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CHAPTER ONE


The building was massive. Valerie KuriaKen often wondered why humans created such big structures. She preferred outdoor spaces where she could look up through tree branches at an azure sky. Smell dandelions and ferns. Feel a breeze.

The bank of rotating doors along the front of the building spat some employees onto the sidewalk and swallowed others up. Any moment now, those glistening glass doors would swallow her, too.

She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. The air in Boston was far from sweet, but at least it was fresh air. Technically.

She felt Ben’s presence at her side. When she opened her eyes, she caught him staring, though not like she was a freak. She’d endured those types of stares her whole life thanks to her leather armor, the knife she always wore on her hip, and her unconventional ways. It was tough to blend into a crowd when you fought bad guys on street corners.

No, the look in Ben’s eyes wasn’t curiosity or condemnation. He stared like she was beautiful, which spooked her even more than those you’re-a-weirdo stares.

She’d never had a boyfriend in her life. Two months prior, she and Ben had dipped a toe in those waters. The months since had been tense, to say the least. As a Sheva witch, Valerie was skilled in many ways, but dating wasn’t one of them.

“Stop,” she murmured as she tucked her hair behind her ear.

“Can’t help it.” He grinned and shrugged. “But I know you don’t like attention, so I’ll try.”

She surveyed the imposing building again. The curved front displayed hundreds of windows. Each glass pane reflected a different section of the summer sky.

It was only June, but the summer heat had already ramped up to nearly intolerable. The humid air pressed in on her. Valerie couldn’t wait to return to Salem, take off her leather boots, and wade into the cold stream behind her coven’s farmhouse. That would have to wait, though. She’d arranged this trip to Boston for an important reason. She was grateful Ben had agreed to take the day off from work to join her.

The two newest members of the Sacred Coven, Zara and Kiyomi, had also come along for the trip. After all, they were there on the night Thomas Finnegan sacrificed his life in the line of duty. They wanted to see the new memorial in his honor, too.

Valerie swiveled and searched the bustling sidewalk for the two newbies. She spotted Zara jogging in the wrong direction, calling out as if to a runaway dog. “Bruce! Bruce, get back here!”

Kiyomi trailed after her friend. The crowds on the sidewalk parted for the two young women. Then, an onlooker shrieked. Several people took out cell phones and aimed them.

Zara’s powerful voice rose above the crowd. “Bruce, I swear to goddess, if you don’t get over here right this instant, I am never refilling your fuel again. Do you hear me?”

Valerie rolled her eyes. “Crusty cauldron,” she cursed.

Ben stood on his tiptoes and tried to peer over a throng of pedestrians. “What’s she doing over there?” he muttered.

“Her flame thrower must have flown away again.”

“She said she’d leave it in the car.”

“Well, he must have busted out. She needs to get better control of that thing. Though, to be fair, they’ve only been paired for five months. When Ken was that new to me, he flew off all the time. He had this bad habit of escaping to the apple orchard and slicing apples off the trees.”

Her sentient knife wiggled in his sheath at her hip. I was practicing my moves. Tell Ben how good I got at chopping them in half in midair as they fell.

Maybe another time, Valerie promised. Lately, Ken had been on a real tear when it came to trying to impress Ben. Valerie had to pick and choose the messages she’d relay.

Zara’s voice floated above the crowd again. “Bruce, that is it! No more gasoline for you, mister, and definitely no diesel.”

Another shriek rose. “Someone, call the police!”

“Oh, for Hecate’s sake,” Valerie muttered. “Now they’re making a real scene.” She popped up to her tiptoes, using Ben’s shoulder for leverage, and glimpsed Zara. The young witch stood on the cement foundation of a tall, wrought iron fence. Sunlight glinted off her flame thrower, which hovered over the top of the fence.

Zara swiped at the air in her weapon’s direction but couldn’t reach it. She aimed her palm at her runaway companion. Light rippled outward from her hand and looped around the big flame thrower.

The crowd “oohed” and “ahhed” as Zara used magic to pull her weapon closer. Sirens wailed in the distance.

Valerie left Ben’s side and jogged toward the crowd. She wove through the throng of onlookers and reached Zara and Kiyomi.

“Nothing to see here!” she announced as she hooked her elbow through Zara’s, then beckoned for Kiyomi to follow. “Keep your head down,” she instructed the newbies. With quick steps, she pushed through the bewildered crowd. The sirens grew louder.

