifacts as dangerous as nuclear warheads. Besides that, ninety-nine percent of the human population massively fears the unexplained. Do you know how many people have scorned me because I look different from them? And that’s without knowing a single thing about my witching abilities.”

“I understand⁠—”

“No, you can’t possibly understand because you’re not a witch like me.”

“Honestly, Valerie, I get it. I’ve gotten the same reactions. Not to the degree you’ve experienced. I’m not trying to say that. But I do get it.”

She scowled.

He waited for her to add her two cents, but she remained sullen and silent.

“I’ve been transferred nine times,” he confessed. “You know, since I started with the agency seven years ago. That’s a hell of a lot of moving.”

He counted off the places he’d lived on his fingertips. “San Diego, Seattle, Denver, Chicago, Nashville. Then, they started sending me to the smaller, more obscure headquarters. I was out in the Grand Canyon, then in Bayard, a little town in New Mexico. Then, okay, Dallas was pretty cool. But that was only for a month, ’til I let something drop about how I believed in ghosts. That’s when I got sent to Salem.”

She studied him thoughtfully.

He looked back at her, noting the ring of darker blue that circled her pale, ice-blue irises. “The worst part was always the few weeks before I got shipped out. By that point, people were giving me the cold shoulder, you know? I felt like an outcast, but it didn’t make me change my beliefs. So I get why you hesitate when it comes to opening up to people.”

“And…if he’s as bad as he sounds, we ditch him?” she asked.

“One hundred percent. Sam knows what’s going on. He’ll deal with explaining our lack of cooperation to the Boston office.”

“Okay. Thanks.” She didn’t sound excited about the prospect.

At least she’s willing to meet him, he thought. He twisted to grab his computer bag from the back seat. “There’s a bench over there we could post up on for a minute while we get our bearings. I’ll send this Thomas guy an email or something, let him know where he can meet us.”

“Actually, it looks like he’s already here.” She pointed past him toward the sidewalk.

Ben followed the gesture and spotted a man approaching them at a fast clip.

With a practiced eye, he picked up on the bulge of a weapon concealed under the man’s loose-fitting, army-green shirt. He also noted the impressive height, athletic build, and purposeful gait.

The guy’s black beard pushed the limits of the Bureau’s “neat and professional” grooming guidelines. Dirt scuffed his steel-toed boots, and a hole was ripped in his blood-splattered jeans.

“What’d he do, get in a fight on the way here?” Valerie asked.

“Either that, or he’s coming off an undercover gig. Why do you think that’s him, anyway? You already look up his photo or something? I didn’t even see you use your phone.”

“Because I don’t have a phone.” She rolled her eyes. “You humans think the world of those things, don’t you? Intuition, fanboy. Come on. Let’s meet him and see if we can deal.” She opened the car door and hopped out.

Ben drew a deep breath to steady his nerves.

Thomas looked…rough.

Dangerous, even. The reports that he’d nearly been kicked out of the agency didn’t bode well.

I have to at least meet him and try to have an open mind, he reminded himself.

He pushed the door open and stepped out onto the pavement.


CHAPTER NINE


Well. This is unexpected, Valerie thought.

The tough-looking FBI agent, Thomas Finnegan, had a small cut above his eye and a fat lip. The blood spattered on his jeans wasn’t the only ruined clothing, either. His shirt had a section torn off the bottom hemline. He’d wrapped the swath of fabric around the knuckles of his right hand, which was also bloody and dirty.

That wasn’t the unexpected part, though. What felt entirely surprising to Valerie was the fact that upon seeing her, he laughed.

It wasn’t a nervous twitter, either. It was an authentic, rumbling chuckle.

Thomas shook his head. “Nah.” The chuckle bubbled up again. “No way. Nope.”

Thomas’ eyes sparkled with wonder and mirth. His tall, muscular frame shook as the chuckle rolled through him. “Life’s a bitch sometimes, you know that?” he muttered.

He moved one hand behind his back.

On Valerie’s right, Ben had his Glock out within seconds. He held it at his side, not aimed at Thomas. Still, the message was clear, and his words backed up the gesture. “Hey, man, watch it.”

Tension crackled in the air now that a firearm was in the mix.

Thomas slowed his movements, hand still behind him. “Yo, I’m reaching for my wallet, man. Will you chill?”

Ben’s breathing was tense and quick. “We don’t know you. You look like hell, I know you’re packing heat, and now you’re reaching behind your back. What would you do?”

“Okay, okay,” Thomas agreed. “I get it, but you can put the piece away. I’m one of you.” With deliberate caution, he extracted a worn, brown leather wallet from the back pocket of his jeans.

He surveyed Ben. “At least, you know, with the agency. You’re Benjamin Carter.” His gaze turned to Valerie. “And you. I guess you’re this ‘other personnel’ I was told about.” He held out a faded business card. “Crazy. I’ve been holding onto this card for years.”

When Valerie accepted the card, she felt it contained a trace of magical energy. The words printed on it also spoke of a connection to the supernatural. Clotho, Lachesis, and Atropos.

The symbol beneath the lettering was one she’d seen before during her training. It was a rune that meant three things in one. Destiny, mystery, and divination.

This had always been her favorite rune. Ever since she was a little girl and her grandmother had pointed it out in a big picture book.

Her lips parted before she had a chance to think. The words that poured forth were not English. The lyrical, melodic language soothed her as it flowed out of her.

In her heart, she felt the rune’s meaning again as she spoke the language of Magick. Destiny, mystery, divination. These great and mystical ideas pointed to the belief in fate. That a plan bigger than any one being could grasp existed.

More verses in her native language flowed off her tongue. It was a passage she’d memorized as a child, an ode to fate.

As she completed the final line, she realized how out of place the recitation had been. Ben had that open-mouthed gaping look, and Thomas’ eyes flickered with curiosity and wonder.

“What was that? Latin or something?” Ben asked as he tried to look over her shoulder at the business card. “And what’s up with that card? Can someone fill me in?”

Still stunned, Valerie turned the card over. The paper was so worn that it felt like fabric. The back was blank.

She handed it back to Thomas. “Where did you get it?”

“This elderly woman gave it to me when I was a kid.” Thomas fit the card lovingly into his wallet. “I thought she was out of it. She spoke all sorts of gibberish. Sounded a lot like what you just spouted off, actually.”

“The language of—” Magick. She stopped herself before completing the phrase.

Although Thomas held a business card from three powerful witches, the Sisters of Fate, she still did not know if she could trust him. “Tell me exactly how you met this elderly woman and what she said to you.”

Thomas ran his fingers over his trimmed black beard. “Man, let’s see. It was so long ago. I was about six, having bad nightmares. I mean bad. Anyway, I was out on the front stoop, you know, of the apartments where I grew up. This woman was sitting on the sidewalk, wrapped in a blanket. Sick with a cough or something. I forget. I gave her my lemonade. Got to talking to her. You know how it goes. She told me some stuff about life, I guess. She said the dreams would pass. She gave me that card.”

So far, his story checked out. The Sisters of Fate were known for working among humans, often disguised as the impoverished or ill.

Ben sighed as he tucked his gun away.

It surprised Valerie that she picked up on Ben’s frustration. Maybe the short road trip bonded us, she thought. Or maybe taking down Chen did it. Whatever it was, she felt connected to Ben and was sensing his emotions.

She turned to him. “Okay, you want to be in the loop? I’ll tell you what’s going on. He encountered one of the Sisters of Fate when he was a kid.”

Ben’s eyes widened.

Thomas grinned. “Hey, cool. Is that what she was? She said when I met a woman with blue eyes like knives, I should give her the card. Something about her stuck with me. So much that when I turned eighteen, I got my first ink.”

He turned and pulled down the back collar of his shirt to reveal the base of his neck. On his caramel-toned skin, a dark, navy-blue tattoo shimmered in the evening light. It was the rune symbol printed on the business card.

He has been touched by his destiny, Valerie thought. She’d heard stories over the years. Apparently, some humans who spoke with the Sisters of Fate ignored the wisdom offered. They tossed away advice, shrugged off warnings and fortunes. However, Thomas had taken heed.

Wise soul, she thought, as she peered at him with new respect.

“I know it’s a weird tat. Somehow, it felt right. Can’t explain it.” He shrugged as he let the collar fold back up.

If a Sister of Fate spoke to this human and gave him insight into his destiny, it was a good omen. Valerie felt the tattoo was another sign that Thomas could be trusted. However, it never hurt to check.

Ken, she asked. What do you think of Thomas?

Ken didn’t bother with greetings. He has an absolutely pathetic sense of style. That shirt is boxy and unflattering. Two sizes too big, at least. What is going on with his pants? They’re destroyed. He needs a trip to the barber, and some cologne would serve him well.

Would you get to the point? I am kinda in the middle of something.

His heart is in the right place, Ken told her. Now, may I go back to my nap?

You couldn’t wait to caution me time and time again back in Salem, and now all I get is one sentence?

Hey, what can I say? I’m sleepy. Do tell him to buy himself a suit. Designer, custom-tailored. A cashmere-silk blend, dove gray, green tie to complement that hint of hazel in his eyes. He’d look a thousand times better.

Wow. A thousand times. So specific. Aren’t you helpful.

I try, honey. I try.

She inhaled deeply to clear her mind, then noticed Thomas and Ben looking at her with anticipation. Like they were expecting her to talk.

Oh, the joys of telepathy, she thought.

These little conversations with her knife tended to make things awkward with humans. Sure, they were used to folks stepping away to take calls but not communicate mentally with weapons.

“Excuse me. I was busy there for a moment,” she stated. “Did you ask me something?”

Thomas cleared his throat. “I said, how do you know about these Sisters of Fate, or whatever? And who are you? I’ve been watching for a woman with blue eyes like knives my whole life. Didn’t even know what it meant, really, until I saw your piercing eyes and that inked blade. It’s a damn surprise to finally see you.”

Valerie hesitated. Thanks to Ken’s confirmation, she knew Thomas was a benevolent soul.

Yet it was always difficult to know how much to tell the humans. This fine line felt like even more of a tightrope because the mission was incredibly important.

Her thoughts flashed back to Chen’s high-tech lair. He had no business hoarding the scrying mirror frame, yet there it was in his untrained, greedy hands.

Chen’s disrespect for the magical artifact in his care still filled her with anger when she thought of it.

He was working for the Ascendants, she reminded herself. When whole, the scrying mirror carries massive power. Even the frame alone can be used for ill. Chen had clearly dabbled with the frame’s powers. Those green lights and the symbols humans reported seeing in the sky spoke of magic.

He used the summoning powers of the frame. He accessed ancient wisdom, hidden truths. He had no right.

Chen’s unsanctioned dabblings aside, the real problem lay in his employers. The Ascendants have no morals, she thought.

Her blood burned with rage, the familiar fury she used for her work. Here, on the sidewalk, it felt like an inconvenience.

I must gather myself, she realized. A Sheva was useless to the magical community if her temper controlled her and not the other way around.

She forced herself to calm down and think rationally. With the stakes this high, she had to be careful with her words. Her elders would be extremely disappointed if she botched this case. She was grateful to her coven for trusting her with the mission, and she wanted to succeed.

She opened her mouth to speak but closed it again, still feeling unsure.

Ben filled the tense silence. “You don’t have to tell him anything if you’re not comfortable with it,” he told her quietly. “It’s like I said in the car. If you’re not down with this, we walk away.”

“It’s okay. We don’t have to ditch him.”

Here goes nothing, she thought.

She extended a hand to Thomas and smiled. “I’m Valerie KuriaKen. I’m a witch. Specifically, I’m a Sheva. I know about the Sisters of Fate because every witch worth her toad-tears—er, salt—knows of those three.”

Thomas’ grip was firm. “Valerie. I’ve waited a long time for this. Well, shit. It’s good to meet you.”

Ben cracked a smile, too. He seemed relieved the initial tension had passed. “Okay, we got that out of the way. Now, what do you guys say we get to work?”

“Let’s crush it.” Thomas’ tone was hearty and gruff. “I’m ready to help.” He cracked his knuckles under the dirt-smudged fabric wrap.

Valerie gestured to the makeshift bandage. “Looks like you already crushed something today.”

Thomas glanced at his fist. His eyebrows popped up as if he was surprised. “Oh, damn! I almost forgot. I was on my way to get ice when I got orders to head to Hendrick.” He unwound the fabric, revealing bloodied knuckles. “Come on, guys. I’ll clean this up in the van. I’ve got a kit.”

“Van?” Valerie asked.

Ben spoke at the same time. “What happened?”

Thomas led them down the sidewalk, talking over his shoulder as he moved with quick, athletic strides. “Yeah, surveillance van. Sweet rig. Real high-end. You guys should see the shit the Boston office has. That budget increase last fall hit us big-time. New rigs, new equipment, you name it. Oh, and this?”

He flexed his bloodied hand, then waved at his jeans. “Little thing I call protecting my informants. I got a real nice kid over on the south side, used to be involved in all this gang bullshit. When push comes to shove, I help him out. We shove back.”

Valerie showed her approval with a smile. “Nice.”

“Yeah, well.” Thomas shrugged. “You do what you gotta do, right? Screw the red tape.”

“Uh, guys?” Ben didn’t sound happy. “I hate to be a stickler, but rules are rules for a reason.”

“Yeah, they got a purpose, all right.” Thomas fished a set of keys from his pocket. “Far as I can see, rules are around so we can break ‘em. I kick ass when I have to.”

“In other words, the end is more important than the means, fanboy,” Valerie teased as she knocked her shoulder against Ben’s.

“Agree to disagree,” Ben stated warily. “This is my first real mission, guys. I’d like to do everything by the book.”

“Hey, you do you. We all have different ways of working.” Thomas tossed Valerie a wink.

“Aren’t you on probation?” Ben asked Thomas.

Thomas shrugged the question off. “Eh. No biggie.”

Valerie spotted a large white van ahead with an orange sticker wrap along the side. BTV Cable Repair. Serving Boston and Cambridge since 1981.

It didn’t look like a van worth bragging about, as Thomas had done moments before. As far as she could see, there was nothing ‘sweet’ about it.

It appeared around ten years old. The front-end bumper was dented. The sticker decal peeled in places, and the whole thing needed a good wash and wax.

Thomas slid the side door open with obvious pride. “Check it out,” he whispered. “One-point-two million bucks of high-end, intel-gathering equipment wrapped in sub-par packaging.”

The van was parked in one of the last spots on Hendrick Lane before it intersected with Seaport. Valerie glanced across Seaport Drive toward the Port of Boston.

The boats looming near the paved, industrial-scale docks looked eerie, given their hulking size. In the fading evening light, they seemed like monsters, poised to slink ashore when the city’s children went to sleep.

What lies ahead tonight? she wondered as she watched the dark, shifting water of the harbor. What dangers will we face?

She did not know. She only knew that whatever happened, she would do her best to succeed. To prove to her coven that she was capable of a mission of this scale.

I will make the Sacred Coven proud, she thought. I will fulfill my duties as a Sheva.

In that regard, Thomas’ sentiments perfectly suited her attitude.

I kick ass when I have to.


CHAPTER TEN


The cool, refreshing night air whipped over Ben, flattening his black windbreaker to his chest. He clutched the coffee carrier tighter so it would stay level. Foam bubbled up from one of the latte’s lids, and the wind whisked it away. A peppermint fragrance from the tea he’d bought Valerie mingled with the salty smell of the ocean.

With the other hand, he held his cell to his ear. The undercover surveillance van was ahead.

Ben could not help but feel nervous about the turn the field mission had taken.

I’m working with a renegade agent and a witch, he thought as he listened to shuffling on the other end of the phone. As usual, Sam was searching his jumble of paperwork.

“Ah, here it is,” Sam remarked after a moment. “I’ve got the warrant all prepared for you, Benny, so you can fill in the details later. When that shipment comes in, we’ll know who we’re dealing with. Whoever’s on the receiving end, that’s who you’re gonna detain for questioning.”

“Questioning. Right,” Ben murmured.

He wanted to believe this mission would go smoothly, but he doubted it.

The aim was to figure out who had ordered the missing piece of the scrying mirror. This, in theory, would lead to the organization everyone seemed to speak of with so much fear. The Ascendants.

At least it was fear on Sam’s part. Ben had noted that back at the warehouse on Dow Street. Sam broke out in a cold sweat when he spoke of the Ascendants, whoever they were.

Valerie seemed to work into a rage whenever the name came up.

Though Ben knew his agency and Valerie were partnered against this nasty organization, he was not so sure about other aspects of the case.

“The whole ‘take him in for questioning’ thing didn’t go so well the last time around,” he reminded his supervisor.

“Hrm. Good point, Benny. Well, she’s not one to be messed with, that Valerie. I don’t think I have to remind you of that. Things are calmer when they send us a Diplomata Pacem. Hang on. Lemme get to the door and close it.”

Ben listened to Sam’s heavy breathing. He suspected his boss had stayed behind for more reasons than holding down the fort. The mission at the warehouse had taken a toll. Ben had no doubt Sam needed some serious recovery time.

“There we go. Got some privacy,” Sam told him. “You never know when Carol is working late these days, and that woman has hearing so good it’s scary. She knows when I sneeze into my handkerchief. Shows up at my door asking if I need my allergy medicine.”

He sighed heavily, and Ben pictured him settling into his seat. “Here’s the real deal, Benny. You listening good?”

Ben ducked into an alcove between a restaurant and a closed dry-cleaning business for a break from the relentless wind.

“I’m all ears, boss,” he replied.

“Good. Here’s the thing. Usually, when I contact the Sacred Coven—that’s the major coven here in the States, by the way—they send a Diplomata Pacem. Diplomats, I call ’em for short. Now, let me flesh out some details for you ‘cause you’re in the thick of it now, and I’ve been thinking about the situation. I get an afternoon alone in the office, that’s what I do. I ruminate. God help me.”

Ben poked his head out of the alcove and looked down the street. The van was still there, quiet and still.

At least those two aren’t getting into fights on the sidewalk or blowing anything up with fireballs, he thought as he ducked back into the sheltered space.

Sam cleared his throat. “Now, what you have to understand is there are two kinds of witches. The Diplomats and the Shevas. They’re all part of the Sacred Coven. Other parts of the world have their own major covens, and that’s none of our business.”

Ben did his best to commit these details to memory.

Sam went on. “It’s not an even arrangement when we work with ‘em. Nope. They give us aid, never the other way around. See, us normal humans, we’re primitive beasts compared to them. They can do things we can’t even imagine. Believe me. I’ve seen it.”

“And now I have, too,” Ben said.

“That’s right. You sure have. The magic witches use is both an ancient art and a clue about how advanced they are.” Sam paused to let that sink in. “Us humans? We sneer down our noses at ancient cultures, thinking we’ve got it so much better now that science is on the scene.

“We cut ourselves off from the past, but we can’t see forward. We’re stuck in the middle, so to speak. It’s not a pretty place to be. We’re blind. We need their help. The fact that the Sacred Coven sent a Sheva is a big deal. Means they believe we’re up against a big threat. Shevas are a last resort, only used in dire circumstances. So, she calls the shots.”

Ben struggled to grasp Sam’s words. It felt like his boss was giving him another mysterious, mystical riddle. Another Zen anecdote.

Witchcraft is both ancient and advanced? It barely made sense.

Though he couldn’t quite grasp it, it did ring a bell. On the drive from Salem to Boston earlier, Valerie said something similar about magic. They’d been talking about the Ascendants at the time.

They are greedy mortals. They have no right to use our technology.

It had surprised him to hear her use “technology” to mean magic. Yet, as he turned the puzzle pieces over in his mind, they started to fit.

The entire computer industry is based on quantum mechanics, he reasoned. Years ago, what we can do now would seem like “magic.” Yet, if you know about semiconductor electronics and the wave nature of electrons, it becomes hard-and-fast science.

Maybe magic is simply an advanced technology most humans don’t understand, he thought. Maybe throughout history, individuals and even certain cultures knew more than is understood in the present day.

He rubbed his temple. “Sam, can we put the philosophical stuff aside for a sec?”

“Sure.”

“I need you to clarify. When you say she calls the shots, you’re saying…”

“You know what I’m saying, Benny. You’re resisting it like I did when my higher-up gave me the same orders. It sucks to think of ourselves as minions when we’re used to being the big guys on every scene. I’m saying listen to her. Take orders from her. Do as she says, and don’t balk. If she—” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “If she pulls the same lethal moves she did at the warehouse, support her. She has that right. Let her flex it.”

“She has the right to kill?” Ben’s voice sliced through the nippy spring air.

He stepped from the alcove and looked left and right to make sure no one had overheard him.

The only activity in sight was movement by a rusted red truck parked fifty yards away.

Confident he had privacy, he went on. “Sam, I don’t understand. The laws around taking a life are pretty damn explicit, and I have to say, this is stretching my level of comfort.”

Sam snorted. “Then get limbered up, ’cause this is only the beginning. Shevas can unleash major destruction. I’m talking in the scope of nuclear war, Benny. Any one-off killing she does is her limiting her power. Playing small, using precision. She could level an entire city if she wanted to.

“The older Shevas I’ve dealt with didn’t bother with individuals. Oh, no. They played big. Tossed a few good guys out if it meant eradicating the bad. No sentimentality about it. Cold-hearted but effective. Hell, plenty of the ‘natural disasters’ we face really come from those old-school Shevas working behind the scenes. I’m sure I only know the half of it. It seems like since Val’s young, she does things differently.”

Ben rubbed the worry lines on his forehead. “This is crazy. Witches should have to follow the same laws as the rest of us. We’ve co-existed for centuries. You’d think some of this stuff would be worked out by now.”

“Blind, Benny. I’m telling you, we’ve been blind. Blinded by our ignorance, our denial, our prejudices. That’s why no one’s figured out how our cultures fit together. Witches do it their way, we do it ours. I think at the root, it mostly comes down to fear. You know better than most how people react to the supernatural stuff. They get freaked out, am I right? I see how you have to hide your books at your desk.”

Ben sighed with frustration. His boss had him there.

“Okay, okay. Yeah. I get that. Once, in college, I got a right hook to the jaw because I said there were probably ghosts in the dormitories. That punch haunted me for years. Pardon the pun.”

Sam snorted. “Ha. Yep, people get prickly when it comes to spooky stuff.”

“Prickly is putting it nicely,” Ben agreed. “Okay, so she calls the shots. How about this Thomas Finnegan guy? Don’t tell me he’s above the law, too.”

“Lordy, no. He’s an agent like you, no special leeway.”

Someone ought to tell that to him, Ben thought. He seems to think he can do any damn thing he pleases.

He kept his mouth shut. It was nice of Sam to get assistance from the Boston office, and he didn’t want to seem ungrateful.

“How’s he working out?” Sam asked.

“Er. Fine, sir.”

“Good, good. Well, I’ll let you get back to it. I’ll have to tangle with the dang scanner to get this warrant to you. I hate that thing. I miss the old fax machine. What’s wrong with faxing? With any luck, I’ll figure it out, though. Like I said, this warrant’s mostly filled in to save you the hassle. After you make an arrest tonight, finish it up and get it back to me. That’ll help us get the interrogation going.”

“And if the Sheva steps in and does it her way, no official reports?” A memory of the smell of burned flesh hit him.

I’m going to be haunted by that, too, he realized.

“Correct,” Sam told him. “No mention of magic on anything that’s going on record. Keep me posted, will you?”

“I’ll do my best, boss.” Though, if things get as crazy as they did at the warehouse last night, it might be tricky.

It’s hard to make outgoing calls when you’re trading bullets with a bunch of robots.

Ben tucked his phone away, lost in memories of the battle. He’d never seen robots like that. Their human-like shape had unsettled him.

The Bureau had used robots for years, mostly for filing the billions of pages of paperwork that came in every year. A new addition on the scene was a rolling, boxy-looking machine that could carry potential bombs to containment vessels.

He’d heard about ongoing programs to create mechanized foot soldiers, but he hadn’t seen evidence of that yet.

When he blinked, he could still see the shape of the brawny android with shotguns mounted on its shoulders. I pity the flesh-and-blood army that goes up against a troop made up of those steel beasts, he thought.

Lost in thought, he stepped out onto the sidewalk and got buffeted by the wind. It nearly whipped the cardboard coffee holder out of his hand.

More movement by the red pickup pulled him from his musings. Three men and a woman lingered by the truck bed, chatting.

Ben watched as they braced against the gusts, fit hardhats on their heads, then grabbed lunch pails from the pickup’s bed. The group walked toward the port. Their path took them directly past Ben.

He lingered by a bench with his phone out, head down. As he pretended to check a text, he tuned in to their conversation and lifted his gaze slightly to watch their movements.

“He’s a real prick, but he pays good,” a lanky man in the group observed before fitting a wad of chewing tobacco into his lip.

“The only reason I’m working for him is ‘cause it’s fifteen an hour over what Sully Shipping pays,” the woman offered. “I was with Sully for seven years, and the most I saw was a dollar raise. This schedule is bullshit, though. Come on. 11:50 at night, when half the docks are free after five? Why not have his boats get in earlier when there’s still light?”

“Yeah. Fuckin’ guy’s weird,” the one with the chew stated. He spat brown juice on the sidewalk as he passed Ben. “My wife thinks he’s smuggling drugs or some shit, and that’s why he always has his boats come in so late. I told her, honey, what the fuck do I care? He pays good. I’ll take the extra pay and deal with the shit hours, even if the guy’s such a snob I want to smack him when he hands out checks.”

Ben lingered for a while by the bench until they were ten feet away and too busy talking to pay him any attention. Then, he backtracked.

When he reached the pickup, he looked around. The group of workers were now silhouettes in the distance. They picked their way around equipment and crates at the docks.

He aimed his flashlight through the windshield and saw a mess of papers cluttering the dashboard. A paystub, only partially visible, said Bloodgate Industries across the top. He snapped a photo with his phone.

Bingo, he thought as he tucked his cell into his pocket and backed away.

He considered looking up the company name on his phone. His coworkers tended to love fancy footwork when doing background research for cases. Ben liked to stick to the basics. The good old internet was a hotbed of interesting information.

Then again, the wind irked him, and the hot drinks he carried got less hot by the second.

He flipped up the collar on his windbreaker, tucked his head down, and headed for the van.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Valerie ignored the surveillance monitor in front of her.

It was tempting to look at it. On the screen, she would see everything happening on the docks across the street. Thomas had spent several hours positioning the cameras. For his part, he seemed enthralled by the video footage.

Ben preferred to peer through his binoculars. At least, that was his main activity before he left to get coffee and tea. Since returning, he’d busied himself typing on his laptop.

That is fine for them because they’re humans. They don’t know the ways of magic. But I am a witch, and a witch looks with her mind. Her heart. Her soul. She closed her eyes and sank deep into her interior space.

Ken was there, as usual. She had barely taken him out of his sheath since the surveillance operation started five and a half hours ago, and that was only to cut the peanut butter and jelly sandwich Thomas served her.

You’re not going to ask me to cut sandwich crusts off again, are you? Ken griped.

You know I can’t stand the crusts.

So use a butter knife.

I would if I was in a kitchen. Does this look like a kitchen to you, smart-ass?

No, it looks like a government vehicle stuffed to the brim with useless surveillance equipment. I’ve never seen so many sense enhancers. Such a waste of money and resources.

Ken wriggled in his sheath, fired up by his rant. They think they can only see farther and better by extending the eyesight! He scoffed. Cameras with fancy devices to pick up sound! What about the inner eye, the inner ear? Is mysticism dead?

It has been for a while now, as far as the general human population goes, she replied. Now, help me out, would you? I need to know what to expect when this shipment comes in.

Expect chaos.

Chaos? Sheesh, Ken. That’s a little too broad to be helpful.

You asked, honey. I answered.

Then please step aside and let me get in tune with some wisdom from my ancestors that might have some practical use.

Oh, fine. You want the more practical answer? Try this on for size. Expect his four dock workers to defend their treasure. They get a hefty bonus if they make sure no one interferes. Those four will do whatever they can to get their fingers on a wad of cash from the big boss.

Wait, whose workers? Who is this big boss you speak of?

Blood… Ken trailed off as he fell into a trance. He stopped wriggling and trying to get free of his sheath.

She waited.

Finally, his voice rang through her mind. He wears gorgeous suits. Impeccable fashion sense. Now, that is exactly the sort of suit I think Tom ought to buy himself.

Ken! she erupted.

Okay, okay! I couldn’t help it. His name, child, is Gerard Bloodgate.

Valerie opened her eyes. She blinked a few times, struggling to orient herself. This was always a feat after a deep dive into her intuition.

Slowly, her external surroundings began to look as real as her inner world had been moments before. The van, crowded with equipment and now reeking of coffee was not the ideal place to surface.

“I have something to tell you guys,” she announced.

Thomas pulled his earphones off. “What was that? Sorry. There’s stirrings down at the dock. I just overheard major chatter. But you go first.”

Ben raised his hand. “Actually, guys, I have something, too, and this is big. Might want to let me go first.”

Valerie leaned back. “Well, we’re not going to bicker about who talks first, are we?”

“It’s just—” Ben glanced at his laptop screen.

He’s like an excited child, she thought as she watched him bursting with his news. His smile made his dimples pop out.

“I struck gold, sorta,” he stated in a rush. “I know who that shipment is coming in for. He’s a business owner in the area. Real quick, let me fill you in on this guy. He’s a real character.”

Thomas leaned back in his seat, brow furrowed. “Hang on. I think we all figured out the same thing at the same time. I heard that crew talking about him out by the water. A wealthy dude.”

“He wears a suit,” Valerie added. “Gerard⁠—”

“Bloodgate,” Thomas and Ben finished at the same time.

Ben’s eyebrows shot up, and he turned to Thomas with surprise.

“Nice, dude.” Thomas chuckled and raised his hand.

Ben gave him a high-five.

Valerie suppressed her smile. “Okay, guys, no reason to celebrate. We need more than a name if we’re going to prevent this guy from getting his hands on a piece of obsidian that could summon actual demons to the earth. I don’t know about you, but I’d rather not deal with their dog-headed, horned weirdness. Fangs are bad enough. Add claws and a scorpion tail? No, thank you.”

Thomas glanced at Ben. “Is she messin’ with us?”

Ben frowned. “I don’t think so.”

“Whoa.” Thomas leaned back. “So, dog heads? Really?”

“Don’t ask her to explain,” Ben told him. “She’ll put it off for another time.”

“Shit. Claws and fangs,” Thomas muttered.

Valerie nodded. “Good. You’re not asking for a lesson. What we have to focus on is the artifacts we’re dealing with are potent and could unleash hell on Earth. Humans can’t handle the most minor of instabilities. Your species would crumble if these artifacts got into the wrong hands, and witches would be in a tough spot, too. My coven sent me to deal with the issue, and I plan to do exactly that. I think we should get busy.”

She checked the clock on the van’s dashboard. “We have fifteen minutes until the boat’s due in, and it’d be good to know as much about this Gerard guy as possible. Some data on his workers could prove useful, too.”

“Already on it.” Ben peered at his screen. “Gerard Bloodgate is forty-six. Multi-millionaire. Attended private school in Manhattan, parents divorced. He’s Ivy-league educated, with a double major in business and history. He has an MA in anthropology. His thesis was titled ‘Mysticism and Magical Practices of the Eighteenth Century.’

“He owns several international companies, though I couldn’t track down specifics about what they do, and that particular gap in the info is pretty telling. Also, candid photos of him show the same man within a six-foot radius. Bodyguard is my guess. Also, Gerard has a black belt in Brazilian Jiu-jitsu. He’s placed in several competitions over the years.”

Thomas scoffed. “What’d you do, interview the guy?”

“Internet’s an amazing place these days,” Ben replied. “Everything’s at the tip of our fingertips. It’s a pool of public knowledge. Anyone who knows how to search can take a dip.”

“Yeah, well, not everything is in that pool.” Thomas picked up his phone. “I mean, people put enough out so they look normal. First prize in some jiu-jitsu tournament or whatever. The darker stuff never gets published online.”

Valerie sipped her peppermint tea. “Hm. What are you getting at, Thomas?”

“Tom’s fine,” he stated warmly. “Okay, you guys ready for this? I asked my informant over on the south side if he’s heard of this bro. He says Bloodgate’s a big name in the underbelly of the city. You know, where the shady stuff happens. Stuff that never makes blog headlines.”

“What’s the gossip?” Valerie asked.

“My informant said to watch our backs. He heard Bloodgate’s name thrown around after a store owner turned up dead a few months back.” Thomas removed his gun and started going through routine function checks. “Not just dead. Dude had a broken neck, three broken fingers, and a bullet hole in his head. You ask me, that’s a warning.”

“What was the store selling?” Ben wanted to know.

“Antiques.” Thomas tucked the gun away, then checked his watch. “Okay, ten minutes to go. I’ll run you guys through what I picked up from the chatter at the dock, too. We got four workers down there. I’d put their ages from twenty-five to sixty, based on vocal characteristics and language styles. The one I pegged for sixty complained about how he can’t take a steady leak anymore. Prostate problems make the urine stream uneven, start and stop.”

Valerie cringed. “Gross.”

Thomas held up his hands. “TMI. Sorry. Only backing up my claim on his age. That’s relevant if it comes down to hand-to-hand combat, right? A sixty-year-old guy will tire out faster than a twenty-something.”

“What are their strengths?” Valerie asked.

“Well, they’re armed,” Thomas replied. “Dunno with what, only that they took turns complaining about how uncomfortable the holsters are a few minutes back.”

“Also, they know the terrain over there,” Ben added. “I heard the woman say she’s worked in the shipping industry for seven years. I’m guessing they know this port well.”

Valerie nodded. “Okay. And I know they’re motivated to defend the shipment. They get a monetary bonus if they come through for good old Gerard. Also, I meant it about how he wears a suit. That might help us ID him if he shows up. We’ll keep our eyes out for an impeccably dressed man with athletic physique. You don’t get to be a black belt if you have a beer belly.”

Ben unzipped his windbreaker. He threaded his arms through his bulletproof vest and worked the Velcro straps. “Our mission is to capture the scrying mirror piece and take this guy in for questioning, correct? Sam’s already got the paperwork started for us.”

Valerie felt her anger spark. “Gerard is connected to the Ascendants. I have no doubt about it. When we find him, I’d like to handle him the Sheva way.”

Ben slipped his windbreaker on and zipped it. “Gotta stay limber,” he muttered. Then, he cleared his throat. “Okay, Valerie. You call the shots.”

She nodded. “Thanks. My coven only sends Shevas when necessary, and we don’t mess around.”

Thomas grinned. “So, tonight, I get to play backup for a blue-eyed knife wielder. I’ve had worse days.” He slapped Ben’s back. “Ready to assist a supernatural force, bud?”

Ben jostled forward but managed to stay in his seat. “I’m going to do my best to expect the unexpected.”

Valerie’s gaze strayed to a nearby monitor. She noted a mid-sized boat slowing to a crawl near the longest dock. When it slid in beside the dock, the silhouette of a captain appeared on the deck. He beckoned to the four workers, who approached the boat, pushing dollies.

“Ready or not, guys, here we go. Looks like the boat’s five minutes ahead of schedule.”

A pulsing, glowing green light on the boat caught her eye. Shit.

“The fun’s starting early,” she pronounced through gritted teeth. “We won’t have to work hard to know which crate the obsidian is in. My vision allows me to see it through the wooden packaging, and this is not good.”

She studied the green, pulsing light on the monitor. Even within the thirty seconds she’d watched, it was already larger.

“Magical objects should slumber until called upon,” she explained. “This one is not slumbering. It’s active.”

Ben patted his firearms, then drew a needy sip from his latte. “Active. Is it like when a laptop glitches and keeps playing music even when you close it?”

She pulled the van door open. Chilly night air blasted her face.

When she jumped onto the sidewalk, she landed lightly and peered through the darkness toward Seaport Drive and the port beyond. The faster she reached the docks, the better. The men could stall as long as they wanted, but for her, it was time to hit the road.

She spoke her answer to Ben over her shoulder. “It’s not like a laptop playing music at all, Ben. That active artifact is more like a ticking time bomb.”

With that, she headed for the moonlit harbor.


CHAPTER TWELVE


Stay flexible, Ben told himself.

His whole life, he’d grabbed at any scrap of information that came his way about the supernatural. His favorite holiday, Halloween, was usually spent at a local bookstore browsing material about witchcraft, ghosts, aliens, and any other unexplained and otherworldly phenomenon an author or historian cared to write about.

He’d watched more documentaries than he could count. He’d listened to fringe podcasts and radio shows recorded in other enthusiasts’ basements on crappy microphones.

Still, none of it had prepared him for tonight. I’m helping a real witch. Anything could happen.

His feet pounded the pavement as he jogged to catch up to Valerie. Thomas’ footsteps echoed his own. Soon, he and Thomas flanked Valerie.

She moved so swiftly that it was a challenge to keep up. Ben had to take long strides. When she jumped over a rope barrier, nimble and cat-like, he struggled to get under it and catch up.

Thomas also noted the witch’s fast pace. “Damn, girl,” he whispered. “You can travel.”

She grinned. “This is nothing. You should see me fly my broom.”

Valerie’s eyes flashed when she looked toward the delivery boat. The workers loaded crates onto dollies in stacks of three and four.

“Where’s the ticking time bomb?” he asked, referring to the “active” magical artifact.

“The female worker is loading it onto her dolly now,” Valerie replied.

At least she was solid tonight. So far, at least, he thought. She may become a shadow any minute now.

He glanced at Thomas. Rather than the standard tactical mission attire of black duty pants, windbreaker, and ball cap, Thomas had simply thrown his bulletproof vest over his ratty green shirt. His blood-spattered jeans and scuffed boots made him look like a criminal on the run.

When Ben tried to focus on Valerie again, he couldn’t. The place where she’d been now contained only the faintest shifting shadow. Well, she’s not solid anymore, he thought.

This was, hands-down, the strangest night of his life.

“Where’d she go?” Tom asked, his voice hushed.

Ahead, on the docks, the workers pushed their loads. The boat’s engine rumbled and sputtered. Waves hit the docks. A cloud drifted over the moon, casting a shadow over Seaport Drive. The scent of engine oil and gasoline mingled with the ocean air.

He squinted into the night. “She’s up ahead. It’s just hard to see her.” He led the way across the street after a break in traffic. “Twenty yards ahead, southeast,” he told Tom.

“Damn. I can’t see anything up there. You sure?” Tom’s voice trembled slightly.

The sign of vulnerability warmed Ben toward his coworker. “I know. It’s freaky, right? She did this last night in Salem, too. If you get a chill, it means she’s close. My SAC says the air gets cold when one of ‘em is around. A Sheva, I mean.”

They reached a shipping container and paused, their backs to the cold steel. Ben pulled his gun from his waistband. “I meant what I said in the van. She calls the shots.”

“She has you whipped, huh?” Thomas chuckled. He, too, readied his gun.

“Hey, man. You can do your own thing all you want when you’re working cases in Boston. I heard you’re a real lone wolf. But here, tonight, we stick together and do whatever she orders.”

Thomas released the safety on his firearm. “I was a lone wolf because I didn’t have a pack. Yet.”

Ben could only see Thomas’ profile in the darkness. He thought he caught a slight smile on the man’s face.

“Come on,” Thomas said. “Let’s try to catch up to her.”

Thomas took off at a smooth jog. Ben fell into step beside him. His heart pounded as they wove between massive shipping containers thirty to fifty feet in length. The rows, stacked up to three units high, felt like buildings on a city street.

The rumbling engine of the carrier boat grew louder, along with the sound of choppy, wind-blown water. He and Tom crossed a dimly lit, open section of pavement. Up ahead, a loader crane sat idle, its hydraulic arm stretched skyward.

Past the crane, the workers paraded by, each with a dolly. Valerie was nowhere in sight.

He didn’t see any signs of activity in the crates the workers pushed. He had no doubt Valerie’s particular gifts allowed her to sense the active magic.

“She said the female worker had the target item,” he whispered to Thomas, who was keeping perfect pace with him.

Maybe he’s more of a team player than I gave him credit for, he thought.

“Got it.” Thomas paused with his back to the crane and peered out. The workers, now only fifteen feet ahead, talked and joked among themselves. “The female worker is third in that line. See her? Short stature, I’d guess five-two, one-twenty. One of us could tackle her easy if she puts up a fight.”

“Remember, they’re armed,” Ben cautioned at Thomas’ excitement. He’s a fighter, he thought.

“They’re untrained. Won’t pull weaponry on instinct,” Thomas insisted.

Where is Valerie? Ben studied the dark, maze-like landscape before him. As he watched, the parade of workers disappeared behind a fuel shed with petroleum products outside.

He pointed past the shed toward a large, one-story square building with cedar-shake siding. “I think they’re heading for that warehouse, and I bet Valerie already knows that. She’s always talking about her intuition.”

“So, you want to get in there and link up with her?” Thomas asked.

“Yeah. She gives the orders. We back her up.”

“No fun,” Thomas quipped with a deep chuckle. “All right, man. Warehouse it is.”

The two moved cautiously, following the train of dollies. One of the workers left his load to fumble with a padlocked chain around two handles on the warehouse doors.

He got the doors open. The hinges creaked. Pale peach light filtered out onto the cracked pavement.

The wind kicked up, and Ben’s eyes watered. He blinked away tears and watched the doorway. The workers pushed their dollies in through the doors, their bodies casting shadows behind them.

Then, Ben saw it. A fifth shadow.

Valerie. He caught Thomas’ eye and nodded.

“You see her?” Thomas asked.

“Yep. Pretty sure, at least. She’s doing the whole ephemeral thing. It’s like physics is totally irrelevant. Biology?” He scoffed. “Forget about it.”

Thomas chuckled again. “Man, someone should try to catch her on film.”

“Don’t even try. She’s anti-media to the max.”

“I guess the secrecy shit makes sense,” Thomas remarked. “I mean, I’ve seen the History Channel. Those Salem witch trials were fucked up, man.”

“In England, it was even worse, supposedly,” Ben added. He couldn’t help geeking out on the topic since it had come up. “It was bad in Scotland, too. One of the kings wrote a bestselling book about witches and demons. Then, he had parliament pass a law to make witchcraft punishable by death.”

“So wrong,” Thomas returned. “That old woman who gave me my fate? Coolest person I ever met. That was before Valerie, though. And you, dude. You’re not bad.”

They reached the warehouse doors and split up without even talking about it, so Ben took the right and Thomas headed left.

Ben poked his head around the doorframe for a look.

Naked lightbulbs dangled from the ceiling several times, casting uneven light across the wood-planked, splintering floor. Crates lined the walls and formed towers in the open space. Paintings in ornate frames leaned against a far wall. A few sculptures were draped in protective cloth that didn’t cover them entirely. Marble arms, tentacles, and legs poked from the wrapping.

Maybe Gerard Bloodgate is an art collector, along with everything else, he mused.

He hadn’t pondered this for long before he heard a loud, piercing shriek.

“Get your friggin’ hands off me!” a woman’s voice screeched, thick with a Boston accent.

Ben’s senses heightened.

He could not see the workers or Valerie, but he heard scuffling movements behind a towering metal shelving unit crowded with crates and boxes.

He and Thomas ran that way, guns drawn.

When Ben stepped around the corner of the shelf, he saw Valerie. She had the female worker in a headlock. Though she was solid enough to see, she was not entirely formed. Her black leather outfit shimmered as if it were made of thick smoke.

“You’re friggin’ ice-cold!” the woman screamed.

Her male coworkers struggled to extract their weapons from beneath layers of clothing.

One man cursed when he dropped his gun. He tripped over the edge of his dolly as he tried to pick it up.

“What a shitshow,” Thomas grumbled. He tugged his badge from his pocket and held it before him as he stepped into view. “FBI! I want hands up!”

“Let go of me!” the woman shrieked.

Ben held his Glock up. “Listen to us, and no one has to get hurt,” he shouted to the group. Then, he checked on Valerie, hoping for a directive.

She kept her arm wrapped around the struggling female worker’s neck. The woman’s hard hat lay crooked over her curly, silver-streaked hair. She kicked feebly at Valerie’s shimmery shin.

“Get off me, I said! You’re an icicle! Donny, help me, for Pete’s sake!”

The tallest of the men wrapped his hands around his gun and raised it at Valerie’s unworldly form. “Let her go. Whatever…whatever you are.”

Thomas aimed at the tall man’s head. “Buddy, I said FBI, hands up. You sure you want to disobey me?”

“I, er…” The tall man shook with nerves. His whole arm trembled, but he kept his gun raised. He flicked fearful, wide eyes from Valerie to Thomas. “What is she, a ghost or something? I never seen anything like it. And you…you might be the devil.”

“I said I’m FBI.” Thomas’ arm was perfectly steady, his tone calm.

“The devil might say something like that,” the trembling man squeezed through his chattering teeth. His hand wobbled. He turned to Valerie. “Let her go. She didn’t do nothin’ to you.”

“Enough,” Valerie stated.

Ben noted the way the fingers of her free hand moved. What spell is she preparing? he wondered.

He kept his gun trained on the scene. He was ready to react if any of the workers tried anything funny. All three of the men were mesmerized by the movement of Valerie’s hand. A pale blue mini-hurricane of energy swirled at the ends of her fingertips.

“What the…” Thomas muttered.

Ben’s heart pounded. He braced for the destruction that was surely on the way. So much for no one getting hurt, he thought.

“This is the devil’s work,” the tall man sputtered. His finger pinched the trigger of his gun, and a shot ripped out, echoing off the walls.

Valerie released the woman in her arms and crouched as the bullet passed over her head. She leaped to the side, then landed on top of the metal shelving unit in one jump.

Ben did not have to look at her to know she was glaring. He felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise as an icy current of air flowed from her position. He focused forward to keep the group of workers within sight.

The woman Valerie released had fallen to her knees. Now, she stood and brushed dust off her pants. “Screw the bonus,” she announced, her voice quaking. “I’m out of here.”

“Hey, he said we get ten grand to split if we protect it,” the youngest worker protested. He was overweight and wore his hair back in a greasy ponytail beneath his hard hat. The gun in his hands shook, and he wielded it erratically, pointing anywhere he happened to look. “I’m staying. Anyone who runs doesn’t get a cut. Right, Donny?”

The howling of strong wind coursed across the ceiling. All the lightbulbs in the warehouse started swinging. At first, Ben thought a particularly strong gust from outside had made its way through the open doors.

Then, he realized what was really going on. A spell. Sparkling blue light swished down from the ceiling and rushed across the warehouse floor, knocking over boxes and crates in its wake. As it rushed toward Ben and Thomas, Ben wondered if he’d made a mistake trusting the Sheva.

He recalled Sam’s words about how Shevas were known to toss a few good guys out if it meant eradicating the bad.

Is she about to destroy us all, even me and Tom? he wondered. It felt awful to doubt her because he now considered her a friend and teammate.

A cold sweat broke out across his brow. He prepared to get swept up by the supernatural hurricane-force wind racing toward him. He was certain within seconds, he’d be smashed around the room like a rag doll.

Then, a warm net landed over him. The purple, shimmering light cascaded to his feet. When he looked down, a spider-web-like glowing pattern covered his black duty boots. Valerie’s clear voice accompanied the light. “Protectio!”

He checked on Thomas and saw a similar purple light on his green shirt and ripped jeans. Even Thomas’ curly black beard was decorated with the geometric pattern. Thomas raised his hand in awe and studied the crisscross lines dancing along his skin.

The rush of sparkling blue light swept over Ben like a wave. Though he felt the force of it when it slammed against him like ocean surf, his feet stayed rooted to the floor.

I am safe, he realized. Thanks to Valerie. He twisted to look over his shoulder at her.

She towered over everyone from the top of the metal shelf. Her confident stance let him know she was not worried her spell work would fail. She knew how effective it would be.

Soon, Ben did, too. He heard bodies thump against the warehouse’s wooden walls. When he swiveled to face the workers, he found nothing but an empty section of floor. He had to scan the warehouse to spot them. They lay scattered near the wall.

Valerie leaped down and paced to the groaning, moaning workers.

She kicked one gun away, then another.

“Do. Not. Mess. With. Me.” She marched along, kicking the last of the weapons out of reach.

When the youngest of the bunch tried to get up, she retraced her steps and placed the bottom of her leather boot against his back. “Lie down, asshole. Give up on that idea of ten grand, too. You’ll be lucky if I let you leave with your life. I don’t owe you any mercy.”

He groaned. She kept her boot between his shoulder blades. “If you do get out of here, I expect you to find new employment. Your boss is a very bad man.”

“Yes…yes, ma’am,” the young man sniveled.

“Good. That’s better.”

She lifted her palm. The blue light she’d ripped through the room had faded. It was only a hint of a glow now, and it had fragmented into pieces, like dandelion fluff scattered in the wind.

Ben watched in awe as the luminescent blue swirled through the air and zipped toward her palm. Her skin absorbed the returning fragments, and for a moment, her entire hand turned blue.

How?

It was hardly a good time to think in terms of physics, though that was exactly where his intellect wanted to go.

Thomas lowered his gun. “I think she’s got us beat when it comes to combat tactics.”

“By a longshot,” Ben agreed. He felt the warm net covering his body dissolve. A glance at his boots confirmed it. The protective spell was melting away.

“I guess we’re lucky to be on her good side,” Thomas whispered.

“You can say that again,” Ben stated.

Valerie beckoned. “I think these confused souls need to be ushered to the door.” She gestured at their slumped bodies. “Otherwise, I sense their moral compasses will be swayed again. Money is true north for this crew.”

“Can do.” Thomas waved his gun. “You heard her, ladies and gents. Up and at ‘em, get to your feet. We’re gonna walk your sorry asses to the door and don’t come back here. I got a feeling if you spread rumors about what happened, you’ll get to see that spooky hurricane again.”

Ben tried to stick with Thomas in a show of support. He wanted to help show them to the door, per Valerie’s orders. Yet, in his heart, he was much more interested in what was happening by one of the dollies.

Valerie crouched by the only crate on it. The wooden box was big enough to house a person or a small lion. It rocked from side to side as if there really was something alive inside that wanted to get out.

Her hand emitted rings of blue light over the crate, and her mouth moved as she spoke words in a murmur he couldn’t make out. He had to jog to catch up to Thomas.

At the doors, Thomas waved his gun again, this time gesturing into the night. “Go on, get out of here. It’s like she said. You’re lucky to be alive. Find something more productive to do for society than help some evil motherfucker with his dirty work, ‘kay? Do something nice, like bake cookies.”

Ben waited until the dock workers were out of earshot to laugh. In times like this, it helped to blow off some steam. “I can’t imagine any one of them whipping up macaroons.”

“I can’t either, but I had to try.” Thomas added a chuckle of his own.

“Come on, let’s get back in there.” Ben turned toward the warehouse, his mind already on the mysterious crate. Was it the obsidian mirror making the whole box move? He wanted to know.

“Wait,” Thomas called from the doorframe.

Ben paused and turned. “What’s up?” he asked.

Thomas looked out into the darkness. “Damn. Wish I had my night vision goggles. Hard to say when there’s cloud cover blocking the moon like this, but I think a limo just pulled up.”

“A limo?” Ben asked.

“Leave it to a snobby, thesis-writing blackbelt to get chauffeured around like he’s royalty.” Thomas scoffed. “Look alive, Ben, my friend. I think we’re about to meet the notorious Gerard Bloodgate.”

Ben opened his mouth to respond. He didn’t have time to get the words out because a loud, piercing scream sounded within the warehouse.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Rage roiled through Valerie’s body.

“Illegitimi mente daemonia tua!” she shouted again. Her eyes burned, her fingertips itched, and anger radiated through her chest. Restless energy coursed through her, making her feel if she could, she’d tear her body in two.

It was not a comfortable state to be in. Yet, as a Sheva, she’d spent long hours training to become a container for massive amounts of rage. The anger and fury ripped through her body, and she fought to channel it into the crate before her.

The crate’s interior buzzed as if it contained a million bees. The energy’s dark, inky presence made her skin crawl. She spotted the obsidian mirror at the bottom of the crate. The dark glass surface showed a tunnel swirling into a dimension she could not name.

What she knew, deep in her bones, was that she needed to close that tunnel.

“Demons, stay back!” she screamed so loud that she felt each word resonate in her solar plexus.

In her training years, entire classes were devoted to the art of the scream. It could not come from the head. It had to come from deeper. The gut, the solar plexus, the heart. It had to surge upward through an open throat. She did not care who heard her. The magic she used now depended on the confidence in her voice, and she would not temper it for the comfort of others.

“Mente daemonita, disisto!”

The tunnel swirled. Forces that wanted to come through lurked beyond the whirling, circular opening. She could sense their energy.

They’re awaiting orders, she realized. As a rule, demons were incredibly obedient creatures. The dog-headed, horned hell beasts were tools. Terrifying, terrible, snapping, biting, stinging tools that could suck life up like a Slurpee, but tools nonetheless.

These demons hesitated at some far-off gate, waiting to be unleashed. Waiting for a command. Who controls them? she wondered.

She fought with her mind to close the tunnel. She felt her ancestors, dead and alive, urging her on. My mother, my grandmother, and my witch sisters all want this tunnel closed. As a Sheva, this is my duty.

Hurry, Ken urged her. Seal it off.

I can’t. Someone is keeping it open…

The tunnel widened slightly so it covered the entire surface of the flat chunk of obsidian. She tried to reach into the crate to touch the mirror. When a vacuum-like sucking energy attempted to grip her hands, she pulled back instinctively.

It’s trying to suck me in, she told Ken.

Back away, Ken instructed, as if reminding a child not to touch a hot stove. Do not be foolish, child. This portal goes to an unknown realm of darkness.

Yeah, well, someone’s been dabbling there. Working these demons into a frenzy.

Valerie’s anger sparked at the thought of such disrespect. It was difficult to resist reaching for the mirror again. She wanted to raise it and throw it against the warehouse wall to see if it would break.

In rage training, they’d smashed plenty of china plates that way. It was always intensely satisfying to see the shards fly. Yet Ken had advised her to stop reaching.

Sometimes, having intuition was a pain. Especially when it told her the exact opposite of what she wanted to do. She placed her hands on her hips and stared with frustration at the swirling tunnel. At that moment, she felt Ben’s curious presence behind her. His aura also carried a hint of fear.

She sensed Thomas nearby, too. She could picture him standing beside Ben. His aura felt charged and eager. He’s preparing for a fight.

With who? she wondered. They’d dispelled the pesky workers.

It did not take her long to speculate. She spoke without turning to the two FBI agents. “Let me guess. Gerard is on the premises.”

Thomas sputtered, “How’d you⁠—”

“I told you, man,” Ben interrupted. “Intuition.”

“That’s wild,” Thomas replied.

She did not remove her focus from the swirling tunnel on the mirror’s surface. Even now, she used part of her willpower to hold the demons back. It was tiring work, and she would not be able to do it for long.

I need to figure out my next move.

“Where is he?” she asked.

“His limo just parked on Seaport Drive,” Ben reported. “He hasn’t gotten out yet. We think he’s on his phone or something. He must not know anything out of the ordinary is happening down here.”

“Yeah, he thinks it’s business as usual,” Thomas agreed.

“That could work in our favor,” Ben suggested.

She studied the swirling tunnel. “He is working with or for the Ascendants. We need to question him before I destroy him.”

“Er. You sure you want to…” Ben began.

She finally looked away from the mirror and faced the agents. Still, in the deep spaces of her mind, she continued to hold the demons back.

“Gerard is very dangerous,” she told them through clenched teeth. “Beyond what words can convey. The magic I see here is worse than my coven suspected. The Ascendants have touched upon dark realms that have been sealed for centuries. So, yes, I am sure I want to destroy him. I also need to close this tunnel, and that’s going to take great force.”

When the soft sound of footsteps drifted from the far side of the warehouse near the doors, she pulled Ken free from his sheath.

“Shh,” she whispered. “Someone is here.”

She could not see the door. She perked her ears, listening for anything she could pick up on. More soft footsteps sounded. Two sets.

“There are two of them,” she murmured to the agents who now flanked her. “When we see Gerard, I’ll handle him.”

In her bones, she could still feel the urgent need to close the tunnel. The demons were like dogs clawing at the door that kept them penned in. It was tempting to focus entirely on sealing the portal. Yet, she could not devote herself to that aim. The physical world demanded her attention now.

Reluctantly, she pulled her willpower back from the tunnel so she could focus on Gerard. Hopefully, the demons would stay back while she dealt with the immediate threat. Her blood buzzed with the anticipation of combat.

If you see Gerard, introduce yourself, she told Ken.

Happily, Ken agreed.

A smooth, suave voice wafted up to the rafters. She could not see the speaker, but she sensed he was the impeccably dressed man she’d been warned of.

“Your comments on other realms intrigue me,” the man announced casually. “How fascinating that the dark realms have been closed for centuries. I would love to know more.”

“You have no right to know more,” she seethed.

With her knife poised, she crept toward the voice.

The next time Gerard spoke, he sounded farther away, behind one of the large shelving units. “Now, now. How can you say that, darling? I’m an educated man with many hours of study under my belt. I have the same right to knowledge as everyone else, perhaps more so. I’ve given myself over to my studies.”

The sound of his slick voice made her nauseous.

She could no longer hear the second set of footsteps, which she assumed belonged to Gerard’s bodyguard.

She caught Ben’s eye. “Find the bodyguard,” she whispered as quietly as she could.

Ben nodded. He gestured to Thomas, asking for his orders, too.

“Go with Ben, please,” Valerie told him. “Ken and I will handle Gerard.”

Thomas raised his eyebrows in a questioning look.

Ben leaned in. “Ken’s her knife, man. A sentient weapon.”

Thomas shook his head in amazement as he and Ben crept away.

The bare bulbs overhead did little to light the warehouse. Only small pools of illumination reached the floor, and large sections of the room remained in darkness. This didn’t bother Valerie. She flitted from shadow to shadow, ears perked for more clues about Gerard’s position.

Keep him talking, Ken advised.

She knew each time she spoke, she revealed her position, too. With every muscle in her body coiled and ready to spring, she called, “A conventional education has nothing to do with it. Only those who have been properly prepared should access real magic. Training with live practitioners is essential.”

“Not so. I have trained myself, and I’ve made great progress,” Gerard replied proudly.

Thanks to the sound of his voice, she knew he was in the northeast corner of the warehouse, moving east along one wall. With focus, she let her body turn to a fog-like substance. A chill washed over her as the warming presence of flesh, blood, and organs melted away.

In one leap, she landed on the top of a shelving unit. Her shadowy feet did not make a sound.

Still in her hand, Ken swiveled slightly. His silver blade caught the light from a nearby bulb. I see him. Slinking along that wall. He tipped slightly farther to point the way.

Now she could see Gerard, too. His tall frame filled out his perfectly tailored suit. The sleek fabric hugged his broad shoulders and chest. A rose-pink pocket square matched his satin tie. His dark brown hair remained coiffed and stiff despite the windy night.

Too much hair gel, Ken commented. Though I suppose, as a man of business, he doesn’t want his hairstyle to look sloppy.

Are you going to attack him or nitpick his shoes?

Those loafers are flawless. Brushed leather Prada, can’t go wrong there. With a sudden burst of energy, Ken wriggled free and zipped forward.

She heard the slicing sound of his blade parting the air.

Gerard noted the same sound. He ducked just in time to avoid a stab wound in his right shoulder.

“What’s this?” Gerard asked, hardly ruffled by the surprise attack. “Delightful. You have a little enchanted dagger. Appropriate weaponry for a little girl.”

Oh, no, he didn’t. Valerie made a fist as rage curled through her body.

She felt Ken’s anger flare, too. He always hated being referred to as a dagger. His next attack struck closer, but not close enough. Gerard ducked again, and Ken’s point burrowed into a wooden wall panel.

Valerie had never seen her blade miss a target twice. It was unheard of. Gerard’s reflexes were much faster than any human she and Ken had sparred with before. That did not bode well.

She reached out to Ken. His studies have indeed paid off. He has powers and skills beyond what he should. He’s already using magic.

The bastard, Ken returned, his tone ragged.

Valerie’s pulse picked up as she watched Ken struggle to escape the wall. To her dismay, Gerard popped back to his feet, turned swiftly, and placed his hand on Ken’s hilt.

“Let go of him!” Valerie jumped down from the shelf and landed in front of Gerard.

His lip curled in a sneer. He kept his ring-clad hand wrapped around her weapon. “It seems you’ve given me an advantage, Princess.”

“I am not a princess.” She moved her fingertips in a practiced pattern. “I am also not a little girl. And that knife does not belong to you.”

“Ah. On that front, we have differing opinions, Princess.” He looked directly into her eyes.

He should not be able to see the details of my face, she thought.

Most humans recoiled when they tried to look at her shadow form. Their minds could not comprehend the murky, smoky, shimmering mass that replaced her physical body. However, Gerard hardly flinched.

When his calculating gaze surveyed her, he focused on details. Her eyes, her lips, then the belt of tools at her waist. He can see me clearly, she realized. How can this be?

Her abilities in shadowcasting allowed her to shift forms and blend with the darkness. The only possible explanation for Gerard’s behavior now was that he knew how to block her shadowcasting abilities.

To test him, she feigned a kick. He stepped aside neatly to avoid the attack.

“You can see me,” she seethed.

“Clearly.”

“You should not know the magic of shadows,” she seethed.

“Yet I do. As I said, I’m a devoted student. Now, let’s get down to brass tacks. I assume you are here for the artifact I’ve purchased. Well, you can give up on that. It’s mine. Perhaps your coven should have sent someone more impressive than a teenager.”

“I am no longer a teen,” Valerie returned, her chin lifted. She’d gone through the ceremony to mark her maturity several years ago. “I am a warrior like my Sheva sisters.”

“Ha. Keep telling yourself that, little girl.” Gerard sneered. “I enjoy the feel of this knife in my hand. Beautiful hilt, impressive craftsmanship. As you may know, I’m a collector. What else can you give me from that belt of yours before you run away?”

“That knife is mine.”

“No, no, Princess. As I see it, when you mobilize one of your toys intending to take my life, I have every right to claim ownership and play with it for a while.” He twirled her knife in his hands. “I do enjoy having new toys.”

“You fool.” She spoke through gritted teeth. “You have disrespected me, my sisters, and my knife. You have disrespected magic, a practice that is too good for the likes of you. Magic belongs to those who have proper, guided training and sincere reverence for the art. You only have greed. You misuse the knowledge you’ve gained.”

Her fingertips moved faster. Heat built in her palm.

The fire element would not work on Gerard. It was too basic, too primitive. Since he seemed to know more than he should, she worried he’d know how to defend himself. That might send a basic fireball bouncing back, which was never good. Especially in this building of aged wood, she realized.

Her reserves of water and air elements felt depleted, given the hurricane she’d unleashed on the dock workers. She could not use her shadowcasting abilities since Gerard knew how to block them. I could use earth magic, she thought.

The element was her least favorite to work with. The spells felt clunky and awkward to manage. However, her options were running out.

An elder in her coven would surely have deployed a big, dangerous spell. Valerie had trained in that sort of destruction in her high-level classes. Her Sheva sisters, some of them hundreds of years old, had shared their stories proudly while Valerie and her peers scribbled notes.

She’d learned about earthquakes in San Francisco, tropical storms in Florida, and tornados in the Midwest, all started by her Sheva kin in the name of justice and the greater good.

She’d listened to lectures about terrible hexes that could turn thousands of people into dust. They will be reincarnated to try again if they’re worthy. Mother Earth will take care of it, her elders taught.

However, she didn’t want to level Boston. She didn’t want to turn thousands of people into dust.

There are too many good people in this city, she thought. Memories she’d already made with Ben and Thomas flitted through her mind.

An earth spell it is, she decided with finality. Even if the spell was not as strong as so many others, it would at least throw Gerard off his pedestal.

She let her intention flow into the energy hovering near her palm and tried to ignore the unease it caused inside her.

When she lifted her hand, Gerard grinned. “Ah, good. I get to test my defense skills.”

“You won’t be so cocky when you’re buried in mud,” she warned, then connected telepathically to her knife. On the count of the three, make your getaway. You ready?

I’ve failed you, Ken moaned.

You didn’t fail me. He’s simply more skilled than we gave him credit for. Get ready.

She moved her fingertips faster. It felt as if her entire hand was submerged in slick, cool mud.

It was difficult to concentrate on the pattern she was weaving. Across the warehouse, she heard the sound of a heated fight. Boxes crashed to the floor. Men grunted, and she wasn’t sure if it was Thomas, Ben, or the bodyguard emitting a groan of pain.

I hope Tom and Ben are okay, she thought. The sentiment immediately made her spell weaker.

It took effort to ignore her concern for her new teammates. Yet she knew the best thing she could do was work her own magic. Her fingertips picked up speed, and she raised her palm.

Time to wipe that grin off his smug face, she thought.

Gerard looked so sparkling clean that he could have been on his way to an upscale gala. The pretentious pink pocket square didn’t even have a speck of dust on it. He showed no signs of being worn out from the battle. On the contrary, he looked ready to dine on caviar and sip champagne.

Not for long, she thought.

Valerie reached out for her beloved weapon. One…two…three!

Ken jolted out of Gerard’s grip.

At the same moment, brownish-red light sparked from her palm like a lightning bolt. It hit Gerard’s gut and knocked him backward. Reddish mud splattered over him, soiling his suit, covering his eyes. He wiped a hand across the slick mud on his face.

“Don’t underestimate earth energy,” she muttered to his sprawled form.

His cheek lay on the rough floorboards. Wet dirt caked his hair.

He pushed himself up and propped on one elbow. “I didn’t expect you to use something so mundane. Don’t you have better spells to cast?” With a tentative touch, he felt his cheek. Valerie noticed an array of splinters lodged there, along with a scrape.

His fingers explored the new wound. His condescending smirk remained in place for another moment, like a mask. When it fell away, she saw raw hatred. Gerard’s cultured, educated persona covered up something much more dangerous.

“You little bitch.” He got to his knees, then his feet.

His loafers were filthy, and he left muddy footprints behind him as he approached. Floorboards creaked under his weight. He pulled a pistol from the waistband of his pants.

She recognized the gun as a Tanfoglio Domina. He’d modified it in a way that made her heart cold with fear. The light of a swinging overhead bulb caught on the engraving of a skull etched on the side of the firearm.

He knows the power of symbols, she realized. This was yet another sign Gerard’s studies had penetrated deeply into the ways of her kind. More fear and apprehension whispered through her.

Another pained groan floated from the other side of the warehouse. Someone over there is badly hurt, she worried. It could be Ben or Tom.

Gerard aimed his pistol at her head.

At the same time, she felt a magnetic pull from the direction of the open crate she’d abandoned. The tunnel had become stronger in her absence. How strong, she was not sure.

This is not going well, Ken noted.

You can say that again, she agreed. Your prediction of chaos was spot-on. The question is, which disastrous act of this three-ring circus do we focus on first?


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


This is not going well, Ben realized.

Gerard’s bodyguard clearly had extensive training in martial arts, like his employer.

Maybe they met at a jiu-jitsu tournament, he thought. He leaned forward, clutched his knees, and struggled to catch his breath.

It was not easy to do, considering each time he inhaled, searing pain radiated through his ribcage.

It was hard to know exactly how many kicks the bodyguard had landed there during the last twenty minutes of combat. Too many to count.

“Fucker is good.” Thomas wiped blood from his mouth. He shook his head and tried to catch his breath, too. “He fights with the strength of two men.”

“Or more.” Ben eyed their opponent.

The bodyguard looked like a defensive lineman, only slightly leaner and harder, and without the spandex pants. He wore a three-piece suit, like his employer. Blood spattered the lapels, and Ben feared most of it was his and Thomas’.

The guard’s boxy head sported a crew cut. The bridge of his nose was crooked, as though it had been broken many times. Gold and chrome replaced several of his front teeth.

When Ben felt a dripping sensation, he touched his temple. He suspected blood, but it was sweat.

He wiped his brow and tried to think logically.

As far as he could tell, the biggest advantage he and Thomas had was that there were two of them. Our best strategy might be to split up and come at him from two sides, he reasoned. Then again, it could be risky to divide our forces. He might shoot one of us.

He had no doubt the guard was armed, though he’d not yet drawn his weapon.

“We don’t want this to end in death,” Ben told the guard as he wiped more slick wetness off his brow.

“Prissy boy.” The hulking bodyguard kept his hands up in a boxing stance. “I break necks for fun. Hard to survive that. You may not want to fight to the death, but I enjoy a bloodbath. Besides, that’s what I’m paid for.”

Ben cringed. So much for de-escalating the situation. God damn, my ribs hurt.

Each breath sent new waves of pain. His lungs burned from the exertion of the fighting that had gone on longer than he expected.

There are two of us, and we’re both trained in grappling and a hybrid of martial arts. He’d spent hours practicing the custom mix of styles particular to the agency. Krav maga, judo, and Muay Thai.

How is this fucker still on his feet? Not only still standing but barely fazed?

Ben’s mind flashed on the murdered antique store owner. He wondered if the hulking man before him had taken part in that death.

“Breaking necks, hm?” he stated. “There’s been some of that going around. Broken fingers and bullet holes, too.”

The bodyguard smirked. “When a cat catches a mouse, sometimes he likes to play with his prey before killing it.”

“Yeah, well, our main concern is with your employer.” Ben scanned his surroundings, looking for any tactical edge.

The bodyguard moved to the side. Ben did the same so he could keep facing the man.

Thomas followed. The three were joined in a slow-moving circle. Ben feared it would be a dance to the death. Whose death remained to be seen.

Thomas kept both hands up in a defensive stance. “Man, why don’t you peace out? You leave, we won’t hurt you.”

“You two haven’t hurt me yet,” the bodyguard replied. “Why should I run away? I got orders. I follow them. You two are flies that need squishing.”

Ben caught sight of a stack of wooden crates to the guard’s right. A marble statue with a narrow base perched precariously on top of the stack. He did some quick calculations and realized in about ninety seconds, the bodyguard would be positioned directly below the statue.

He stared at the statue and lifted his chin slightly. He hoped Thomas would catch the silent gesture. To his pleasure, the other agent did.

“How?” Thomas asked, as quietly as if he was taking a breath.

Ben coughed loudly and dramatically as if choking on blood. He made a show of spitting. “Fucker knocked a tooth out,” he whined, a tone he’d never use authentically. Again, he hoped Thomas would pick up on the inconsistency. “Like he threw a fucking rock at it. Or a piece of steel.”

Thomas was smart. Ben had learned that back in the van when the agent had pinpointed the dock workers’ ages with total accuracy.

He now had to hope Thomas would connect the dots he was laying out.

Thomas showed no sign of the plan afoot. He kept his pace steady, his arms up in defense. However, Ben noted the bunched muscles in his shoulders as he tensed for the offensive move in the works.

“Dental shit pisses me off,” Thomas grumbled dramatically. “Shoot. I’d fire my dentist’s ass if the time was right.”

The bodyguard smirked. “You two got bigger problems than missing teeth,” he chortled. He kept his taunting up, but Ben tuned him out. He wanted to be ready.

When the bodyguard stepped directly under the statue, Thomas acted. He whipped his gun out and hurled it at the marble statue. It teetered on its narrow base.

The wobbling sound of marble rocking on metal shelving made the bodyguard look up.

“What the…” he muttered.

As the statue fell, the bodyguard lunged out of the way. He tripped and landed with a heavy thud on the floor, sending a cloud of dust into the shadows.

Ben already had his gun out. He aimed at the man’s chest. “Stay down!” He twisted to look at Thomas. “Cuff him, would you?”

“Cuff him?” Thomas scoffed. “This dude said he wants to squash us like flies, and you want to, what, detain him?”

At their feet, the bodyguard struggled to get up.

Thomas took out his gun and aimed it. “He said stay down, motherfucker.”

The guard glared at them. “My employer will teach you.”

“Teach us what?” Thomas shot back. “How to end up with broken necks, broken fingers, and bullet holes in our foreheads? I don’t think so.”

With his firearm still steady on the suit-wearing bodyguard, Thomas freed a set of handcuffs from a pocket on his tactile vest. “I said shoot. Fire at him,” Thomas told Ben. “Not this useless handcuffing bullshit.”

Ben had his argument ready. “Force should only be used when absolutely necessary. If there’s another way to do things, we take that route.”

Thomas snapped the handcuffs around the hulking guard’s wrists, but he didn’t seem happy about it. “This guy kicked the shit out of us. That was above-average force, too.” He dragged the big man to his feet and held his collar.

Thomas inched his face closer to his captive’s. “What was that? You using this magic stuff, too, or are you on steroids?”

“I will tell you nothing.” The bodyguard sneered.

Clearly used to this sort of exchange, Thomas shook the man. “You’ll tell me what I want to know, you piece of shit.”

The bodyguard clenched his jaw. His muscles bulged as he bit back anger and fought the metal handcuffs. When he tried to kick, Thomas defended the move.

As the bodyguard’s anger peaked, Ben saw it. Twin sparks of burning red light at the center of the man’s pupils.

The eerie light pulsed for a split second. Nausea swept through Ben as if he was coming down with a horrible stomach bug.

His body suddenly felt weak. He looked away from the pulsing light and immediately felt better.

“Don’t look at his eyes,” he warned Thomas.

“You saw that creepy red glow, too?” Thomas commented. “I felt like shit while we were fighting him when he did that with his eyes. Thought maybe I was imagining that red glow. Maybe a reflection from the lightbulbs.”

“You didn’t imagine it.” Ben felt sure of what he’d seen. An eerie, supernatural red glow from within the bodyguard.

The sick feeling cleared away, and now Ben could only feel the various fresh aches and pains all over his body from the intense fighting.

He’s not only a muscular man, Ben realized. He has supernatural abilities. He’s using magic.

The realization twisted his gut with fear.

No wonder he was winning in hand-to-hand combat, he realized. Tom and I are humans. Our skills are limited compared to supernatural beings. I have to remember that.

As he started to wonder what magical abilities the large man possessed, he heard Valerie’s voice. “Nice work, guys.”

Ben dragged more breath into his burning lungs as he turned. There she was, near the fallen statue.

It was a relief to see her in solid form. He’d been through so much. He didn’t want to have to stress over tracking down a wispy shadow.

His relief was short-lived as he noticed the way her chest rose and fell, struggling to catch her breath.

Her usually sleek, tidy hair looked wild and messy. The sheath on her belt was empty, and she held nothing in her hands.

Where is that knife of hers? Ben wondered.

Her blue eyes flashed with fear. “Um, we’re sort of losing control of this circus.” She cringed and looked nervously over her shoulder. “Gerard’s using unsanctioned magic. Like, lots of it. He had the nerve to aim a gun at my head a minute ago.

“Luckily, Ken landed a stab and made him drop his weapon. Also, the obsidian mirror has opened a tunnel to somewhere bad. I mean very bad. And…” She flicked her gaze to the huge guard. “Yikes. Guys, that’s a basilisk. You can’t handcuff a basilisk.”

Ben checked on the cuffed man. His mind turned over everything he’d read about the mythical snakes. “What? You mean…he can’t be. Basilisks are snakes, or serpents, or⁠—”

The bodyguard opened his mouth.

A forked tongue slithered out.

The bodyguard hissed. Then, his features began to morph. He shifted into a scaled, six-foot snake.

The snake straightened, his long body undulating. The handcuffs that had wrapped around the guard’s thick wrists formed a necklace that constricted the snake’s meaty body.

Though Ben did not look directly into the snake’s eyes, he felt a vague desire to do so. He inched his gaze up before a hand landed across his eyes.

“Don’t!” Valerie instructed. “Come on, fanboy, you know better than that. Bet you’ve read enough mythology to know⁠—”

“They can kill with their eyes,” he recalled. “Yep, I remember now.”

She dropped her hand away. “You’re going to feel an urge to meet his gaze, but resist.”

The snake thrashed wildly. He’d pinned the handcuffs between his scales and a crack in the floor and was struggling to get free.

Valerie brushed her messy hair from her face. “Okay. Giant, pissed-off snake aside, we’re still eyeballs-deep in this mess, guys. Gerard is…er, busy, and I need to focus on that crate. Can you guys cover me while I do some work over there?”

“Um, Valerie?” Thomas hedged. “I don’t think Gerard is busy anymore.”

A dragging sound rose behind the pile of crates, followed by the thump of a heavy footstep, then another dragging sound.

Ben stilled in an effort to pick up any clue he could from the sound. He stopped breathing for a moment.

Scrraaape. Thud. Scrraaape. Thud.

“It sounds like he’s limping badly,” he whispered. “One leg pretty much dead weight, I’d guess. He’s about ten feet that way.” He pointed to his right.

Thomas nodded. “Yeah. He’s not heading toward us, either. Are there other exits in this building besides those front double doors?”

“I haven’t seen any,” Ben replied.

“Maybe he got turned around,” Thomas guessed in a whisper. “Or he’s looking for us.”

Valerie’s eyes flashed. “He’s not turned around, and he’s not looking for us. Guys, he knows exactly where he’s going, and he knows we’ll be there soon.”

“Where?” Ben asked. From the corner of his eye, he saw the snake free himself from the handcuff and slither away.

“That freaking crate,” Valerie stated. “He wants to take control of the obsidian mirror. He thinks he owns it because he purchased it. Fool.”

She strode toward Gerard and the crate with purposeful steps. “Come on, guys. We have to stop him, or you’re going to get that lesson in demon anatomy after all.”

“Well, shit. I don’t want that.” Thomas followed her.

Ben wiped more sweat off his brow. He shivered at the thought of meeting a horned, dog-headed beast.

This night is about to get even weirder, he realized as he followed his teammates deeper into the warehouse.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Valerie strode across the wooden floor, feeling restless and anxious. She tried to reach out to Ken with her mind. When he didn’t answer, her anxiety increased.

She considered reaching deeper to get in touch with the wisdom of her ancestors. However, so much was happening in the warehouse that she worried about wasting her precious time.

Floorboards creaked under each step. The building’s wooden walls groaned when the wind gusted outside.

She felt the pull of the open tunnel ahead. Ben’s and Thomas’ footsteps behind her gave her at least a bit of security and comfort. I could get used to having their help, she thought.

She was grateful for her new comrades. They had proven their dedication this evening. Not only with their surveillance work but also by battling an actual basilisk.

“It’s impressive that you both survived the snake,” she commented over her shoulder as she walked along. The crate was not far ahead. The warehouse was so cluttered with boxes and artwork that their path had to zig-zag. “Basilisks are formidable fighters. We’ll have to keep an eye out. He may return to help his master.”

“I hate the thought of seeing that thing again,” Ben admitted.

“Well, then you’re really going to hate what we have to do next.” She skirted around a heavy, six-foot antique armoire and saw her target ahead.

The crate on the dolly wobbled. The wooden sides glowed green.

She stopped walking and crouched behind a tall stack of boxes. Ben and Thomas moved in beside her.

Gerard approached the glowing crate. The bulb overhead lit only half his body. The uneven lighting made his muddy, limping form grotesque.

The hilt of her knife stuck out of his left leg, midway between his knee and hip.

Ben drew in a sharp breath. “Is that a golem?” he whispered.

“What’s a golem?” Thomas wanted to know.

“It’s a creature made of clay or mud,” Ben explained. “They have roots in folklore, and⁠—”

“Quiet!” Valerie pressed a finger to her lip. “That’s not a golem. It’s Gerard.”

Ben raised his eyebrows. “Oh! Dang. He looks almost as rough as Tom here. No offense, Tom.”

Thomas chuckled. “None taken, man. And, yeah, that guy looks like hell.”

“I hit him with an earth spell,” Valerie explained. Her forehead creased with worry at the way Ken wiggled.

He’s working so hard to free himself, she realized.

Ken, can you hear me? she called.

Silence met her question. The quiet in her head disturbed her. She focused on the scene with a growing sense of uncertainty and fear.

“What’s the plan?” Ben asked.

“I don’t have one yet,” she admitted. “Besides getting Ken back, that is. I know we have to deal with Gerard and the artifact, but I’m not sure how to do it.” It felt almost painful to admit that she was at a loss.

My coven trusted me with this mission. Am I failing?

She wanted to get the situation under control. She still didn’t like the idea of causing too much destruction. There has to be another way.

Thomas reloaded his gun. “One of those blue light storms could work,” he suggested.

“Or maybe a fireball like you did last night in Salem,” Ben added. “I mean, only if it’s necessary, of course.”

She bit her lower lip as she thought through her options. “I don’t know. I want to use something precise. Targeted elemental magic would do the trick, but I depleted my resources for air and water with that hurricane earlier. Same goes for earth, obviously. Spirit element is pretty much useless in battles like this, and he’s immune to shadowcasting.”

She considered Ben’s suggestion of using fire. It would be dangerous. Since Gerard had studied magic, there was a good chance he knew how to defend against a fire spell.

Would he repel her hurled heat? If he did, it would bounce.

That could have disastrous results in this building made of rotting, splintering wood.

The place will go up like a bonfire if the spell bounces, she reasoned, as she peered at the dusty wooden beams across the ceiling.

Then again, there is a chance it would land correctly. Maybe he doesn’t know how to defend against fire.

Maybe I could incinerate him and burn up that awful tunnel.

If her fire spell was powerful enough, she could burn the obsidian mirror into a warped, useless mass. A good fire spell contained the heat of a hundred furnaces. She had no doubt the portal to the dark realm would be sealed again if she could melt the dangerous dark glass.

It’s worth the risk, she decided, moving her fingertips. Heat began building immediately.

It was a relief to have a way to channel the frustration, confusion, and anger swirling inside her. She moved her fingers faster in the concise pattern she’d practiced so many times during training.

This will be the hottest fire spell I’ve ever conjured, she decided.

Ben gestured at the growing red orb. “So, you’re doing it? The fireball thing?”

She nodded. “I have to. It’s my best option at the moment. However, there is a chance he’ll repel it. Since we’re basically inside a pile of kindling, I need to know you guys are ready to run for your lives. Get ready to flee this place before it burns down.”

Thomas nodded grimly. “I can run all right. Been running from shit my whole life as a matter of survival.”

“My sprint times on college track weren’t bad.” Ben glanced over his shoulder. “This place is not built to code, guys. I still only see one exit, and it’s the doors way over there. I’m guessing it’ll take us one to two minutes to cover the distance.”

“I don’t think that will be fast enough,” Valerie admitted.

She thought back on the many spells she’d cast over the years. Fire spells worked quickly, almost instantly. The flames the spell produced burned hotter than average, human-started flames. She’d seen entire buildings explode in seconds.

“It would be better if you both headed that way now.” She gestured with her chin toward the doors. “Get as far away as possible. Being near the water wouldn’t hurt. If the heat gets too intense, you can jump in to cool off.”

“What about you?” Ben asked. “You could get caught in the flames.”

“My purpose is destruction.” She clenched her jaw. Rage stirred through her, and the heat near her palm grew more intense.

Without looking down, she knew the fire spell had merged with her body, feeding on her life force to get stronger. “A Sheva fulfills her duty no matter what. I may get burned, but I’ll get out alive. A Sheva fears not her own pain and suffering.”

“Wait, so you’d risk your safety to complete this mission?” Thomas asked.

An ancestral rage swirled through her, stronger now.

I am a Sheva.

A force of nature.

My coven’s last resort.

Bringer of justice.

“Yes, I will risk my safety to complete this mission,” she answered.

“No way. We’re not letting you get hurt.” Ben lifted his chin. “We’re in this together. We’re not leaving you.”

“He’s right,” Thomas seconded. “We stick with you. If fire breaks out, we’ll get out as quickly as possible. All of us.”

Their loyalty touched her.

She suspected if Ken knew about her growing soft spot for the two agents, he’d warn her not to get too attached. However, Ken was clearly too busy to chime in with any advice.

Gerard limped in a circle around the crate. Ken’s ornate hilt flashed as he struggled to get free.

Gerard’s voice floated toward them. He positioned his hands above the crate. “Heed me, demons. Heed my call and the call of those I serve.” His palms and the cuffs of his soiled suit reflected the light from the crate. Valerie felt sick as she imagined the tunnel swirling within.

She stepped forward. The glowing light of the fire at her fingertips cast a red hue that touched the glowing green crate. The lights sparkled and danced.

Thomas snorted. “Looks like Christmas.”

“I wish we were about to drink eggnog,” Ben added.

Valerie blocked out their chatter. “Hey!” she called to Gerard.

Gerard turned. His gaze slid over her, then to Ben and Thomas. “Ah. So, the little princess has two federal friends. Isn’t that special?” His voice, so cool and confident earlier, trembled with pain and barely controlled anger. He nodded to the agents, making his muddy hair fall into his eyes. “Good evening, boys. Welcome to the party. I trust you’ve met Murdock.”

Murdock must be his basilisk, Valerie reasoned. She stashed the information away. Even a small detail could prove useful in the future.

Thomas gave a wry smile. “Your snake buddy didn’t much like the hunk of nickel-plated steel we got around him.”

Ben chimed in. “He thrashed around for a while, then got out of here.”

Gerard’s breathing was ragged and shallow. He winced and grabbed his left leg. Blood dripped from the fabric surrounding Ken.

“Murdock operates with a high degree of animal instinct,” he stated through gritted teeth. He tightened his grip around his leg as if trying to ward off a wave of pain or a spasming muscle.

The blade wriggled faster.

Gerard struggled to speak. “He knows when to flee—agh! Damn this knife—for the purpose of self-preservation. That’s an instinct you three are unfortunately missing.”

“You have no idea who you’re dealing with,” Valerie spat. “Step away from that scrying mirror, imbecile. I am warning you, I do not have much patience left. I will attack.”

It was a bluff. No way she would throw the fire spell without Ken safely back in his sheath.

Ken! she called.

Still, there was no answer.

Gerard flicked his gaze to her fingertips. “You wouldn’t dare. Not in this pile of sticks.”

“I do whatever it takes to bring justice. These agents are no cowards, either. I am warning you. Step away.”

Gerard refused to budge.

Three inches of Ken’s blade showed now. He was pulling free. It seemed when Gerard was busy talking, Ken could work more easily.

Valerie raised her voice again. “Tell me about your work for the Ascendants, Gerard. We know you are connected to them, the scum. Did you find them, or was it the other way around? They do like a recruit now and then. We met Dr. Michael Chen.”

“Chen is a genius,” Gerard replied. “One of the best minds of our times.”

“Chen is toast,” she countered. “Worse than toast, actually.”