“Sorry,” Zara muttered, strapping her flame thrower into his holster. “He must have shimmied through the window I left partly down. My fault.”

“Consider this a lesson in Human Interactions 101.” Valerie cast a furtive glance over her shoulder. A police cruiser had parked near the crowd. A woman spoke to the officer, gesturing wildly.

Valerie picked up her pace. “It doesn’t matter that the news about witches is out. Humans resist anything new and different. Some of them will never be comfortable with magic. We don’t have to hide our skills, but we have to be careful in crowds.”

They reached Ben’s side.

Valerie kept walking, eager to get inside the building and out of the cops’ view. “Look, it’s not like I try to blend in or anything. I refuse to hide who I am to make someone else more comfortable. But I know it’s dangerous to flaunt my differences. So, maybe try to control Bruce a little better when we’re in a city setting.”

“I can try. He’s just so disobedient.” Zara tapped her flame thrower. “Hear that, Bruce? Valerie says you have to be better behaved, or you and I might end up in jail. Or worse.”

They reached the revolving doors. Ben caught Valerie’s eye. “Ready for this?”

No. Valerie’s resistance rose to the surface, along with a wave of grief stronger than she’d felt in months. It would hurt to see Thomas Finnegan’s photograph on the Wall of Honor. However, she knew it was important to pay her respects. Now that they’d finished the new addition to the memorial, it was only right to see it in person.

She sighed. “I think so.”

“It’s going to be tough, but I’m glad we’re here.”

“Me, too.” She followed Ben through the doors.


CHAPTER TWO


The lobby was as massive as expected for a building of this size. Flags lined the front wall. A long security desk lined the back. Valerie led the way to the desk and tugged her brand-new, shiny Sacred Coven identification badge from her back pocket. The director of the FBI had issued badges to all Sacred Coven Shevas involved in fighting the Ascendants. Valerie, Zara, and Kiyomi all had them.

The security officer scrutinized the badge, then had Valerie fill in a weapon confiscation form. She always hated handing Ken over in situations like this. However, she knew from experience that it was futile to argue against the policy. Human security guards were often sticklers when it came to this sort of thing.

We’ll be back within the hour, Valerie promised Ken as the guard wrapped a tag around his hilt.

She waited as the others checked in and handed over their weapons. Ben led the way to the Boston FBI headquarters, where a woman in her thirties greeted them.

The female agent wasted no time ushering them down a long corridor of offices to the Wall of Honor. “Take all the time you need,” she offered with a respectful nod toward the black-and-white photograph of Thomas. “He was a courageous agent. I never worked with him, but I’ve heard stories.”

Valerie had heard that sentiment so many times since Thomas had died. It reminded her that before Thomas met her and Ben, he often operated alone.

I used to be the same way, she recalled. She’d worked alone before forming a team with Ben and Thomas.

Now, things had changed. Thomas had fought valiantly in the war against the Ascendants and made the ultimate sacrifice. It’s time for Ben and I to continue the fight, she thought as she gazed at the photograph and biography.

The three-paragraph biography provided one version of the story of Thomas’ life, but it barely scratched the surface. It recounted where he was born, where he went to school, when he joined the Bureau.

It didn’t say he was a skilled hacker and a jokester in the direst of situations. It also didn’t say anything about the supernatural. For the last chapter of his life, Thomas was heavily involved in supporting Sheva witches in their battle against an offshoot of the Illuminati.

“It’s a nice display.” Zara inched closer. “Great photo of him. He was so handsome, even though that beard was sort of out of control.”

Ben smiled sadly. “Yeah, I used to give him shit for that. He’d give it right back to me.” He’d removed his ballcap out of respect, and now he ran his hand over his new buzzcut. “I think he’d like the new look.”

His tone was heavy, and his voice nearly cracked as he spoke. Valerie nestled close to him and rested her head on his shoulder. “Ken always said Thomas should buy himself a nice suit.”

Ben chuckled. “Can you imagine? No way. Tom was humble to a fault. Never wanted to seem like he thought he was better than anyone. He was salt of the earth.”

Kiyomi reached into her pocket and pulled out a stone. “Speaking of earth, my crystal guides are asking me to leave one for him. Do you think that’d be okay?”

A few other objects lay on the floor before the Wall of Honor. A vase with a rose, an unlit candle, and several cards. The display reminded Valerie that even humans used rituals in daily life. In the morning, they paid reverence to coffee machines. They bowed at the feet of their furbaby pets and showered them with gifts as though they were barking, meowing gods. And after a death, they erected altars. This was one of them.