She was pleased when Gerard flinched. His face paled as the blood drained away. “What have you done to Michael?”

Ken twisted as he finally pulled from Gerard’s quad muscle.

Gerard screamed and pressed a hand to the exposed wound.

Ken flew, eager to return to Valerie. She was equally excited to reunite with him.

When she felt his presence in her mind, she immediately felt better and stronger.

Gerard groaned and clutched his leg, trying to stop the bleeding. “He is a brilliant… Oww….” Gerard moaned. “He is a brilliant scientist. He cannot be toast.”

“He is, and you will be, too.” Valerie’s patience was beyond thin, and with Ken back in her hilt, she was ready to attack.

She raised the ball of burning hot energy and let it fly.

“Incendicato!” she screamed as the fiery orb ripped through the air. “Find the tunnel, fire. Find this man’s heart. Burn them both!”

The basketball-sized orb moved swiftly—until it reached the purple shield Gerard held before him.

The fireball hit the shield and split into two.

Half of the swirling red inferno ricocheted into the crate. Flames shot from the open box with a sharp cracking sound, followed by sizzling. The other half tumbled across the wooden floor, leaving a trail of fire in its wake.

Gerard collapsed his protection shield. As it faded, his body took on a purplish glow. A fine web of purple light covered his suit.

He knows how to cast a protection spell, she realized. He knows far too much.

Gerard stepped back from the burning crate. He was clearly torn about leaving. His face flushed with the heat from the flames and his own fury.

“What have you done?” he screamed. “This artifact is worth millions. Millions!”

His fists clenched, and sweat beaded across his mud-streaked brow, sending brown rivulets down his face. “You will pay for this, Princess.” He finally turned on his heel and limped toward the warehouse’s doors.

Valerie wanted to follow him, but she needed to check on the scrying mirror and make sure her spell was hot enough to melt it. She had to know without a doubt that the tunnel was closed.

Around her, the room started to fill with smoke. Her throat felt dry when she tried to draw a breath. She coughed.

Flames licked at the smoky air above the crate. They were a mix of red, orange, and green. The green color concerned her most.

She softened her gaze and ignored the cloying smoke around her. When she peered into the flames, she tried to see past them.

A witch’s vision never fails, she told herself.

The flickering flames gave way to a view of the burning artifact. It had become a puddle of melted obsidian bubbling in the heat. The green glow faded, then vanished. The puddle simmered for sixty seconds more and stilled.

The red and orange flames flickering out of the crate diminished, then disappeared.

Well done, Ken told her.

He didn’t offer praise often.

Too tired to give your usual side dish of sass? she asked lovingly. Goddess, it was good to have him back.

Indeed, he replied warily. But if you want me to comment on how you need to find a hairbrush, I’ll try.

No time for that. We have to get out of here.

She shook her head to clear it. Though the fire in the crate had stopped burning, the situation was still dangerous. Her spell had split, and the other part left a singed trail across the wooden floor. Flames engulfed one of the warehouse’s walls, and the heat of the fire warmed the right side of her body. She felt the remaining dregs of the spell she’d cast lingering in her palms.

She brushed her hands together to cool her palms, then nodded to her companions. “Okay, that’s done. I’ll race you guys to the doors.”

“What about evidence?” Ben asked in a rush. He pointed to the sooty remains of the crate.

At the center of the ash was a lump of warped, black stone. She picked it up and tossed it lightly between her palms to avoid getting burned. “Got it. Good thinking. Okay, you guys feeling fast, or what? I mean it about a race.”

“I did say I ran college track, didn’t I?” Ben commented.

“You guys are going down,” Thomas joked. He took off at a sprint.

She ducked to avoid the ever-lowering blanket of smoke and raced after him. Ben crouched and ran beside her.

Thomas was the first to the door. He held it open.

Outside, Valerie gulped in cool, refreshing, smoke-free air. It tasted like the salty sea. Though she was out in the open, she didn’t stop running until the sensation of heat at her back gave way to the cool, gusty wind. Finally, she slowed down.

Ben and Thomas did the same. The three of them turned to look at the warehouse.

Three of the building’s walls were now entirely consumed in flames. The roof glowed with orange embers, and smoke billowed from under the eaves. Far off on the city streets, sirens wailed. A column of smoke rose toward the cloudy, ink-black sky.

“We’re alive,” Thomas remarked with a half-smile. “And no one got burned. Not bad, guys.”

“Now can we celebrate?” Ben raised his hand to her, obviously hoping for a high-five.

Valerie’s throat was sore from all the smoke she’d breathed in. Her body felt limp with fatigue.

She hated the fact that Gerard Bloodgate and his evil basilisk had gotten away. Yet despite all that, she felt happy.

I closed the tunnel to the dark realm, she thought. And I did it my way.

Those demons could have wrought hell on Earth.

“Yeah.” She high-fived Ben. “Congratulations, guys. Mission successful.”

She gave Thomas one as well.

“What now?” Thomas brushed ash from his hair. “Besides all the piles of crappy paperwork we’ll have to deal with.”

Valerie thought for a minute. “In the words of someone I met once, I need about sixteen hours of sleep. And a plate of pot roast and potatoes wouldn’t hurt, either.”

Ben nodded. “Hell, yeah. I could eat. Speaking of Sam, I should give him a call and let him know how it went.”

The wailing of sirens got louder. Soon, red and blue emergency vehicle lights flashed through the night sky.

Thomas grinned. “I’ll make up a cover story this time around if you guys handle the takeout orders. Murphy’s is the best place around for meat-and-potatoes-style grub. Meet back here in fifteen?”

Valerie’s mouth watered at the thought of food. She was also grateful she didn’t have to deal with the uniformed humans dragging hoses onto the paved docks.

“Sounds like a plan.” She tucked the still-warm hunk of stone into the pocket of her leather jacket.

Her gaze moved over the string of emergency vehicles. Silhouetted figures huddled among the fray. She was sure the scene would earn lots of attention from civilians, journalists, and first responders in the coming hours.

She did not see any sign of Gerard or his guard. They’d escaped, but at least she and her new teammates had a clue to work with.

Hopefully, the melted scrying mirror would lead them one step closer to the Ascendants.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Ben sipped black coffee. Takeout containers littered the table before him, remnants of the feast they’d ordered from Murphy’s. The mom-and-pop restaurant was famous for their boiled Irish dinners, and the tender meat and perfectly seasoned potatoes had lived up to their reputation.

The clock on the wall ticked toward 3 A.M. Ben had already reserved a room at a Hilton down the block. He could picture the queen-sized bed, and he badly wanted to lie down.

He drank more coffee from the foam cup and fought off a wave of fatigue. The coffee was lukewarm with a bitter aftertaste.

“Let’s go over it again,” he suggested.

Thomas groaned.

In the corner of the room, Valerie leaned listlessly against the back of a leather office chair. She’d barely kept her solid form since they’d sequestered themselves in the room.

The Boston office had nicer furniture than the Salem headquarters. The chair Ben occupied had a nice, tall back and cushy leather upholstery. He wanted to rest his head and close his eyes.

I can’t, he reminded himself. Not yet. “Come on, guys. It’s still fresh in our minds.”

“I’m beat,” Thomas muttered. He swiped his hand down his face and blinked a few times. “Talking to those firefighters and cops was a real pain. Man, those guys can be hard-asses. I guess my cover story wasn’t that good.”

“They weren’t impressed that we ‘ignited a tank of gas by mistake.’” Ben used finger quotes to highlight the absurd cover story. “Maybe next time we get into a jam, we should come up with something more legitimate.”

“I can usually think on the fly.” Thomas shook his head. “I don’t know what went wrong. Maybe my head was jumbled from seeing that dude turn into a giant snake. Not to mention all the other messed-up shit I saw tonight. I felt brain-dead, man.”

Ben glanced at Valerie. “How are you doing? Are you feeling brain-dead?”

She didn’t straighten. He could barely see her. She was only a faint shadow.

“I’m exhausted,” she told him. “Grateful to have Ken back, grateful we survived. Grateful we kept the demons away. But at the same time…” She trailed off.

He wondered what she was thinking about and why she sounded so worried.

“What?” he asked.

“We let him get away. Bloodgate, I mean. He’s out there, and so are the Ascendants.”

“We had to prioritize.” Thomas ran his fingers over his beard. “I mean, Valerie, you closed that tunnel. That took precedence.”

“Yeah, but I wish I’d killed that asshole, too. He’s really dangerous, guys.”

“Then let’s figure out a way to get to him,” Ben suggested. “That’s why I’m saying we have to go over everything again.”

Thomas sighed with frustration. “It’s three in the morning. Let’s all get some sleep and hit it in the morning.”

Ben shook his head. “It pays to debrief like this immediately after a mission while the details are still freshest. Studies show that human memory distorts events as time passes.”

“You are such a nerd,” Thomas teased.

He straightened, gulped a slug of coffee, then drew his notepad toward him. “Okay, here’s what I’m seeing. We intercepted the artifact. Bloodgate showed up to collect it, and we were in his way. He had his bodyguard with him. We fought them both, and they got away. Val destroyed the thing, whatever it was. The artifact.”

Valerie peeled herself away from the chair. “My name’s Valerie. Not Val.” She paced to the table. Her body morphed into a solid form as she walked.

When she plopped into a chair, she almost looked like a normal woman. Except for the tight-fitting leather suit, the utility belt, and the fact that she was twirling her knife with one hand without actually touching it.

Ben was momentarily mesmerized by the trick. He managed to pull his gaze away and study his laptop screen. “Right, Tom. The artifact is central. We can’t forget it’s the reason for everything that happened tonight. I have some notes here about it.” He cleared his throat.

Valerie slumped forward and cradled her head in her hands. “Please, Ben. Don’t geek out about the geology of obsidian and the ratio of silicon to aluminum or whatever.”

Ben skipped a few meaty paragraphs of text covering exactly that. “Um, of course not. I won’t bore you with the details.”

“Thank goddess,” she mumbled into the table. “You humans and your scientific facts. Seriously. Haven’t you noticed that you overrate the power of science? What good is it to know what an object is made of if you don’t know how to use it?”

She dragged her head up and looked at Ben. “That object was technically obsidian rock. However, when we think of it like that, we’re missing the point. It was part of a scrying mirror.”

Ben nodded and typed the search and find controls on his keyboard. After he highlighted every mention of obsidian rock, he replaced it with “scrying mirror.”

“Why does it matter what we call it?” Thomas asked. “It’s only a name.”

“Names are symbols. Names are powerful.” Valerie leaned against the leather cushions. With a flick of her wrist, she returned her knife to its sheath. “Think about it.”

She pointed at a pen on the table near Thomas. It floated up as she raised it magically into the air. When she moved her fingertips, the pen rotated under the fluorescent lights.

“The name you give a thing shapes how you think of and interact with it,” she stated. “This is a pen, right?”

Thomas snorted. “Dude, of course it’s a pen. Obviously. I’m too tired for this.”

Ben shushed him. “Hear her out. She’s building up to something.”

“Thank you.” She nodded at Ben. “You just moved to the top of the class.”

“Teacher’s pet,” Thomas teased.

“And you get an ‘F’, Mr. Finnegan,” Valerie added playfully. “Okay, where was I? Take an ordinary pen. You pay money for pens. You use them to write. You know there’s ink inside. Ink is a substance that can be used to write entire novels. Your venerated Dumas wrote The Count of Monte Cristo with ink. A whole story woven with ink. Do either of you have a dog?”

“Are we talking old-school literature or pets, lady?” Thomas asked, one eyebrow cocked.

Her eyes twinkled. “This is why you’re failing my class.” She swiveled to face Ben. “Okay, star pupil, do you see where I’m going with this?”

Ben shook his head. His fatigue made it difficult to think straight. “I wish my brain didn’t feel like cotton candy.”

“Mm. I could go for some of that shit,” Thomas mused longingly.

Valerie rolled her eyes.

Ben stretched his arms up and wove his fingers behind his head. “We can’t have dogs, Valerie. We work for the FBI and travel a lot. It’s impossible to have pets. Makes life sort of lonely.” He turned to Thomas. “It’s not just me, right? It’s sort of lonely?”

Thomas nodded. “What I’d give for, you know, like a kitten to cuddle. Never mind a girlfriend. Man, I’ve been single so long, I can’t even remember what it’s like to go on a date.”

Valerie snapped her fingers. “Guys! Focus!”

Ben drew a deep breath and considered Valerie’s argument so far. As his brain worked, some of the fatigue gave way to actual insights.

“Hm, I might see what you mean,” he commented. “Okay, to us, that thing is a pen. It’s a tool we use for writing or drawing or whatever. It can sign documents. We know there’s ink inside it, we know how to use it. And ink is powerful. Hell, the Declaration of Independence would hardly be the same if our country’s forefathers hadn’t inked their signatures at the bottom.”

As Valerie nodded encouragement, her dark hair fell into her eyes. She brushed it away. Her eyes sparkled with encouragement. “Good, good. And what would a dog call this pen?”

“A chew toy, I guess,” Ben postulated.

She nodded. “See? The power of names. That was your first lesson in magic, by the way. Symbols are powerful. Letters are symbols. A name is a symbol. That artifact is not merely obsidian, a composite of several elements. It is a piece of a larger artifact, and we must name it properly. The dark glass of a scrying mirror.”

“Nah,” Thomas put in. “I don’t like it.”

“Don’t like what?” Valerie crossed her arms.

Thomas pointed to the hunk of obsidian. “I don’t like your name for it. Yeah, it’s how you see it. You’re a witch, so it makes sense. But me? I’m a detective. I’ve been working organized crime cases for going on five years, violent crimes before that. You want to know how I see that thing?”

“As evidence?” Ben guessed.

“Nope.” Thomas shook his head.

“A clue?” Valerie asked.

“No, again.” Thomas drummed his fingertips on the table. “Think like a criminal. What’s that entitled sleazeball trying to get?”

“Money,” Ben offered.

“Power,” Valerie added.

Ben nodded. “And prestige. A guy doesn’t dress like that unless he cares about his place in society.”

Thomas ticked the words off on his fingers. “Money. Power. Prestige. Three big hitters. I’ve seen men kill for those rewards. More specifically, Gerard wants this magical artifact because of what it could get him in terms of the Ascendants. Valerie, you keep talking about them. They’re some big, powerful group, right?”

She chewed her lip. “Very powerful.”

“Right.” Thomas flattened his palms. “We know Gerard’s connected somehow to the Ascendants. My guess is he’s buying his way into their organization with shit like this.” He pointed again at the warped obsidian. “I see it in gangs all the time. Kids have to bring stolen goods to the leaders. The goods—cars, drugs, cash, whatever—they’re like tokens. Tickets. Basically, new members buy their way in.”

“So you think the scrying mirror was Gerard’s ticket?” Valerie repeated.

Ben added some notes to his document. What Thomas said made sense, and he wanted to get it down. “Yeah, it fits,” he agreed. “If we think of the artifact as his ticket, that gives us insight into what he’ll do next.”

Thomas snapped. “Damn straight. He struck out tonight, but he won’t give up. He’ll try to get his hands on a new object. Some other ticket into the club.”

“We could set up a trap,” Ben suggested. “You know, pretend to sell a magical artifact. He and his guard killed that antique store owner, so we know he has a pulse on the market in town.”

Valerie frowned. “I don’t know. Objects this powerful aren’t usually advertised publicly.”

“I could reach out to my informants,” Thomas offered. “They know what’s going on in the dark underbelly of this city. We could plant a rumor about a stolen item that has to get offloaded quickly. That’d spark Gerard’s interest, I bet. I’m guessing his next move will be to shop around.”

“Well, first, he’s probably going to have to nurse his leg wound,” Valerie stated with a smirk. “Ken thinks he hit bone.”

A shudder ran through Ben. He suspected the idea of her knife hitting the enemy’s bone would give him a nightmare wherever he finally got to lay his head on a pillow.

The thought of sleeping made him yawn.

Valerie did the same, then she blinked a few times. “Okay, honestly, guys. If I don’t get to bed soon, I’m going to pass out. My hotel’s down the block. I don’t need a ride. See you guys in the morning, okay?” She pointed to each of them in turn. “And do not try any chivalrous stuff on me. I am a Sheva, and I can walk down a city street on my own.”

Ben knew better than to argue. Thomas didn’t protest, either. Instead, he got to his feet, stretched, and started packing his belongings.

“Where are you going?” Ben asked his fellow agent. “We have stacks of reports to finish.”

Valerie headed for the door, and Thomas followed. He patted Ben’s shoulder on the way by. “You said so yourself, man. She calls the shots. She says it’s time for some shut-eye, and I like her leadership style.”

“You’re not going to stay here alone, are you?” Valerie held the door open. “You should know better than anyone that ghosts adore buildings like these, especially during the witching hour.”

Ben got to his feet. It was satisfying to toss the last of his bitter coffee into the trash can. “Fine. I’ll call it quits, too. We’ll figure out how to trap Gerard tomorrow.”

He stepped through the door. Runner lights dimly lit the long hallway beyond. The rest of the staff had long ago called it a day.

Outside, stars twinkled overhead. Valerie bid Thomas and Ben goodnight. After Thomas headed for his van, Ben had the sidewalk to himself.

He looked up at the starry sky.

The evening’s events had tested his limits to the maximum. His body ached from fighting. His ribs protested every time he breathed. He was more tired than he’d ever been in his life. At the same time, he felt alive.

I always knew there was more to this universe than meets the eye, he thought as he peered at the faraway constellations. Now, I’m working on a case that revolves around magic.

It sure is more interesting than busting a dairy farmer for selling unpasteurized milk.

He tucked his hands into his pockets, smiled, and headed for the hotel.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Valerie rubbed her eyes and stretched. She had not slept well at the hotel the night before. She’d tossed and turned in the uncomfortable bed, waiting for dawn to break. Now that it was morning, she was eager to put the night of poor sleep behind her and get to work.

She finished her stretch and reached for a donut, then caught Ben’s sideways glance. “What?” she teased. “Don’t tell me you thought witches chugged down potions for breakfast.”

He grinned, popped the last of his cruller into his mouth, and washed it down with foul coffee. “I was actually waiting to see if you’d use more of that telekinesis. It’s so cool how you do that.”

She sighed. He’d been after her for more tricks since she first stepped into the Boston FBI office’s strategy room an hour earlier.

“Fine, but only a quick one.” She set the uneaten jelly donut by her cup of tea, then pointed to both items. When the donut and cup floated up and lingered in the air, Ben clapped.

“Man, there’s something so satisfying about seeing that.” He beamed, his smile unguarded. “You don’t know how long I’ve waited for something like this to happen. I believed it was real, but I never got to see any proof. I wish I could tell my grandmother. She’s the one who got me interested in all this stuff. She passed on great collections of stories to me, mostly about ghosts. I still have boxes of⁠—”

“Guys,” Thomas cut in, looking up from his laptop screen. “Sorry to cut the chit-chat short, but I got an email on that dummy account we set up.”

Valerie let her donut and drink land. Peppermint tea sloshed over the side of the foam cup. She swiped a paper napkin over the mess. “Finally.”

Earlier that morning, they had arrived in the meeting room, locked the door, and churned out a plan to lure and trap Gerard. They had a made-up magical artifact, a crystal ball that once belonged to a powerful sorceress who had practiced her art in the early nineteenth century.

According to the story they’d fabricated, she bought the item on the black market in London and smuggled it by ship to the States, where she used it in her private fortune-telling practice for several decades. Ben had used his internet research skills to add details about the piece that he thought might attract Gerard’s attention. A silk cover, a custom wooden box, and a base made of raven bones. Valerie added her own detail and said the box was engraved with skull symbols. She knew how much Gerard loved that particular image.

Then, Thomas had asked his informant to pass word about the piece on to a few big-hitter criminals in the city. Thomas gave his informant an email address for interested buyers to use.

Now, it was time to see if their plan actually worked. Would Gerard be interested in the piece, or was this all a waste of time?

Valerie held her breath as she waited for Thomas to reveal more about the email.

Thomas scanned his screen. “Damn, this message is cryptic. It’s anonymous, for one thing. All it basically says is, ‘my boss is interested, please call us.’ There’s a number. Boston area code.”

“No way,” Valerie replied. “We’re not calling that number. If it’s Gerard, he’ll recognize our voices. Same goes for the basilisk. He heard all three of us speak last night. We do this through written communication only.”

“This might be someone else entirely,” Thomas suggested. “An assistant to some other dealer.”

Ben studied his laptop screen as well. He and Thomas both had access to the dummy account they’d set up. Valerie had no intention of ever checking the inbox.

My intuition can tell me more than any email ever could, she thought.

She appreciated her new friends’ efforts with their clunky, barbaric technology, though. She was still rundown from the night before, and she wanted to finish her peppermint tea before taking any deep dives into her inner worlds.

When Ben looked up, he checked on Thomas. “Hey, are you seeing what I’m seeing in the linguistics of this message? A few words misspelled, poor grammar, and the same sentence structure as the basilisk used last night. Short, choppy, assertive. I think we’re dealing with that snake thing.”

“Murdock,” Valerie prompted.

“That was his name?” Ben shuddered. “Whoever or whatever he was, I never want to see him again.” He touched his ribs. “Still recovering from our last chat.”

“We will see him again if our plan works,” Valerie warned. “Basilisks are loyal. Where Gerard goes, he goes.”

Ben frowned. “He bruised my ribs with those roundhouse kicks, and that was through my vest.”

“I had to take a few Advil last night, myself,” Thomas rejoined, half-distracted with his typing. “Okay, guys, I responded and said I can’t call. I said we want to meet to display the crystal ball in person.”

The laptops chimed simultaneously. Both men leaned in to check the incoming message.

Thomas stroked his chin. “Damn. Okay, he says his boss only purchases items verified by a private appraiser. He wants to know if we plan to be at the Snell auction tonight. What the hell’s that about?”

Ben stroked his chin. “Hm. Snell. I know that name.”

Thomas’ eyes widened. “Oh, you’re right. So do I. We’re talking that rich dude, Booker Snell. Right?”

Ben nodded. “Must be.”

Valerie slumped in her seat. Sometimes, it was tough being the only witch in the room. She did not keep up with human current affairs and had no idea what the men were talking about. “Would someone fill me in?” she asked.

Ben turned to her. “Snell Imports is one of the biggest employers in the city. International import-export business.” He struck a few keys on his computer, then read off the screen. “Booker Snell’s net worth these days is in the multi-billions. No wonder he hosts auctions or whatever.”

Valerie raised her eyebrows. “Wow. Multi-billions. He’s rolling in it.”

“Hm. Actually, guys…” Ben studied his screen. “Looks like it’s the wife we want to focus on. I’m seeing lots of stuff online about her involvement with antiques.”

“Hit us with it.” Valerie settled back and sipped her tea.

Ben typed a few words. “Right, okay, Sondra Snell. She’s big in the philanthropy game here in the city. I’ve read about her in the Globe. Hang on, I’m gonna skip through some of this gossip-page nonsense about what she wore to the last big charity ball.

“Okay, here’s the auction Murdock is asking about. The Snell Foundation Auction Fundraiser is slated for tonight at the Snell residence in Hingham. Hors d’oeuvres and cocktails at six, dinner at seven, auction starts at nine. Looks like proceeds from tickets go to their nonprofit foundation.”

“What’s their nonprofit?” Valerie asked.

Thomas swiveled his chair to face a second open laptop beside him. “Hang on, I’ll use the agency databases to pull their taxes. Let’s see what we can find out.”

Ben’s fingers flew across his keyboard. “Weird. I’m not seeing much about what the foundation is actually for. All the info is vague. They ‘support those in need’ and ‘various charitable efforts.’ A lot of this is drivel.”

“The actual money trail should help us out.” Thomas studied the second laptop for a minute. “Hell of a lot of paperwork here. This is gonna take days to get through. We’re talking hundreds of pages of tax documents.”

So barbaric. Valerie could not see why humans tolerated such massive inefficiencies.

She was grateful witches didn’t pay taxes or deal with money in the rudimentary ways humans did.

At least they’re moving toward digital currency, she thought. They’ll let go of the need to hold paper bills soon enough, poor fools.

Thomas swiveled back to his first laptop. “Okay, Ben, I sent it all over to you so you have access, too.” He lifted his dark eyes to peer at Valerie. “Hey, you want to borrow an agency computer or something? That way, you could stay in the loop with these documents.”

“Thanks, but I don’t need a computer.”

“Suit yourself,” he murmured before immersing himself in his digital world.

Valerie polished off the last of her tea. The minty flavor refreshed her, and she felt the herbs working their particular kind of plant magic.

A memory of Gerard’s bodyguard flashed through Valerie’s mind. Before he shifted into snake form, she’d seen his hulking body. The suit, the tie, the wide face, crooked nose, and false teeth.

She closed her eyes and focused on the face so she would recognize him instantly when she saw him again. Next, she cleared her mind and thought about Gerard Bloodgate.

We will meet again soon, she thought, picturing his condescending sneer, gelled hair, and sharp chin.

Ben’s voice pulled her from her thoughts.

“Shoot. Guys, the Snell auction is really exclusive. Invite only, and I’m seeing a big buzz online about ticket prices for those who even have the option to go. Looks like it costs two grand per person just to get in. If we want to set up a meeting with Gerard, it’ll cost us six grand. That’s way beyond the standard budget for a mission, not to mention we don’t have invites.”

“So, you think I should tell him no, we’re not going?” Thomas asked, fingers poised over his keys.

Valerie nibbled her lip. She could feel her anger building. The memory of Gerard and his sneaky guard stirred her fury.

“Wait,” she told them.

She felt their eyes on her and stared at the table with a soft gaze so her inner world could become more active.

The wisdom of her ancestors began to flow. Since she knew the message was there, she let herself drop deeper.

“I’m getting something,” she whispered aloud.

Thomas spoke. “What, like, an email?”

“No,” Ben chided. “Come on, she’s a witch. She doesn’t need phones, computers, or emails. Let her think.”

Valerie sank deeper into her mind.

Yes, the message was clear and unmistakable. Sheva energy from times past reached through the centuries to contribute.

“My sisters advise us to go to the auction. Gerard has an appraiser he likes to work with. She will be there. She is…crooked, I’m getting.”

She touched her fingertips to her temple and gently massaged it. That sometimes helped to clarify messages like this, which had to travel through vast expanses of time to reach her.

An image of a red Porsche flashed through her mind, along with a woman’s angular face. Gerard’s appraiser. Then, immediately after, she felt more nudges from her ancestors. Your bait entices Gerard. His greed motivates him.

More messages came through. She murmured them aloud. “My ancestors from times gone by tell me to meet Gerard at the auction. He will not expect the three of us to be there. We can catch him by surprise.”

Then, the intuitive message faded away. Her mind turned blank, and she lifted her gaze. “Well, that’s all I got. You can quit staring at me like that.”

Thomas shook his head. “Wait, you got information from your ancestors? Like, great-grandmas and shit?”

Valerie shrugged. “Yeah. Not only blood ancestors. I mean other Shevas, too. Those who have fulfilled their purpose here on Earth and have moved on.”

Ben gaped at her, and she rolled her eyes. “Please don’t ask me to explain life after death of the physical body.”

“Later, maybe?” he asked hopefully. “You could give us another lesson.”

She pursed her lip. “It is way too early to think about how much you don’t know. I’m not exactly a morning person.”

“We noticed, grumpy-pants.” Thomas scoffed playfully. “So, really? You can get information from dead witches with your mind?”

“We don’t say ‘dead.’ We say they ‘passed on.’ And it’s not only my transitioned ancestors and witch sisters who guide me. I get all sorts of guidance.”

“Shit, girl,” Thomas blurted. “Wish I could do that. Seems pretty damn useful.”

“I’ve read a bunch of articles about this.” Ben’s eyes sparkled with curiosity. “Historically, witchcraft has a connection to psychic abilities. This one article I read years ago said witchcraft practices are designed to make a connection between the unconscious psyche and rational thought.”

Valerie rubbed her temple again. This time, it was to ward off a headache. “Enough.”

Ben zipped his lips.

“Let’s get back to business.” She drummed her black-painted fingernails on the table. “We need to make a plan for tonight.”

“It’s gonna be a pain in the ass to get into that action,” Thomas grumbled. “We weren’t invited. We don’t have tickets. Sure, we could scale the walls or whatever. I like to crash a party as much as the next agent. You know, wear a harness, climb a few walls. But that’s a major operation.”

“We can’t melt into shadows like you, Valerie,” Ben added.

“So, we get into the party a simpler way, without raising red flags.” Valerie stood and paced the length of the room. “That way, we can get close to him and attack at the last minute in a setting where he won’t expect it. He’ll think he’s secure since everyone at the event is a ticket holder.”

Ben raked his fingers through his hair. “Yeah, which brings us back to our problems. No invitations. No tickets. Remember?”

Valerie’s heeled boots clicked against the floor as she strode to the door.

She was due to communicate with her coven, anyway, and it wouldn’t hurt to add a few requests to her update. “I’ll handle those things. You boys have done enough.”

Ben raised his eyebrows. “You can handle nailing down that kind of funding on such short notice? Six grand!”

For the first time since waking up that morning, a smile reached her lips. “Yeah, I can nail down six grand. My coven is very supportive.” She reached for the door handle. “I’m heading out for a while. I have to find a park. Don’t follow me.”

“Top secret park stroll?” Thomas teased.

Valerie narrowed her eyes. “How did you know?”

Thomas chuckled. “I was…you know, kidding. People normally go to parks to walk around and look at the birds or whatever.”

“Oh. Right.” She headed through the door without looking back.

It was so awkward working with two humans. However, despite the differences in their cultures, it was also sort of fun.

“She’s not normal. That’s what you have to remember,” she heard Ben tell Thomas before she let the door close behind her.

No, I am not ‘normal’ in their terms, she thought as she headed down the sterile gray and beige corridor.

She smiled as she pushed open the office’s double glass doors and stepped out into the fresh morning air. Thank the goddess for that. Now, I have to find a park where I can work in secret.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


The water in the small pond rippled as Valerie sat on a rock on the shore.

It had taken her nearly an hour to locate a park in Boston quiet enough for the communication session she desired.

The parks and green spaces closer to the Boston FBI offices had been too crowded with joggers and dog walkers for the work she had to do. Her map had advised a small park several blocks from the offices. Norma Walsh Park’s gated entrances had all been closed due to construction, but she’d transformed into her shadow form and jumped over the barriers.

A winding trail led her here to the pond. She could no longer hear the construction crew working out on the paved paths, which was a relief. Trees circled the edge of the still water, their green leaves filtering the morning sun.

This is perfect. I can commune with my coven here, she thought. She drew in a deep breath of the fresh air, which smelled of elm and oak trees along with sweet daffodils.

Ah, finally. Peace, quiet, and nature.

You’ve got awful bags under your eyes, Ken quipped out of the blue.

She sighed. And Ken.

It was difficult to catch a moment of calm if Ken was in a feisty mood.

He went on. You should’ve dabbed some dandelion serum under your eyes before bed, honey. You’re gonna get mistaken for a goblin or a hag.

I see you have your energy back, she remarked. Enough to give me beauty advice, anyway.

Well, there’s no one else around here to razz. Why is this place so abandoned?

It’s closed for construction. I let myself in.

Rule-breaker.

By nature, she finished proudly. Not that the elders have ever appreciated my defiant streak.

The elders of the Sacred Coven are stuffy. At least we have new blood to stir things up. Margery is a goddess-send, and Telia could bring life to any boring meeting. Now, Lucinda is a bit too much, if you ask me.

Which I didn’t.

So, you have your sass back, too, Ken noted. It took long enough. You were a real grouch with those agents this morning.

They can handle it. We’re friends now, and they didn’t take it personally.

Hrm. Well, don’t let them wriggle their way into your heart. A Sheva doesn’t need human friends. We are loyal to our kind, with good reason. Humans have betrayed witches before, child, many times. Do I need to remind you of the horrid persecutions of the past?

She leaned forward and trailed a fingertip over the water. Not right now. I remember.

Keep those memories alive. Never forget. Our kin have been ridiculed, scorned, feared, and burned alive.

She frowned. I know, Ken. Now, I need to focus so I can reach the coven. If I’m lucky, they’ll still be at their Inner Circle meeting.

I wouldn’t want to hold you up with my words of wisdom. Sarcasm dripped from his tone. You must get on with your important business. Never mind heeding my massively helpful advice.

Advice heeded, Ken. Now, step aside, please.

He lingered in her mind, reluctant to fade.

As she waited for him to back down, she moved her finger in a spiral over the water. An image formed at the center.

The water transformed to look like a polished oak board, honey-gold in color. Then, a whole table appeared, large and round.

Around the table, faces shimmered on the water’s surface. Soon, the image stabilized, and it was like looking through a clear, clean window.

She could see the room in perfect detail. Part of her wished that she, too, was in Salem at the meeting. The historical farmhouse where the witches of the Sacred Coven gathered was located in a beautiful forest on the far edge of town. Floral wallpaper covered the walls behind her sisters, and plants lined the hexagon-shaped space. Candles flickered at the center of the table, even though it was daylight, and the usual crystal grid added sparkles of color across the polished oak surface.

“Witch sisters.” She greeted them by bowing her head. “I hope I am not intruding on your meeting.”

“Valerie!” one of the witches, Margery, squealed. Her pudgy cheeks looked like twin apples when she smiled. Strands of wispy blond hair framed her face. “Oh, honey, welcome, welcome! You’ve come in at exactly the right time. We finished our international affairs round-up, and yes, the Glastonbury coven is still up in arms about our intervention in Athens. But that’s a story for another time. We were moving on to discussing your case. We’d love an update. How is it going, darling?”

All told, twelve Shevas sat around the wooden table. The thirteenth chair was empty. That one was usually hers. Some of the eldest sisters, spanning two hundred to six hundred years in age, stared ahead stoically.

These women would not be bothered to offer greetings. Some only spoke on the rarest of occasions, and Valerie knew better than to take their silence personally. They only had so much breath left in their aging bodies, so they spoke when absolutely necessary.

The youngest three, Margery, Telia, and Lucinda, were the only ones in modern-day clothing. The others wore cloaks softened and faded with age.

“Yes, yes. An update, please,” Telia seconded. She wore her black hair spiky and short, and big hoop earrings dangled from her ears. Her purple eyes flashed with curiosity behind her cat-eye glasses in the same shade. “We’re dying to know the latest. We really were just talking about you. In a good way.”

“Well, some of us were talking.” Margery giggled and nudged an ancient-looking Sheva. Though Valerie squinted to try to see better, she couldn’t tell if the elderly woman even blinked in response. Then again, the woman’s face was so creased, Valerie could barely see her eyes.

Lucinda waved, and her flowy green blouse looked like a flag. “Valerie! Hurry, give us good news, please.” She pushed her auburn hair off her face, then stroked the orange tabby cat perched on her lap. “We’re on the edge of our seats! We were saying how Boston is the most unstable zone, according to our energy readings.”

“It’s…er, yes, unstable is accurate.” Valerie fought off a wave of memories. The glowing tunnel and eager demons, Gerard’s pistol, pointed at her head, running for her life from the burning warehouse.

“I’m doing my best,” she reported. “I’m also working with highly skilled FBI agents.”

“Agents?” Lucinda pressed her hand to her ear. “Did you say agents, plural?”

Valerie nodded. “Our contact, Sam Patterson, brought in a younger man, Ben Carter. Ben has been respectful and helpful. We connected with Thomas Finnegan here in Boston. He has the seal of approval from the Sisters of Fate, and Ken says he’s safe, too.”

Shevas nodded around the table.

Whew.

It was a relief to come clean about the alliances she’d formed on this mission.

There was still a small chance the coven would pull her off the case and give it to someone else. Margery, perhaps, or Lucinda or Telia.

Then again, one of the elders might take it if they deemed it important enough.

It was a good sign not to hear protests around the sacred oak table.

She forged ahead. “Sam currently has possession of the artifact Chen was misusing. A scrying mirror frame. It’s locked in an evidence vault in the Salem FBI headquarters. Also, I took care of Chen.”

A round of claps went up, and the witches murmured their approval. Lucinda hooted and pumped her fist.

Encouraged, Valerie went on. “We intercepted the dark glass mirror, and I sealed a portal that had been opened on it.”

She bit her lip as another round of clapping sounded. They won’t like what’s next, she thought.

“I confronted a man who was going to pick up the artifact. Bloodgate is his name. We think he’s trying to earn his way into the Ascendants.”

Her sisters’ faces soured. They’d warred with the Ascendants for ages.

Margery leaned in. “What happened? Did you cut his head off?”

“Make heads roll!” Lucinda shrieked.

Telia twittered. “Goodie! I love a tale of retribution. Tell us all about it, Valerie, and don’t leave anything out. All vicious villains deserve to be six feet under. We’re thrilled with the progress you’re making out there.”

“Um. Well, no. I didn’t make his head roll,” she admitted. “He still has it.”

Some of the oldest sisters shifted in their seats. One leaned stiffly toward the sister at her side and whispered something. Her puckered lips made her disapproval clear.

Valerie blushed. “We have a plan to get to him again, and I’ll finish him this time. I’ll do my best to question him before I destroy his ass, too. I know how badly we need information about our foe, the secret brotherhood.”

“Good,” Margery stated. “Make it happen, please. The Ascendants are far too sneaky these days. They’ve gone deeper underground than a rat escaping a rainstorm. We need intelligence if we’re going to put an end to their freakin’ mischief.”

“We are trusting you,” Lucinda added. “This is a big mission for a young Sheva. Of course, we can transfer the case to someone else if you’re not up for it.”

“No, no!” Valerie felt so agitated she almost stood on the rock where she crouched. That would have messed with her vision into the pool, and she stopped herself. “Please, no. I can continue. I am a Sheva, and this is my duty. It’s my honor to fulfill it.”

Margery looked around the circle, checking for a consensus from the coven.

Slowly, one by one, the ancient Shevas nodded. The agreement passed around the table, and Margery spoke. “It is decided. Honey, you stay there and do your thing! How can we help?”

“I need funding.”

“How much?” Lucinda already had the coven’s abacus out. She studied the complex stacks of tiny golden and silver beads. “Our coffers are full, as usual. We can set up a teleportation deposit by high noon. Human dollars, of course.”

“Six thousand, please.”

Lucinda flicked a few of the beads around and studied the results. “Great. I’ve made note of it.”

“There’s something else,” Valerie added. “Do we know any common witches in the Boston area who might be able to get me and two feds into a high-society charity function tonight? It’s an antique auction at a private residence in Hingham, and we need to be there to catch Bloodgate off guard.”

“We’ll find you someone,” Margery promised.

Telia smiled gleefully and did a little dance in her chair. “Ooh, goodie! I get to reach out to some of the common witches. They can be so much fun to gab with. We’ll get you hooked up by this afternoon.”

“You said high society?” Lucinda cupped her hand to her ear. “Did I hear that right, sugar?”

Valerie nodded.

Lucinda rearranged a few more beads. “Wonderful. I’m sending you another few grand so you can buy some accessories or whatever you need to make the undercover operation go smoothly.”

“Rent a stretch limo!” Margery suggested.

“Oh, totally,” Telia agreed. “Or one of those fancy Hummer limos with the built-in hot tub.”

“I don’t know if that would be appropriate for a socialite’s art auction.” Valerie scrunched her brow as she considered human customs. Thankfully, she had two friends at the FBI offices who would know how to fit into the upscale event. “I’ll ask Ben and Thomas.”

“Dress up in something nice,” Telia told her. “You wear your leather armor too much. It’s drab. Sorry, honey. Now I sound like that fashionista blade of yours. I’m sure you’ll look fabulous. Have fun going after that nasty Gerard. We can’t wait to hear about it.”

“Thank you, sisters,” Valerie replied.

“Let us know how it goes!” Margery wiggled her fingers.

Out of respect, Valerie looked around the table. She did her best to meet each of the elder Shevas’ eyes and bow.

One by one, they placed their hands together in prayer and bowed back at her.

Finally, one of the eldest, Sara, spoke. Her voice was so croaky and feeble that Valerie knew it was the first time she’d used it in days or even months.

“Child, our spirits go with you as you perform the great honor of destruction in the name of justice.” Sara moved her fingertips over her heart in the seal of the shadowcaster. “Benedictio Umbrarum.”

Valerie mirrored the movement, tracing her fingertips in a pentacle pattern over her heart. She finished with a counter-clockwise spiral and spoke the blessing of the shadows. “Benedictio Umbrarum, sisters.” Then, she let her eyes drift closed so she could feel the love and respect for her coven radiate through her heart.

When she looked at the water again, it was a dark green glassy surface. Silver ripples swirled lazily, then disappeared. She stood and dusted off the back of her leather pants, then headed back down the trail with a new bounce to her step.

Communion with her witch sisters always lifted her. Their bond ran deep. She sensed their support in her bones.

Also, the incoming money would be fun to spend. She was eager to check her bank account. I hope Thomas and Ben enjoy shopping, she thought as she jumped over the park wall and back onto the city street.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


The yellowed parchment of the antique book crinkled as Gerard turned the page.

He ran a gloved finger down the paper. He always used gloves when referencing his limited-edition books so his skin would not leave traces of oil.

“Come on,” he muttered. “Give me something better than yarrow blood-clotting spells. I know all about that measly herb.”

The tome, Occult Healing Rituals, was a huge disappointment so far. He’d tried his hand at three of the more involved healing rituals the book recommended, with only minor results. He’d successfully dulled the pain in his leg, but the angry knife wound remained, and he worried about infections. Or, worse, nerve damage.

He needed proper use of his limbs. He hated the idea of walking with a limp, never mind engaging in combat with a bad leg.

I’d look like an aging fool, and I’d fight like a blue belt.

He turned another page.

Ah-ha. Here’s something I may be able to use. The Lurid Healing Ceremony called for thirteen legs of a black widow spider, the blood of a mare, and crushed bone powder.

The bone powder would be the hardest to procure. He read further through the dense paragraph of text and noted that human bone worked best.

I’ll have to send Murdock to the morgue again, he realized. Where is Murdock, anyway? He hadn’t seen his bodyguard in several hours.

He placed the book carefully on a podium in his study and strode to the double doors. When he pulled them open, he spotted his bodyguard hustling down the carpeted hallway.

Murdock wore his suit, but it didn’t fit quite right. Neither did his skin. His face sagged in spots where the shape had not yet fully formed.

“Sir, I have news,” Murdock grumbled. He was also in a foul mood today. His wrists had angry welts around them from the handcuffs the night before. The puffy pink marks were barely visible beneath his shirt cuffs.

It was nearing lunch hour, and when Gerard’s stomach growled, he realized he’d skipped breakfast. “Make it quick. I need to eat and start hunting down ingredients for a ceremony.” More accurately, you will do the hunting for me.

He didn’t want to confuse Murdock, though. His guard had a small, simple mind that could only handle one order at a time.

“It’s about the auction tonight,” Murdock told him.

Gerard cocked an eyebrow. “Ah. Never mind the rush, then. I have time for this. Come in.”

He held the doors open, and Murdock stepped through.

After Gerard was behind his large antique mahogany desk, he tented his hands. “What is it? Have you heard back from the seller of the crystal ball?” He tapped his fingertips together, nearly drooling at the thought of the artifact. It would be the perfect piece to offer the Ascendants at his next meeting with them.