She nodded to Kiyomi. “I think that’s a good idea. I brought something, too.”

She pulled a tiny silver charm from a pouch on her belt. An elder Sheva had helped her forge it out of a silver spoon. She’d shaped the charm into the form of a knife and engraved it with Thomas’ favorite rune.

As she rested the little charm on the top of his framed picture, she spoke to her deceased friend silently. This knife symbolizes my will, Thomas. I will continue to fight our shared enemy. You did not die in vain.

Ben, too, laid an object near the Wall of Honor. It was a sealed envelope. Zara bowed deeply and deposited a dried bundle of flowers. Then, they lingered by the wall, adding their own versions of Thomas’ biography to the mix. After an hour of sharing memories, they headed back down the corridor.

The same agent who had shown them to the memorial popped up from her seat. She strode around her desk to join them near the front doors. This time, worry pinched her features.

“I hope you approve of the photograph we chose.” She seemed distracted as she accompanied them to the door.

Valerie wondered what was up. She could tell something was bothering the agent.

Ben chatted with her for a moment about the display.

Finally, Valerie couldn’t take it anymore. She interrupted them in the middle of their polite conversation. “Okay, what’s going on?” she asked the female agent. “You seem edgy.”

“Well, it’s big news.”

“What is?”

“Surely you got the update. You know, the memo. You must all be versed in handling catastrophes like this, but I’m rather new. I’m not as good at keeping cool.”

Ben tugged out his phone and tapped the screen. “I silenced my notifications.”

“What memo? What catastrophe?” Valerie’s patience was wearing thin.

Ben groaned. “Evelyn Blackwood,” he muttered, scanning a message on his phone. “She escaped.”

A chill slid down Valerie’s spine. She’d played a big part in putting the rogue witch Evelyn Blackwood behind bars two months prior. Valerie had a bad feeling she was on Evelyn’s shit list. Near the top, if not in that dreaded number-one position. “Uh-oh. That can’t be good.”

Ben’s phone chimed again. “Wait. Here’s another update, this one from the ACM.”

The Ascendant Communications Monitoring task force had provided many helpful leads over the past several months. Valerie hoped this was one of those times.

Zara’s fingers turned red. “What does it say?” she asked as she moved her fingertips in a spellweaving pattern.

Clearly, she was acting on instinct and conjuring a spell. Valerie understood the impulse. She, too, wanted to conjure something. Anger bubbled inside her whenever talk turned to the Ascendants. Especially now that they’d visited the memorial of a friend whose life the Ascendants took. Stole, she corrected herself. Thomas was too young to die.

However, now was not a good time for spells. The bureaucrats frowned on that sort of thing. Plus, there wasn’t even one Ascendant in sight. She caught Zara’s attention and slid her finger across her throat, the universal sign for “cut it out.”

Zara meekly stopped her spellwork and tucked her hands into her pockets.

Better, Valerie thought. When they met with the Ascendants again, they could conjure all the spells they wanted.

Ben finished reading the email he’d received. He looked up from his screen, his eyes twinkling like they did when he had a fresh lead. “The good news is, they picked up on chatter about Evelyn, and she is not coming after Valerie. Not right away, at least.”

“Whew.” Valerie’s shoulders dropped in relief. Fighting Evelyn was particularly tricky because of her status as a witch. The laws of witchcraft forbade killing fellow witches. Valerie’s specialty was destruction, not taking hostages. Besides, she’d done that before with Evelyn, and where did it get them? To this moment. Evelyn on the loose.

“What’s first on her agenda, then?” she asked Ben.

“There’s been a flurry of emails between barons and strategists. A lot of them are coded, so AMC has to cross-reference all the intel files we’ve gathered to try to decipher the messages. It’ll take a while to hash out the specifics, but for now, they believe they’re sending Evelyn to a remote location to oversee a project.”

Kiyomi shivered. “I bet the project has to do with the prophetic message I received from my moonstone.”

Valerie knew what Kiyomi was talking about. Two months ago, after the last round of battles with the occultists, Kiyomi received a message from one of her beloved crystals. The prophecy stated the Ascendants would try to merge the earthly realm with another one, to the detriment of all.

Zara raised her chin. “We’ll stop her, whatever she’s up to. I don’t care what the law says. I’ll burn her to the ground with my flame thrower.”

The female FBI agent paled. She stepped back and bit her lip. “Er, I should probably let you four get to work.”