This gift will finally tip the scales in my favor.

At long last, they will make me part of their club.

He could already envision what it would be like to wield so much power and authority. He’d fantasized about it for so many hours that it already felt like reality to him. A reality he hadn’t yet stepped into.

Murdock tugged his cell from his breast pocket. “Yes, I’ve had several emails from the seller, who has yet to identify himself. I’d like to read you the latest, if it’s okay with you.”

“Of course.” Gerard leaned back in his chair. As he waited for his guard, he let his thoughts drift.

He’d first heard of the Ascendants through a rare book he purchased at an auction. The brief, veiled mention of a secret yet powerful brotherhood intrigued him instantly. He’d worked long and hard to track down more information. His many trips around the globe and visits to hidden underground shops finally yielded results. He’d uncovered a secret organization with roots going all the way back to the Illuminati.

It seemed too good to be true. A tight-knit organization, nearly impossible to penetrate, working in secrecy toward world domination.

Gerard’s heart pitter-pattered like he was falling in love every time he imagined joining their ranks. My life would be complete, he reasoned. Becoming one of them would be the perfect culmination of my studies.

Murdock cleared his throat. “Got it here, sir.”

“Go ahead.”

“Okay, so I said the thing you always tell me to say about how we need items appraised before we buy.”

“With our appraiser. Not some loudmouth.”

“Right, sir.” Murdock nodded, and the saggy skin under his neck bunched more than usual, making him look grotesque.

Not that Gerard minded. He was used to ugliness and spooky, supernatural phenomena. His studies in the dark arts prepared him for the horrific, the vile, the ghoulish.

“Well, I heard back about fifteen minutes ago,” Murdock went on. “The seller says he’ll be at the Snell auction, and he can meet us before the bidding begins to have the item appraised. He’s willing to hand it over to you directly if the price is right.”

“I see.” Gerard licked his lips and looked around his room.

Where would he put the crystal ball after he owned it?

Pedestals lined the perimeter of the room, several waiting to be filled.

“It will look nice by the window,” he murmured. He could already picture the way the light would hit the orb on sunny days when the curtains were open. “I’ll have it here in my study for two months until I meet with the Great Ones.” He didn’t like to name the organization he longed to be part of. Not aloud. Not to Murdock or anyone else.

Murdock was used to Gerard’s mysterious talk about the “Great Ones.” He nodded his beefy head. “Sure, sounds good, sir. Do we need to bring the trailer to the auction? You planning to get anything big? Furniture or any of that?”

“I’ll see how the spirit moves me.” Gerard grinned. “Yes, we’d better have the trailer just in case.”

Auctions always pleased him. To him, it felt like hunting for sport. The best part of tonight would be acquiring the stolen crystal ball. Of all the occult and antique items he bought each year, stolen items were always his favorite.

“Excuse me now, Murdock. I have a private call to make. Ask the kitchen to send my lunch in an hour.”

Though he was starving, food would have to wait.

Now that he knew with certainty he could purchase the crystal ball tonight, he wanted to ensure the Ascendants knew about it.

This will make up for my blunder last night, he thought as he watched Murdock step out into the hall and seal the study shut.

Gerard lifted the phone to his ear.

The deep, ice-cold voice on the other end of the line sent a shiver down his spine. “Speak.”

“I’m calling regarding a website. Portal Beneath the Sphinx.”

“Speak again.”

“I’m having a technical issue.”

“Speak once more.”

“I need to turn on the light in this room if I wish to clear my vision.”

“Illumination shall be given you. You have been approved. Please proceed.” The voice, of course, belonged to Martin Harpswell, a member of the mighty organization that filled Gerard with awe. If I could sit alongside Martin one day, I will have finally made it.

Gerard tried not to sound too excited. “Martin, I have good news.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” Martin returned. “We know Chen is dead. He failed to get us the golden frame we desired. Please don’t tell me you’ve failed, too.”

“I—I don’t have the mirror,” Gerard confessed. “I tried to get it, but a woman burned it.”

“A woman?”

“Yes, a…a witch. One of the Shevas. A young one. Very young. Only twenty, I’d say.” He realized he was making her sound weak and casting himself in a bad light for letting her get the upper hand. “Despite her age, she wielded the magic of an experienced witch.”

“Don’t make excuses.”

“I—I’m not. Sorry, Martin. Of course not. I wouldn’t. It was my fault I didn’t get the obsidian mirror, and I do apologize for that. However, I have found an object much more suitable for your organization. I hope it will properly impress upon you that I am a man worthy of gaining membership.”

“Again, I will be the judge, not you. Now, return to your battle with the witch. Describe her.”

“Er…” Gerard’s wounded pride hurt worse than his leg as he recalled the embarrassment she’d made of him. My dirty suit. My limp.

“She was average height, slender but strong,” he reported reluctantly. “Chin-length dark hair. Blue eyes. A tattoo on her temple, though I didn’t see what it was. She wielded a knife, along with element spells and shadowcasting. She had significantly enhanced physical agility.”

He shuddered at the memory of the young woman’s movements. He’d seen her jump sixteen feet without effort and land with the lightness of a cat.

“You said she’s a Sheva?”

“Absolutely. I knew right away, the minute she faced me. Diplomats don’t glare like she did. She left destruction in her wake, too. The obsidian mirror is ruined beyond repair.”

A glass shattered on the other end of the line. Martin’s icy tone trembled with fury. “We were counting on that mirror, Gerard. You and Chen made promises to us.”

“I am very sorry.” Gerard knew better than to say anything else at the moment.

It was better to let Martin vent.

Something else broke on Martin’s side of the call.

What is he smashing? Gerard wondered. He heard more shattering glass rain down on the far-off floor.

He waited.

Martin sounded murderous. “She will pay,” he thundered. “Now, continue to the good news, please.”

“I spent the morning shopping around. I received word of a crystal orb with wonderful potential. It’s stolen, so no certificate of authenticity, but I can have it appraised to learn the history. My appraiser knows the importance of privacy, and she will keep everything confidential.” For a price, he added internally, gritting his teeth.

He always hated forking over stacks of hundred-dollar bills to the waif-like appraiser who worked at Sondra Snell’s auctions. Miranda Goldstein was a real bitch, as far as Gerard could tell. Greedy as hell, snobbish, and cruel. Gerard had arrived at a confidential arrangement with her decades ago. Over the years, he’d given her enough money to buy a house. And the red Porsche she zipped around in, too.

Martin remained quiet.

Why isn’t he excited about this prospect? Gerard wondered.

He got up from his chair and paced restlessly to the window. Clouds hung heavy in the sky. People strolled along the sidewalk below, unaware of the drama unfolding in Gerard’s luxury brownstone.

“I don’t like it,” Martin stated at last. “Bloodgate, I believe you’ve stumbled into a trap.”

“What?” Gerard swiveled on his heel and paced back to his desk. “No, no. This is a black-market item. It’s impossible that she arranged it.”

“Is she working with anyone?”

Gerard cringed. “Yes. Yes…er. Hrm. Unfortunately.”

“Who?” Martin barked. “Get on with it. I don’t have all day for this.”

“Two federal agents, sir. FBI.”

“They do this sort of operation all the time,” Martin growled. “And with a Sheva’s help, they have everything they need. The Shevas’ pockets are bottomless, Gerard. Their resources are unending.”

“No, no. This auction is very exclusive, and the crowd is—how shall I say this—unorthodox in their buying and selling practices. It’s a highly select group, Martin, handpicked by my dear friend Sondra Snell. I know most of them well.” Along with their shady business practices, he thought.

He turned on his heel again and paced back to the window. His mind raced. Is Martin right? Am I being set up?

It was embarrassing enough that the twenty-something witch had outwitted him once. A second time was out of the question.

“Don’t be a fool,” Martin argued. “Shevas don’t only have bottomless resources when it comes to money, Bloodgate. They also have connections that weave through this city, this state, across the country, around the globe. The witch sisterhood is extensive. If that young Sheva desires an invitation to an auction, she will get one.”

Gerard had trouble believing it, but the last thing he wanted to do was argue with Martin.

“How do you want me to proceed?” he asked.

Martin hesitated. “I’ll tell you what. You’ve called me today trying to win favor for the gift of a crystal ball. Our organization would need a dozen more such gifts before we even considered allowing you in. Your journey into the folds of our organization will be long and expensive, Gerard. Unless you take a shortcut.”

Gerard gulped. “A shortcut?”

“Give us a gift that is better than anything we’ve received thus far.”

“What do you want?”

“Capture the Sheva and bring her to us. Alive. We’d like to have a chat with her.”

Gerard swallowed again. His throat felt incredibly dry.

He savored the idea of tying ropes around the woman who had taunted him. He would gladly seal duct tape across her lips. He could picture it now, how satisfying it would be to load her body into the trailer Murdock would attach to the car they usually drove to auctions. She’d fit nicely.

Then again, in the pit of his stomach, he had doubts. Can I capture her?

His leg wound throbbed. He’d given last night’s battle his all and had barely escaped with his life.

He refused to reveal any of his doubts to Martin. It would make me seem too weak, he reasoned.

“Your offer is very good.” He forced his voice not to quake. “I will reach out again when I have possession of her.”

“Please do,” Martin replied. “I will send a weapon you can use to help you beat her in battle. It is a powerful weapon. You should find it…useful, if cumbersome to wear.”

“Wear?”

“You’ll see. I’ll send it by private carrier. Expect it to arrive on your doorstep at two o’clock this afternoon. That should give you time to practice using it.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“My pleasure. Oh, and Gerard? One more thing. Don’t fuck this up. You are on thin ice, and if it cracks, your future will be bleak.”

The line went dead.

Gerard strode to his desk and slammed the phone down. “Damn it!” He dragged his fingers through his hair and forced hot air out through his lungs.

It hurt that Martin had dropped the bit about how even the crystal ball would not have been enough to earn entrance.

They’ve been stringing me along, he realized. Making me believe I was one gift away.

How many times had he presented gifts in the past? He could think of at least a dozen meetings he’d attended for brief allotments of time. Five minutes here, ten there. Each time, he approached with a humble attitude and a gift in his arms.

Always, they encouraged him. The subtle hints and nudges made him feel one more valuable antique would at last open doors for him.

They’ve been manipulating me. He clenched his jaw.

He felt like a fool for falling for the Sheva’s sting operation so easily. Martin was right. He could see that now, looking back on it. The crystal ball popping up on the market the day after he escaped the Sheva? It was a big coincidence, yet he’d failed to note the red flag waving in his face.

I need to smarten up, he told himself.

Pain radiated through his leg. His stomach growled again. And I need to heal my leg and eat.

He snatched his phone again.

Murdock answered. “Food is on the way, sir.”

“I’m not calling about food, you idiot. I need ingredients. Black widow spider legs. Thirteen. And a bone from the morgue. Make it happen, Murdock, or there will be hell to pay.”

“Yes, sir.”

Gerard grinned. At least throwing around the power he did have made him feel better. “Then, after you’re done, I need you to gather rope and duct tape. Stash them in the trailer.”

“For transporting furniture?” Murdock asked.

“No. Tonight, we’re going to come home with a Sheva.”


CHAPTER TWENTY


Valerie smoothed her dress over her legs.

It was not what she was used to wearing. The flowy fabric felt so soft against her skin compared to the stiff leather armor she usually wore. Then, there was the color. Pale blue.

She never wore pale colors. It felt strange seeing the fabric when she looked down. She was seated in the back seat of the Cadillac with her legs crossed and a matching blue purse propped on her lap. The bag was big enough for Ken, but he didn’t like his surroundings.

Are we there yet? Ken quipped.

Valerie looked out through the window. Boston’s suburbs rushed past, one boxy white house after another.

Why did humans manicure their lawns like this? The short-cropped grass made her sad because she imagined all the wonderful weeds, wildflowers, and herbs that would grow there if the homeowners quit mowing them down.

Not yet, she told Ken.

How long? he asked.

You sound like a child.

This purse makes me feel claustrophobic. Can’t you wear me on your belt?

I’m not wearing my belt tonight.

Hrmph.

Ken, you’re always after me about my wardrobe. Aren’t you happy I’m in a dress?

It’s not the one I wanted you to get.

I know, but that one was pink. I refuse to wear pink.

It was gorgeous, and you know it.

Please quit sulking. I want us to be on the top of our game tonight. She peered at the twilight sky flashing in the gaps between the big, boxy houses. Considering the position of the few twinkling stars, she could tell it was six-thirty.

“We’re missing cocktail hour,” she announced as she leaned forward between the front seats.

Ben clutched the steering wheel tightly and read the street signs they passed. “Lilac Circle should be coming up.”

“It’s there, on the right.” Thomas gestured that way. “And as for cocktails, I don’t know how you witches do it, but we never drink on the job.”

“I wouldn’t mind a piece of bruschetta or a bacon-wrapped scallop,” Ben commented.

Valerie scrunched her nose. “Bacon is so ick.”

Ben and Thomas groaned.

Thomas hitched his thumb. “Okay, out of the car. That’s just wrong.”

“Ugh. Of course you guys would get worked up over bacon.” She laughed. “I’m trying to get used to your weird ways.”

“Us, weird?” Thomas teased. “You wiggle your fingertips, and light shoots out. Man, that’s weird in my book. Hey, this kid I help out texted me today to ask if I’d go to his little sister’s birthday party on Saturday. He used to be caught up in gang shit, but he’s on the straight and narrow now.

“Kellan’s his name. Great kid. Good heart. He made the invitation himself, and it’s real cute, little pictures of balloons and everything. Maybe you could come with me and show the kids some magic tricks.”

“I’m not some bargain basement magician, Tom!” She reached forward to lightly swat his arm. “I don’t do party tricks. I do real magic.”

“Come on, why not? It’ll be fun. Think of it like charity. Believe me, this family can’t afford to hire a magician, even a cheap one. Plus, you’d get to eat cake.”

“Hm. Okay, the cake is tempting. Maybe.”

Ben slowed down. “Guys? I hate to interrupt, but that’s it. The Snell residence.”

A mansion loomed ahead. Its yard was as manicured as all the others in the neighborhood. Valerie cringed at the sight of sculpted shrubs. Those poor plants.

Ben parked between a Land Cruiser and a Tesla, then twisted around. After rummaging in the back seat, he found a tube of paper and unfurled it over the Caddy’s console.

“I pulled the mansion’s blueprints from the city records department,” he told them. “Let’s identify our exits.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to memorize the downstairs layout, too.” Thomas peered at the large, lit-up house, then leaned over the blueprint. “Looks to me like that’s where the action’s taking place. Specifically, this room.” He tapped the space labeled “great room” on the blueprint.

Valerie felt slightly dizzy and overwhelmed as she tried to study the paper with her federal agent friends. There were so many lines and angles, all drawn with precision and in great detail. Measurements accompanied the perfectly rendered scale drawing.

It might help these guys to know the great room is thirty-two by thirty-eight feet or that it had double French doors leading to a patio, she thought. But I have different concerns.

Most importantly, she felt a nagging sensation in her gut. Something is wrong, she realized with growing dread.

The warning squirmed through her, and she tightened her grip on her purse.

People mingled in the mansion. She caught their silhouettes through the picture window. A middle-aged couple ambled up the wide pathway leading to the front doors. Their auras were pea-green with greed.

The front doors opened. A woman in a black-and-white staff uniform received the couple’s tickets, then let them inside.

Valerie licked her lips.

Another warning zipped through her mind. Something is not right.

The guidance she’d received earlier had been so strong. Go to the auction. Now, it was as if some unexpected twist had changed everything.

Ken, are you feeling what I’m feeling? she asked.

Shit is about to hit the fan, he replied.

I thought we got the go-ahead for this, she told him. My ancestors wanted me to meet Gerard here.

Plans can change, he insisted. Honey, I’m getting seriously troubling vibes from this place. In particular, the bad energy is coming from that trailer across the street.

Her purse wobbled. Ken emerged, wearing his sheath. Let me out.

She did as he asked.

Bare, he zipped to the Caddy’s passenger-side, street-facing window and tapped the glass.

There. That trailer has potential for great pain. I see ropes that bind, tape that gags. An evil man in an expensive suit. Ah-ha. Too much hair gel. You know who I speak of.

Oh, I knew him all right. He nearly blew my brains out last night.

Her anger sparked.

A lesser witch may have called the mission off. Valerie rose to the challenge.

So, he has a plan of his own? she asked Ken.

He has been steered by our enemies. The bastards.

She groaned. The sound made Ben and Thomas look up from their precious blueprint.

“What’s up?” Ben asked. “You don’t think we should count that window as an exit?”

“No. I wasn’t even paying attention. Guys, we have a new problem on our hands.”

They waited.

She held up her sheath so Ken could nestle back in. “Ken says Gerard’s onto us. The Ascendants warned him about our operation.”

“Damn!” Thomas shook his head. “We had an advantage for a minute. These guys are good.”

“You have no idea.” Valerie felt a cool chill of fear when she thought of the secret organization that had plagued her coven for centuries. “They’re strategic. Smart. Cunning.”

“Shit.” Thomas looked uncomfortable in his designer suit. She’d insisted on buying him a green satin tie to wear with it. He looked dashing but out of his element in the foreign layers.

Now, he tugged at the knot of his tie. “I hate these things. How can people stand wearing them? And what are we supposed to do now?”

Ben’s brow furrowed. He peered at the blueprints again.

Valerie knew him well enough now to guess he was quiet because he was thinking hard.

“What’s up, fanboy?” she asked. “Your gears are turning.”

“We can see smoke coming out of your ears, dude,” Thomas teased.

Valerie nodded. “Pretty much. You gonna keep it to yourself, or tell us what’s up?”

“I’m thinking we still have him where we want him. Yeah, he’s got these Ascendants on his side, but so what? We have a Sheva.”

Valerie raised her chin. It felt good to be acknowledged.

Ben went on. “If he knows we have a fake artifact, why didn’t he call off the deal? What’s motivating him?”

“He probably wants to buy fancy art at this auction,” Valerie guessed. “We saw all the paintings and sculptures in that warehouse. I bet that’s all his. He’s a collector.”

Ken’s words nagged her. Rope for binding and tape for gagging. “You don’t need to gag a painting,” she murmured, still deep in her thoughts.

“What’s that?” Ben asked.

“Sorry.” She pinched the bridge of her nose and tried to think clearly. “I’m wondering why Ken told me Gerard has tape for gagging in his trailer.”

“What trailer?” Ben wanted to know.

Valerie tapped the far window pane, pointing out the trailer across the street. “That one.”

“You know what that sounds like to me?” Thomas mentioned. “Sounds like our buddy plans on kidnapping someone tonight. Kidnappers gag their victims with rags, tape, scarves, or whatever else they can get their hands on. It’s so the victim can’t scream too loud. You know, to attract attention or help.”

Valerie shivered. “Yuck. That’s super creepy.”

Thomas nodded. “Yeah. When I was in the Violent Crimes unit, I had to work a few awful cases. Man, am I glad I’m not on that beat anymore.”

Valerie pinched her brows. “Who would he kidnap?”

Ben’s voice was heavy. “You, Valerie. My guess is he wants you. This is a common war tactic, and you’ve said it yourself. Your coven is at war with the Ascendants.”

Thomas nodded. “Bro’s right. You’re the target. You want to back off? Turn around?”

She gritted her teeth. “No way. I’m not afraid of him. And if we know he’s after me, we have the advantage again. New plan, guys. The fake crystal ball isn’t our bait anymore. I am.”

“I don’t like this,” Ben insisted. “You could get hurt.”

She raised her chin. “I’ve told you both before. A Sheva doesn’t fear pain or suffering.”

Thomas fit his gun into his holster. “We’ve got your back in there. Whatever happens.” He turned to Ben. “Right, man?”

“This isn’t the strategy we’ve been discussing all day,” Ben fretted. “I don’t like it. There are multiple unknowns. Valerie, I think there will be a considerable, serious risk to you.”

“I’m not a damsel in distress, Ben.” She glanced at the blueprints. “If you think I’m going to back down because of the risk of danger, you have me all wrong. I am the danger. Show me where those exits are. I have an idea.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Piano music floated up to the vaulted ceiling of the Snells’ great room. It had been a while since Ben had attended a function this upscale. When was the last? He racked his mind, thinking back on a few hoity-toity weddings he’d attended after college, thanks to a group of wealthy friends.

Friends he’d lost track of over the years. Moving from city to city, town to town, had taken a toll on his social life.

His earpiece emitted some static, then Thomas’ voice radiated through. “I have eyes on Bloodgate. East side of the foyer, talking to Miranda. They’re heading your way, ETA three minutes.”

“Copy that,” Ben replied into his watch, which functioned as a transceiver.

Thanks to the long day of preparation and research, Ben knew exactly what Miranda Goldstein would look like. He had studied photographs. The sixty-five-year-old’s distinguishing features were her silver hair, razor-sharp cheekbones, and rail-thin physique.

Officially, Miranda served as the head of the valuations department for Richmond Auction House in Manhattan. Hours of research showed a different story, though. Thomas had uncovered an old charge for antiquities fraud that was settled out of court. Ben had tracked down many other signs that Miranda operated in the gray area regarding her business ethics.

Ben scanned the great room’s entrance, which looked out into the foyer. Both rooms bustled with activity.

Caterers dressed in uniform wove through clusters of party guests, balancing their loaded trays with practiced ease. The guests’ outfits were as varied as a colorful bouquet. Ben saw vibrant, jewel-toned blouses and skirts, sequined gowns, fur shawls, sparkling accessories, and flashy high heels.

Most of the male guests had added a stylish flare to their suits and tuxedos. Scarves, ruby-red ties, emerald cufflinks. Merely looking around the room made Ben feel like he was flipping through the pages of the Boston Globe’s coverage of the latest Met Gala.

Ben touched his earpiece lightly, making sure it was positioned correctly.

Thomas’ voice came through again. “See ‘em yet?”

“Not yet.” Ben kept his eyes pinned on the doorway. Within a minute, he spotted Gerard Bloodgate step through the entrance with the tall, thin woman at his side. The two whispered together.

“There they are. They look thick as thieves,” he told Thomas.

“Accurate,” Thomas agreed.

Murdock was not far behind Gerard and Miranda. Ben shuddered at the sight of the large, hulking guard.

Ben’s body still hurt all over from the beating he’d taken at the Port of Boston. He rested a hand on his ribs and felt the comforting sensation of the stiff bulletproof vest beneath his button-up shirt. Though it had not protected him from the guard’s powerful kicks, it still offered safety against gunfire, and Ben was grateful for that.

Then again, we will be up against more than simply guns tonight.

Back in the Cadillac, Valerie had gone over all the magic she’d seen Gerard wield. He can see through my shadowcasting. He knows how to conjure a protection spell.

She’d said other things, too. More about the Ascendants.

Ben now knew they had roots in the Illuminati of the fifteenth century and a nebulous center. “My coven has tried for ages to infiltrate their ranks,” she had explained. “They have a way of going underground, becoming untraceable. Tonight, we must get information from Gerard.”

Ben tracked Gerard Bloodgate. “They’re moving east to west in the great room. I’ll wait for them to separate, then I’ll have my words with Miranda.”

“Is Valerie in position?”

“Yes,” Ben reported. “She headed for the west wing ten minutes ago. She should be there by now.”

Gerard and Miranda worked their way through the crowd. Ben followed at a safe distance, unseen. He paused behind a tall ice sculpture that formed a centerpiece amid hundreds of fluted glasses of champagne. Next to the gaudy display of drinks, appetizers had been laid out.

It was tempting to reach out, snag a cracker, and load it up with gooey baked brie, but he managed to resist. He saw Gerard’s reflection in a mirror that ran along the wall to his right. He watched with intense focus as Gerard greeted an elderly man with a handshake and sleazy smile.

Gerard said something to the elderly man. Miranda backed away, turned, and walked toward the refreshments table.

Ben spoke into his watch. “What’s your position?”

“I’m on your six,” Thomas answered. “Ten feet to the right of the piano.”

“I’m going to play my part. Watch Gerard.”

“You got it, bud.”

“You mean ‘copy,’” Ben corrected.

Thomas chuckled. “Whatever.”

Ben sighed. His rogue agent friend had proved loyal and helpful, but he was still woefully irreverent of FBI protocols.

He waited as Miranda helped herself to a glass of champagne. Then, he spoke. “Excuse me. Are you Miranda Goldstein?”

Her heavily made-up eyes flicked to Ben. She sneered. “That’s me. Who’s asking?”

“Silas Craft,” he stated smoothly. He wasn’t used to working undercover gigs, and the lie made his palms sweat. Rather than step out from behind the ice sculpture, he remained hidden. “I am hoping to have a moment in private with Mr. Bloodgate. It’s regarding a business matter.”

“What’s that got to do with me?” Miranda snapped.

“I’d like you to arrange the meeting. He’s expecting it. I’ve been talking to his assistant about a potential deal. Please tell Mr. Bloodgate I’ll be in the west wing library.”

“Ha. You can tell him yourself, Silas. If that’s even your name. I’ve never seen you around here, so you must be new. Word to the wise, my friend. Most people in this room would lie straight to your face, so beware.”

Ben noted the slight slur to her words. He wondered how many glasses of champagne she’d consumed so far tonight.

She propped her free hand on her hip, which jutted out angularly. “We’re a bunch of assholes, you ask me, Gerard included. Then again, the world’s full of jerks, so what’s new?”

“Please tell him I have the item he wants to buy,” Ben urged.

“Like I said, tell him yourself. Or tell that ugly-ass groupie who follows him around like a dog on a chain. I’m sure he’d drool at the chance of passing along the message.”

“I’d prefer if you did it. It’s important that he head to the library immediately. I’d like to discuss the deal before the bidding begins.”

“Ugh. You creeps and your backhanded ways. Listen, money talks, buddy. If there’s nothing in this for me, you can arrange your own goddamn meeting.”

Ben was ready for this. He extracted a wad of folded bills from his suit pocket and passed them discreetly to the thin, sneering woman.

She flipped through the hundred-dollar bills.

“Fine.” She sighed. “I gotta get a new hobby. This shit is getting old.” She tucked the bills into her glittery Coach clutch and tottered away on her high heels.

“Phase one complete,” Ben affirmed quietly into his watch.

“Gerard watched the whole thing,” Thomas told him. “He bought every second of it, too. Nice work, man. Your acting was on point. You looked exactly like a clueless undercover agent.”

“If you pass that on to my SAC, maybe he’ll let me do stuff like this more often.”

“You might want to stick to the low-key Salem cases,” Thomas suggested. “I have a feeling we’re about to hit rougher seas. Seems like when that witch is in the mix, things tend to get stormy.”

Ben peered around the ice sculpture and saw Gerard slip back into the foyer. With luck, he was heading to the west wing library.

“Yeah, for sure,” Ben agreed. “Bloodgate’s moving with confidence. He thinks he’s got the upper hand now. Maybe this will work in our favor.”

“We’re about to find out,” Thomas stated. “Meet me at point B. Let’s hope luck is on our side.”

“We don’t need luck.” Ben moved toward the room’s exit, mentally calculating how many minutes it would take him to make it to the next meeting point. “We have a Sheva.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


At least it’s not raining yet, Valerie mentioned to Ken.

She crouched, cat-like, on the window ledge. Ken hovered by her side, unsheathed. Thunder rumbled in the distance. Lightning flashed, miles away in a south-eastern direction. Thick clouds roiled above, ready to unleash a downpour.

Her fingertips rested lightly on the marble stonework of the ledge. The ten-by-ten window looked in on the hallway that traversed the mansion’s west wing.

True, Ken agreed. That would wreak havoc on your hair. Your locks frizz when they get damp.

Um, I was actually thinking more about dying by lightning bolt than frizzy hair.

Oh. Well, that would suck, too.

Valerie pressed her nose to the glass pane. I think I see movement.

Why did you refuse the earpiece? Ken asked.

Because. Silly me, I didn’t want to drown out my communication with you. So, if you could stick to the topic, that would be fab.

Fab! Look at you with your hip lingo.

Valerie sucked in a breath when Gerard came into view. He moved down the hallway with purpose. Murdock lurked behind him.

Thanks to Ben’s studious efforts with the mansion blueprints, she knew the door to the west wing library was the last one in the hallway to Gerard’s left. It was her job to launch an attack from the window before he ever reached the library.

We earned back the element of surprise, she told Ken. We’re in a game of chess, and Gerard is losing.

At the moment, yes, but we must remain vigilant. Don’t get overconfident, child.

She pressed her hand to the cool glass window pane and sent a quick air spell radiating through the glass. It fragmented into a million pieces. The dust-like particles didn’t make a sound as they collapsed into piles on the marble ledge.

Cool air swirled around Valerie’s legs, torso, and arms as she leaped through the window. The fabric of her dress swished around her legs. She was glad for the protective spell already wrapped around her body. That helped her feel less exposed without her usual leather armor.

She was also glad she’d ditched the purse. It was good to have the freedom to move as she wished without worrying about a silly purse strap slipping off her shoulder.

Gerard whipped his head in the direction of the open window. When he spotted Valerie, his eyebrows shot up. “What the—” he sputtered. “Where did you… I thought…”

He drew his handgun from the waistband of his suit. At the same moment, Murdock pulled his weapon.

Now, Valerie had two firearms aimed at her. She refused to let her heart hammer too fast. With practiced effort, she steadied her heart rhythm and steeled her nerves. “You two do not scare me.”

“Then you’re an idiot,” Gerard seethed.

She backed up slowly, one step at a time. Still moving in reverse, she stepped over the window ledge.

Sweat beaded on Gerard’s brow. “Stay where you are, Princess. That’s an order.”

“I’m just going to get some fresh air.” She spoke in a singsong tone she knew would infuriate Gerard. “You can come outside with me if you wish.”

Murdock stepped forward. “You have two guns aimed at your head, idiot girl. He tells you to stay where you are, you do it.”

“You won’t shoot me.” She smiled. It took great effort to keep the expression steady and serene. She hoped she was pulling it off.

The fury burning behind Gerard’s eyes told her she was successful. “You bitch,” he snapped. “You don’t know that.”

She stepped back again into the shadows of the yard. A tall row of hedges formed a wall behind her. Dark clouds swirled in the night sky, pushed around by the wind.

Gerard and Murdock lingered in the hallway.

“What do we do, sir?” Murdock turned to Gerard, his gun pointed at Gerard’s chest.

“You idiot.” Gerard nudged the gun down. “Watch where you aim that thing. We follow her.”

Perfect, Valerie thought as she backed up three more steps.

Now that she was deeper in the shadows, she transformed into her ephemeral form. Bloodgate will still be able to see me, she reasoned, but the basilisk does not have that knowledge. He is a simple snake shifter, not as knowledgeable as his master.

When she peered to her left, she noticed Ben’s silhouette behind a massive maple tree. He blended in well with the darkness thanks to his dark suit.

She glanced to the right, where more shrubbery surrounded the corner of the mansion. Though she could not see any sign of Thomas, she felt certain he was also in position, according to plan.

Are you ready, Ken? she asked.

Even if it takes three attempts like last time, I’ll make my way into his flesh, Ken promised.

Gerard stepped over the window ledge. His expensive loafer landed on the carpet of neatly trimmed grass. Murdock followed clumsily. His movements struck Valerie as awkward and disjointed, but that did not surprise her. He’d shifted form the night before, and some shifters took a long time to adjust after a transformation.

That will also work to our advantage, she thought.

“So, we meet again.” Gerard sneered and kept his gun aimed at her. “I thought it would be in the west wing library, so you could make a fool of me with that antique crystal ball. Did you really think I would believe such a childish hoax?”

“I am sure you would have if not for the input you received from the Ascend⁠—”

“Stop!” he spat through a tightly clenched jaw. He looked furtively around. “Do not talk about them in public.”

“We aren’t in public,” Valerie countered.

Keep distracting him, Ken advised. Lure him deeper into this yard. I am eager to attack.

We have to wait for the signal from Ben, she responded. Everything has to happen at the same time. We’re a team.

You should be the one giving the signals, Ken prodded. You’re in charge. Girl power, remember?

Focus, Valerie chided. She did as Ken had advised and backed farther into the darkness. She felt a prickly sensation on her bare shoulders when she bumped into the tall, square-sculpted shrub.

Without turning her head to the left, she moved her gaze that way. Ben’s flashlight blinked twice and illuminated the trees in quick bursts.

It was the signal they’d agreed upon.

Ken zipped through the air.

Gerard seemed utterly confused by the sudden flashes of light. “What was—aaargh!”

Ken burrowed into Gerard’s right leg. Gerard dropped to the ground and clutched his thigh.

Even the slightest distraction can help, Valerie thought. She covered a long stretch of grassy lawn in two light leaps. When she collided with Murdock, he had no idea what was hitting him. He could not see her.

“Oof!” Murdock tumbled backward onto the lawn. As he fell, he fired his gun. Valerie winced when the bullet whizzed past her left ear.

That was a close one. She wrestled the six-foot-plus bodyguard to the grass and pinned his gun-wielding arm down. Thank goddess I’m still flexible. She lunged with one leg to kick his weapon from his hand.

“Cold!” Murdock sputtered. “I’m so cold. What is on me?”

“Get up!” Gerard moaned. “You imbecile. It’s the Sheva! Get to your feet. Fight her off!”

Gerard clutched Ken’s hilt and pulled, but Ken fought valiantly and stayed burrowed in his flesh.

Ken twisted one way, then the other. Gerard’s face contorted as he fought the pain.

“How, sir?” Murdock wanted to know. “She’s a fucking powerhouse, and I can’t see her.” His big, bulky form writhed with his efforts to sit up. Valerie released him but kicked him in the side to keep him down.

Then, without hesitation, she worked her favorite style of magic. Since Ken was busy, she had to move the shadowcasting magic with her own mantras. “From the darkness you came, to the darkness you will return. Nature consumes you, snake, as you return to nothingness.”

Shadowy tendrils flowed from her fingertips. The moving shadows swirled around Murdock’s neck.

“So cold,” he croaked.

They were his last words. His face turned into a murky, inky, swirling mass of blackness. Then, his body faded. Next, his torso and limbs gave way to nothingness. His suit lay limp on the ground. An instant later, the shadows consumed that, too.

Valerie dusted her hands to clean off the clinging fragments of the spell.

She leaned over where the basilisk had been. Not a trace of the snake remained. It satisfied her immensely.

She looked up to find out how the others were doing. Conjuring spells required incredibly precise focus. For a few seconds, she felt disoriented as the world around her filtered back in.

She saw Thomas and Ben. They were supposed to detain Gerard, but clearly, they had not. She saw no sign of the sleazy collector. What are they waiting for? she wondered as she eyed her friends.

There were so many questions Valerie yearned to ask Gerard. Who were his contacts within the Ascendants? How did they communicate? What were the Ascendants up to? Why were they trying to gather artifacts?

The questions bubbled up in her mind, and she was ready to fire them all at Gerard. He should be in cuffs by now, she thought. He should be our hostage.

Something was not right. Ben and Thomas both looked fearful. Valerie did not see Gerard anywhere.

“Where is he, guys?” she asked.

“Uh…” Thomas’ wide green eyes stared into empty space, stunned.

“Where did he go?” Valerie tried again. “Ben, what’s going on?”

“Whoa. I’ve never seen anything like that,” Ben stammered. He sounded as stunned as Thomas looked. “He…um, he’s up there now.” He raised a finger toward a section of the mansion’s roof she could not see from her position in the yard. “I think you better see this for yourself.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


This is why I hate last-minute plans, Ben thought as he stared up at the rooftop.

The armored thing up there no longer looked like Gerard.

“He was standing right in front of us,” Ben explained as Valerie stepped in closer and tilted her head to look up. “Then he pulled this chainmail glove thing from an inner pocket of his suit. He put it on, and⁠—”

Valerie’s blue eyes flashed. “Wait. He put on a glove?” She glared at the armor-plated being on the roof.

Ben couldn’t take his eyes off the thing. It had eight legs, like a spider, and a metal exoskeleton with a dull, silver hue. Red eyes peered out from the steel-clad body. It was six feet tall. It skittered sideways on the rooftop on pointed legs.

“Yeah, it looked like a glove,” Ben told her. “At least it did when he put it on.” He felt the blood drain from his face as the giant, steel-plated thing skittered to the edge of the gutter. Would it jump? Ben didn’t know, and he didn’t particularly want to find out.

Thomas spoke up. “Yeah, it was like a glove. Then the chainmail, or whatever it was, turned into scales that moved over his whole body and solidified. Then he changed shape, right in front of us. I almost passed out.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “This shit is crazy.”

Ben didn’t like the way Valerie winced when she watched the big thing move around.

“You can handle this, right?” he asked. “With, like, a fireball or something?”

“I am not entirely sure.” Her nostrils flared with anger. “How the hell did Gerard get a gauntlet?”

“Is that what it was?” Ben asked.

“Yeah. There are only seven of them out there,” Valerie told him. “At least that my coven knows about. They grant the wearer significantly enhanced magic. Whatever basic magic Gerard picked up is now Merlin-level shit.”

“Is Merlin real?” Ben asked.

She raised an eyebrow. “Really? That’s your concern right now?”

Eight giant steel legs tapped against the shingles. Ben looked up at their foe. “Uh, right. Probably not the priority. So, what can he do with his enhancements?”

“Way too much,” Valerie replied with obvious concern. “I’ve heard of sisters who went up against a gauntlet-wearer with disastrous results. Lost limbs. Lost heads. Shevas have passed on before their time thanks to this type of confrontation.” Her frown deepened. “I hate to say this, guys, but I think our best option is to⁠—”

The sound of steel slicing through the air cut her off.

Ben guessed her next word. “Retreat?” he asked. His muscles were already tensed for the go-ahead.

“Please say we should fucking run,” Thomas added. His teeth chattered. He aimed his gun at the big thing, which moved toward them in skittery steps.

The steel spider’s kaleidoscopic eyes reflected the dark, emerald lawn and the three of them standing on it. Ben’s heart thumped against his aching ribcage. Fear shot through him. A slot on the armored beast’s head opened, and long, metallic pincers shot out.

“Run!” Valerie yelled.

Ben’s toes dug into the turf. He shot forward as if her command was the starting horn for a race. He pumped his arms and sprinted across the lawn. As he cut through the row of shrubs, the leaves and sharp, trimmed branches clawed his suit. A branch scraped his cheek.

He heard Valerie behind him. Her breath was steadier than his.

He tried to get some control over his fear. I am a trained agent. I used to make podium in my track days. I once ran a sub-4:05 mile.

Then again, I don’t know how fast a giant steel spider can run.

Eight legs crashed through the shrubs behind him.

Where is Thomas? he wondered as he forced his body to move faster. His lungs burned with exertion. He should be right behind me, keeping up with Valerie.

Thomas’ scream ripped through the air.

On instinct, Ben freed his weapon, turned, and aimed his Glock in the direction of the scream.

The big, metal spider held Thomas by the waist in its pinchers.

Thomas’ legs swung wildly six feet in the air as if he was trying to run. He flailed his arms, fighting against the metal crushing him.

His fists landed on metal with resounding thumps and thuds.

Valerie raised her hand, but Ben didn’t see any sign of magic or light near her palm. She caught Ben’s eye. “What do we do? If I cast a spell, it might hurt Tom. And Ken’s in there somewhere, too. He was burrowed in Gerard’s leg.”

“I could fire a shot at the fulcrum point of the pincher,” Ben suggested. “That might break it, so it releases Tom.”

“Be careful,” Valerie told him. “Tom’s thrashing so much. I can’t get in touch with Ken in my mind, either. I don’t want him to get hurt.”

Ben tried desperately to steady his trembling hand. This situation was entirely unlike anything he’d experienced at the shooting range in Salem, where he spent hours aiming at body outlines.

Thomas struggled furiously. “It’s…my organs! Crushing—aaaagh!”

No more time, Ben thought. In another five seconds, Thomas would be dead.

He squeezed the trigger. The sound of the gunshot pierced through the night. A loud clang resounded as the bullet collided with the metal joint Ben was aiming for. The arm-like pole of metal swung erratically downward.

Metal scraped against metal as the long extension swung back and forth like a pendulum. Ben waited for the pincher to release Thomas, but it didn’t. The metal claw remained tightly closed around the other agent’s torso.

Valerie leaped forward. Her fingertips wove an intricate pattern. She raised her hand, and silver light cascaded over the pincher. The light acted like a blast of wind. It slammed against the metal pincher and extending arm. Metal groaned and scraped, and finally, the claw opened.

Thomas tumbled to the grass. He rolled as he landed and groaned as he managed to get up. He could not straighten entirely.

Ben felt sick at the amount of blood seeping through the fabric of Thomas’ suit. The dark maroon liquid soiled more and more fabric at an alarming rate.

I knew our vests wouldn’t be enough, he thought as he raced toward his new friend.

Valerie’s eyes lit up like ice-blue laser beams. The light sliced through the night air and hovered on the giant steel spider. “Back away, beast. Gerard, I know you are in there. You may have enhanced strength, but at your core, you are still a measly worm. You cannot wield this kind of magic for long. You must feel tired by now.”

The metal spider skittered to the side. The swinging, broken pincher dragged along the ground, slowing the beast down.

Valerie shot another blast of silver light at the thing. The gust of energy slammed against the spidery, armored body. The air around it warped as if a curtain was blowing in a breeze. For an instant, Ben saw Gerard, stooped and sweating.

Then, the warped air shimmered again. Now, all Ben could see was the towering spider.

Still, the glitch gave Ben hope. Maybe Valerie can defeat that thing, he hoped.

He risked turning his back on the battle between his Sheva friend and her foe. The grass felt cool against his knees when he dropped beside Thomas. Within seconds, he had Thomas’ suit open and shirt unbuttoned. His vest bore several large gashes. The kevlar innards spilled out, soaked in blood.

“That fucker got me,” Thomas gasped. His hands searched his chest to feel the damage. His fingers turned sticky with dark red blood. “How bad is it?”

“The metal cut through your vest. Must’ve been using incredible force.”

“Incredible is right. What the fuck is that thing?” Thomas’ gaze flicked over Ben’s shoulder.

Ben heard sounds of the battle going on behind them. The creaking metal from the broken spider thing mixed with Valerie’s strange-sounding words. Her tone was confident, and Ben thought that was a good sign.

“She’s taking care of it. We have to deal with getting an ambulance for you now.”

“I want to help her.” Thomas tried to sit up. Pain radiated in his eyes. His face contorted with the effort.

Ben gently but firmly pushed him down so he was lying on the ground. “Hey, man, you’re bleeding bad. I know you want to help. I do, too. But you try to get up again, you’re going to pass out.”

The wet, blood-soaked bunches of fiber felt warm against Ben’s fingers as he pushed them aside. Beneath, he saw one of the wounds Thomas had sustained from the metal claw. The gash went deep.

Ben reached for Thomas’ wrist to feel for a pulse. “You’re tachy,” he stated.

“Shit. I might pass out even if I don’t try to sit up,” Thomas replied. “Tear up my shirt. Try to stop the blood.”

Ben was already working his suit jacket off. “I’ll use mine.” He removed his shirt and ripped off a long, thin section of fabric. He wadded it like gauze and pressed it against the gaping, bleeding wound on Thomas’ chest.

The sounds of battle suddenly stopped. “Valerie?” Ben called.

“Yeah,” Valerie responded breathlessly. “I’m—I’m here.”