Valerie wondered if the prim agent was about to bustle away and file a complaint with her superiors about what she’d overheard. She again took Zara by the elbow. “You can think things like that, but don’t say them aloud. Those kinds of statements make humans edgy.”

She led Zara into the corridor. Ben and Kiyomi followed, and Ben caught up on emails as he walked. Kiyomi whispered with the crystal in her hand. That earned more than a few curious stares from passersby, but Valerie had bigger worries.

Like the fact that the dangerous rogue witch Evelyn Blackwood was on the loose. Worse, on her way to a remote site to oversee a new project. That can’t be good.

Ben caught up to her. “I got a text from Sam.”

“Wow, he figured out how to text? Good for him.”

Ben chuckled. “Yeah, well, half of them are a jumbled mix of emojis and mixed-up words. He says the phone’s keyboard is too small for his beefy fingers. He uses voice-to-text but autocorrect makes half the words wrong. The other day, I got a message that said, ‘Benny, I carrot get the printer to work.’”

That made Valerie laugh despite her anxious state. She adored Ben’s boss Sam Patterson and his quirky ways. “I’m guessing this time he texted about something more important than carrots?”

“He wants us to visit the office when we get back to Salem. He’s putting together a file of info related to Evelyn’s status, coming in from Director Haskins.”

For the past two months, Valerie had spent many hours in the forest. Listening to the birds. Feeling the breeze. Smelling the sweet scents of spring turning into summer. Most of all, she was waiting. She knew the Ascendants often went underground after a defeat, only to surface fiercer than before.

Now, the wait was over. The Ascendants had surfaced, and they were on the move.

“I was hoping for a dip in the stream when we returned home, but that can wait. Work is more important.”

Her promise to Thomas remained on her mind as she and her team headed to the building’s exit. Outside, she drew in a deep breath and led the way down the block. It was time to return to Salem and get to work.


CHAPTER THREE


That evening, Ben set his laptop on the wooden table. He pushed away a vase of ferns near his elbow so he wouldn’t knock it over, then adjusted the placement of a few bottles of potions. A tower of books to his left cast a shadow over his work area, but that was okay. The light from his laptop screen would do.

Of all of the places Ben had worked in his life, this was his favorite.

Something about the Sacred Coven’s farmhouse made him feel at home, although the creaky old building was nothing like the one-story ranch he’d grown up in. He loved the kitchen’s pink walls and the green plants hanging from the ceiling. He enjoyed the scent of sage, chamomile, and pie. Most of all, he appreciated the company.

Valerie KuriaKen was not his girlfriend. Not officially. Did people in their twenties and thirties even call their romantic partners girlfriend and boyfriend anymore? Ben wasn’t sure. He felt out of touch with current culture. Current human culture, at least. He spent a lot of time with witches these days.

Across the table, Valerie reached for the thick text at the top of the stack. Kiyomi had set the books there not long ago after a trip upstairs to the library.

“Hm. Let’s see if anything in Ley Lines, Lineage, and Luminosity can help us figure out what the Ascendants are up to. I know there’s a whole chapter about prophecies.” She cracked the book open.

Kiyomi already had her nose buried in a text. “This book about the Earth realm boundaries is really interesting. Confusing, too. Did you guys know there are nine realms in total? That we know of, at least.”

Ben blocked out the chatter so he could focus. He opened his emails and read the latest handful from Director Haskins and the ACM task force leader, Agent Tyler Hartley.

After that, he reached into his computer bag for the thick folder Sam had handed him earlier.

The team had stopped by Salem’s FBI headquarters when they got back to town after battling rush-hour traffic on the Mass Pike. Ben was glad they’d decided to go over the gathered data here at the farmhouse rather than at headquarters. Some of his fellow agents were working a case in the cubicle beside Ben’s.

It was difficult to talk about supernatural stuff with coworkers nearby. Several of Ben’s coworkers were “anti-witch.” Ben could tell, though they did their best to keep their personal feelings under wraps at work. He saw the looks his coworkers gave Valerie when she accompanied him to the office.

Much better to work here, he thought as Zara used telekinesis to lift a mug of tea. She slurped some down, then turned to Valerie. “I’ve heard you have a wonderful magical map. What is it showing lately?”

“Good question. I haven’t looked in hours.” Valerie stopped flipping through the ley lines book and freed her map from a clasp on her belt.