“You okay?”

“I’m alive,” she told him. “Gerard retreated. For now, at least. The gauntlet made him a monster, but that kind of shapeshifting is difficult to sustain, thank goddess.”

Ben felt a chill when she crouched by his side.

“Never mind all that,” she insisted. “How’s Tom doing?”

“Not good.” Ben stuffed another wadded strip of cotton-silk material against the wound. He rested Thomas’ hand against it so the weight would keep the fabric in place. “Tom, bud, hold onto this, okay?”

Thomas’ hand felt incredibly cold to the touch. That was a bad sign.

“He’s losing a lot of blood,” Ben told Valerie. “We need to get him help.”

Thomas feebly worked his hand around the bunches of wet fabric. “My vision’s getting funky,” he muttered. “Hey…” He drew a shallow, ragged breath. “Tell the nurses I’m single, ‘kay? If I make it to a hospital.”

A tear slipped down Valerie’s cheek. She reached for Thomas’ hand and squeezed it. “We are getting you to a hospital. Hang in there. So, human hospitals are hot spots for finding dates?”

Thomas managed a weak smile. “Better be…” His voice trailed off, and his eyes closed. “I told you guys I’d cuddle a kitten. Maybe if I had a girlfriend, we could get a cat, too. I’m gonna take….take a little nap.”

Valerie kept her hand on his and met Ben’s eyes. “His aura has a bunch of holes in it. I can give him some healing energy, but it’s temporary. Can you call for help?”

Ben fought off a wave of anger and grief. There must have been some way to avoid this. If only we’d prepared better, if I’d researched more…

“Yeah, I’ll get first responders and backup from the FBI.” He pressed one last strip of fabric into the wound. “Keep holding pressure on these.” He got to his feet and readied his cell phone.

His fingers trembled as he dialed 9-1-1.

Thomas was right, he thought. If I was in Salem working a humdrum case, none of this would be happening.

When the dispatcher answered, Ben didn’t waste a second. “This is Ben Carter, FBI. I need an ambulance and medics immediately. I’m with a thirty-five-year-old male, unconscious, tachycardic, with rapid, shallow respirations. He’s sustained significant blood loss from two large lacerations on his torso.”

Ben glanced at the exposed wounds. “One’s eight inches, the other more like twelve. Potential organ damage as well from a crushing force to his abdomen.”

The dispatcher repeated the details back. “Is that correct?” she asked.

“Correct.”

“Your location, sir?”

“19 Lilac Loop. The Snells live here. Booker and Sondra.”

“Thank you, sir. Can you tell me what happened?”

Ben knew if he relayed the actual story, the dispatcher would move on to a mental health crisis workflow, which would slow down the response time.

Besides that, anything magical had to stay off-record.

“An accident,” he replied tersely. “I have to go so I can speak to his superiors.” He hung up before she could ask anything more.

He knew he would not be able to avoid answering questions tonight. They’d flood him as soon as first responders and backup arrived. He didn’t care about that inconvenience. All he cared about was that Thomas survived.

“Hey, Ben?” Valerie’s voice was sharp and urgent. “We have company.”

“Not that spider thing again.” Ben groaned.

“Nope.” Valerie pointed toward the mansion. “Just as dangerous, though. They’ve got guns.”

Ben’s adrenaline levels spiked. He was painfully aware of the vulnerable position they were in while guarding Thomas. Out on the lawn, standing near his unconscious friend, he felt like the paper targets he used at the Salem shooting range.

This is not good, he thought as he swiveled to see what kind of armed “company” was joining them.

Three security guards climbed through the open window of the west wing, their guns drawn. They spoke among themselves as they moved.

“What the fuck is going on?” one asked.

“I told you I heard sounds in this wing,” another grumbled. “Up on the roof, too.”

“The roof? Could’ve been thunder. There’s a storm coming in.”

“It wasn’t thunder, Billy. This was like someone moving around up there.”

Ben located his lanyard and pulled it free of his vest. He held his silver-plated FBI badge in front of him. At the same time, he prepared to deploy his weapon. Private security guards were like dull knives, more dangerous than the sharp ones. He’d heard of agents getting shot at by untrained and armed “rent-a-cops,” as these types were sometimes called.

“FBI,” he called. “Drop your weapons and put your hands up.”

As he feared, the security guards were too worked up to think logically or do the right and sensible thing. They acted like he hadn’t even spoken.

“Who the hell’s out there?” one of them shouted. “This is private property.”

“Shit,” Ben mumbled to Valerie. “They’re all dumb as rocks.” He squinted into the darkness. “Okay, dumber. One of them is⁠—”

He didn’t have time to explain. A gunshot rang out, loud and piercing. Ben ducked and instinctively pulled Valerie down with him. Now, they both lay in the grass in front of Thomas’ unconscious body.

Sirens sounded in the distance, along with the rumble of thunder. Lightning flashed in the night sky. The first drops of rain splattered the back of Ben’s head.

From his position on the ground, he shouted, “Don’t shoot. I am a federal agent!”

“Bullshit you are,” one of the rent-a-cops retorted.

Another gunshot cracked against a tree.

This night keeps getting more and more fun, Ben thought bitterly as he watched the frantic security guards. What the hell are they going to do next?


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Gerard opened his eyes. The sky overhead was dark. Cold rain splattered his face.

Where am I? he wondered.

Slowly, he realized he was lying on his back in the cool, wet grass.

A loud crack rang out.

Someone’s firing a gun, he thought. It was hard to hold onto the thought. It slipped away, and he closed his eyes again.
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The next time Gerard opened his eyes, the ground beneath him was spinning. At least, that was what it felt like. He knew it wasn’t really, but he couldn’t make the dizzying sensation stop.

His body felt limp and weak, and those were the parts he could feel. Other parts, like his right arm and the right side of his head, he couldn’t feel at all.

When he tried to move his right hand, he couldn’t.

Am I partially paralyzed? he wondered fearfully. Or is my hand missing?

He tried to lift his head so he could look at his body. The muscles of his neck refused to cooperate.

He stared up at the sky. Raindrops cascaded from the clouds, soaking him. Cold drops landed on his chest, stomach, and wounded leg. He heard wailing sirens.

Where are those coming from? he thought. That didn’t matter to him as much as the state of his body.

With focus, he managed to move his left foot, then his right.

Well, I still have my legs.

A wave of nausea coursed through him. In a panic, he wondered if he was about to throw up. I could die right here on this lawn, choke to death on my own vomit.

How embarrassing.

He pictured how Booker and Sondra would try to hide their pleasure if they found him like that. It was so typical, how they reveled in other people’s misfortunes. The Snells are terrible people, he thought as another wave of sickness washed over him, even stronger than the first.

Bile rose in his throat.

I won’t give them the satisfaction. With a massive effort, he rolled to the side just in time to throw up on the grass.

The act of getting sick had a purging effect he noticed immediately. It was as if he’d expelled poison from his body. What wicked magic did that gauntlet work? he wondered.

It had been marvelous while it lasted, whatever it was.

Gerard had never felt so powerful and so free. He’d always hated that he was trapped in a relatively weak body of flesh like the rest of humanity. The human body was incredibly measly and unsuitable to the god-like levels of being he strived for.

It had felt so right to take the form of the armored spider. During hours of practice in his study, he’d tested the capabilities of the gauntlet. He’d turned into a half-man, half-lion. Then, a wolf with long fangs. Next, a scaled monster with octopus-like tentacles.

The instant he morphed into the steel spider for the first time, he knew it was the shape he’d use for his fight with the young Sheva. Somehow, the hard, cold steel exoskeleton felt more right and natural to him than his manly, human body.

Although it felt good to be in that form, the fact remained that shifting with the gauntlet’s help drained him.

Now, lying in the grass, he was barely able to breathe.

I stayed in that form for too long, he thought. I had to, though. That fucking Sheva and her pesky federal friends.

When he thought about the young woman, his anger moved his pulsing blood. It was as if he could feel his life force getting stronger.

His stomach churned. More sickness welled in his throat. He propped himself up higher and retched into the grass.

When he wiped his mouth with his sleeve, disgust consumed him.

Damn her for shaming me like this, he thought. First, she covered me with mud. Made me filthy. Then, she stabbed me, stole from me.

Now, this?

His blood pressure rose as his rage strengthened. I cannot let her get away with this. She has to pay.

He opened his mouth to call for Murdock. In a flash, he recalled how the feisty Sheva had turned Murdock into a shadow. Then, into nothing at all.

Gerard’s pulse pounded in his forehead. He clenched a fist. His muscles felt stronger with each moment. “She killed my snake,” he muttered. “That fucking bitch.”

He’d bartered for the basilisk a decade before. It was a no-brainer to give up his vacation house in Miami in exchange for the loyal snake shifter. Gerard had always wanted an indentured servant, and it had given him great pleasure over the years to order Murdock around. More pleasure than an ocean view could have ever offered.

He didn’t regret buying the snake. He did regret the fact that now, he was alone.

“No matter. I’ll take care of her and those fucking feds on my own,” he muttered. A glint of metal caught his eye. He stooped to pick up the chainmail glove from the grass.

For a moment, he considered putting it back on.

Will it kill me? he wondered. He felt stronger by the minute, but he didn’t know if his physical body could hold the kind of energy the magical glove contained.

He stared at it and considered his options.

Rain fell in a thick curtain around him. A row of hedges separated him from the house. Here, he was hidden. He moved closer to the branches and wet green leaves and tried to look through. It was so dark, and the rainfall was so intense that he couldn’t tell what was happening out there on the stretch of lawn in front of the west wing.

Thunder boomed overhead. When lightning flashed, it momentarily illuminated the scene unfolding on the lawn. Paramedics had loaded a body onto a stretcher.

That must be the federal agent I had in my grip, he thought as he looked at the prone form. The memory gave him more strength. Maybe I crushed him to death, he thought happily. That would be lovely.

The lightning stopped, and shadows shrouded the scene again. Gerard could only make out the vague shapes of people moving around.

He could not see the emergency vehicles, but he could hear them. He also saw the faintest glow of their flashing lights by the front of the mansion. Here, by the west wing, all was dark.

He swiped rain from his eyes. Another bolt of lightning illuminated the sky.

Then, he saw the Sheva. The fabric of her wet dress was plastered to her lean body. Her soaked dark hair clung to her head. She held her sheathed knife at her side. Gerard winced at the memory of the blade in his leg, grateful it wasn’t burrowed in his body anymore.

As more lightning flashed, the second federal agent wrapped a suit jacket around her shoulders. The fed hugged her, and they walked off together behind the stretcher.

Gerard studied the dark lawn. The remaining shadowy figures were probably paramedics and EMTs. They crouched, paced, and stood in little groups. They were likely cleaning up and gathering equipment.

He considered his options again. His car out front could come in handy. If I follow the ambulance, I’ll know what hospital the Sheva will be in for a while. Surely, she’ll stick around her new best buddies.

It made him sick to see the witch working with the feds. It was a partnership he’d never have suspected until he saw it with his own eyes at the port.

“Fucking FBI,” he grumbled. When he heard approaching voices, he crouched and pressed himself into the scratchy hedges.

Three men walked past. Gerard recognized their cheesy uniforms. The Snell’s hired security guards.

“How was I supposed to know he was actually legit FBI?” one complained.

“Well, he yelled it, for starters,” another answered.

“Could’ve been lying,” the first countered.

“That’s illegal. Impersonating an officer or something like that.”

“Yeah, well, I figured he was a psychopath. Hey, did you guys see that window? The glass was gone.”

Gerard waited until they’d passed, then freed himself from the hedge, wincing as the sharp branches dug against his neck and cheeks and tore his clothing.

He smoothed the wet fabric. Another suit, ruined.

When he moved across the lawn, he intended to get to his car. Yet, as he walked, he caught sight of an object in the grass that made him stop.

He stooped, picked it up, and wiped it off.

A cell phone. Whose?

As he slipped it into his pocket, he heard a voice. “Gerard? Gerard! Oh, dear lord, thank god. What a fucking disaster.”

Sondra Snell strode toward him with quick, purposeful steps. She carried an umbrella but did not offer its shelter, even when she reached him. Her blond updo remained flawless under the coverage. Her photo-shoot-worthy makeup made her look radiant behind the curtain of rain separating them.

She peered through the downpour. “Everyone’s leaving. Shots fired at my house? What is this, the inner city? This is Hingham, for Christ’s sake! I shouldn’t have to deal with this sort of thing.”

“What happened?” Gerard asked, careful to sound clueless.

“Burglars, quite likely. Of course, we’ve been targeted before, but never to this extent. The alarm company says they must have used some advanced technology. They dismantled a window in the west wing. Pulverized it, actually. That was double-paned glass. This night is a fucking nightmare.”

You have no idea. Gerard’s mouth tasted sour from his vomiting episodes. His leg ached. He still could not properly wiggle his fingers or toes.

As usual, Sondra was too wrapped up in her own drama to care about Gerard.

She drew in a breath and looked past him. “This is embarrassing. I’ll have to hear people whispering behind my back about this every time I step foot in the country club.”

“Did your security team take care of it?” Gerard asked.

She rolled her eyes. “Hell, no. I fired all three of those useless guards. One claimed the burglars were federal agents. Another one said he heard poles clacking against the roof shingles. Ski poles, he said. With metal tips. The idiot.”

“Federal agents? That could be serious.”

“He probably made it up. Who the hell knows? One of the burglars was wounded, sliced himself on the window, I heard. Thank God he didn’t do it in the house. He’d have bled all over my Clark Kensington runner carpet! It’s seventeenth-century Persian. I’d go ballistic if it got blood on it.”

“Did he die?” Gerard asked. “I saw someone getting carried away. Just wondering.”

She signed. “The scumbag is alive. At least, the last I heard. Disgusting. That’s what this all amounts to. A disgusting attempt to steal the things Booker and I have worked so hard for.”

Sondra Snell had never lifted a finger as far as work went. She hosted auctions so she could show off her latest dress, buy absurdly overpriced antiques, and make it into the media for her charitable efforts.

But Gerard knew all of the nonprofit nonsense was a charade. The Snells never gave to charity. They only claimed to do so for the tax write-offs. Booker had so many offshore accounts and money laundering tactics, it made Gerard’s head spin.

He didn’t feel like getting dizzy all over again. He cleared his throat. “Ah, hm. Anything I can do to help?”

“That’s why I came out to find you. Yes, yes, hurry. She’s drunk off her ass, but she insists on talking to you before she leaves for the night. This event has become such a shitshow. All I want to do is clear out the house and pretend it never happened.”

Sondra turned on her heel and led the way across the yard.

Gerard’s soaked loafers squelched through the wet grass. He had to be careful not to walk too close to Sondra, or the spokes of her umbrella would poke him in the eye. “Who’s drunk, Sondra? What are you talking about?”

She twisted to look over her shoulder and rolled her eyes. “Miranda, of course. Who else do we know who gets plastered at these parties? She’s probably consumed two bottles of champagne on her own, and I want her out. I already called a cab, but she’s throwing a hissy fit about you.”

She picked up her pace. Gerard hustled to keep up.

At the front doors, Sondra paused. A staff member must have been watching for her through the windows because a mere two seconds passed before the doors opened. The young female staff member wordlessly accepted the wet umbrella.

Sondra moved on without a show of gratitude for the help. “She’s lying on the day bed in Booker’s study. Can you believe her nerve? I think this is the last straw, Gerard. I really do. I put up with her because, well, you know. But I swear we’ll find another appraiser willing to work on our terms.”

Sondra’s heels clicked against the polished Italian marble foyer floor. A low ringtone mingled with the staccato sound of her footsteps.

She turned to glare at him. “Well? Aren’t you going to get that?”

“That’s not my—oh!” Gerard reached into his pocket. “Right, yes, of course.” He pulled out the phone he’d picked up from the grass. The incoming call was unnamed and had an area code Gerard did not recognize.

He accepted the call but did not speak. He simply held the phone to his ear and waited.

“Hello? Tom, buddy, you there?”

Gerard narrowed his eyes. He flicked his gaze to Sondra, who glowered with impatience. She crossed her arms and drummed her slender fingers against one arm.

He held up a finger. “One moment,” he told her.

“The cab is on the way, Gerard. And she’s giving me a migraine.”

“This will only take a second.” He turned away from her and spoke into the phone. “May I ask who’s calling?”

“Yeah, you may ask who’s fucking calling,” the guy snorted. “Jesus. So formal. You must be one of his work friends. We missed him at the rec center. Calling to see if he’s okay. He doesn’t usually miss games.”

“Work friends?” Gerard thought back to where he’d found the phone. It was in the grass, out on the lawn. Very close where he’d dangled that FBI agent around while crushing him to smithereens. “Ah, you mean with the federal government. Yes, yes.”

“He okay?” the guy asked.

“He’s fine.”

“Oh. Uh, great. Tell him we beat the Suds Buckets crew, ‘kay? Six-five in overtime. They gave us the runaround, but Scotty came through last minute. That should make him smile.”

“Will do.” Gerard hung up. A grin spread across his lips. I have the federal agent’s phone. How interesting.

His brain turned over the possibilities. How can I leverage this?

Sondra beckoned him. He followed her down the hall toward Booker’s study. As he walked, he started scrolling through the text messages on the phone.

He stopped when he reached one with a birthday party invitation, complete with colorful balloons. Help Us Celebrate Katie’s Sixth Birthday! the invitation announced. Immediately below that line was a date, a time, and an address in Roxbury.

The federal agent, Tom, had responded to the invitation.

TOM


Wouldn’t miss it for the world, Kellan. You and Katie are like family to me.




Like family, Gerard repeated to himself. How interesting.

Gerard tucked the phone into his breast pocket. Sondra held the office door open. He stepped through and eyed Miranda, who sprawled on the daybed.

She looked up. Her bleary, bloodshot eyes could barely focus. “Darling Gerard. You prick. I’ve been wanting to talk to you.”

“Miranda. It’s always a pleasure, but I’m not sure you’re in the best state for discussing business.”

“I’m in the best state for discussing business. Better to do it while obliterated. This way, I don’t feel the dreaded guilt. Some people have upstanding careers, Gerard. Not me.”

Sondra rolled her eyes and flopped onto a seat. “Oh, please, Miranda. Spare us the woe-is-me act. We’ve heard it before.”

Gerard found a seat as well. He lowered himself carefully in an effort not to cause undue pain in his throbbing leg. He did his best not to show how much it hurt as he crossed one leg over the other.

“Morals are for the poor,” he drawled. “Those of us in the upper crust think for ourselves. We have our own rules, our own sets of ethics. Besides, you love your work. At least you love the payments.” He searched Booker’s desk for the box of cigarettes usually there. When he found it, he pulled one free, lit it, and drew a long drag.

“No, really,” Miranda slurred. “It weighs on me. If I could do it all again, I’d have never started working like this. The underhanded deals, the lies, the forgery. It drives a person to drink. Speaking of, I could use a fucking cocktail.”

“You’ve had enough.” Sondra snapped. “I hired a cab for you, and it’ll be here any moment. You asked me to find Gerard, and I did. Now, tell him whatever it is you were so desperately going on about, then we’ll help you to the door.”

Miranda motioned to Gerard for a cigarette. He handed her one, then lit it for her.

She took a drag. “I want to know how it went,” she stated as she blew out the exhale. “I made six hundred dollars tonight for getting you to some meeting in the library. I won’t leave until you tell me what happened. Are you cutting me out of a deal? Did you find another appraiser? Am I yesterday’s fucking news?”

Gerard hid a smile. It was nice to see her get worked up. He hated paying her and hated it even more that she assumed her position was secure.

“I don’t owe you an explanation, Miranda,” he told her. “I do have a job for you, though. Actually, it’s for your son.”

“Devon doesn’t do this kind of work. Get your facts right, darling. The last time I spoke to him, he was making cash as a bouncer for some underground fight club. He’s all brute, no brains.”

“Exactly.” Gerard could no longer hide his smile. The night had taken an unexpectedly pleasant turn. “I’d like you to have him call me. I have a job for him out in Roxbury. There’s a family there I’d like him to meet. Two children, I assume. Katie is five, about to be six. Kellan is a bit older, I imagine. Her brother, perhaps.”

“What does my no-good, violent son have to do with two kids out in Roxbury?”

“I’ll discuss that with Devon when I speak to him,” Gerard replied. “Have him give me a call.”

He snuffed the cigarette out in an ashtray and stood. “Make sure he calls me tonight, Miranda. This work is urgent. If I don’t hear from him within the hour, our arrangement is through.”

He left the study, buoyant despite his aches, pains, and fatigue. A new plan took shape in his mind as he strode the long hall.

He hadn’t yet kidnapped the Sheva, but all was not lost. As a businessman, Gerard knew the power of perseverance. He felt confident he would get her alive eventually, even if it took several steps to reach that goal.

Kidnapping two children will be easier than getting the witch, he reasoned as he stepped into the night. The rain had stopped, which was a relief. The air felt cool and moist. I’ll use them as bartering chips.

He walked past his trailer to the driver’s seat of his car. Behind the wheel, he felt a sense of control again. He patted the pocket of his suit to assure himself he had the gauntlet. Then he fired up the engine and pulled onto the street.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


The first rays of sunlight streamed through the blinds. The pale yellow light created a pattern on the hospital room’s wall.

Thomas lay on the bed, attached to many tubes and lines. The night nurses had explained everything to Ben and Valerie the night before, which lines went to his IV, his oxygen, various monitors. Valerie had been too tired to keep it all straight.

Ben seemed to understand it, and that was enough for her.

The most important thing, as far as she was concerned, was that his aura no longer had holes in it. When she looked at his sleeping form on the bed, she made out a faint layer of golden and rose-pink light hovering around him. He will live, she thought. Thank goddess.

The night had been long and tense. When they arrived at the hospital, the ER staff had carted Thomas off to an operating room for three hours. He’d then gone to the ICU. Before dawn, he’d been transferred to a post-op unit. Valerie and Ben had trailed behind an orderly who pushed Thomas’ bed down a long, quiet hallway.

Thomas still had oxygen tubes in his nose. That looked less scary to Valerie than the big mask he’d worn in the ICU.

She shifted in the plastic-covered recliner chair. The blanket on her lap felt heavy. The pillow behind her head was flat, but it had worked. She’d caught a half-hour nap.

She blinked and watched the sunlight on the wall brighten. In the recliner at her side, Ben spoke in a low tone into his phone.

She yawned, stretched, and started listening to his conversation.

“Yes, that’s right, a gauntlet,” he stated. “Valerie said he must have gotten it from the Ascendants. She said they’re very rare. Only seven in the world.”

Ben fell silent as he listened to the person on the other end. Then, he nodded. “Of course. I understand, boss. I’d appreciate that.”

Valerie caught Ben’s eye and shot him a questioning look.

He held the phone away for a second. “It’s Sam,” he whispered, then returned the phone to his ear. “Mm-hm. Right. I think the recovery is going to be extensive. No, better not. Okay, sure. Yeah…yeah. Thanks, boss. I appreciate that.”

He hung up. Valerie shifted to face him. “What did he say?” she asked in a hushed tone. She didn’t want to wake Thomas.

“He’s going to work with Tom’s SAC to handle the injury while on duty paperwork. He also approved overtime, so I can put in as many hours as required. He asked if we needed more help from Boston, but we both decided that’s a bad idea, given the…well, the nature of this work.”

“Don’t you get sick of all the red tape?” She peeled the blanket off her lap and stood.

The room was temperature-controlled and felt chilly. She hugged her bare arms and wished for the coverage of her leather jacket. When she got back to her hotel room she’d take a long, hot bath, then a nap. She’d wake up and get directly into her armor. I never want to wear a dress again, she thought as she peered through the slatted blinds.

The city below had a sleepy look. The first rays of sunlight sparkled on the facade of a highrise beside the hospital. Only a few people moved on the sidewalks.

“Eh, I’m used to it,” Ben told her.

“Yeah, but talking about reports and overtime pay at a time like this? It seems so incongruent.” She eyed Thomas’ sleeping form. “This is life or death, Ben. Paperwork should have nothing to do with it.”

“I’m doing my job,” he returned. “Like other people do theirs. Some people clock in and change bedsheets, or wash dishes, or sell refrigerators. My duties include addressing national security issues.” He ran his fingers through his messy hair. “It helps to remind myself it’s work. My way to earn a paycheck. If I focus on things like filling in the overtime sheet, I don’t get overwhelmed.”

“We’re different, then. It might comfort you to zero in on the minutia, but I have to keep the big picture in mind. We’re in a battle of good against evil, Ben.”

“Yeah, and evil kicked Tom’s ass last night.”

On the bed, Tom stirred. He smacked his lips together a few times. “Ack. Damn. My mouth’s dry. And what’s that about someone kicking my ass?”

Valerie reached the bedside in seconds. She held a foam cup of chipped ice out to Thomas. “Don’t worry about it. The important thing is that you’re okay.”

Thomas tried to reach for the spoon sticking out of the cup. His IV line snagged on the blanket. He attempted to lean forward.

“Rest,” she told him, gently placing his hand on his chest so he’d stop struggling. “We’re here to help. Right, Ben?”

Ben joined her at the bedside. “Anything you need, bud. Hell of a fight you gave last night. That spider would’ve killed another guy in a second.”

“Spider?” Thomas furrowed his brow. “I can’t remember…”

Valerie held out a spoonful of ice. Thomas accepted it gratefully, then stared at the IV machine at his side. “What kind of shit do they have me on, anyway? Let’s ask ‘em to cut it back.”

“Morphine drip,” Ben told him. “And fluids and antibiotics now and then. You had surgery last night to repair the damage to your organs. If I were you, I’d stick with the pain meds for at least a while.”

“Damn.” Thomas turned his head and looked out the window with a faraway expression. “I remember now. The giant spider, how it had me in the air. Does my SAC know?”

“They know you were injured during an undercover mission at the Snells’,” Ben explained. “I didn’t give any details. My boss is going to handle it. He says your offices have a separate case involving Booker’s money laundering. He’ll have to get creative to explain what we were doing there, but Sam’s good at that kind of thing.”

“I’m on probation. Hope this doesn’t get me into more trouble.” Thomas fumbled with his cotton blanket. He pulled it up and looked beneath. “Shit, that’s a lot of bandages. What’d the docs do, cut me open?”

Valerie fielded the question. “They didn’t have to, Tom. You were slashed up before you got here. They patched you up.”

“Yeah, well, I feel okay now. I want to get back to work soon. How long?”

Ben shook his head. “It’s gonna be a while, man. We’ll talk to the docs again, but last time the surgical team was in, they were saying two weeks here, another two at a rehab facility.”

“No way.” Determination sparked in Thomas’ brown eyes. He lifted his chin. “I want ‘em to taper the drugs down. I want a clear head, and I want to get moving.” He glanced at the cup. “And a cold soda would beat that bland ice, too.”

Ben chuckled. “You’re tough. Should’ve known you’d be like this.”

“I don’t do infirm,” Thomas replied. “I can’t sit on the sidelines. I need action. I need to be in the game.”

Valerie perched on the side of his bed. She glanced out at the door to make sure no staff was around. “I could try to work some healing magic,” she offered when she knew the coast was clear. “It’s temporary, but I think it could speed your recovery. I can see your aura. It’s weak. Healing is all about lifeforce energy. If I work a spell, you’d feel better.”

Thomas gave a feeble smile. She saw a hint of pain in his eyes, but he was being stoic about it, not letting it shine through. The oxygen tubing across his cheeks moved with his lips. “Hey, I’ll take the help. Even if it means you have to burn sage or light incense or chant or whatever. As long as I can get out of this bed, the sooner, the better. I got shit to do.”

She was about to explain how a healing spell worked when Thomas’ expression suddenly shifted. His eyebrows pinched together. “Hey, hold on. I just thought of something. I’m in a johnny, so where’s my stuff?”

“They cut your suit off you.” Ben lifted a pink plastic bin. “Got your watch and earpiece here, along with your wallet, your badge, and your holster. Your vest was torn up, so that’s in the trash. I stashed your guns in the car. You know how guns and hospitals don’t go well together.”

“Where’s my phone?” he asked.

Valerie noted the fear in his voice. It was strange to hear it, given how tough he’d acted until now. She got off the bed and looked over Ben’s shoulder into the bin.

Ben shifted through the items. “I don’t see it.”

Thomas struggled to get up. He sucked in a breath when he sat forward. Despite his obvious pain, he managed to get his feet over the edge of the bed. When he tried to stand, various tubes kept him roped down. The oxygen tubing slipped off his nose. His IV started beeping.

“What the hell are you doing?” Ben asked.

Valerie hurried to Thomas’ side and pressed his shoulder down. “You can’t stand up. Are you crazy? Lie back down. Whatever you need, we’ll get it for you.”

“I need my phone,” Thomas gasped.

She fitted the oxygen cannula back into his nostrils. Ben silenced the beeping machine.

“I must have dropped it,” Thomas added breathlessly.

Now, a different machine was beeping. Valerie searched for the cause of the loud, high-pitched tones. Soon, she realized the sound came from a monitor on the wall. A red heart icon pulsed.

Ben also eyed the monitor. “Hey, Tom, seriously. You have to lie back down. Your blood pressure is going up.”

Thomas refused. His eyes pinched with worry. “Go back to the Snells. Look for my phone. I should’ve put a password on it, but it was new. I didn’t get around to it. Someone finds it, they can get all my contacts, see all my texts.”

“What are you worried about?” Valerie asked. Then, it hit her. She knew. “The birthday party,” she recalled. “The one that kid, Kellan, invited you to. For his little sister.” Her mind raced ahead. “You’re afraid Gerard’s going to find your phone and see the invitation.”

Thomas hung his head and cradled it in his hands. “I can’t believe I screwed up this bad.”

“You didn’t screw up,” Ben insisted. “You just didn’t expect to be swung around by a giant spider. I bet that’s when you lost it.”

“We’ll go back and look for it,” Valerie promised.

A nurse jogged into the room. Her sneakers squeaked against the linoleum as she hurried to Thomas’ side. “Sir, what are you doing? You need to lie down.”

A second nurse entered, moving at the same speedy pace. She silenced the monitor and got busy pulling latex gloves on. “I’ll help you get him back into position,” she told her coworker.

Thomas groaned as the nurses guided him back into the bed. He caught Valerie’s eye. “Please find my phone before that asshole gets to it. He’s diabolical. He’ll find the invitation. It’s got the address on it and everything. Kellan and Katie live in Roxbury.”

A jolt of fear passed through Valerie.

Thomas continued. “They’re in the Parkside Apartments, unit twenty-two. Gerard might try to get to them. He might hurt them. Goddamn, I hope he doesn’t have my phone.”

The sickening fear that gripped Valerie’s heart intensified. The intuition screaming through her made the situation clear. Trouble was brewing in Roxbury at this very moment.

She tugged Ben’s hand and led him toward the door. “Come on, hurry,” she whispered urgently. Over her shoulder, she spoke to Thomas. “We’re going to do everything in our power to keep those kids safe,” she promised.

In the hallway, Ben spoke first. “If we take I-93 South to Mass Ave, we can cut off the congestion downtown and get to the Snells’ place within the hour to search the lawn.”

“We’re not going to bother with Hingham.” The hallway before them was busy, crowded with staff in scrubs, patients pushing walkers, and concerned and fawning family members.

“We need a quiet room,” she told Ben. “Look for anything. A closet, a bathroom, an empty office.”

“Wait, what? We have to go to Hingham,” Ben insisted.

Valerie moved at a brisk pace.

Ben hustled to keep up. “You heard him. He wants his phone. He dropped it when⁠—”

“Ben,” she cut in. “I got an intuitive hit back there when he said Roxbury. Something terrible is happening, and we have to get to those kids and protect them. Now.”

She watched a staff member exit a closet with an armful of sheets and towels. “Linen closet. Bingo.” When they reached the closet, she tugged Ben in with her.

“What are you doing?” Ben asked. “This is a closet for towels and sheets and stuff. If we have to get to Roxbury, we need the parking garage. We’re wasting time. Unless your broom is stashed here or something, and we’re going to take off from the rooftop.”

She swiveled to face the door. With a wiggle of her index finger, she closed it. She swiped her fingertip to the right, and a large laundry bin rolled in front of the door.

“There. That should deter the staff for a moment.” A moment was all she needed. “Nope, no broomstick rides today. You don’t get seasick, do you? That happens to first-timers sometimes. My advice is to look down and focus on your shoes.”

“What are you talking about?” Ben asked with a frustrated huff. “I don’t get seasick, but I don’t see what that has to do with us getting to Roxbury.”

Valerie wished she had her utility belt. Some items on it would have been a great help in this instance. However, she knew how to make do with the resources on hand. She searched the space and found a brick near the door. “Nice door stopper,” she murmured. “It’ll do for some earth energy to ground us. Now, I just need air and a good sigil.”

She ignored Ben’s confusion for the moment. There was a metal clip on the shelf used to display a sign. She pulled it free. The silvery reflective metal would work to represent shimmering air.

Off to one side of the laundry shelf was a marker on a clipboard. She used it to draw a sigil on the back of her hand.

“Stare at this sigil while I speak,” she told Ben. “Then, remember to breathe. You can look at your shoes if you start to feel sick, but only for a few seconds. Then, focus on the sigil again. That’s important, Ben, or you could get lost in the void. We’re going to Roxbury the fastest way I know how. We’re going to teleport.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Ben’s stomach dipped as if he was on a roller coaster ride. He tried his best to look at the strange marking on the back of Valerie’s hand like she’d instructed. It was really hard to do when the linen closet started to spin.

The shelves of towels, sheets, and pillowcases warped into streaks of color. It felt like the closet was turning into a tornado or a wind tunnel. He fought the urge to close his eyes, to block out the disturbing, blurred images.

He pinned his focus on the geometric drawing on her hand.

Valerie sounded calm as she recited a verse in a language Ben didn’t understand. He drew in a deep breath through his nose.

The closet blurred even more and spun faster. Then, the streaks of color fragmented. Wisps of white, pale green, and silver flitted into the distance. Beyond those colors was only darkness.

As more colorful streaks peeled off, Ben felt like he was in outer space. His body felt light, as though he was floating. Which way is up? he wondered. Which way is down? It was like gravity itself had washed away.

The sensation was deeply uncomfortable. He longed to know where the Earth was, where the sky was, and the exact position of his body in the big scheme of things. The only shred of comfort he had was Valerie’s form in front of him. Her eyes were half-closed as she recited words in a gentle murmur. The last wisps of the closet zipped away, and only blackness surrounded them. The darkness held a subtle, diffuse light unlike Ben had ever experienced.

Suddenly, a strong wave of nausea washed over him. He moved his attention to the tops of his shoes.

She said I could look at my shoes for a few seconds, he reminded himself. Not too long, though. It would be hell to get lost out here.

Somehow, it really did help to stare at his black dress shoes. He mentally counted to three, and that helped, too. When he returned his attention to the symbol on Valerie’s hand, he felt much better. The nausea had passed.

Fragments of color wound around them, and Ben sensed a new room taking shape. At first, the visuals were blurry. He could not get a grip on where they were. Since he was staring at the sigil, he couldn’t look directly at the room forming around them.

He wanted to, though. Really wanted to. Years of working for the FBI had drilled certain instincts into him. When he went out to eat, he sat facing the room and the doorway. When he went to the movies, he identified the exits before the lights dimmed. When entering any interior space in general, he liked to know about the most dangerous element of all—his fellow humans. How many were there, what was their body language, what were the risks?

He wanted to practice good situational awareness, but he couldn’t because he had to keep staring at Valerie’s hand.

The floor turned solid under his feet. Color filled in the last of the dark. Finally, Valerie finished speaking in that strange, foreign language.

“We’re here,” she announced.

It was a relief to look around. He’d expected to land in the Parkside Apartments, maybe even in the middle of a violent situation. However, what he saw was a quiet and orderly hotel room.

Valerie strode to the bed, where a pile of neatly folded leather clothing items and a bundle of tools sat. “I know this might seem like a waste of time, but it’s not,” she told him as she gathered the items. “I’ll be better able to deal with whatever we find in Roxbury if I have my utensils and armor.”

“I hear you. I wish I had my tactical attire,” Ben lamented. He didn’t trust himself to move yet. His body still felt strange.

Valerie walked swiftly to the bathroom with her clothing. “I’ll be right out. You doing okay?”

“That was…interesting.”

She smiled before closing the bathroom door. Her muffled voice called, “You did great for a first-timer. Teleportation newbies usually get lost, at least for the first few leaps. Finding you would have been a major time suck, so I’m glad I don’t have to. You must be particularly good at following directions.”

“I like to be on the straight and narrow.” Ben stepped forward to test his footing. He was getting the impression this “pit stop” would be a quick one, and he wanted to see how fast he could bounce back after teleporting. The next time he had to get his bearings, it would be under more pressure.

“Rules are helpful,” he added. “They’re there for a reason. Usually, they help us agents do things effectively.”

“Yeah, but ‘effective’ isn’t always the highest aim.” Valerie stepped from the bathroom, dressed in her leather armor. She tossed her dirty, torn dress into a trash can and hurried to the bed.

It struck Ben yet again that she moved with incredible grace and fluidity. She reached for her utility belt, threaded it around her waist, and buckled it. Then she hitched her sheath to the side. “The most effective way to end the Ascendants’ activities would be to cause major destruction,” she mused.

“Hm. Sam said something about this, how you guys can level cities.”

“Yeah. We can. Believe me, I know the spells. We can make it look like a natural disaster or blame it on warfare. The coverup is always figured out after the deed is done. What my sisters prioritize is taking care of business. We keep portals to other realms closed, we keep demons at bay.

“We make sure magic is being used responsibly, not for personal gain. We like it when things are peaceful and harmonious. Sometimes, evil factions like the Ascendants try to upset the balance. It’s tough work to keep everything in check, but our coven and others across the globe have been doing it for centuries. Otherwise, things could get hellish.”

“Sounds ominous.”

“Oh, you have no idea. We’re talking world domination by whoever wields the most magical power, and servitude for those who don’t know how to cast a spell. Demons on every street corner. Ghosts, goblins, ghouls…you name it, it would be unleashed.”

She removed her knife and started polishing the blade. “So, the elders in my coven are no-nonsense types. Their aim is to keep hell at bay. You know, maintain relative peace on Earth. Some of the ancient ones I work with have been at this for six centuries. We all have Sheva wisdom flowing through us, too. That goes way back.”

“How far?” Ben asked.

“Wouldn’t you love to know? But this isn’t a history lesson, Ben. We’ll talk about how Shevas served in ancient Egypt another time. My point is, Sheva wisdom is all about destruction. Most of the hurricanes and tornados you read about in the news are thanks to that wisdom. Plus, about half the atomic bombs that have been dropped were caused by Shevas hurling spells.”

“You’re not planning something big like that, are you?” Ben asked.

He’d taken oaths with the agency. His duty to protect the country superseded all else, even an alliance with a supernatural force he greatly admired.

I’m a fan of magic. I respect it, he thought now. But at the end of the day, I’m an FBI agent. I have to defend and protect my country.

He eyed his Sheva friend with a new awareness of their differences.

If she becomes a threat to the safety of this city, we can’t be on the same team, he thought. That was a painful realization. The weight of it landed on his shoulders.

She met his eye. Her blue irises blazed. “I want to take care of this without leveling Boston. The Ascendants are difficult to track, and they get more powerful with each passing day. They’re like invasive weeds creeping through this city and beyond. They have no respect for magic, and they don’t know how to wield it safely. Still, I refuse to kill innocent humans to stop their growth. That’s the last resort, Ben. We’re not there yet.”

“Good. If we get there, warn me, okay?”

“Why, so you can report me as a terrorist?”

Tension crackled in the room. Ben didn’t want this. Not now, when they had such an urgent mission ahead.

“That verse you spoke when we were teleporting,” he stated carefully. “It was a recital. I’ve heard you speak like that before. The words are more than sounds. They’re your language. They mean something to you.”

“They’re sacred,” she told him.

“Well, federal agents have rituals, too.” In his mind, he went back to that day seven years ago. He’d stood in the Pentagon’s Hall of Heroes in front of a row of American flags and made a promise. He could remember it clearly as if he’d given the oath only yesterday. “I, Ben Carter, do solemnly swear…”

When he recited the Oath to Protect, he’d meant every word. He’d made a promise to a power larger than himself. “To support and defend the people of the United States of America against all enemies.”

Now, he looked Valerie in the eye. “I’m on your team, Valerie. I want to help you fight these guys. You say they’re a threat, and I believe you. But if you target this whole city merely to exterminate a few bad men, I have to break our alliance. Not only that, but I’ll become your opposition.”

“Then let’s not have it come to that.” She lifted her chin. Morning light streamed through the hotel window, casting a warm glow over her pale, beautiful features. Her sharp, lively eyes glinted in the light. “I want to be your friend, Ben. I want to work with you. We come from different worlds, but we balance each other out. I need your logic, you need my temper. And we both have to get back to that hospital room with good news for Thomas, or he’s going to bust out, oxygen tubing and all.”

Ben grinned and shook his head. “He’d walk down the hall, bare-assed in that johnny, with nurses chasing after him. There’s no telling that guy to lie low when there’s a fight to be had.”

“And there is a fight waiting for us in Roxbury. I think it’s going to be tough there. I’m getting a really bad feeling about what’s waiting for us. This is not going to be easy. One or both of us might get hurt.”

Ben felt for the shoulder straps of his bulletproof vest beneath his button-up shirt. “I didn’t become a law enforcer to run from situations like this. There are bad people out there. That’s what we’re here for, to deal with them. We have tools and training on our side. Different types of training, but still training. We’re prepared. I’ll be there to back you up, whatever happens.”

“Good.” She nodded. “The main objective is to locate the kids and get them to safety. I’ve tried to access my intuition about what’s going on there, but all I can get is that it’s dangerous. We’ll have to make decisions when we have more to go on.”

“Agreed,” Ben stated. “You call the shots, Valerie. Sam made that clear to me, and for now, that’s still the way it goes. I’ll follow your lead.”

“Thanks, Ben. I’m not looking forward to this, but if it has to be done, I’m glad you’ll be at my side.” When she raised her hand so the sigil was positioned between them, Ben knew what was next.

“That last leap was your practice round,” she told him. “This time, it’ll be faster, and there will be less time to react when we land. Since we don’t know what we’re getting into, it’s important to acclimate as quickly as possible. The minute your feet hit the floor, try to pull energy up from below through the bottom of your feet. It’s called ‘grounding.’ It’s important.”

“I don’t know how to⁠—”

“Yes, you do, Ben. Witches study energy and how to harness and channel it, but it’s not like we own the rights. Lifeforce energy is a universal phenomenon. Everyone has the capability to harness energy and even to work magic. The average modern person has forgotten how to use those abilities, but trust me. You’ll get it if you try.”

He nodded, feeling uncertain. “Okay. I’ll try.” His pulse quickened, and his blood rushed as he considered what awaited them. It was the usual pre-battle adrenaline boost he counted on. He hoped it would help.

“Here we go,” Valerie announced. Behind her, the hotel room blurred.

Ben drew a deep breath and pinned his gaze to the geometric marking on the back of Valerie’s hand.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Gerard glanced around the small living room with approval. The morning’s activities were unfolding wonderfully. Without a hitch, for once. A spike of annoyance coursed through him when he considered how many times the young Sheva had interfered with his plans.

It seemed like a lifetime ago when he’d walked to his storage building at the Port of Boston, eager to pick up his delivery. He’d looked forward to bringing home the powerful, expensive, obsidian scrying mirror. He’d delighted at the prospect of presenting it to Martin Harpswell and the others.

But no. She’d gotten in the way, again and again. She’d destroyed his precious artifact. She’d evaded capture at the Snells. She’d killed his servant.

Now I’m ahead in this game of chess we’re playing, Gerard thought. The Sheva will not be able to bear it when I threaten the death of these two young ones. She’ll sacrifice herself in their place. Then I’ll present her alive to the Ascendants. Martin will be impressed when I let him know I have her.

Gerard could already imagine how satisfying it would be to make that call. He smiled as he paced by the couch, where the two children cowered.

Devon stood not far away, his gun drawn. Like his mother Miranda, Devon was tall. However, he hadn’t inherited his mother’s lean frame. His beer belly hung over his belt, barely contained by the stained T-shirt he wore. His arms, covered from shoulder to wrist in tattoos, were the only thin part of his body.

“There’s a trailer parked by the bus stop,” Gerard told the two children. “Devon will take you to it soon. You both need to be as quiet as little mice in the hallway. After you reach the trailer, climb into the back. There are toys back there, and games and puzzles and candy. A big couch like this to sit on. You’ll be comfortable.”

The boy, Kellan, drew his dark eyebrows together. He was about sixteen, Gerard guessed. Old enough to babysit his sister overnight while his mother worked at a local hospital. It had been easy enough to wake the two up and usher them into the living room.

Kellan wrapped his arm protectively around his little sister. “Are you kidding me? We’re not going anywhere with you.”

“Oh, yes, you are.” Gerard sneered, walked to the window, and looked down. For the past ten minutes, since he and Devon had arrived at the humble residence, he’d kept an eye on the movement below.

A pedestrian cop lingered by the apartment’s front entrance. The uniformed, armed officer sipped coffee and chatted with a teenager who waited at the bus stop. The teen had a backpack on. Gerard figured she was on her way to school and would be picked up soon.

He checked his watch. 7:35. Yes, it was nearing the time children were usually carted off to school.

Not these two, he thought. They’d spend the day with him and Devon. They might live to see the sun sink, and they might not. It depended on the Sheva and her sense of right and wrong.

She’s a bleeding heart, he thought as he looked at the waiting trailer. He remembered vividly how she’d appeared during the rainstorm the night before. She’d huddled near her federal agent friend in that wet dress of hers like a sniveling college co-ed. Her body language said she’d become close to the man. They’d both fought like hell for the other federal agent.

She cares about both of them, Gerard realized. Her compassion for others was more than he’d expected of her kind, and he planned to use it to his advantage.

The Sheva and her friends will try to save these whiny, snotty children.

It made him cringe when he heard yet another of the young girl’s wet sobs. “Kellan, make them go away,” she sniffed. “They’re scary.”

“We gotta stay calm,” Kellan told his sister. His voice trembled with fear. “I’ll think of something.”

Your time is running out, young man. Gerard paced back to the window. He looked down and saw a city bus pull up along the curb. The teenage girl waved goodbye to the policeman. The policeman ambled away, sipping his coffee as he walked.

Gerard swiveled to face Devon. “The coast is clear down there,” he announced. “Load them into the trailer.”

Devon yawned. His grizzled, stubbly face stretched as he sucked in oxygen. He needs it, Gerard thought. His brain cells seem to be half-dead.

“Move, you oaf!” Gerard ordered. “I’m not paying you to stand here and nap on your feet. Get them to the trailer, but don’t make a scene. I want this to be clean and simple.”

“You got cash down there for me, too, I hope,” Devon grumbled sleepily. “Man, this is twisted. I should be making more than five grand for this.”

“You agreed to that payment hours ago,” Gerard snapped. “It’s too late to change your price now. Get them to the trailer. I’m not paying you until that’s done.”

Devon appeared bored as he motioned to the two children on the couch with his gun. “All right, you heard him. Up and at ’em. Let’s get out of here.”

Kellan’s body tensed. He gripped his sister tighter. “No. We’re not leaving.”

“Kid, I got a gun aimed at yer fuckin’ head,” Devon grumbled. “You really want to gimme a hard time?”

“We’re not leaving. My mom will be home soon.” Kellan’s scrawny arms clutched his sister closer.

Katie’s sobbing shook her skinny shoulders. She hugged her brother back and burrowed her face into his chest.

“Get them out of here,” Gerard seethed. The sound of Katie’s sobs grated on his nerves. He hadn’t yet consumed his daily espresso and poached eggs, and he felt the effects of that along with everything else. He squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose to fight off a headache.

Then, as he opened his eyes, Gerard thought he saw movement. The air near the television seemed to wobble like heat ripples over pavement at the peak of summer.

It’s nothing. I’m tired, he thought. I’m too old to stay up all night like some twenty-something cramming for a college exam. I’m forty-three, for fuck’s sake. The next time I need dirty work done, I’m hiring two thugs, not one. I’ll stay home and rest while they earn their money.

In Gerard’s opinion, it had cost too much to get Devon on board with the kidnapping efforts. For five thousand dollars, he should be handling this on his own, Gerard realized. It was a mistake to come here with him.

On the couch, Katie pulled her face back from her brother’s chest. She wiped tears from her eyes, balled her hands into little fists, and sprang off the couch. “We’re not going with you!” she screamed, running at Devon, fists flying.

She pummeled Devon with punches and a flurry of kicks. At the same time, Kellan jumped up to his feet. He pushed the coffee table over. It landed with a crash, and the knick-knacks on top clattered to the floor.

“Get control of them!” Gerard growled at Devon.

Kellan picked up a book from the mess that spilled off the table. He threw it at Devon’s head.

Devon ducked, and the book crashed into a mirror hanging from the wall. The mirror swung, then slid loose. When it landed on the floor, the glass cracked, and shards erupted.

This is getting messy, Gerard thought with distaste. No, I should not have come. I belong at antique auctions, not places like this, doing things like this. Where have my standards gone?

His years of jiu-jitsu training gave him extensive knowledge of hand-to-hand combat, but he refused to join this poor excuse for a fight. One stupid, brainless, scruffy thug against two children? It was shameful. Gerard wanted nothing to do with it.

At the same time, he didn’t want it to get out of control. He had his pistol in the usual position, strapped under his left arm. He reached beneath the lapels of his suit jacket and felt the cool metal.

He held the gun at his side, aimed at the floor. If needed, he’d raise it. For now, he wanted to let Devon deal with the annoying children.

Kellan ran directly at Devon, gripped him around his thick waist, and pushed him back. Katie kicked her sneaker-clad foot into Devon’s shin.

Devon swore as he stumbled backward. His leg hit a recliner. He lost his balance, then careened to the floor with a heavy thud. His palms landed on shards of glass. Blood oozed from several cuts. When he looked at the beads of red, his cheeks heated with rage. He scrambled to his feet, genuinely pissed off.

“Hurry up,” Gerard ordered. He raised the gun and waved it. “Get them moving, or I will.”

“Okay, you rugrats. Enough of this shit.” Devon thrust his gun into the waistband of his jeans, then picked up Katie like a rag doll and tossed her over his shoulder.

He jabbed his finger at Kellan. “One more move by you, twinkletoes, and your sister goes in the garbage chute. You got me? And if either of you makes a sound out there in the hall, you’re both going to get taken out with the trash.”

Devon plodded toward the door, nudging Kellan before him. “Move, brat. Open the door.”

“Don’t make a scene,” Gerard reminded Devon. “Children, if anyone asks, he’s your uncle.”

When the door finally closed behind them, Gerard blew out an exhale. He was disgusted at the state of his life. Here he was, an educated, cultured, refined man, reduced to this messy, mundane triviality. Dealing with children and brutes.

What’s become of me? He surveyed the destruction in the room. Broken glass, an overturned table, blood smears. It wasn’t pleasant.

Another shimmering, strange movement in the air near the television made him feel uncomfortable. Was it magic? He didn’t want to stick around to find out.

Feeling distracted, he walked across the small living room. Glass crunched under his loafers. He considered how best to leave the apartment. Clearly, the signs of struggle would concern the children’s mother whenever she arrived home. He was sure she would call the police.

Besides that, there was a chance the Sheva and her FBI friends would catch on to his strategy before he even demanded his ransom. Which would be the Sheva, of course.

He had to deliver her to the Ascendants alive. He wanted to be in control when it came to negotiating a trade. If she and her federal agents discovered his plan, they might try to intervene again.

I have to be smarter than all of them, he told himself as he examined the apartment. When he looked at the floor, he grimaced. He’d stepped in blood, and his footprints paraded across the cheap linoleum.

He set his gun on the kitchen table and reached for a roll of paper towels. He was careful not to touch anything but the sheets he’d use. Even these he handled on the edges with the tips of his fingers.

He let a white square drift down over one of the bloody prints. With his shoe, he wiped the paper towel to smear his footprints. Better, he thought as he looked at the faint pink smudges.

He’d been careful not to touch anything in the apartment during the short “visit.” The only object he’d placed his hand on since arriving was the front door handle.

Conversely, he’d made sure Devon had touched several items. The door handles to the children’s bedrooms would clearly show Devon’s fingerprints. That would be enough to throw off the police and whoever else happened to join the investigation.

By the time the trail leads back to me, I’ll be sitting pretty with the Ascendants, the real rulers of this world. I’ll be immune to common laws. I’ll be one of the Great Ones at last.

He smiled as he used his pocket square to carefully wipe the front door handle clean of any prints. Then he tucked the square into his breast pocket and whistled as he strolled down the hall.

An elderly woman cracked her door and crouched to reach for the newspaper on her welcome mat. As she stood, she caught sight of Gerard. “Good morning,” she called cheerfully. Her wrinkled cheeks scrunched as she smiled.

He nodded and returned the smile. “Yes, it most certainly is.” Finally, things were going his way.

The woman backed into her apartment. Her door clicked as she shut it.

Gerard reached the apartment’s single elevator. He pressed the down button. As he waited, he peered over his shoulder at the apartment he’d vacated moments before. Unit 22.

He felt unusually light and unburdened. Was that because he was on the brink of such an expansive, monumental step in his life? An incredible, awe-inspiring level-up that would take him from an above-average businessman to a member of the powerful, magically inclined elite?

Maybe that was it. Or maybe it was something else. With a start, he realized part of the “lightness” he felt was the lack of metal in his underarm holster. He patted his suit jacket and felt only the soft fabric of his clothing and the stiff leather holster. Where’s my gun?

With a jolt of self-hatred, he remembered. I left it in the apartment, on the kitchen table. What am I, an idiot? Am I as useless as brain-dead Devon?

He prided himself on his intellect, and it was disturbing to see such a sharp decline in his mental acuities simply because of a lack of sleep and the omission of his usual morning dose of caffeine.

I should be able to function better without espresso, he thought. Maybe it’s time to cut back. He trudged back down the hallway. He let himself into the apartment and picked up his gun.

Before he could fit it into his holster, he heard the bone-chilling, eerily melodic sound of the young Sheva’s voice.

It came from the area of the living room. Somewhere near the television, where he’d seen the air move earlier.

He looked that way. Now the air was not only shimmering as if struck by an isolated heatwave, but it actually swirled as if a tiny tornado hovered there.

Magic is stirring, he realized. The Sheva is on her way.

He shivered with fear but instantly stuffed it down. Hatred boiled up in its place. He raised his gun and aimed it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


The small apartment took shape around Valerie. She widened her stance and raised Ken so he was poised to strike. Her body felt as light as a feather. She had no sense of gravity tethering her to the floor. Her skull felt stuffed with cotton balls.

She drew in a sharp breath and tried to get her bearings. It was never easy after teleporting, but her training helped. She pulled energy up from Mother Earth, somewhere below her. She moved it through the bottom of her feet and into her body and felt the effect of grounding immediately. It was a big relief. She blinked a few times.

Hurry, child, Ken’s voice instructed urgently. Clear your head. He’s got that darn gun aimed at your skull again.

He won’t shoot me. He wants to capture me alive, she returned.

Her body felt weary. It was partly from staying up all night at the hospital under the fluorescent lights, around strange smells and textures. Except for that quick nap, she’d suffered from non-stop stimulus. The fatigue was also partly because she’d teleported with a passenger. That took twice as much energy as usual, and teleporting always came at a cost, even when it was only self-transportation.

She blinked a few times and shook her head, desperately willing mental clarity.

The details of the room came into focus. She and Ben had landed near a shabby blue couch. One window to her left looked out on a raised T track and a few treetops. We must be on an upper story, she reasoned. Second or third floor, I’m guessing.

A coffee table lay on its side. The contents had tumbled off. Games, books, puzzles, a box of tissues, a few cups, and several shards of glass.

More glass lay scattered across the floor. A chill shivered down Valerie’s spine when she saw the blood mixed in with the broken glass.

She knew Thomas cared about the children who lived in this apartment. He will be devastated if they’ve been hurt. The thought made her heart ache. Not only for the children but also for Thomas.

Where were the kids now? Were they alive?

She did not have time to look for any more clues because a figure in the kitchen caught her eye. Gerard Bloodgate, still dressed in the same clothes he’d worn to the auction. As Ken had warned, he held a gun aimed at her.

Gerard looked tired. His hair had a greasy sheen. It hung into his bloodshot eyes. Since the apartment only had one window, he was shrouded in shadows. The dim light made the faint trace of a beard on his jawline look more pronounced. His eyes glittered with unspoken hatred.

He sneered. “Well, you’re making my job easy. Thank you for coming by.”

“Where are the kids, Gerard?” Valerie demanded.

Gerard limped from the kitchen. His loafers shuffled and thumped against the linoleum as he hobbled to the living room. Every step made him wince, but he tried to hide it.

“I have them,” he growled. His nostrils flared as he pointed the gun between Valerie’s eyes from only two feet away.

She looked down the barrel. “Are they alive?”

“For now, but maybe not for long. We’ll see. I’ve never liked children. It’s why I didn’t have any myself.”

Ben cut in. “Gerard, they have nothing to do with this.”

“Oh, but they do. They’re my tickets to the fun fair. I probably only needed one, but the brother is protective of his little sister, so I figured, what the hell. Might as well take both.”

Gerard took another step forward. He nudged the end of his gun into Valerie’s skin. She felt the cold, hard metal on her forehead.

“I’ve always wondered what witch brains looked like,” he whispered. “Some spells and rituals call for them.”

“That’s dark magic, Gerard,” Valerie’s voice was steady. She refused to let her fear show. She tightened her grip around Ken’s hilt and wondered how to manage the situation. She was glad she’d unsheathed her knife before teleporting.

“You don’t have to tell me,” Gerard returned. “I buy the books. I do the research. I know the kind of magic I practice, Princess. I have never pretended to be filled with goodness and light. I am what I am. I want what I want. I don’t make excuses for that.”

“You don’t know what kind of forces you’re messing with. You could cause problems that would plague humanity for generations. Dark magic will hurt you and everyone else.”

He chuckled. “What do you know? I don’t have to listen to you. I might shoot your brains here and now merely to see what they look like. Whenever my spell books called for witch brain, Murdock used to help me substitute mere human brain matter from the morgue, but as you know, he’s no longer with us. Anyway, I think it would be fun to have some witchy brain matter on hand.”

He nudged the gun harder. Every time he exhaled, his foul-smelling breath washed over her face.

“You won’t shoot me.” Valerie really hoped she was right. Gerard had an unhinged attitude she didn’t like. He’d been through a lot over the past few days like they all had. His eyes were bloodshot, and his voice cracked with dryness and fatigue.

He’s at the end of his rope, she realized. He’s so desperate that he’s not thinking clearly anymore. That makes him more unpredictable than ever.

“How do you know I won’t?” Gerard’s finger rested lightly on the trigger. “I might, just for fun. I’m tired of our games, little girl. You stole from me, you killed my snake⁠—”

“You need me alive,” Valerie whispered. Cold fear skittered down her spine.

Do you want me to attack? Ken asked.

No. Not yet. If we antagonize him, he really might kill me. He’s edgy today.

You can say that again. And he needs to brush his teeth.

I’m scared, Ken.

A Sheva should not give in to her fear. Remember why you’re here in Roxbury. The children.

Yes, yes. Right. I want to save those kids. How?

Give Gerard what he wants. He wants to capture you alive. He’ll release the children if you go with him instead.

Is that wise? Valerie asked.

At this moment, it is the only option. Gerard is unstable. We can’t trust him with those kids’ lives. It’s too dangerous.

Valerie knew in her bones that her knife companion was right. Thank you, Ken.

His message made her next move clear.

The metal end of the gun felt so cold where it pressed into her skin. She dragged a breath and forced her voice to sound steady. “Take me hostage, and let Katie and Kellan go. I’m the one you want, right? Not them. Like Ben said, they have nothing to do with this.”

“How noble of you.” Gerard smirked. “I suspected you’d be that foolish, though I didn’t dare hope you’d make it so easy on me. Here I was, thinking I’d have to find a way to reach you. Perhaps through the phone I found belonging to that half-dead agent friend of yours.

“Did he bleed to death in the hospital last night or live to see another day? Not that I care, really. I’m only making conversation.” He backed up a step to give her some room. “Walk to the door. You make any funny moves, I’ll shoot.”

His comments about Thomas made her furious. Her nostrils flared, her pulse quickened. She knew better than to let her temper get the best of her, though. She could not fly into a rage during a situation this tense.

Behind her, Ben called, “Valerie, are you sure?”

“I have to do this, Ben. Gerard will release the kids if I go with him without a fight. This way, Katie and Kellan won’t get hurt.”

“What about you?” Ben asked.

“I can handle myself. Let Thomas know they’re okay as soon as you can. I’m sure he’s beating himself up right now, going crazy with worry.” She frowned when she thought about Thomas stuck in the hospital. If she’d done her duties on her own from the start, he would not have gotten wounded. “Maybe I shouldn’t have brought you guys into this in the first place.”

Gerard wrapped his pocket square around the door handle. “Aw. Look at that. Our local supernatural force of destruction has a friendly streak. That’s your weakness, little girl. A man like me doesn’t mess with lesser emotions like kindness or mercy.”

He yanked the door open, then stuffed the handkerchief into his suit. “Now, move. Walk down to the trailer. No scenes. The kids are there.”

As Gerard arranged the satin fabric, Valerie caught sight of something dark and metallic in his pocket. The little loops of metal had an ancient look. Chainmail, she realized. He still has the gauntlet in his suit pocket!

Valerie noticed a young woman down the hallway, scrolling on her phone as she waited for the elevators.

Gerard hesitated in the doorway and eyed the woman. “Shit. No matter. She’ll leave soon, and you and I will have the hall to ourselves.”

Valerie took advantage of his hesitation and reached out to Ken. See that bit of metal hanging from his pocket? It’s the gauntlet, Ken! Can you get it away from him?

Of course I can. What do I look like to you, a useless decoration? I am here to serve. To work. To slay.

Less chatting, more action, please. Valerie nibbled the inside of her lip.

Ah. Yes. The situation is urgent, I know, so I won’t chide you for throwing away a perfectly good dress back at the hotel room. And I certainly won’t critique Mr. Hair Gel for the blood stain on his suit. So tacky. I absolutely thought he had a better sense of style than this.

Ken!

I’m going, I’m going. I need you to distract him.

Valerie bent her index finger, so it was aimed at the ceiling above Gerard. A pipe ran the length of the hall near the ceiling trim boards. Valerie set her intention on reaching the water that flowed through the pipe.

The first beads of water appeared at one of the connections. Then, more water gathered and started dripping on Gerard’s head.

He looked up with unmasked annoyance. “Disgusting. Who can live in a hovel like this?”

A stream of brownish water burst from the pipe and sprayed Gerard’s greasy hair.

Valerie hid a smile and silently thanked the water for the performance. It’s so helpful to be connected to the elements, she thought as she watched more dirty, rust-infused water spill into Gerard’s blinking eyes faster than he could wipe it away.

She could not imagine how her life would be if she was not a witch. She’d learned from such a young age to work with the air, water, fire, earth, and spirit elements. It was so satisfying to see the water react to her plea for help.

It was even more satisfying to see Ken zip forward, tuck his tip into a loop of chainmail, and fly off with the gauntlet dangling from his blade.

Give it to Ben, she instructed Ken.

That should give Ben a thrill. Valerie hid another smile. He’s a big fan of Ken’s.

At that moment, Gerard whipped back around. “We’re leaving. Now. This place makes my flesh crawl.” He kicked the door shut behind him.

He kept muttering as he ushered her into the empty hallway, though she couldn’t make out the words. He sounded like a madman, caught in an internal drama of his own making.

She let Gerard hustle her down two flights of stairs. As Ben and Ken got farther away, Valerie felt very alone.

She never liked being separated from Ken, but this instance was worse than usual. She was heading into a potentially dangerous situation, and she didn’t even know when she’d see him again. Is this a mistake? she wondered.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


On the sidewalk in front of Parkside Apartments, Valerie squinted into the glaring sunshine. She didn’t want to risk raising her hand to guard her eyes because she knew Gerard was twitchy enough to mistake the gesture for spellcasting.

“You are going to release the kids, right?” she asked. “If this is a bluff, you’ll pay for it.”

“You have my word.” He pointed to a trailer parked behind an SUV. “In fact, I can’t wait to be free of them. One’s sniveling and whiny, the other one too bratty for his own good. I would much rather have you tied up in their place. I will warn you, though, I’m not above taking them back if you don’t cooperate. Next time, I won’t be such a gracious host. I haven’t used this gun of mine in too long. It would be nice to get some practice. Bang, bang. No more Kellan, no more Katie.”

He knocked on the side of the trailer.

The pull-down door at the back slid open from the inside. A tall man with a shaved head and a chin covered in stubble stood at the entrance.

He scratched the stained T-shirt that stretched over his belly. “Argh. What’s up now? I’m gonna need more money for this shit.”

Gerard ignored the man. He nudged Valerie forward, and she stepped into the trailer. She heard Gerard climb up behind her, then the door rattled down, closing out the sunlight.

It was incredibly dark inside the trailer. As Valerie’s eyes adjusted to the lack of light, she made out the form of two children sitting on the floor, bound in rope.

They had tape across their mouths. Valerie shuddered with sadness at the sight of them. Tears stained the little girl’s cheeks. The teen’s eyes were wide and frightened.

“If this is you being a good host, Gerard, I hate to think of what your dinner parties are like,” Valerie remarked through gritted teeth. At her sides, her hands curled into fists. It took great restraint not to lift a hand and blast a spell at him then and there.

I can’t, she reminded herself. First, I have to make sure the kids are okay. Then I’ll come up with a way out of this.

“Let them go,” she insisted. “You have me now.”

Gerard leaned against the metal trailer wall. He had to stoop because of his height. “You heard her, Devon. Let them go. Bring them back up to the apartment.” He jabbed his finger at the two scared children. “No scenes or tantrums, or you’ll end up right back here.”

Riiiip. Riiiip. Devon yanked the tape off.

The little girl made fists. The minute Devon untied her, she popped to her feet. “You are bad, bad people, and the tooth fairy will never give you money, even if you lose all your teeth!”

She scampered across the trailer and jumped out. The teenage boy, free as well, chased after her. “Katie, wait! We have to go quietly…hang on. Hold my hand.”

The next thing Valerie knew, Devon had departed. The trailer was eerily quiet now that only she and Gerard occupied it.

He gathered a coil of rope in his arms. “I know where they live,” he reminded her. “I know exactly where that little Katie lays her head at night on a pink pillow. So, I advise you again to cooperate.”

Valerie nodded. She held her body stiff and erect as Gerard wound ropes around her. She clenched her jaw as the tape sealed over her mouth. It almost made her panic to only be able to breathe through her nose. It took a lot of control to keep her breathing steady so she would not get lightheaded.

Gerard kicked her, and she landed on her butt with a loud, resonant thud.

“Good little girl.” A sick grin crossed his lips. “Stay down for the ride. Wouldn’t want you to die of a concussion on the way to my home in Cambridge. Remember, Katie’s only safe if you behave. The same goes for her bratty brother.”

The trailer’s back door rattled as he pulled it up. Daylight streamed in, but only for a moment. When he closed the door, she was alone in the darkness.

It didn’t upset Valerie that the trailer was dark, however. It made her work easier. Now that she was not distracted by outer sights, she could concentrate on her inner world. She felt the trailer wheels start to move. The container lurched forward.

Her eyes drifted shut. She leaned her head against the metal wall, which vibrated along with the tires.

Ken. Can you hear me?

Valerie! He sounded pleased about the connection. Are you okay?

I’m fine. Just, you know, held hostage by a psychopath. Another day of work for a Sheva.

Well, you’re using sarcasm, so that’s a good sign.

How are the children?

Ben just called their mother and the police. He’s pouring them apple juice as we speak. He’ll be a good father one day. So, what’s the plan? I’m hoping you have one.

I’m getting there. For now, I need you to do something important for me, okay?

I’m at your service, child. Whatever you need.

Figure out a way to get a message to Ben. Tell him to get that family into a safe house. They have to be protected because if Gerard becomes unhappy with me—and he will, I’m sure—he threatened to go after them. I can only act when I know they’re safe.

Will do, Ken promised.

Thanks. I’ll reach out again when I get— She paused as the trailer swerved and turned a sharp corner. The motion made her lurch and almost tip over. With effort, she managed to stay upright, with her back pinned to the wall. Sorry. Wild ride, back here. I’ll reach out when I get to wherever I’m going.

Be careful, Ken advised. I don’t like being apart from you. I want to protect you.

A lump formed in her throat. She swallowed it down. I will. I’ll be careful. She let the connection fade because Ken had important work to do.

I hope he can figure out a way to communicate with Ben, she thought as the trailer swerved again.

The tires started to spin faster as the trailer picked up speed. After an hour of this, she gave in to her fatigue and drifted into a much-needed sleep.

When she opened her eyes again, the trailer was stationary. It was very hot inside. A sheen of sweat coated her face and her skin under her clothing. Her mouth felt dry, and her whole body was sore from bouncing around on the hard metal. The rope cut into her wrists.

She tried to reposition herself, but it was difficult to shift her weight. As she worked at it, the back trailer door opened. She peered out and saw cement columns and pavement. Gerard had parked in a garage of some sort.

“Good news. We’ve had a change of plans, a slight detour on the way to my place. I know, I know, it’s an inconvenience. You can’t imagine how badly I need my morning shot of Sogno Di Caffè. No matter. We’ll get there soon, Princess, and this stop will be worth the delay. It’s eleven o’clock in the morning now, and we should be cozy at home by noon.”

The trailer rocked as he climbed into it and walked toward Valerie. His limping steps shook the vehicle, and the sound of his footsteps echoed off the metal walls and ceiling.

It was so hot and stuffy. She breathed in through her nose, trying to get some of the slightly cooler air wafting in through the open door.

“Where are we?” she asked.

“A hospital, to see a friend of mine who happens to be a doctor. You don’t need to know names, my dear. Not that it will matter. I dare say you don’t have long to live. We’ll see. That will be up to Martin and the others.”

She expected him to drag her to her feet. Instead, he lunged at her. The movement was so fast that she knew he was using some sort of magical enhancement.

She didn’t even have time to react to his attack. His hand jabbed forward so fast it was only a blur. She caught the briefest visual of a syringe filled with clear liquid in his hand. The next thing she knew, a needle pricked her neck.

A burning sensation followed, as hot as if she was being branded with an iron. She refused to show her pain or scream. Instead, she clenched her jaw and fists, staring directly ahead as the burning liquid traveled through her neck, shoulders, and spine. It lasted less than a second, then her world went black.


CHAPTER THIRTY


Ben closed the door to unit 22. He glanced at his watch. It was five minutes past eleven. His stomach growled with hunger, but he had no plans to get food. Too much was going on, and he didn’t want to waste time taking a break.

It felt good to leave the crowded apartment behind. There were so many police officers, FBI agents, paramedics, and family members in there that he’d barely had a moment to think.

He was glad Katie and Kellan were in good hands and also glad no one in the apartment seemed to have a clue about the magical aspect of the kidnapping case. They’ll waste time trying to figure out what happened, he realized as he walked away. I can’t worry about that now. I have other priorities.

He patted his suit pocket to make sure he had the chainmail glove inside. He did. When he felt a tickly sensation under his suit jacket, he realized it was the knife he’d hidden there. Valerie’s blade. He opened his jacket, and Ken drifted out.

Ben walked down the hallway, thinking over the events of the morning and trying not to worry too much about the knife that kept pace with him. It had been such a busy few hours, he’d barely had a chance to process the new developments. Now, he felt an urgent need to think through every detail and make a logical, strategic plan.

Ken delivered the gauntlet to me, he recalled. It’s a powerful magical object. I have to be careful with it.

He remembered how he’d swiftly tucked the glove into his pocket before any officials arrived. He didn’t dare let the police officers or backup FBI agents see it. They would have bagged and tagged it as evidence, which would be a huge loss in terms of his own objectives.

I need to help Valerie, he reasoned as he reached the elevator. He jabbed the button. That’s my priority now. Maybe the gauntlet could help.

His nerves felt frayed. As much as he wanted to believe he accepted and welcomed all sorts of supernatural phenomena, the truth was he had limits.

Reading about ghosts haunting old hotels was one thing. Teleporting through freaking physical space was an entirely different experience. It had shaken him. He still felt deeply unsettled, like if he wasn’t careful, his surroundings might fragment apart, fling away, and leave him lost in a void.

It didn’t help his mental state to have Valerie’s knife hovering nearby. The floating blade served as a constant reminder that Newtonian physics was absolutely not the whole truth.

The elevator doors stretched open. Ben stepped in, and the knife followed.

“You can’t do this when people are around, you know,” he whispered as the elevator doors slid closed.

Can it hear me? he wondered.

He tried again. “The sidewalks and the T are going to be crowded, and I’d rather not have to explain you. I need you to let me hide you under my suit jacket so people don’t stare or take video of you flying along. Either that or do your thing way up in the sky, out of sight. Can you… I don’t know, nod or something if you understand?”

The pointed tip of the blade dipped down twice in a row.

“Okay, great. Thanks.” Ben felt self-conscious about talking out loud. The elevator was old and didn’t seem to have any cameras in it, which was sort of helpful. He didn’t want to look like a mental hospital candidate on some security guard’s footage. “Have you communicated with Valerie?” he asked the knife. “Does Gerard have her hostage?”

The blade dipped downward again, twice in a row.

“I’m taking that as a yes,” Ben stated. “If you ever need to say no, move from side to side. Can you show me what that would look like now?”

The knife moved twice from side to side.

“If I wasn’t so bone-weary, I might think this was sort of cool,” Ben admitted. He felt like he’d been up for a week straight, not only one night. It occurred to him that maybe the teleporting made him feel so drained.

The elevator reached the lobby, and the doors slid open. The knife zipped out ahead of Ben.

He was relieved that the lobby area was empty and quiet. He could already see pedestrians bustling past through the glass double doors.

Thwack! The sound came from Ben’s left.

Ben whipped around to see what was happening. The knife, Ken, had stabbed a bulletin board.

The knife wiggled until it was free from the corkboard and thick layer of fliers. Then, it zoomed forward and stabbed the bulletin board again.

“Okay. What’s up?” Ben whispered.

The knife scraped at the colorful fliers, tearing a few free. It sliced a cut into one, shredding it in half.

“Um, is this like how a baby will start to cry if you don’t feed it? I gotta say, I’ve never babysat a knife before.”

Nope. That was not the right thing to say. The knife shredded a colorful advertisement for a local food delivery service into confetti. The frenzy of slashing made Ben nervous.

“I don’t have a dog or, like, a fish. I don’t even have houseplants, Ken. I don’t know how to take care of you. Do you need something? Are you upset because you miss Valerie? We’re going to try to get her, I promise. I’m trying to figure out a strategy.”

The knife moved from side to side, then stabbed the corkboard again. This time, it pinned a flier for Sammy’s Sandwiches.

Ben cringed and waited for the slashing to begin, like some sort of knife version of a temper tantrum, but it didn’t. The knife wriggled free and stabbed the flier again in the same place.

Ben stepped closer. He watched as the knife wriggled loose.

“Okay, you’re stabbing the S on this flier,” Ben noted. “Is that it? Is that important?”

The blade tipped down twice. Ben rubbed his hands, suddenly feeling more awake. He took out his phone and opened an app for taking notes. “Okay, S. Got it. What’s next?”

Ken zipped in a happy loop, then flew at the corkboard again. This time, he stabbed the letter A on an advertisement for Domino’s Pizza.

For the next ten minutes, Ben diligently typed out each letter Ken stabbed. When the knife finally hovered close to his hand, he knew the message was complete. He helped Ken nestle beneath his suit.

He studied the long string of letters on his phone screen. His head felt clearer than it had in a while. It was good to have a puzzle to work on rather than simply feel overwhelmed. His eyebrows furrowed, and he tried to make sense of the letters.

After a minute, he got it.

He wasted no time dialing Sam. “I have a request,” he stated when his boss picked up.

“Anything you need, Benny,” Sam replied. “I’m neck-deep in paperwork about the kidnapping incident. A real nightmare, but we’ll get through it. Forward progress is the priority. Spinning it to hide the magic has to take a back seat.”

“That’s what I’m calling about,” Ben told him. “The kidnapping and how to move forward.”

“Good, good. Benny, let me briefly say that I know I’ve put you in a difficult situation. I remember how my first few cases were when I started as a liaison between our agency and the Sacred Coven. It wasn’t easy to have a foot in both worlds. You’ve got our human ways on one side, their witchy ways on the other. It can make things confusing.”

Ben pushed his hand through his hair. He paced toward the glass doors that looked out on the street. Out in the bright spring sunshine, a few teens rode past on bikes. A father pushed a baby in a stroller. An elderly woman parked her scooter at the bus stop.

People are living their regular, comfortable daily routines, Ben thought.

“Yeah, difficult is right,” he told Sam. “Exciting, too, but I guess I’m learning excitement isn’t always good.”

Sam chuckled. “No, it’s not. But it’s necessary sometimes when you’re trying to do a job right. We’re in a tough spot, you and I, and now Thomas, too. But this is important work, and now and then, I remember it’s an honor to do it.”

“Yes, sir.”

Sam cleared his throat. “Now, that said, did I remember that when I was emailing back and forth with the Sacred Coven earlier, trying to explain the status of things? No, I didn’t. And I forgot again when Phil called me and tore into me about putting his agent at risk. I’m not perfect. I’m trying to walk this tightrope between two worlds in my own bumbling way. It helps me to put it all in perspective. Maybe it’ll help you, too.”

It was a relief to hear Sam’s gentle, wise tone. Ben reminded himself that Sam had worked on this kind of case for many years, so he knew about the way humanity and witchcraft fit together better than anyone. “Thanks, Sam. It does help. I’m glad you brought me into this. I’m doing the best I can.”

“Good. That’s all we can ask of you. Well, enough of the broad view. Let’s get down to the nitty-gritty. You asked for my help with the kidnapping case. What can I do?”

“We need to arrange a safe house for the two kids and their mother. Valerie’s knife relayed a message to me. I’ll explain how another time.”

Sam sighed. “Ah, yes. The sentient weapon. I’ll look forward to the story, preferably when I have a cold beer in one hand.”

“He—the knife, I mean. Ken seems worried. He spelled out a message for me. Here, I’m going to read it to you.” He switched to speakerphone and pulled up his notes to read the message word for word. “Get the family to a safe house. Gerard threatened to hurt them if Valerie tries to escape. She will act after they are secure.”

“Smart knife we got there,” Sam’s voice trembling slightly. “I have to say, this sorta stuff spooks me. How are you holding up with all of it? About to collapse on some shrink’s daybed, or doing okay?”

“I’m hanging in there,” Ben insisted. “I’ll tell you about teleporting one day, too, when we’re sipping those beers you mentioned. I’m still trying to wrap my head around what happened.”

Even bringing up the unconventional travel mode made his knees weak and his heart pound with anxiety. He pushed open the glass doors and stepped into the sunlight for the sake of moving and feeling the solid sidewalk under his feet. The world fragmented and fell away. Then there was the darkness. The void.

He shivered at the memory.

“Teleporting, hm? I always opted out,” Sam confessed. “I had to work with this one Sheva once. She was about five hundred years old, I’d guess. Head looked like a shrunken apple or a prune or something. She wanted me to teleport with her, and I turned heel and ran. Not my finest moment.”

“Maybe I should’ve run,” Ben suggested.

“Well, you didn’t, which already tells me you’re better suited to this job than I ever was. Your study of the supernatural makes you good at the work, I think. You’re adapting better than I did.”

“Yeah, but I lost control of this mission.” Doubt surged inside him. He remembered driving into the city with Valerie and how excited he’d been to work with a witch. He remembered the thrill of running out of the burning building at the Port of Boston with Valerie and Thomas and how they’d celebrated afterward. Now, I’ve failed them both, he thought with a heavy feeling in his chest.

“You know the saying,” Sam replied. “It’s always pitch black and cold as hell before the sun comes up, Benny. When you’re working hard on a case, there comes a point when things look awfully bleak, like there’s no way out. We know better than to give up at times like this. We’re trained to find the way out and fight with every ounce of strength we have. To get there no matter what.”

“Yeah, that helps,” Ben murmured. Ahead, he spotted the T station. The wooden and plexiglass structure near the tracks was crowded with people.

“Rely on your training, but not too much,” Sam went on. “I’ve found with work like ours, it helps to think outside the box. That’s why I picked you, Ben. You think differently. Your desk drawers of books about ghosts, aliens, and wizards prove it. You’re meant for this job. Have faith in that, and you’ll be okay. I’ll take care of setting up the safe house, and I’ll give you a buzz when it’s done. I’d send a text if I could get my messages to work, but the damn phone updated, and nothing’s going through. Maybe I can have Carol look at it.”

“A call is fine.” Ben felt a yearning to return to Salem, to the FBI headquarters.

The offices were outdated and stuffy, but the building had a homey feel that Ben suddenly appreciated. He missed Carol and her motherly ways. He missed the lazy, relaxed meetings in Sam’s office when it seemed all Sam wanted to do was shoot the shit for hours and hours.

After they wrapped up the call, Ben entered the crowd of passengers in the rickety, worn-out structure. The T arrived in a rumble, and Ben joined the stream of boarding passengers. His badge earned him a free ride, and the driver saluted him with a show of respect.

At first, the T compartment was so crowded that he had to stand. After a half-dozen stops, it emptied out, and he found a seat. For a few minutes, he stared blankly at the passing scenery. His thoughts kept returning to the gauntlet in his pocket.

Finally, he pulled out his phone and accessed the internet. His finger hovered over the search bar as he considered how to word his query.

After a brief pause, he typed magical gauntlet + rare + antique + 15th century. He scanned the results, mostly articles from unconventional, off-beat sites about magic, the occult, and the supernatural.

He’d frequented these sites before and knew which ones were better than the others. He pulled up an article about the history of gauntlets and started to read.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Gerard shivered with intense pleasure. Ah. Finally. I am where I belong.

It was now 11:45 at night. It had been an extremely long and trying day, but he’d survived it and even managed to get in a nap. Now that he’d slept, eaten, and showered, he felt much more like himself. The dark night sky also suited him better than daylight. He felt renewed, reinvigorated, and hopeful.

The cemetery gate ahead glittered in the moonlight. Mount Hope Cemetery, in the heart of the city, was surrounded by eight-foot stone walls. He watched with delight as Martin Harpswell twisted an iron key in the gate’s latch. The gate creaked as it swung open.

Martin swept his hand forward. “After you, Gerard.”

The man looked pale and ill, as usual. He was in his seventies, with stringy gray hair, sagging skin, and dark, flat eyes that looked like pieces of coal. His designer suit hung from his body.

Martin’s short stature always took Gerard by surprise when they met in person. Then again, the human body has nothing to do with real power. These men don’t need brute strength. They have intellect and drive.

Gerard gripped the glossy alligator-skin handle of his rolling suitcase. It was a Lucchese. Their largest size, with carbon-fiber sides and aircraft-grade aluminum wheels. The suitcase was heavy since it contained a hundred-and-thirty-five-pound woman.

As he dragged the suitcase, he thought back on his challenging day. He’d jabbed her with a dose of sodium amytal when he’d first parked at the hospital. Then, he’d visited a doctor who often helped with his illicit requests. For a price, of course. Gerard had put down six grand for the doctor’s help, but it was well worth it. He traveled home with a stock of IV barbiturates and instructions on how to keep Valerie alive yet unconscious.

The Sheva had stirred around two o’clock that afternoon, so he’d quickly administered another dose of barbiturates, and she’d passed out again. Besides that, he’d had most of the day to himself to take care of his needs. He’d chatted with Martin several times and finally received instructions about where to meet up. He’d packed the Sheva into the suitcase around eleven and dragged her here for the midnight meeting.

He’d left the zippered sides of the suitcase open two inches so she could breathe. He wondered if the way he’d crammed her inside would affect her airway, but those concerns were minor compared to his building excitement about this meeting.

“This way.” Martin led him around a bend in the paved pathway.

Marble, granite, and slate gravestones sprouted from the carpet of grass. Some were rough-cut rectangles with nothing but a last name and a date engraved in the stone. Others were ornate. Gerard noted carved angels, skulls with wings, and even a horse with a soldier riding it. Beautiful ground lighting illuminated the fancier gravestones, as well as some of the signs along the path.

Gerard read the signage they passed. Apparently, there was a “Historical Watchtower” ahead, but he could not see it. When they walked by a particularly large granite headstone shaped like a skull with wings, Martin pointed.

“The death’s head is a favorite of mine,” he noted in his icy, emotionless way. “The skull reminds us that we will die, Gerard, if we are nothing but a physical body. The wings show us that if we pursue it, we can find immortality.”

They reached another branch in the path. Martin moved to the left. The suitcase wheels created a soft rumbling sound as they rolled along the pavement. A breeze rustled the leaves overhead. In the distance, traffic swished by.

Ahead, Gerard spotted a narrow wooden structure nestled into a stand of trees. It looked about four stories tall, with no windows he could see.

Martin went on. “The common man fears death so much that he denies it altogether. In our ranks, we look it in the eye, as our forefathers have. We strive for illumination, perfection, a state of being far beyond what others have set their sights on. There is power in knowledge, as you have discovered.”

“Oh, absolutely. I’ve found such incredible information in the books I purchase. It’s what led me to—” He bit his lip before he could say “you.” He did not want to come across like a drooling fan or a groupie. “Ah-hem. To…well, my discovery that the Illuminati never truly died out.”

“Our brotherhood has deep roots,” Martin stated proudly. “And you, Gerard, have earned your place. We’ve always wanted to capture a Sheva. They are a dangerous breed, far too connected to nature. Thank you for bringing her to us.”

“My pleasure.” Gerard did his best to ignore the aching, throbbing pain in his legs as he walked. Capturing the Sheva had certainly not been a pleasure, but it was paying off now.

The wooden watchtower loomed over them, cutting off Gerard’s view of the moon. It was as tall as the ancient oak trees surrounding it. “What is this place?” he asked.

“Our stronghold,” Martin replied. He removed a bundle of shimmering, red fabric from the satchel he carried. “You’ve attended our daytime meetings but never an official night meeting, otherwise known as a ceremony. Tonight, we will mark your recruitment into our ranks with blood rites. Put this on.”

Gerard didn’t relish the idea of covering over his best suit and designer tie, which he’d purchased in Florence to the tune of eight thousand dollars. However, he didn’t dare refuse the robe. He slid the silky red fabric over his head. The gown was long and almost touched the tops of his shoes. He pulled the hood up over his hair.

Martin donned a similar robe. His was golden with a series of symbols embroidered on a front lapel. He pulled the hood over his gray hair, then smoothed the fabric over his chest. “As a recruit, you need to know your place in our ranks. As your handler, I have revealed very little to you. But you must know that within this organization, Gerard, I am more than the person you call to contact us. I am a baron.”

“Excuse me?”

“Your master,” Martin explained. “The Council of Barons forms the top tier, a level you might one day achieve if you do well as a recruit. We know how successful your business ventures have been, Gerard. Money is our lifeblood, and you bring much to the table.”

Gerard gulped. He didn’t like the idea of sharing his funds. But I must, he told himself. In the long run, it will be to my advantage. The stronger we are as a group, the more power I have as an individual.

He nodded. “Yes, yes. I’ve become wealthy over the years. I’ve read about the group’s—er—our way of operating. We merge funds.”

Martin used a second key to unlock the door to the watchtower. Gerard noticed many symbols carved into the wooden door as he passed through. He saw Hecate’s Wheel, the Eye of Ra, and the pentagram. The door handle even had symbols sculpted into the brass. Vines, flames, and birds.

“Our organization has been meeting in this tower for several centuries now.” Martin’s robe swished around his ankles as he climbed a dark, narrow staircase. “This way.”

Gerard felt a flush of pride. Our organization, he repeated to himself. I’m really one of them now. It’s happening at last!

He grimaced on the first step when pain radiated through his left quadricep. The healing magic he’d attempted the day before had not worked out as well as he’d hoped. He had to lean into his leg to hoist the suitcase behind him. He forced himself to ignore the pain and the awkward weight of the suitcase so he could keep pace with Martin.

Martin’s voice echoed through the stairwell. “This cemetery was founded in the seventeenth century by several occultists. Not in our ranks, unfortunately, but powerful individuals nonetheless. We took possession of it a few years after it was founded and raided the existing graves. As you know, we collect artifacts to build our powers. You’ve made some important contributions yourself.”

They reached the second story of the watchtower. Martin gestured through an open doorway into a narrow room. Though the room had no overhead lights, it glowed from the illumination of a thousand different objects on shelves.

Gerard caught sight of glowing vases, orbs, boxes, and mirrors. Golden and jeweled pendants hung off hooks, tiaras and crowns adorned the shelves. An entire display of books was there, too. He saw leather-bound tomes, frayed and skinny paperbacks, and a few floating spell books.

He panted with the desire to walk through the room and look at it all. He felt as excited as he always did at museums displaying ancient artifacts.

As he lingered, a tantalizing sense of the history contained in the watchtower washed over him. I am where I belong, he thought happily. He made himself catch up to Martin.

“I’ve been fascinated with history for many years now,” Gerard admitted.

“That has served you well, recruit, but now it is time to embrace the future.” Martin picked up his pace.

They reached the third story, and Martin paused on the landing.

“We have a mission, Gerard,” Martin told him. “Tonight, you will give blood to symbolize joining with us. We are a single living organism with the sole purpose of reaching one aim. Immortality.”

Gerard’s pulse fluttered, but not because of the physical exertion. This was pure delight. “Yes, yes,” he murmured greedily. “That’s what I want.”

“We cannot reach it alone. We must work together.” Martin started climbing again.

Gerard felt winded now. He did his best to keep his gasping breath quiet. They reached the fourth floor.

Martin paused with his hand on another ornate door knob. He gestured toward the suitcase. “Witches hinder us, Gerard. They are an obstacle on our path, at least the way things are. So, reason tells us it is time for a change. Tonight, before your blood rites, we will have a conversation with her and make her an offer. We will propose a new relationship, one based on mutual benefits. Hopefully, it will be an offer she cannot refuse.”

“She’s… she’s not cooperative.” Gerard’s voice trembled. He didn’t like this new twist. They want to talk to the Sheva before they induct me?

He’d grown confident over the course of the evening, thanks to Martin’s conversational attitude. Now, his insides turned icy with a new fear. What if she is such a brat they decide they don’t want me?

“Why don’t we do the blood rites first?” Gerard suggested. “Then we can deal with the Sheva afterward. I’m telling you, she’s a real bitch, Martin. If it’s cooperation you’re looking for, I fear you will be disappointed.”

Martin’s frown lines cut down to his weak chin. “You do not get to set the evening’s schedule. I will remind you of your place again, Gerard, and this is the last time I will do so. I am a baron. You are nothing but a recruit.”

“But surely you’ve recruited me because you trust me,” Gerard stammered. “I am telling you, she’s a nightmare to talk to. Irreverent, sassy, as stubborn as a child. I know what I’m saying. I’m an intelligent man, Martin.”

“Time will tell on that accord. Some recruits prove their worth and make it into the higher ranks. Others don’t, and they learn what it feels like to lie on the bottom of the Charles River at night, weighed down by bags of cement. We take hierarchy seriously, Gerard. So, keep your ideas to yourself.”

“Yes. Yes, sir. I’ll do that.”

Martin opened the door. “I almost forgot. The gauntlet I delivered to you. I will need it back. You may return it to the room of artifacts below. Join us when you’re done.” He beckoned for the suitcase handle.

Gerard suddenly felt an overwhelming sense of panic. The gauntlet. Where is it? He’d stripped off his dirty suit at home in his master bathroom. Like an idiot, he’d left the fabric in a pile on his bathroom floor.

It must be in that suit’s pocket, he reasoned. That’s the last place I had it. I can’t tell Martin how careless I’ve been. He’d kill me. I have to pretend I have it.

“Yes, sir. No problem,” he choked out, fighting the internal panic. As he spoke, he felt the suitcase rock.

A thumping sound rang through the stairwell from inside the case. He heard the Sheva moan, though it was stifled thanks to the tape.

“She seems to be waking up,” he mentioned carefully, as he passed the suitcase to Martin.

“Perfect timing.” Martin gave a thin smile. “We’ll see you in a moment, Gerard. Don’t take too long. Now that you know as much as you do, we will keep close tabs on you. Welcome to the life of a recruit.”

Martin opened the door before him. Gerard caught a glimpse of a narrow, crowded room beyond. The Ascendants sat around a long, rectangular table draped in a velvet cloth.

Candles flickered down the center of the table. Each man had a laptop in front of him. Large flatscreen monitors hung from the walls, along with a few yellowed scrolls and parchments. It was a strange sight, a mix of old and new in one tight space.

Martin dragged the rocking suitcase into the room.

Gerard fought off stabs of pain in his legs as he hobbled down the steps. When he reached the artifact room, he was out of breath and sweating profusely under the gown. He mopped sweat from his brow and cursed his various injuries.

It can only get better, he told himself. Worthwhile goals require great struggle. He peered longingly at the room of artifacts. He didn’t trust himself to go in. He’d stolen many things over the years, and he feared the urge to pop an object or two into his pockets would be too strong to resist. Any slip-up now might cost him his membership.

He counted to one hundred on the threshold of the room, then forced himself to turn and trudge up the stairs again. Doubts buzzed through his head as he climbed. He was sure the Sheva would not be a good guest at the meeting. He didn’t like that the Ascendants wanted to try to reason with her.

He reached the fourth floor. The door was closed. He placed his sweaty palm on the brass knob, twisted it, and opened it. The room was as he’d last seen it. The men in robes, the long table, the flickering candlelight mixed with the blue light of computer screens.

Except now, there was a new addition. The Sheva sat in a velvet armchair near the window. Moonlight from the window cast a silvery glow over her face. Thick ropes tied her tightly to the chair. Her glowing, ice-blue eyes held a dazed look.

Martin ripped the duct tape off her mouth.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


Tears welled in Valerie’s eyes as the man pulled the tape off. The reaction was purely biological, a reflex to the stinging sensation. She had never wept before in her life, and she didn’t plan on changing that tonight.

She blinked away the salty tears. Her lips burned, and her mouth and throat felt as dry as sandpaper.

The man who’d pulled off the tape walked in a slow circle around her. He was in his seventies but looked older thanks to his stooped spine and saggy jowls. His flat, dull eyes peered out from under the hood of his golden robe. He looked at the men seated around the table nearby.

“My brothers,” the man announced. “Before us, we have a living, breathing, flesh-and-blood vessel of powerful magic. She is one of thirteen such creatures in America, though there are more scattered across the globe, as our brotherhood knows. Her lineage is pure, as we can see from her eyes.”

When the man turned to face Valerie, he appraised her as if examining a piece of jewelry he might buy. Though he looked into her eyes, she sensed no connection. It was like looking at glass marbles, not even considering the soul inside.

“Of course, she is a Sheva,” the man droned on as he studied her. His cold voice addressed the group, not her at all. “As a Sheva, a Sanctum Hominum Vindicatio Adjudicatio, she has the capacity to cause destruction. Hence, our unanimous decision to attempt a partnership with her and her coven.”

Around the room, men nodded and murmured.

Gerard Bloodgate lingered in the back of the room. He wore a red robe with a crisp white collar and red tie above the robe’s neckline. He’d obviously showered and shaved. His hair was perfectly styled again. A man seated at the table motioned to an empty chair. Gerard smiled politely, limped to it, and sat down.

Valerie’s head felt filled with cobwebs. It was difficult to think straight. She drew in deep breaths through her nostrils and parted lips. I was drugged, she realized as she tuned into her body.

Ken. Her telepathic ability felt weak. She couldn’t feel Ken’s presence, but she reached out to him again. Ken, can you hear me?

She did not get an answer. Her arms ached, pinned down at her sides. She tried to move her fingers. To her satisfaction, she had full mobility of her fingertips. I can weave spell patterns, she realized.

A new thought quickly followed. No, I can’t work magic. Not yet. Gerard threatened to hurt those innocent children if I tried anything funny.

She closed her eyes and tried to think. Beside her, the man in the golden robe droned on. “Great benefit to us, as well as to her coven, thus…”

Benefit, my ass, she thought before tuning him out. No way would her coven agree to a partnership with the Ascendants.

With her eyes closed, she shifted through a jumble of thoughts and emotions. She remembered trading places with the children in the back of Gerard’s trailer. She vividly recalled how Katie had scampered into freedom. She has spunk, that kid, Valerie thought. She’ll go places in this life with a spirit like that.

She shifted through more memories. Teleporting with Ben, Thomas and how his smile shifted his oxygen tubing, her promise that she’d do whatever it took to protect the children.

The memories came to her in fragmented chunks, and it was difficult to know the order. She struggled to arrange the events into a sequence that made sense. We teleported to the apartment in Roxbury. Gerard was there…

More memories returned. She recalled how Ken had successfully freed the gauntlet from Gerard’s pocket. That was a good thing. She was glad Gerard didn’t have access to such a powerful tool. Then she remembered the message she’d given Ken about getting Kellan, Katie, and their mother to a safe house.

She could not be sure Ken had translated the message to Ben, though. Ben didn’t know telepathy. There were other ways for Ken to relay messages, of course. She’d seen him peck at a keyboard before and scratch letters into wood. Still, she didn’t want to take it for granted that Ben received her directions.

I will have to fight these evil men, she reasoned. But I can’t fight until I know Katie and Kellan are safe.

Her head throbbed. She could tell she still had drugs in her system because she couldn’t feel her intuition, even with her eyes closed to block out the outer world. She tried harder to search for Ken or for guidance from her ancestors, but the dizzy, foggy feeling made it impossible. For a brief moment, she nodded off. Her head sank down.

When her chin bumped her chest, she jolted awake. She opened her eyes so she wouldn’t pass out again.

She blinked a few times. The candles made the room seem to throb in time with her head. The golden light went from dim to bright, over and over again.

The man in the gold gown placed his fingertip under her chin. His touch was cold, and his hand felt clammy. He is unwell, she realized. Now that he was closer, she could make out other signs of chronic illness. He had dark circles under his eyes, and his skin was pale and mottled.

“Can you hear me?” he asked. His breath smelled sweet and fruity, another sign of sickness.

She nodded. At the same time, she reached out to Ken again. Ken, are you there? She still couldn’t feel his presence.

“Good,” the man replied. “I am Martin Harpswell of the Ascendants. It is a pleasure to meet you despite the awkward circumstances. I assure you, after we have the boundaries of our partnership established, we will no longer resort to such brutal tactics.”

He fingered the rope and tightened a knot. “For now, however, this is necessary. When we’ve signed some papers, agreed to our terms⁠—”

“I…will agree to….nothing,” she whispered hoarsely. It surprised her how weak her voice sounded and how difficult it was to form words. Her throat hurt.

“There, there. No need to rush your decision,” Martin soothed. “Let me give you more details about what is at stake so you’re better informed.”

As soon as he said “stake,” a man at the table clicked a remote. The flatscreen monitors around the room displayed photographs. Valerie realized they were AI images. What they depicted had occurred in the past, yet the photos looked modern. Each digitally created image showed a witch being burned at the stake.

Valerie’s gaze flitted from one horrific image to the next. She saw faces contorted in pain at the center of flames licking into the sky.

“Impressive, isn’t it?” Martin mused. “Artificial Intelligence can show us what it must have looked like when your ancestors were burned alive for practicing the craft you hold so dear. Witchcraft is a dangerous occupation.”

“It is a noble practice.” The images around her sparked fury in her veins. Her blood rushed, and she felt the effect of the drugs begin to fade. Thank goddess.

“We don’t hurt anyone, and we don’t use magic for selfish gains,” she continued. “We respect our craft, and that’s why we would never work with the likes of you.”

“Now, now.” Martin scowled. “No need to get upset. I am merely showing you what will happen again if you refuse to work with us. History tends to repeat itself. We’ll tie your body to a stake and burn you. There’s no need to let it come to that. We propose a different route, which will work well for both our organizations.”

Valerie dragged in another deep breath. The cobwebs continued to clear away in her mind. It was a relief to feel her edge returning.

She flicked her gaze to the door, then the window. She wanted to understand the layout of the room. When she moved her attention to the people seated here, she felt sick all over again. Their auras were a mix of dark brown, blood red, and pea-soup green. The colors spoke of evil energy and massive greed. She felt the room’s energy swirling around her, vicious and needy.

Ken…

Martin went on. “We are equals, you see. Both very powerful in the magical community. The Shevas of the Sacred Council are behind the times, of course. However, we admire your knowledge and abilities. And so, our proposal. If you and your coven form an alliance with us, we will not burn you at the stake.”

“That is not a proposal,” Valerie spat out. “That is a threat.”

“It’s the best we can do.” Martin smiled thinly. “As they say in business boardrooms across the country, take it or leave it.”

When Martin snapped his knobby fingers, the man at the table clicked his remote again. This time, the image appearing was even more grotesque and disturbing. Valerie’s own likeness filled each screen. In the AI images, she was tied to a wooden stake. Flames reached her torso and lapped toward her neck. Her mouth was frozen open in a scream of pain.

She didn’t want to die. Not like that.

Martin nodded with apparent pleasure. “It’s so interesting how a visual presentation can really aid a business meeting, isn’t it?”

“You cannot manipulate me,” Valerie insisted.

Martin ignored this. “I know how much your kind values promises. We’ll take your word if you give it. Promise you’ll assist us, and we’ll give that same promise of alliance to you. It will help our organizations rise to the top echelon of society. Imagine. No longer will we have to hide our abilities from the public. We will use our strengths openly as leaders.”

“Never,” Valerie spat. “Magic isn’t about greed, and it never has been. All you guys want is money and power. Witches don’t want anything to do with that. You act like you know all about us, but you know nothing. We stand for harmony, for connection. Not hierarchy.”

Suddenly, she felt a nudge deep inside her inner world. She tuned into her telepathic channels.

Valerie? Ken asked.

I’m here! Oh, my goddess, Ken, you’re there. I couldn’t feel you before. Are you okay?

I’m fine. I’m with Ben. Where are you?

In some room. She looked at the window again. It’s on an upper level. I can only see the night sky and some oak tree branches. I have no idea where I am.

I can feel your presence miles away, Ken told her. Miles and miles…to the north. Yes! You’re to the north. I can feel it. I’m going to find you.

Ken, wait! I might not have much time. I need to know something. Are those kids safe?

They are. Currently, they’re in a safe house in Long Island. I won’t tell you exactly where because then I might have to kill you.

Har-har. Glad you can joke around.

Well, it’s been a hell of a day, and humor helps. I’ve been trying to reach you all day. Honey, I thought you were dead!

She bit her lip. Nope. Not yet, anyway. Around the room, the creepy image of her burning at the stake lit up the screens. The flickering glow of the candles enhanced the artwork, if it could be called that.

Ken, I’ve been stalling because I wanted to make sure not to put those two children in danger, but I need to make a move here. My fingertips are free, so I can work magic. I want to say goodbye, in case⁠—

No, he replied firmly. Valerie, no. You can’t sacrifice yourself.

It’s my duty, Ken. You’ll find another witch to serve.

There has to be another way.

I’ve tried everything else. I’ve waited too long. I’ve done so many small spells, so many precision attacks. I have to unleash something more effective.

Wait, he insisted. Just wait. I’m sure you look atrocious, given the whole captivity thing. You don’t want to go out in flames of glory with your hair in a rat’s nest, do you? You need a…a pink dress, and some lipstick.

She let herself smile. I’ll miss you, Ken. When I’m in the beyond, I’ll look for you. Maybe we’ll see each other again one day. And please…please tell Ben I said goodbye and thank you. Tom, too. I’ve never had friends like them. And the coven. Tell them it was an honor to do my duty.

Valerie, wait! Ken pleaded.

Her heart ached with sadness as she pulled her focus away from the transmission. She knew that now, she had to focus on her spell work.

She moved the fingertips of her right hand slightly. The minute movements created heat in her palm.

With her mind, she started conjuring magic. It would take quite a while to build up the power she wanted to unleash, to finally ensure justice was served. She would have to work steadily with every ounce of focus she could muster.

She scanned the men around the table to see if they noticed the slight movement of her fingertips. They were too caught up in their discussion to see it.

Martin’s tone was a cold, emotionless monotone. “We hope to usher in a new era of cooperation. We’ve prepared a list of benefits you and your coven will enjoy when we take over control of the US, the UK, and Ireland. After that, we will call on you to help us take over China, Russia, and Japan. Of course, your assistance will entail increased risk. Thus, your benefits will increase as well.”

Around the room, the monitors flickered. New visuals took over the screens. These were less horrific. The bar graphs and pie charts did not tempt Valerie to break her focus on her spell work. She easily ignored them.

Martin and the men around the table all seemed interested, though, which was a good thing.

Valerie moved her fingertips carefully. My sisters put me on this case to track down the Ascendants, and I’ve done that, she thought as she worked. Now, it is my duty to destroy them.

I will burn this entire building. She eyed the wooden walls. These evil men will go down in flames before they can wreak havoc on the earth.

She knew the Ascendants used magic. They would be able to conjure spells to combat her fire spell. The explosion of flames will have to be very powerful. I’ll stay here to fight off any counter spells and make sure no one escapes.

A chill gripped her heart. That means I’ll be consumed by flames, too. She remembered that night at the Port of Boston when the situation was similar. It felt like moments ago, she’d told Ben and Thomas that Shevas did not fear pain and suffering. She’d left out the rest of the statement that she’d memorized during her years of schooling. Now, while her fingertips wove patterns, she recited it to herself. A Sheva does not fear pain, suffering, or her own death.

She stared ahead and pretended to listen to Martin, but secretly, she continued to conjure magic.

I will stay in this tower while it burns down. I’ll fight every one of these men until they die by my spells or the flames.

Justice will be served.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


Ben walked along State Street under the dark, starry sky, feeling restless. Every now and then, he peered into the darkness and searched for Ken, who floated along at a height of eight feet.

At a crosswalk, Ben paused and watched for the signal to change. Above, Ken paused, too.

He’s waiting for me, Ben thought. He’s leading me somewhere. But where?

He felt incredibly guilty for letting Valerie turn herself over to Gerard. All day, he’d worried about her. For most of the day, he’d believed she was dead. Ken kept transmitting messages, this time by tapping keys on Ben’s laptop, about how Valerie wasn’t responding to telepathic outreach.

Then, twenty minutes ago, Ken typed a new message. “I heard from her. She’s alive! I’m going to find her.”

When the message came through, Ben was sitting on a recliner in Thomas’ hospital room while Thomas slept. He’d jumped from his seat and followed Ken out of the room, down a corridor and flights of stairs, and into the night.

Right now, Ben wondered if Ken was even on the right track. Could a sentient weapon track down its owner, or was the knife merely confused?

I might be on a wild goose chase, Ben realized as he glanced at the hovering knife. I’m following a freaking knife through downtown Boston as if it knows what it’s doing. Have I gone crazy?

The crosswalk signal lit up. Ben joined a crowd heading home from a baseball game. He felt out of place in the boisterous, jostling group.

On the other side of the street, he looked up again. There was Ken, barely visible in the darkness. Ken took a right onto Washington Street, and Ben followed.

A faint breeze tugged at his windbreaker. He was glad he’d changed into his tactical gear. It was a comfort to be in his familiar FBI windbreaker, ball cap, duty pants, and boots. Up ahead was the tall, pale stone wall wrapped around the perimeter of Mount Hope Cemetery.

His phone rang. It was Sam, and he picked up. “What’s up, boss?”

“I just got off a Zoom meeting with the Sacred Council,” Sam reported.

“Yeah? What’d they say?” Ben glanced up and looked for Ken.

Ken hovered near the cemetery gate. Why is he stopping here? Ben wondered. Is there a chance Valerie is inside?

“Please tell me they’re flying to Boston on their broomsticks to rescue Valerie,” he conveyed to Sam. “I’m really worried about her. Ken says she’s alive, and he’s going to find her, but I have to wonder if he knows what he’s talking about. He’s a knife, for Pete’s sake. He doesn’t have a brain.”

Above, Ken sliced through a few vines. The strips of greenery fell onto Ben’s head, and he brushed them off. “Now he’s throwing stuff at me. I swear, Sam, he’s got an attitude.”

“Hm. Well, so do the Shevas, unfortunately. I’ve never been to such an uncomfortable meeting. Thank God it was virtual. Being in a room with all of them would end me. They’re not a nice group, I’ll tell you that much. The word ‘frosty’ comes to mind. One of them kept shrieking.”

“They have to do something!” Ben threw a hand up in exasperation. He paced along the wall a few steps, turned, and paced back. “They’re witches. Can’t they do a spell to find her? You know, look into a crystal ball or something, or reach out psychically, or…I don’t know, Sam.” He rubbed his forehead.

Fear coursed through his body. His chest felt tight with anxiety.

I failed Valerie. I’m supposed to be her teammate, and I let her give herself up as a hostage. It was a mistake.

The day had been so busy. He’d spent many hours talking to Sam and Thomas about what they could do to save Valerie. Despite the long strategy sessions, they’d gotten nowhere.

“I’m sorry,” Sam replied. “They want to help, but they said it would disgrace Valerie if they intervened too much. Apparently, there are codes of honor. She took this case, and they’re leaving it up to her to finish it.”

“She’s a hostage, for fuck’s sake!” Ben fumed. “She’s probably tied up, incapacitated. She might have a gun to her head! How is she supposed to work magic while that creep threatens to blow her brains out?” He drew a breath and raked a hand through his hair. “I’m sorry. I’m not upset at you, boss. I’m pissed that they’re not rushing out here to try to help.”

“You and me both, Benny,” Sam replied.

Tap, tap, tap. The sound of metal rapping against metal came from the right. Ben looked and saw moonlight glint off Ken’s blade. The knife was tapping part of the cemetery gate.

Ben reached the gate in time to see a bolt slide free. “You picked the lock,” he murmured to Ken.

“What’s that?” Sam asked.

Ben scratched his head. He peered through the iron bars and looked at the cemetery pathway. “Nothing. I was talking to the knife. That’s what my life has become, Sam. I’m a lone FBI agent wandering the streets of Boston, conversing with a knife.”

“Be careful, or you’ll get taken to a psych ward,” Sam warned. “That happened to me once about nine years ago, when I had to work with this Sheva who had a habit of going invisible when we were in the thick of a case. I only had to do one overnight at Mass General, but it slowed the mission down.”

Ken knocked his hilt against the metal bars as he zipped along the gate. The rhythm reminded Ben of a drum solo.

“I think I have to go. The knife is acting out.”

“Okay, Benny. Call when you can and give me an update. It’s not like I’m going to sleep tonight anyway. I already told the wife I’ll be here at the office overnight. I’m getting too old for this schedule.”

Ben bid Sam goodbye, then reached for the gate’s handles. “Okay, okay, bud. I get it. You want to go in.”

He pulled the gate open. The iron creaked and groaned. Ken zipped through.

Ben closed the gate behind him, then took off down a path behind Ken. “Wait up,” he whispered. “I can’t fly, so I’m not as fast as you.”

The blade didn’t slow. Instead, it picked up the pace. Ben had to break into a run merely to keep it in sight. He barely saw the sparkle of Ken’s blade ahead and, once in a while, lost sight of it completely.

In the silvery moonlight, he could read the signs he ran past. One announced the way to the Rose Garden plot, and another pointed to a cemetery keeper’s office. He reached a fork in the path. To the right was a historical watchtower, and the left path led to restrooms.

He caught sight of slight movement in the direction of the watchtower. Was it Ken? Ben wasn’t sure, but he ran that way.

The path curved around an old section of the cemetery and wound toward a stand of tall oak trees. In the middle of the trees, a four-story tower loomed. It was narrow, and it looked dark and abandoned. The door on the ground level was closed.

Ken hovered near the door. He pointed his tip toward the handle.

“What? You want me to go in there?” Ben asked.

The knife tipped up and down twice. Ben knew that motion. It was a “yes.”

Am I really going to take orders from a knife? he thought as he went through his routine of patting his weapons to make sure he had them. The feel of his favorite Glock in its holster gave him some reassurance.

It was strange to work with a knife, but Ben reminded himself now that he’d done many strange things since first stepping into Sam’s office on Monday morning. I’m a federal agent, and this is my job, he told himself, squaring his shoulders.

“Okay, Ken,” he whispered. “I’m going in. You’re going to back me up, right?”

Ken’s tip moved up and down again. He wiggled around like an excited dog.

“Don’t get too riled up, buddy,” Ben whispered. “This place looks really dark. She might not even be in here.”

Ben reached for the door handle.

The minute he touched it, an incredible force jolted from the brass handle and hit his body. It was worse than getting tazed. He flew back so fast that his feet left the ground. He landed on his butt six feet from the watchtower door.

His backside ached as he got to his feet. The door handle glowed with a purple light. The light throbbed a few times, then went out, but Ben did not doubt what he’d seen.

The particular shade of purple was familiar. He’s seen it whenever Valerie used a protective spell. This building is protected, he realized as he brushed dirt off his backside.

He stepped backward a few paces and tilted his chin to look at the wooden walls. This side of the tower did not have any windows. He moved off the paved pathway and onto the grass.

The jolt made his nerves jittery. He shook his hands as he walked, trying to get rid of the feeling. When he reached the side of the tower, he looked up again. Still, he saw no windows or signs the tower was occupied. He strained his ears but heard nothing.

He kept walking. In the corner of his eye, he saw Ken hovering. “I’m doing a three-sixty, sizing up the scene,” he whispered. “The building’s protected by magic, so getting in will be a challenge.”

Ken turned in a dramatic arc, then sliced through the air. He stabbed the wooden building. Luminous purple lines covered the building like a web.

Ben stared in wonder. The light pulsed as Ken hacked at the wood. The purple webbing reached the rooftop of the tower.

Ken stopped attacking the wood and returned to Ben’s side.

“Thanks, Ken. That was helpful.” Ben kept walking across the thick green grass. He pushed his way through a scratchy shrub. “Now we know the entire tower is fortified with a protection spell, not only the first few floors.”

He reached the back of the tower, tilted his chin up, and peered into the darkness. This side of the tower had windows. The first, second, and third-story windows all looked dark. Yet at the top of the tower, the fourth-story window flickered with light. It was an odd mix that appeared to be a combination of candles and the blue light of electronic devices.

“There’s some activity here,” Ben whispered. “I don’t know how to get up there, seeing as this whole thing is reinforced with protective magic. Gerard must be there, and maybe the Ascendants, too. They don’t want any visitors.”

Ken charged at Ben. For a split second, Ben thought for sure the knife was going to plunge into his heart. This is what I get for trusting a knife, he thought.

But no. The knife came to an abrupt stop a mere fraction of an inch from Ben’s windbreaker and tickled the pocket. The metal blade made a scratching sound against the waterproof fabric.

Ben furrowed his brow. He patted the windbreaker pocket and felt the chainmail glove inside. “I know what you’re getting at. You want me to use the gauntlet. I thought about that earlier, but I did research and found out these things are potent. The person who puts one on has to be trained and ready. If I tried to wear it and shapeshift, I could die.”

Ken nestled his tip in the pocket zipper. He tugged the zipper forward, then dipped in and came out with the glove dangling from his blade. He flicked it into Ben’s face.

“I can’t,” Ben repeated. “I’m sorry. I want to save Valerie, but this is beyond my pay grade. I don’t know how to use magic, Ken.”

As the words left his lips, a memory hit him. It was of Valerie when she stood in her hotel room, dressed in her leather armor. He could remember the confidence in her tone when she explained how to teleport. He recalled her words, too. Everyone has the capability to harness energy and even to work magic. The average modern person has forgotten how to use those abilities, but trust me. You’ll get it if you try.

He stooped to pick up the gauntlet. Will I be able to work magic if I try? he wondered as he studied it. The scale-like metal loops felt cool in his palm. He turned the glove over and looked at the symbols etched into the knuckles. Thanks to his studies, he knew they were runes.

I’ve always had an open mind about the supernatural, he thought. Sam said I’m good at this liaison job. Maybe I can do this.

When he turned the glove over again to see it from a new angle, a soft, golden glow shimmered across the metal. The fingertips lit up one by one. The golden light rippled down to the wrist cuff.

He’d read all about gauntlets earlier that day while riding public transportation. He knew when he put it on, he would need to use his willpower to shapeshift. When it came to the supernatural, willpower and intention was the all-important bottom line.

Ben drew in a deep breath. “It’s dangerous,” he told Ken. “I have a few favorite supernatural and occult sites online. They’re reliable. I trust the reporting. This one blogger documented over twenty recent deaths resulting from this particular gauntlet. It was getting traded on the black market for a while.”

He stared at the shimmering glove. It wasn’t only a powerful tool, capable of transforming him and giving him incredible powers. It was also potentially a death trap.

“If I put this on and try to use it without the proper strength, I could die, Ken. It feeds off energy. It might zap everything out of me.”

He shuddered at the thought. He remembered standing on the Snell’s lawn, watching Gerard’s skin change into scales, then a steel exoskeleton. His face had morphed, he’d sprouted legs…

Ben tore his eyes from the glowing glove and peered at the top window. The lights flickered, reminding him something was happening in that room.

Ken zipped down and tapped the gauntlet a few times frantically.

“You’re right. This is the only way I can think of to get to her, too. If I shapeshift, I can fly. Plus, with the enhanced abilities from this thing, I’ll have a good shot of getting through the protective barrier.”

He wasn’t certain he would get through the protection spell with the help of the gauntlet, but he realized he had to try. Even if it meant risking his life.

He slipped the cool metal over his fingers, then pulled it carefully over his hand until the cuff reached his wrist. The thin metal loops melted into his skin like paint poured over his flesh and absorbed into his pores. The skin on the back of his hand turned into thick, hard metal scales the same dark, tarnished gray as the gauntlet.

Ben’s hand felt cold as if he’d dunked it in a bucket of ice water. Then his arm turned cold to his shoulder. The ice-cold feeling spread across his chest, then into his head. It washed down through his core all the way to his feet. He shivered involuntarily.

It took all his focus to direct his thoughts. He made himself do the steps he’d read about on his favorite websites. I must choose a shape to turn into. He quickly considered a few options. He felt his body morph, twist, and stretch with each consideration. This isn’t good, he thought. I have to decide.

I have to get up to the fourth story, so I have to fly. The element of surprise would give me a tactical advantage, so I need to fly silently. I need talons and a sharp beak.

He felt his body expand until his chest took up six feet of space. His arms transformed into wings spanning thirty feet. If he let himself really think about the fact that he now had giant white owl feathers instead of fingers, he’d totally freak out. So, instead of thinking, he moved. He flapped the enormous wings and instantly left the ground.

He flapped again and flew higher. He soared farther than he expected and overshot the fourth-story window by quite a way. When he tilted his body, his wings sliced through the cool spring air, and he turned in a graceful arc.

Air coursed over his face and flowed over his body. The stars around him twinkled, the dark leaves rustled, and he caught the glint of Ken’s blade not far away.

He made out the fourth-story window. The protective spell was invisible now that it was not being tested. He knew it would spark to life the minute he attacked.

A sensation of great power stirred inside him. He soared toward the window. I’ll gather intel about the situation inside first, he decided. When I know what I’m dealing with, I’ll work on breaking through the protective barrier.

As he passed the window, he swiveled his head to look inside. The quick glimpse made him glad that he’d risked putting on the gauntlet. Valerie was inside. She sat in a chair, bound with ropes. Behind her was a long, rectangular table with a row of candles on it. Ben only caught a fleeting look at the men in shimmery robes sitting around the table. Their faces, barely visible under the hoods, flickered in the gold and peach light of the candles.

After he was past the window, he turned in another big arc so he could take a second pass. This time, when he looked in, he saw flatscreen computer monitors on the walls. He noted a door behind the table. He also saw a faint glow of light near Valerie’s fingertips.

She’s working magic, he realized.

He flew around the tower for a third pass and let the tip of his wing touch the window pane. He wanted to test the strength of the barrier.

It’s more powerful up here, he realized immediately. The protective barrier sent a jolt through his body. It was as though live wires laced the glass pane. His big owl body twitched, and he suddenly lost control of his wings. He spiraled toward the ground.

As he hurtled down, panic filled him. He tried frantically to move his wings, but they refused to work. Air whistled past. His bird body rotated a full revolution. Finally, he managed to move his wings, but it wasn’t fast enough. He somersaulted onto the grass and rolled head over tail feathers.

He clutched the earth with his talons and managed to right himself. As he shook his head to clear it, he glimpsed Ken.

Ken made his disappointment clear by moving from side to side twice.

Yeah, I know that was a failure. Ben paced across the cool grass. He adjusted his wings to make sure they responded. His mental strength felt weak. It was getting hard to think straight. Being in this form is draining me, he realized. I won’t last much longer. I have to do something to help Valerie, but what?


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


Valerie did not know how much more of Martin’s presentation she could take. At least all of his talking kept the focus on him and his stupid PowerPoint slides, which were on display around the room.

The visuals on the screens distracted the others from the work she was doing with her fingertips. She kept most of the magic inside, and it had built up so much that she had to let it out soon. Very soon.

She really wanted the timing to be right. If she did not plan this well, her attack might fail. They’re going down, she thought.

Martin pulled a silk handkerchief from the folds of his robe. He swiped at his drippy nose and turned to peer at her with his dark, dull eyes. “There it is, Sheva. I’ve put everything on the table. I know our organization has not seen eye-to-eye with your coven for several centuries now. As you can see, we hope an alliance will usher in a bright new future.”

“A bright future for the Ascendants,” she seethed. “And by that, you mean world domination, where you leech life force from everyone around you so you can earn immortality.”

“Yes. Precisely. I’m so glad you found my presentation informative. I was hoping you’d grasp the part about immortality. Witches aren’t known for being the sharpest willow wands in the magic shop, you know. You do serve a purpose, though, so we’ll stoop to working with you.”

That insult was the last straw. She whipped her hands up at the same time. The fire element she’d connected with sparked on her fingertips. At the same time, she transformed into a shadow and easily slipped free from the ropes.

She ignored Martin’s shock. She had to focus.

Her fingertips got hotter. Her hands burned, then her arms. Her limbs swirled with the flames she’d held inside.

It was a great satisfaction to see the men’s eyes widen with fear. Martin sniveled. He used his handkerchief again.

“We’ve heard about your bouts of rage,” he remarked. “No need to fly into a fury.”

“Yes, there is a need to do so,” she spat. “My coven asked me to track you down. We have been trying to find you for years. Now, thanks to Bloodgate, I have.”

“Yes, and we’re happy about that because it gives us the chance for a partnership.” Martin backed up a few steps. He eyed the door and window. “We brought you here for a discussion, Sheva. You’re not a wild beast. You’re civilized like us. Let’s have a civil conversation.”

Her core felt cold from shadowcasting, but her arms burned hotter. When she spoke, her fury came through her vocal cords. “For the last hour, you have talked about how you plan to manipulate and control the entire world.” Her voice boomed through the small room and echoed off the walls. “You talked about murder and sacrifice. Those are not civilized activities, Martin.”

From the corner of her eye, she thought she saw a flash of white outside through the window. When she turned, she saw purple webbing stretched across the glass. They’ve protected the windows against intruders, she realized. That’s okay. No one can get into this tower tonight, and no one can get out, either.

We’re all going down.

She moved her fingertips in a new pattern. “I have been building up some powerful spells.” The sparks of fire extending from her fingertips grew bigger. “A Sheva’s work starts in her heart, her inner world. I have spent the last hour building my magic there. It was easy to do while listening to you drone on about your evil plans. My coven will never, ever let the Ascendants rise to power. This is your last meeting, so let’s make sure it’s an exciting one.”

She moved her hands so the palms faced into the room. Twin streams of fire blasted from the center of her palms. It wasn’t only her power. She felt her ancestors aiding her, contributing their own destructive forces.

The firehose streams of flame shot toward the walls. Fire crawled along the wooden panels. The wood crackled, popped, and hissed as it heated. Dark smoke billowed up and covered the ceiling.

Around the table, the men pushed their chairs back. Some headed for the door leading to the stairwell.

Valerie paused her fire spell. She wiggled a finger at the door, and it slammed shut. With another twitch of her finger, she locked the deadbolt. She used telekinesis to bend the iron bolt so it could not be easily opened.

Near the door, Martin scowled. He raised his pale, knobby hands. Green light flowed from his palms and formed a shield that covered his body, as well as a few men who cowered behind him.

Valerie leaped onto the table. She landed lightly and picked her way through the tapered candles. As she jumped off, she kicked Martin’s magical shield. Blue waves rippled off her shadowy form and blasted against the shield. The green glow glitched a few times, then blinked out.

“You will not escape,” Valerie uttered through clenched teeth. “You never should have threatened to burn me at the stake, Martin. My ancestors were persecuted for their natural abilities, and I have to live with that. But I will not let you get away with disrespecting us.”

She thought of the disgraceful AI images and lashed out with another kick. This one sent Martin onto his butt. He scuttled backward toward the locked door like a crab. Then he scrambled up and rattled the handle. “Unlock this door,” he demanded.

Valerie ignored the request. She glanced around the room and spotted Gerard. He had his gun raised. She barely heard the gunshot ring out above the sound of wooden boards cracking and falling apart. With magical speed, she twisted and leaned to the right. The bullet whizzed past her, so close that it tore her leather jacket.

She glared at Gerard. “You and that gun,” she murmured. “I’m going to make sure you never use it again.”

This time, when she leaped onto the table, it was only for a brief second. Her feet touched down, then she sprang into the air again. A bullet sliced through the air beneath her.

She landed in a cat-like position, one hand on the table. The tall, tapered candles wilted thanks to the heat of the room. Their flames mirrored the fire that consumed the walls.

Near the window, the armchair caught fire and went up in a column of flame. The glass window cracked and shattered. Oxygen flowed into the room, feeding the fire.

The watchtower shuddered as the flames ate away at structural beams.

“You should not have messed with me or my kind,” she told Gerard. “Now you will die like the rest of them.” With practiced expertise, she conjured the air element with her fingertips. When she shot the hurricane-force gust at Gerard, it blasted him out of his dress shoes. He careened through the air, dropped his gun, and landed in a heap.

Valerie jumped off the table. The floor under her felt hot. The smoke was so thick, it was getting difficult to see. She walked toward Gerard’s gun. She wanted to kick it out of his reach. However, before she got close enough, a sharp pain stabbed into her back.

She turned and caught sight of Martin. His golden robe shimmered in the firelight. The embroidered symbols on his robe had lit up like jewels. Fuchsia, orange, purple, and green. He had ancient crystals and jewels embedded in the embroidery. His face was shrouded in the shadows of his hood.

He held a doll in one hand and a needle in the other. When he stabbed the needle into the doll, she felt another searing pain, this time in her right shoulder. Her shadowcasting weakened. She could not keep her shadowy form while feeling this much pain. Clearly, Martin was working a dark magic curse, and she did not know how to counter it.

The pain tore into her shoulder blade, hotter than the room, which felt like the inside of a pizza oven. The excruciating sensation made her cry out. Her face contorted as she dropped to her knees.

The floor beneath her groaned. Martin raised the needle again. This time, he positioned it over the doll’s heart.

Before he could plunge it in, the floorboard he was standing on gave way. He screamed as he fell.

Valerie looked down. The plank she was standing on had split down the middle. The flames were eating into the floor. Beside her, the table had gone up in flames, too.

Her skin prickled and turned damp with sweat. The floor is about to cave in, she realized. Intense heat pressed in on her as the floorboards quaked.

Her shoulder blade hurt badly. It felt like a sword had plunged into her body and was still stuck there. Near the window, she saw the flash of white again. She didn’t have the strength to wonder what it was.

This is it, she thought, as she struggled to draw in a few last breaths of smoky air. I am going to die. She coughed, closed her eyes, and waited for the floorboard to break.

The wood groaned. The fire crackled. The tower creaked. She heard smashing sounds as wooden boards and beams crumbled and fell around her. Then, suddenly, she felt pressure around her arms as if someone, or something, was gripping her tightly.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


Is this how it feels to die? Valerie wondered, as the force that gripped her swept her up, up, up.

She didn’t even have the strength to open her eyes. Cold air kissed her cheeks and cooled her body. The force that carried her was silent. She surrendered to it. Maybe I am going to the Beyond to see my ancestors. Maybe this is the angel of death.

Then, she heard Ken’s voice. Don’t you know the grunge look is out of vogue? he teased.

She forced her eyes open. When she looked down, she saw treetops and a few wispy clouds. Then she looked to her right. Ken zipped along at her side.

You need to shower and wash your face, honey, he transmitted. You’ve got soot all over your cheeks, like you crawled down a chimney. That look won’t do for a witch who majorly kicked ass. By the way, Ben’s not bad. He rocked the one-glove look. Could’ve owned a runway in Paris, he looked so stylish.

A laugh escaped her. Ken! Oh, my goddess, I missed you like crazy.

I missed you a tiny bit, too. Hang tight, sister. Looks like our gauntlet-using bud is going to try his first landing as a shapeshifter. Believe me, he’s had some rough landings tonight, so if I were you, I’d get ready to tumble and roll.

The ground loomed closer. Valerie wasn’t worried about a rough landing, though. She’d had plenty of those when she was learning to ride a broomstick, and she knew how to survive the worst of them.

She smiled as the cool wind tugged at her hair. I’m alive.

When her feet hit the ground, she started running. Above her, the giant owl flapped his wings awkwardly. Valerie felt so good, so relieved, that she actually laughed.

“Ben, let go of me!” she squealed as her feet pounded the grass. Trees passed in a blur. “You’re a horrible flier, by the way.”

His talons released her shoulders. That allowed her to tumble forward with control. She somersaulted a few times, like she’d always done when mitigating a fall from her broom as a kid.

When she stopped on her back, she looked at the stars in a daze. It’s good to be alive. She felt Ken lie on her chest, over her heart. It was so comforting to place her hand on his hilt and feel the carvings she knew so well. Thank you for finding me, she told him silently. I was ready to go down in flames.

Well, I’m not ready to find another witch. We have many adventures ahead, child.

I guess we do. She smiled dreamily at the stars, amazed at the feeling of her own heart beating and the cool, soft blades of grass beneath her. When she heard a groan, she looked to her right.

Ben lay on the grass, sprawled on his back. His black ball cap was crooked, and his windbreaker had rips down the front. Even in the dim lighting, she noticed the soot covering his face.

He groaned again.

“You doing okay over there?” she asked as she struggled to sit up. Her shoulder still hurt, but it was nothing compared to her relief about being alive.

“I, um…” He rolled and tried to sit, then flopped back onto the grass with a soft moan. “If someone could tell the ground to stop spinning, that’d be nice.”

She chuckled and forced herself to her feet. Her body was so weak that after a few steps, she stumbled. When she reached out to steady herself, her hand landed on a bench. She looked down and saw she’d walked onto a familiar path. I’m in Norma Walsh Park, she realized.

“Hang on, Ben,” she murmured. She patted her utility belt and found her titanium flask. She crouched at his side, supported his head, and brought the flask to his lips. “Have a sip of this. It’ll help.”

He nodded slightly. “Okay, if you say so.” His face looked very pale.

She tipped some of the dark liquid into his mouth. His throat bobbed as he sipped. She was glad at least a few drops went down. He coughed, sputtered, and made a face as if she’d fed him lemon juice.

“What the hell is that?” he grumbled goodheartedly. He grinned, and some of the color came back to his cheeks. “That was disgusting.”

“Remember we talked about dried bat flakes? They don’t have the best flavor when mixed with vinegar. But they have powerful restorative qualities.”

“Same goes for a nice, cold soda.”

“Have another sip.”

“Do I have to?”

“Listen to me, Benjamin Carter. You were pretty much a kindergartener with all this supernatural stuff mere days ago. What you just did was doctorate-level shit. You put on the gauntlet! Are you a glutton for punishment or something?”

He reached for the flask. “I must be if I’m willing to drink this stuff. Is it a potion? Am I drinking a potion?”

“Please don’t go all fanboy on me now.” She rolled her eyes. Really, she wanted to hug him. It was so good to see him that she didn’t care if he wanted to ask a thousand questions. She swatted his arm lightly. “And yes, if you must know, it’s a potion.”

“I’m drinking a potion. Cool.” He slugged a big swig, then sputtered as he tried to swallow it. “Too much. That was too much.” He pounded his chest and cleared his throat. “This stuff burns more than whiskey.”

“But you feel better, right?”

He nodded, and his grin broadened. His dimples popped out. “A hell of a lot better. That has more to do with the fact that I caught up with a certain witch than anything else.”

“Is that certain witch me?”

He laughed, then wrapped his arms around her and hugged her. “I’m really glad you’re okay.”

Valerie’s muscles tensed. She was barely getting used to having a few human friends, and she definitely wasn’t accustomed to this. When she relaxed into his hug, it was a wonderful feeling. She felt safe and happy.

“Thanks, Ben. You really risked a lot tonight. I’m…” Warm, wet tears gathered in her eyes and overflowed onto her cheeks. Oh, my goddess, I’m crying. She quickly sniffed and tried to steady her quaking voice. “I’m really grateful you did that. You didn’t have to.”

“We’re a team,” Ben insisted. “We came here to Boston together, and we’re going back to Salem together.”

She pulled back, wiped her eyes, and settled at his side. He wrapped his arm around her shoulder.

“I don’t know how to thank you,” she murmured as she leaned against him.

“You don’t have to, Valerie. Honestly. This is our work. We’re doing our jobs.”

“You went above and beyond professional duty tonight.”

He chuckled. “I mean, I kinda did. I went above, at least. Above the treetops for a while. Where are we, anyway? All I know is I was so tired when we left that burning tower, I could barely think straight. Things started to get blurry. I saw a bit of grass and thought it might work for a landing.”

“It’s Norma Walsh Park.” Valerie looked around at the moonlit foliage and winding pathways. “There’s a nice pond a little way down that path. Back toward the entrance, they’re doing a bunch of construction.”

“Look at this. You’re like a local. Now that we’ve been in the city for a few days, you have your finger on the pulse of the parks.”

“Hell, yeah. Oh, and also, not sure that qualified as a ‘landing.’”

“Uh-huh. The flying expert weighs in,” Ben teased.

“I mean, ‘landing’ implies some control. You were going way too fast.”

“Hey, I’ve never been an owl before.”

“Okay, good point. Maybe next time you shapeshift into bird form, you could practice some speed control.”

“Oh, I don’t want to shapeshift again, ever.” He shook his head and chuckled. “It’s awful. I haven’t felt that sick since I was a kid. I went to this birthday party once at a roller-skating rink. There were flashing lights and music. I ate a bunch of cake and skated in circles. I thought I was going to die, my stomach hurt so bad.”

“Death by cake at the roller-skating rink.” She laughed.

He handed the flask back to her. She shook it and noted it was empty. “Nice work.”

“I need to feel my best to handle the pile of paperwork heading down the chute at me,” he replied.

Valerie nodded. She would have a lot of explaining to do at the next coven meeting. She slipped into silence and let herself savor the feeling of sitting in the quiet park with Ben under the moonlight.

Her job was hard, but it came with perks. She got to do honorable work with good people. Moments like this, when she’d survived a tough battle, felt so satisfying.

“Ben?” she whispered.

“Yeah?”

“Even if you don’t ever shapeshift again, you should know that was an incredibly impressive feat. The average person wouldn’t have survived. You were courageous to even try. I think the FBI knew what they were doing when they recruited you. Your agency’s lucky to have you.”

“I think the same holds for your coven.” He sighed, then turned to her. “Speaking of our agencies, we’re not done with work for the night, are we? I bet that map of yours will show us the best route back to Mount Hope Cemetery. I’d also put money on the fact that about a dozen fire engines are near the gates, and even more ambulances, police cruisers, and news vans.” He got to his feet and offered his hand. “What do you say, want to head back that way?”

“I guess we better.” She placed her hand in his. “You’re too responsible and hardworking for your own good. You know that, right?”

“I’d love for you to tell Sam about my work ethic when we see him again.” He helped her up to her feet. “Maybe he’ll give me good scores on my annual review.”

They walked down the path side by side. Valerie felt Ken wriggle happily in his sheath. She glanced at Ben. “You have a new best friend, by the way.”

“Is that right?”

“Ken thinks you’re cool. He has qualms about that torn windbreaker, I’m sure, but he’s graciously keeping them to himself.”

“How kind of him,” Ben teased. “Actually, I’m not too happy with the state of this jacket either. It must have gotten torn up somewhere between getting repulsed by magical barriers, flying into a burning tower, and one of my expert landings. I’d ask you for an explanation of how shapeshifting works with regard to clothing, but I know you’ll put it off for another time.”

“Oh, my goodness, that would be, like, a four-part lecture series. You are lucky you didn’t shift back into human form naked. That happens sometimes, you know. Especially if you’re coming from an instinctive animal form, like a wolf or bear.”

Ben laughed. “Man, your world is fascinating. Are you serious?”

“Oh, yeah. It’s a big problem for the werewolf community. You can’t imagine how many awkward situations come about because of the clothing conundrum.”

“I guess I should be glad I’m in my clothes at all, then.”

“Exactly. A torn jacket is better than no jacket. I should know.” She touched her fingertips to her sleeve, where the bullet had ripped a hole. “I’m going to have to patch this up. Maybe I’ll do something fun, like a cute flower patch or a heart.”

Ben shook his head. “Somehow, that doesn’t quite suit you. How about a knife, or a lightning bolt? A knife would match the tattoo on your temple.”

She laughed and nodded. “You did want to nickname me Blade when we first met. Okay, knife patch it is.”

They reached the park’s front gate. Valerie used telekinesis to maneuver the lock open, and she and Ben walked out.

“What am I going to do when I have to work a case without you?” Ben asked when she wiggled her finger to shut the gate again.

“Let’s not worry about that yet.” A pit formed in Valerie’s stomach at the thought of separating from her FBI friends. “We’re still wrapping up this one, right?”

“Yeah. Speaking of, do you know how to get to Mount Hope Cemetery from here? I could use Google Maps, but I’m starting to think your tech is better than mine.”

“Wow, so humble. All it took was a few teleportation leaps and a shapeshifting experiment, and you’re seeing the practical value of magic. There’s more to the supernatural than spooky ghost stories.”

Valerie pulled her map from one of the pockets on her belt. While she looked at the yellowed parchment, inked arrows magically appeared. She started walking again. “We’ll take a right up here.”

Ben glanced at the map. “I’d love to know how the ink on your map shows up like that.”

“Your GPS systems will get this good eventually,” she told him. “This is like AI, only faster and with more heart.”

“Can I get, like, a more scientific explanation?”

They turned a corner. Ahead were the flashing lights of emergency vehicles. The red, white, and blue lights reflected off the border wall. A column of smoke rose from within the cemetery and formed a hazy layer in the sky.

The crowd of people gathered near the gates created a murmur Valerie could already hear. They all seemed to be holding cell phones so they could take videos.

“Science isn’t the be-all and end-all, Ben. You humans will realize that one of these days. You cut yourself off from everything around you, and the connection is where all the magic is.”

“I’m guessing that map uses quantum computing and second-generation CANVAS display technology. It looks way thinner than the paper-like tablets us humans can buy on the market.”

She scoffed and knocked her shoulder gently into his. “Oh, my goddess. You just don’t stop.”

Ahead, a knot of police officers clustered near their cruiser. A group of four paramedics rolled a stretcher toward a line of ambulances. A news reporter spoke into a microphone in front of a man holding a large camera on his shoulder.

They walked under a street lamp. Valerie glanced at Ben and was surprised at how dirty he was. She stopped walking and tugged his sleeve. “Wait. We need to clean up before we go talk to people. Your face has black smudges all over it.”

He used his cuff to wipe her cheeks. “Yours too. Good call. We should decide on a cover story. Got any ideas?” He swiped his cuff across his own cheek.

She raked her fingers through her hair in an attempt to straighten it. Tugging through tangles made her grimace, but it had to be done. “No one knows we were here. I say we play dumb.”

“That’s simple enough.” Ben adjusted his ball cap. “We’ll ask a few questions, figure out the status of things.”

Valerie eyed the chaotic scene. Two police officers ushered the crowd away from the cemetery. A third officer hung crime scene tape across the gated entrance.

“It looks like they’re getting everyone out of the cemetery,” she mentioned to Ben. “I wonder why?”

“Let’s go find out.” Ben brushed his hands down his torn windbreaker, fixed his ball cap again, and started toward the gates at a brisk pace.

Valerie followed him. In the distance, smoke billowed like a dark cloud. She wrinkled her nose, repelled by the scent of burning wood. The smell brought back memories of what it felt like to be trapped in that upper room. What a nightmare, she thought. And it isn’t over yet.

It was time to find out what, exactly, had become of the Ascendants.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


Ben longed to wrap up the night’s activities and make it to his hotel room. He was hungry, thirsty, and tired. Worst of all, he could still taste the bitter, sour flavors of the potion Valerie had given him at the park.

He eyed the crowd gathered around the cemetery gates. A couple of officers worked together to back them onto the sidewalk. Other local police officers stretched crime scene tape across the closed gates. Ben could tell all the first responders on the scene were nervous by the way they kept looking up at the smoke.

A paramedic rushed past.

“Excuse me,” Ben called. He wanted to ask what was going on and why everyone seemed so agitated, but the paramedic ignored him.

A police officer lingered by her cruiser. She had the lights on, but not the sirens. She spoke into her radio. When she lowered it, he approached.

“Good evening. I’m Ben Carter, FBI.” He flashed his badge.

The officer was young, only in her mid-twenties. “I’m Officer Clare Mitchell, Boston PD,” she told him after peering at his badge. “I didn’t know Cap called in the feds.” She dropped her gaze to his tattered windbreaker, then scrutinized Valerie beside him.

Ben had no doubt he and Valerie made an odd impression. They both looked beat up. This Officer Mitchell is probably wondering if she should arrest us here and now, he realized as skepticism crossed her features.

He glanced at Valerie and was shocked at how rough and unconventional she appeared compared to all the neat, tidy, buttoned-up first responders on the scene.

Valerie’s leather clothing gave the impression of a Harley Davidson rider, and to make things worse, the jacket had a jagged tear on one sleeve. Her face was still smudged with soot despite his effort to wipe it away, and her hair was a wild mess even though he knew she’d tried to comb her fingers through it. I guess getting carted around by a giant owl does that, he thought, eying the snarls.

Then there was her utility belt of weapons and tools and the long, sheathed knife at her side. Those aspects of her appearance probably made the officer yearn to arrest her on the spot.

Thankfully, the officer kept her handcuffs tucked away. She swiveled back to face Ben. “Yes, Agent Carter?”

“I’d like to know what happened here tonight.”

“So would we,” Officer Mitchell answered. “When we arrived on scene, a historical watchtower on the premises was engulfed in flames. A witness called it in, but it was too late to put it out. Fire crews didn’t even flow water on it. No use.”

“Any bodies?” Ben asked.

Clare narrowed her eyes. “There have been three confirmed fatalities. Why do you ask? Do you know something about what went on here tonight?”

She hitched her belt up and pinched her brows together. “You sure do look rough,” she noted. Her gaze slid to Valerie again, and her hand drifted to her gun. “You both look rough. Want to tell me why?” She gestured at Valerie. “I didn’t catch your name, ma’am.”

Valerie crossed her arms. “That’s because I didn’t give it.”

Ben cleared his throat. “She works with my agency,” he explained, hoping it would be enough. “Can you tell us about the confirmed deaths?”

Clare sighed. “I take it you want to be the one asking questions, Agent Carter. I will remind you that our agencies both have authority here. Just because you’re with the federal government doesn’t mean you can steamroll us local cops⁠—”

Ben held up both hands. He was used to this pushback. “I know, I know. Believe me, I’m not trying to show up and throw my weight around. I’m only hoping for some information. It would be a help.”

“As long as it’s a two-way street,” she replied.

He nodded. “I’ll do what I can.” He was careful not to over-promise. I can’t tell you anything because there is no way you’d believe me, he thought.

When he closed his eyes, he could still feel it. The weightless sensation of flight. He could recall how his wings sliced through the air without a sound. He could remember vividly the feel of his talons when he swooped down to grab Valerie.

Now, on the sidewalk in front of the cemetery, he stuffed his hands into the pockets of his windbreaker to ward off a chill. Talons are so much better than fingers, he thought. My talons didn’t feel cold at all, even when I was flying fast through the dark sky.

It was difficult to believe what happened earlier. As time passed, the whole event started to feel more dream-like. It felt especially surreal to stand near the entrance to Mount Hope Cemetery, so close to where he’d put the gauntlet on.

He felt a stab of guilt about the fact that he would be able to tell the young officer so little, but it was necessary to stay secretive.

This is how my life will be from now on, he thought. It’s like Sam said. I’m walking a tightrope between two worlds. The supernatural and the human.

I better get used to this feeling. From now on, there will be many things I have to stay quiet about.

Officer Mitchell pulled a notepad from her pocket. “Okay, here’s the lowdown. I only want to run through this once because, believe me, we have shit to do around here, and we’re short-staffed tonight thanks to a shootout in Mission Hill.”

She frowned at her notepad. “Okay, so, like I said, we have three fatalities so far. The bodies were found not far from the wreckage, all by firefighters. They had ID on them, but we’re still working on contacting family members, so I need you to keep a lid on this for now. You got that?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Ben replied. It never hurt to throw out a respectful title now and then.

The officer eyed Valerie. “And you? I’m serious. I don’t want these names to get out. I don’t want this blabbed all over the internet or some shit like that. Stay off Facebook and the gossip blogs, okay?”

Valerie tucked her hair behind her ear. “Believe me, I’m not going to run off and make a social media post. I’d rather sit in a hot cauldron of slime than waste my time with that nonsense.”

“Nice. So, you’re into the spooky stuff.” Officer Mitchell eyed Valerie’s outfit. “You’re a little ahead of the game, though, if you’re playing dress-up. Halloween’s not for another five months.”

“I like to break my costumes in, so they’re comfy,” Valerie shot back.

“Ha, you and my four-year-old both,” Officer Mitchell scoffed. “She wishes she could go to preschool every day dressed up like the Little Mermaid.” She consulted her notebook. “Okay, between us, we’ve got three males. Not sure how they’re connected or what they were doing in the tower. Gerard Bloodgate. Nevil Sorren. Roger Monroe. Any of those names mean anything to you?”

Ben carefully kept his expression neutral. “Bloodgate is a businessman in the area. We had some dealings with him at the Port of Boston a few nights back. There was an accident in front of a warehouse he used.”

The officer furrowed her brow. “What kind of accident?”

“A propane tank caught fire.”

“Another fire? Hm. Interesting…okay. How about the others?”

Ben shook his head. “Sorry. Never heard of them.” Inwardly, he committed the names to memory. He’d have to include them in the report he wrote for Sam.

“Now it’s your turn,” the officer stated. “You gonna tell me why you’re showing up here, looking like you do? That’s one sliced-up jacket you have there, Agent Carter, and you look like you crawled out of an oven.”

Ben rubbed his chin. “Um. Right…yeah. My friend here had car trouble. I was crawling around under the engine.”

“Is that right?” Her tone made her skepticism clear. “What kind of car you got, Miss Halloween?”

Valerie didn’t hesitate. “I drive an adorable VW bug when I have to travel any distance. For short jaunts, I just take my broomstick.”

“Yeah, right.” The officer snorted and shook her head. “Wouldn’t that be efficient. No worries about spending on gas or finding electric hookups.”

“The only thing I have to consider is storage,” Valerie replied. “But it’s all good. I keep my broom in the kitchen closet with my mop.”

“Sounds about right. Kidding aside, though, why did you abandon your car and make your way here? I saw you approaching on foot.”

Valerie piped up again. “We decided since the car was broken, we’d stroll around and look at the stars. Then we saw the column of smoke and decided to check it out.”

“Okay.” Officer Mitchell didn’t sound impressed. Ben couldn’t blame her. She eyed her notes again. “Either of you know anything about a small, unidentified flying object in these parts? Maybe you saw it while you were out strolling around and stargazing. About a thirty-foot wingspan, white. Carrying cargo. Ring any bells?”

“Nope.” Valerie shrugged. “There’s lots of remote-controlled hobby planes around. Maybe try talking to the locals. Especially retired ones. They’ve got too much spare time on their hands.”

Officer Mitchell frowned. “Yeah, we’ll do that.”

Ben empathized with her. He knew how frustrating it was to hear about a UFO and not have any good, solid leads. This officer will probably puzzle over tonight’s events for the rest of her life, he thought as he watched her jot down notes.

“Can you tell us why they’re clearing people out of there?” he asked.

“Sorry, I have strict orders not to discuss that.” Her voice took on a firm edge. “That comes straight from my captain, and if you have a problem with it, you can take it up with him.”

Ben saw Valerie wiggle her finger slightly. A warm, pink light emanated from her fingertip and formed a wreath around the officer’s head.

As the diffuse pink fog strengthened, the officer’s eyelids sank down, so her eyes were half-closed. Her voice sounded sleepy when she spoke. “The fire chief cleared everyone out of there because of the toxic substances in the ashes. If you ask me, no one will get close for at least a few days. They’ll fly drones over it before they let any of us get near…” She yawned sleepily.

The pink fog dissipated, and the officer’s eyes widened until the whites showed. “Did I just say that?” She covered her mouth with her hand.

“We’ll keep it confidential,” Ben promised.

“You should learn some self-defense,” Valerie murmured. “You know, so you’re not vulnerable to simple hexes and stuff.”

“Sure, I’ll do that.” Officer Mitchell’s tone dripped with sarcasm. She rolled her eyes. “I’m sure I’m only tired.”

Ben thought over what the police officer had said, thanks to Valerie’s spell work. “What kind of toxic substances are we talking about?” he asked.

“Hell if I know.” Officer Mitchell shrugged. She glanced around to ensure no one was close, then lowered her voice to a whisper. “Something majorly toxic, I’d guess. I saw it with my own eyes. There were all these glowing things in the burned wreckage. Purple, green, pink. Maybe uranium or something, I don’t know. Something cancerous, no doubt. I wouldn’t go near that pile of ash, even for overtime pay. You should steer clear, too.”

“So no one can go near the place where the tower was?” Valerie asked. Ben could tell by her tone that she wasn’t happy about this news. “That means we don’t really know what’s going on back there.”

“And we won’t, at least for a few hours,” Officer Mitchell confirmed. “The fire warden’s on the way with drones. They’ll set up staging, get some footage, and make a plan for cleaning up this mess.”

“Shit,” Valerie muttered.

Ben pulled out his wallet and extracted a business card. He handed it to Officer Mitchell. “This is my contact information. I’d appreciate a call when you find out what’s on that drone footage. If you can send me images, that’d be even better. I’ll owe you one, and I never forget to pay back a favor.”

Officer Mitchell tucked the card away as her radio emitted a stream of chatter. She paced away while answering it.

Valerie turned to Ben, her brows raised. “Gerard’s dead, but who knows how many of the others survived? I’m sure the glowing objects that have everyone so spooked are actually artifacts. My guess is the Ascendants are back there as we speak, working some of their magic to get control of the wreckage.”

Ben’s shoulders slumped. He was not entirely sure he had it in him to rally for another round of battle. “Should we try to get past the crime scene tape and take a look?”

Valerie bit her lip. She looked at the tape waving in the light breeze. Beyond the flapping yellow, the cemetery looked dark and dreary.

She hugged herself. “I honestly don’t think that would be a good idea. I could barely conjure that truth-teller spell on the officer, and she was totally defenseless. I’d be useless against a seasoned practitioner. The Ascendants knew more than I thought they would.”

Ben’s inquisitive mind stirred. He wanted to know exactly what had happened to Valerie from the minute Gerard had taken her hostage until the moment he plucked her up with his talons. “We have a lot to debrief about,” he told her. “Gerard is dead. We won the battle against him. Well, you did.”

“No, we did. That was truly a team effort, Ben. We have to thank Thomas, too.” She tucked her hair behind her ears and peered at the column of smoke. “We won the battle, but the war rages on. They’ll rise from the ashes of that fire like freaking phoenixes. I can picture them now, gathering the artifacts that survived the heat. Probably sacrificing toads and snakes to gain their strength back.”

Ben wrinkled his nose. “No way. That’s nasty.”

“That is only the tip of the iceberg when it comes to dark magic.” She bit her lip, and her eyes glistened with sadness.

Ben looped his arm around her shoulder. “Hey, come on. Let’s not get overwhelmed. We will end them, Valerie. You have my support, and Tom’s and Sam’s. But right now, we’re both exhausted. Hell, I bet you could use a good meal. When’s the last time you ate?”

“It’s probably not a good sign that I can’t remember.”

“That means it’s been way too long. We both need a good, hot meal. I know a place that serves a mean plate of meat and potatoes, and the kitchen stays open really late.”

Her eyes twinkled. “Murphy’s?”

Ben nodded and pulled out his cell. “I’ll even place the order for us. We could get takeout and eat it at the Boston headquarters while we go over what happened.”

She cringed. “Yikes. Not another one of your marathon debriefing sessions.”

“Gotta strike while the iron’s hot,” he insisted while dialing.

Valerie smiled. “Get three meals. We won’t eat at the Boston offices. We’ll go see Thomas. I bet he wants to hear everything, too. We can tell him you used the gauntlet.”

“I hope he’s doing better.” Ben was happy at the prospect of seeing Thomas and telling him about their night. Most of all, he was incredibly happy to be with Valerie.

What Valerie said at the park was right, he thought, after placing an order for three meals. This is about more than professional duty. Valerie and Thomas are my friends.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


Ben held his phone to his ear and listened to it ring. It was now three o’clock in the morning, yet he felt more awake than he had at the cemetery. The two cups of coffee he’d sucked down with dinner had worked their particular brand of magic.

A nurse stood near her computer station. Past her were a few laundry bins and an abandoned wheelchair. A few feet beyond the wheelchair and to the right was the entrance to the linen closet he and Valerie had hidden in before teleporting.

When Sam picked up, he sounded groggy. “Benny?” he grumbled.

“Sorry to bug you again, boss,” Ben stated. “I just heard from the Boston PD, an Officer Mitchell. She sent me a file of images the fire warden captured via drone. I think you’re going to want to take a look at them.”

“What, you’re talking photos?” There was the sound of shuffling papers. Ben pictured the mess on Sam’s desk.

“Can you fax them?” Sam asked. “Damn, never mind. Almost forgot the fax machine’s buried in storage. It’s an understatement to say I miss that thing. Just don’t say you’re going to make an album in some zippity-do-dah drive in the cloud or whatnot. I never understand that mumbo-jumbo.”

“I’ll email them.” Ben suppressed a smile. He couldn’t wait to get back to Salem.

“Meanwhile, tell me what they show,” Sam insisted. “Are there artifacts in the burned tower remains like you thought?”

“Correct. A lot of them, Sam. Glowing like they’re lit from the inside. They must be magical. The first few drone passes caught pretty good pictures. Then, around the fourth pass of the drone, nothing. All of them, gone. I’m about to take another look with Thomas and Valerie, but I wanted to let you know ASAP. Obviously, this means the Ascendants are still active. Some of them survived the fire and got away with their magical items.”

“Damn it. Still, they must be hurting. I can’t imagine surviving a fire like that.”

“They did lose three members. I heard from the morgue, and they’ve confirmed one of the bodies is Gerard Bloodgate.”

“Well, that means Kellan, Katie, and their mother can go home. As far as I can tell, Bloodgate was the one threatening their safety. Is that right?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ll arrange it in the morning,” Sam promised. “I try not to get too personally involved in these matters, but I have to admit I won’t shed any tears over Bloodgate’s passing. He hurt one of our own. How is Thomas doing, by the way?”

“Better. I think having company helps.”

Ben turned to look into Thomas’ hospital room. Valerie was perched in her recliner chair. She’d removed her black leather jacket. Her blue T-shirt looked bright under the fluorescent lights. She wore her short, dark hair pinned back from her face. Her smile lit up her eyes as she laughed at something Thomas said.

Thomas, propped up in bed, lifted a forkful of food. He finished whatever he was saying and popped the bite into his mouth.

“He’s got a good appetite,” Ben remarked. “The nurses love to joke around with him. They say it’s a good sign he’s eating like a kid at a hotdog contest. Mostly, I think he’s relieved Katie and Kellan are okay.”

“Good, good. I’ll pass that along to Phil when morning hits. I suppose I might as well brew a pot of coffee. The sun will be up before we know it.”

“Or you could go home and get some sleep,” Ben suggested.

“I knew I liked you,” Sam replied warmly. “That is the best idea I’ve heard in ages. You should take your own advice, Benny. You’re young and spry, but even spring chickens need recovery time after a mission wraps up. Take the next few days off and keep the hotel in Boston for the weekend, if you want, on the agency. You earned it.”

At first, Ben wanted to protest. He was looking forward to returning to Salem and settling into his routines. He wanted to watch a few documentaries on Netflix, maybe even unpack some moving boxes. Then, as he watched Valerie and Thomas laughing together, he remembered something.

“Hey, maybe I will stay in the city for a few days,” he told Sam. “Thomas has been going on about this birthday party in Roxbury. That little girl, Katie, is turning six. Her mother invited all of us, and Tom wants Valerie to perform some magic tricks.”

Sam chuckled. “A Sheva pulling rabbits out of hats?”

Ben laughed at the image. “Who knows? Maybe she’ll conjure up some balloon animals.”

“I think that’s a clown specialty, not a magician trick. What she really needs is a deck of cards. Magic tricks with cards always go over well. People love ‘em. Well then, you’ve got a good weekend planned. I’ll look forward to hearing all about it on Monday, here at the office. For now, I’ll have a look at those photos you send along. We’ll be in touch soon.”

“Thanks, boss.”

After bidding Sam goodbye, Ben tucked his cell phone into his pocket. He’d learned so many things about technology and magic. He used to think of his phone as an impressive, high-speed computer that fit into his pocket. He used to marvel at what the internet could tell him and the information in the cloud.

Now, he saw things differently. His phone seemed heavy and clunky. The computer stations scattered down the hallway struck him as outdated.

Teleporting, shapeshifting, and working with Valerie’s knife had changed his perception of the objects around him and his own place in the world.

It was too much to think about at the moment, though. So, instead of trying to wrap his mind around it all, he stepped into Thomas’ hospital room.

Thomas looked up from his food and smiled. “Hey, man, quit working and have some more food.”

Ben flopped down into a recliner. “I am still hungry. I guess wearing that gauntlet burned some calories.”

Valerie held out the bag of takeout from Murphy’s. “There’s still a bunch left.”

He reached inside and pulled out his foam container of grub. “I am going to miss this food when we get back to Salem,” he remarked.

“Then don’t be a stranger,” Thomas replied. “My apartment has a guest bedroom I’ve never had a chance to use. Plus, a pull-out sofa. I’m a little short in the relatives department. My folks live in Dorchester, so they never stay over. I have a few cousins, but they’re freaked out that I work for the feds.” He laughed, then sipped his drink through a straw. “Eh. Their loss. Anyway, the guest room is sorta rough. I haven’t decorated or anything.”

“That’s how it goes.” Ben savored a bite of potato and gravy. “I still have moving boxes lining my halls back in Salem. Come to think of it, my place has a second bedroom. You two are welcome anytime. Oh, and by the way, boss gave me the green light to stay in the city for the weekend. So I can go to Katie’s party.”

“Sweet!” Thomas reached out for a high-five. “I’m glad you’ll be around. I’m going to need some major healing spell work so I can get discharged by then.” He raised his eyebrows at Valerie. “What do you say, can you fix me up?”

She waved a hand dismissively. “No problem. That’s day one magic. Healing wounds after the fact is easy. It’s destruction that takes practice. When I was a kid in school, we practiced by blowing up Lego houses.”

Thomas laughed. “Man, your school sounds better than mine. We had to learn math.” He poked his fork at her. “What about you? You hangin’ in the city this weekend, too? That birthday party’s gonna be a blast. Pin the tail on the donkey, cupcakes… Later, we could all go see a baseball game or something.”

Ben picked up his phone. “Good thinking. I’ll check the schedules.” He glanced at Valerie. “You ever been to a ball game? They’re fun. And if we all hang out this weekend, we won’t have to part ways.”

“You guys are so cheesy,” she teased. “As bad as kids leaving summer camp.” She patted her lips with a napkin and set her empty to-go box aside. She rested back against the blue recliner. “Are we going to be pen pals, too?”

Thomas chucked. “I bet that means she’s never been to a baseball game.”

“Okay, fine.” Her lips twitched into a smile, and her eyes sparkled. “I’ve never been to a baseball game. I’ll keep my hotel for the weekend, too, and do all this weird human stuff. Like a ritualized birthday celebration, then sit around and watch people hit a ball with a metal stick.”

“They’re wooden sticks, actually.” Ben clicked a button on his phone to pull up ticket options for an upcoming Red Sox game. “Guess what baseballs are made out of? Rubber, yarn, and cowhide.”

She scrunched her nose and grinned. “For real? That is seriously weird.” Then she got a thoughtful look in her eye, stood, and wandered toward the window. The first faint hints of silvery dawn shimmered in the night sky.

Sadness settled over Ben. He knew she’d only been joking about how they were acting like kids about to leave camp, but she was right. I’ve gotten to know these people so well this week, he thought. Soon, I’ll be back to working cases in Salem. Thomas will be back to his routines here in the city. Who knows where Valerie will be?

He’d never seen her around Salem before Monday, and he doubted he’d bump into her at the grocery store or the library. She had her own routines, her own circles of acquaintances.

Maybe she wasn’t entirely joking about being pen pals, he worried. Maybe I’ll only hear from her when Sam and I get messages from the Sacred Coven about work.

He didn’t want that to happen, but he didn’t know how to stop it. If she chose to disappear from his life, she would. He’d seen her melt into the shadows before and had no doubt she’d do it again if it suited her.

He was about to ask her what was next for her, but she spoke up before he had the chance.

“I’ve been thinking,” she admitted softly. “I might actually rent a little apartment in downtown Salem. I think it’d be good for me to be around humans more since so much of my work revolves around them.”

“Really?” Hope sparked in Ben’s chest. “There’s a condo complex not far from mine with some vacancies. I could get you in touch with the building manager and vouch for you.”

“Just don’t say I’m a Sheva. Landlords don’t like renting to beings who can create actual hurricanes.”

Ben smiled. “You got it. I won’t say a word about that. I’ll say you’re career-minded and you don’t own any pets. Technically. Ken doesn’t shed fur, so that’s a plus.”

“What about the Ascendants?” Thomas plucked his laptop off the nightstand and struck a few keys. “I had another few looks at these drone photos. At least some of them must be alive because all those magical objects got carted off.”

Ben scrolled through his phone and scanned the images again. “Agreed. I’ve counted over forty glowing items in the debris in the early images.”

Valerie perched on the edge of Thomas’ bed. “They’re alive. I can feel it in my bones, guys. That creepy guy Martin is up to no good. The same goes for the rest of them. My intuition tells me they’re going to lay low for a while, then regroup and try to rise to power again. Those artifacts have magic inside. That’s why they glow so much. I felt it in the tower, too, how their collection of artifacts gave them strength. I think they’re going to try to collect more.”

“We stopped them from getting their hands on the scrying mirror frame,” Ben recalled. “Same goes for the obsidian mirror. Those items led us to the watchtower, and we killed Gerard. We’re making progress.”

“Let’s not give up now,” Thomas suggested. “I say we stick with this. The three of us together. As a team.”

Ben eyed Valerie. “What do you think? Want to work with a history nerd and a renegade agent?”

Thomas scoffed. “Renegade? Who are you callin’ renegade? If I was truly renegade, I would’ve busted out of this hospital hours ago. I’m a meek sheep, sitting here taking doctor’s orders.”

Valerie laughed. “Ha. You, a sheep? Yeah, right. You’re always itching for a fight.”

He nodded. “You got me there. So, what’s the deal, Valerie? You in or out? Because if you’re in, I’m going to see if my SAC will okay some travel days to Salem. I’m also going to brush up on my kickboxing when I can fucking walk again. If I ever meet another basilisk in human form, I want to be able to hold my own.”

She hesitated. Then, her blue eyes flashed. “I’m in.”

Ben couldn’t contain his smile. “We won’t let them get far. We’ll be on them…starting Monday morning. This weekend, we’ll have some fun.”

He scrolled back to the Red Sox site, and with a few taps, he entered his credit card information. “Got us three seats for the Sox-Phillies game.”

I have a team, he thought happily. A pack. Friends.

He did not know what the future would hold. His new life as a liaison to the Sacred Coven presented all sorts of challenges he was only beginning to comprehend. He’d already experienced how difficult it could be to have one foot in the human world and one in the supernatural world, and he had a feeling that would get more intense with time.

Still, he’d already experienced excitement and joy in his new role, too. He’d seen things over the course of the week he never even dreamed possible.

And this is only the beginning, he thought as he tucked his phone into his pocket.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


The silver light of dawn spread across the sky, visible through the room’s single window.

Martin Harpswell peered out from under his hood. He smoothed his palms over the ancient table. “She has escaped our grip.” His voice trembled with anger and fatigue. “Last night was a disgrace to our organization.”

Around the table, heads nodded. He could not see his brothers’ faces, thanks to their bowed heads. He only saw hoods, which was fine with him. He did not want to look his brothers in the eye after the embarrassment of the night before.

The great and powerful brotherhood, with roots that dug deep into the soil of history, had almost come crashing down. All because of one girl. That was all she was—a girl in her twenties with dark hair and blue eyes.

“The Sheva should not have exerted such influence over us.” He swallowed his frustration and fear. “We are better than her. Better than her coven. Better than witches.”

Across the table, one bowed head rose. The man beneath the hood glared, then used both hands to toss off his hood.

His slicked-back dark hair gleamed in the flickering light of the candles. “Your idea failed, Martin. You convinced us partnering with her coven would bring us power faster than our original strategy. What was it you called it? Ah, yes. A shortcut.” His tone dripped with disdain.

“That’s right, a shortcut. And it would have been, had she⁠—”

“Cooperated?” the man sneered. “You really believed a Sheva would cooperate with us? It was a foolish plan from the beginning, and we paid the price.”

“It would have worked brilliantly,” Martin insisted. He’d had such a vision for the future. A vision where the witches would contribute to the rise of the Ascendants. A vision of a world where magic ruled, where immortality was possible.

His beating heart felt so frail. His limbs were cold, his joints achy. And tired. My god, am I tired, he thought as he leaned back in his chair.

The various sacrifices and dark magic spells he’d cast in the past few hours had taken a toll on his body—an incredible toll. He wasn’t sure how much more he could take, and now this.

I am being mocked, he fumed inwardly.

The dark-haired man stood and paced to a laptop positioned on a pedestal. “My brothers. Martin steered us wrong, and we’ve paid a great price. As our inventory of the collection shows, half of our prizes have been burned to ash. We are far behind where we were before Martin urged us to invite a Sheva into our sacred meeting space.”

A murmur of dissent traveled around the table. A few brothers glared at Martin.

Martin tugged his hood lower over his eyes. He wanted to disappear.

This is the Sheva’s fault, he thought. And Gerard’s. I never should have invited him into our ranks.

The dark-haired man used his laptop to control a large flatscreen mounted on the wall. When an image of a map appeared, Martin barely looked at it. My plan should have worked, he thought. I should have had immortality if the witches combined their power with ours… I don’t have much longer to live.

“We must not rush our rise to power,” the dark-haired man growled, his fist clenched. “All because one of our brothers is desperate for more days on this earth.”

It was almost as if he was reading Martin’s mind. I should guard my thoughts better, Martin reminded himself. Some of his brothers practiced mind-reading and were quite good at it.

“Martin Harpswell is dying,” the dark-haired man sneered. “Yet that does not give him a right to steer us all toward risky tactics. Bringing the Sheva to that tower last night was a major mistake. But we can recover from it if we focus on our goal and take proactive steps toward it. Technology will aid us.”

Martin studied his knuckles. He could see his veins through his pale, papery skin. “We cannot trust technology,” he protested. “We put millions into Chen’s efforts, and so much of his work was destroyed.”

“But not all,” the man pointed out. “Before Chen died, he used his advanced search algorithms to produce this map. The information presented here is based on billions upon billions of data points, a conglomeration of all that is known by humankind with regard to magic and the occult for thousands of years.

“Brothers, each star on this map identifies an artifact Chen’s algorithm deemed ‘powerful.’ If we locate and purchase these items, we will have the world’s most powerful objects in our possession. Their properties at our disposal. We will rise to power at last.”

Martin shook his head. “We will never get them all. The Shevas will stop us. Look what they did with the scrying mirror Chen located. We could have had access to the demon realm, but that young one foiled our plans. They’ll do it again and again. My plan to partner with them was our only hope. It’s done now. The Shevas won.”

Bam! The dark-haired man slammed his fist against the table. “We will not stand for that at this table!” he shouted. “We are the Ascendants, Martin. We rise above the challenges in our way. We do not give up hope. You have always said money is our lifeblood. Martin, you are wrong. Hope is our lifeblood. We must look to the future with optimism. We must move forward. This map gives us the strategy. We will fight anyone who gets in our way. We will achieve our aims, even if it takes great struggle.”

Martin closed his eyes. He drew in a shaky breath and considered his options. It would be no use to fight his brothers. In a way, they were correct. The artifacts, if possessed, would bring incredible power.

“It will be a struggle,” he whispered. He thought about the Sheva’s glowing blue eyes. Her determination. Her courage. “She has Mother Nature on her side, along with her coven and her federal friends. This is war, and she is a formidable opponent.”

No one at the table heard him.
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First off, thank you for not only diving into this new series but also for sticking around to read these author notes tucked away at the back. I appreciate you hanging out with me for a bit longer.

Witches, Wizards, and Woah, What Just Happened?

So there I was, minding my own business (well, as much as an author ever does because we aren’t really ‘in’ this world at that moment), when this wild idea hit me like a stick to the face.

You know how these things go? One minute I’m pondering American history, the next I am reimagining the Salem witch trials with a twist that would make even the most seasoned paranormal investigator raise an eyebrow.

Or think I hit the hard drugs. Which, unlike Stephen King I have never done.

For those who dozed off during history class (no judgment here I get it), the Salem witch trials were a series of hearings and prosecutions of people accused of witchcraft in colonial Massachusetts between 1692 and 1693.

Spoiler alert: it didn't end well for the accused. But what if...

What if those witches were real, and what if they survived?

We are talking about magical beings here. Surely, they'd have a trick or two up their sleeves to avoid a little life annoyance like execution, right? And if they did survive, what would they be up to now?

That's when it hit me - what if witches became supernatural fixers? Like a magical version of the Men in Black, but with fewer aliens and better fashion sense.?

(No offense, Will Smith. You rock that black suit.)

But here's where it got really interesting for me. If these witches have been around for centuries, wouldn't some of them get a bit... jaded? I'm imagining a witch version of Judge Dredd, all stern and powerful, dishing out magical justice like it's going out of style and if they destroyed a city and ‘cracked a few eggs’ to get the bad guys, then shit happens, right?

A little harsh.

And let's not forget - humans reproduce faster than witches. (I'm assuming here. I don't actually have firsthand knowledge of witch reproduction rates. Yet.) So, these long-lived, powerful witches would be seriously outnumbered.

Now, imagine: among all these hardened, seen-it-all witches, we have our protagonist. She's young (by witch standards she’s damn near a baby), she's powerful due to connections and a sentient knife so they can’t just tell her to go away, and she hasn't lost her sense of wonder or her belief in justice.

She's like a baby Judge Dredd, but with better hair and probably fewer guns.

And that, dear readers, is the witch whose stories you're about to dive into. I'm thrilled to share this journey with you.

I hope you enjoy reading these stories as much as I enjoyed dreaming them up. And if you happen to see any suspiciously ageless women zapping troublemakers with magic, maybe give them a nod of appreciation.

They might just be keeping our world safe from supernatural shenanigans and you are probably going to get your mind zapped, so write it down.

Until the next book.

Ad Aeternitatem,

Michael Anderle

P.S. For more behind-the-scenes peeks, sneak previews, and the occasional dad joke, don't forget to subscribe to my newsletter: MORE STORIES with Michael. Find it here: https://michael.beehiiv.com/
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