She unfurled it across the table, nearly knocking over the vase of ferns. “Sorry, dears,” she told the bouquet of greenery. “Thank you for being here, by the way. We appreciate your presence and your wisdom.”

Nope, this wasn’t at all like working at the office.

Ben peered at the map, wondering what it would show. He’d worked cases with Valerie where it provided important clues. Would it do the same this time around?

All he could see on the yellowed, ancient-looking parchment was a tangle of lines. To him, it looked like a toddler had scribbled black ink on the paper.

As he stared, the mess of lines squirmed around and broke apart. Within minutes, they formed a new shape. Ben noted the ruffled edge. “That looks like the Maine coastline.”

Valerie’s brows popped up. “You know, I thought about lobster the minute I touched my map. That can’t be a coincidence.”

“Mm, I could go for a lobster roll.” Zara licked her lips. “And a side of coleslaw. I went to Maine once when I was a child, and we stopped at this adorable little roadside stand. The man gave me and my mother our meals for free. Probably because Mom pushed a cloud away from the sun because he was complaining about the coming rain. She’s brilliant with weather magic.”

The ink on the map continued to shimmer, sparkle, and squirm as if it were alive. Soon, a little blue knife appeared. Ben leaned closer. It was close to the coastline in the southern portion of the state.

The blue knife blinked.

“Looks like your map wants you to go there,” he told Valerie.

She nodded and furrowed her brow. “But why? It won’t do us any good to rush blindly into a situation. Better to know what’s going on there first. Does the intelligence from Sam say anything about this?”

Ben flipped through the pages, scanning for anything related to Maine.

Sam had printed out documents and transcribed briefings related to Evelyn and her escape. Ben skipped over the transcriptions. He already knew the gist of the briefings. Evelyn was being held prisoner in Rome, Italy, awaiting trial. She’d escaped while being transported to a different facility.

The first warning went up when the transport van failed to arrive at its destination. Prison employees could not contact the driver. They sent out a search party and located the charred remains of the van, along with three dead bodies—the driver and two guards. Evelyn was nowhere to be seen.

As Ben shuffled through the file, he wondered where Evelyn was now.

Movement outside caught his eye, and he shivered with dread. He glanced out the window and saw a fox slink past through the overgrown yard around the farmhouse. Only a fox, he told himself. Not a rogue witch seeking revenge.

She’s not lurking around this house, he reminded himself. She’s God-knows-where, overseeing some project.

“Anything?” Valerie asked.

He flipped more pages. “Not so far.”

He reached the last page in the folder. It contained a list of phone numbers one of the prosecuting lawyers had submitted to prove Evelyn’s collusion with the Ascendants. “Okay, here’s something interesting. The AMC sent a list of phone numbers used as evidence in Evelyn’s trial. They proved she contacted the warehouse in Norway where body parts were being harvested for lifeforce, which was irrefutably linked to Ascendant activities.”

Zara cringed. “Gross. I almost forgot about the body parts.”

“This was months ago,” Ben reminded the team. “Back when we were working on the case at the warehouse in Norway.”

“It was nasty, all right.” Valerie flicked her fingertip toward the bowl of sugar near the tea mugs. The sugar bowl floated to her.

“You two are lucky you joined the team after that,” she told Zara and Kiyomi as she spooned some sugar into her tea. “I still have nightmares to this day. Do you, Ben?”

“At least once a week.” Ben typed three numbers into his computer, plus a quick search query. The results confirmed his suspicions. He grabbed a highlighter from his computer bag. “Thought so. We’ve got a repeating series of area codes. Evelyn received a few calls a day from a number with a Maine area code prior to her arrest.”

Valerie sipped her tea. “Where in Maine?”

The highlighter squeaked against the paper. “I’m not sure. Most of the state has the same area code, except for a few small towns near Canada. I can ask Agent Hartley to trace this number and get us an exact address.”

Valerie tapped her map. “My guess is the phone calls originated from this spot. It would be great if Tyler could verify that for us.”

Zara set her tea aside. Her fingertips glowed bright red. She stood and started to pace. Her flame thrower Bruce floated through the air beside her as she made a lap around the table.

“Why wait?” she demanded. “We want the element of surprise. We’re conducting all this surveillance on the Ascendants.” She gestured to Ben’s laptop and piles of paper, then waved at the stack of texts and the other tools of magic.

“Plus, we’re using our magical abilities to tune into what they’re doing,” she continued. “Kiyomi’s communicating with her crystals. We’ve got Val’s map. We’re consulting ancient texts. Guys, they’re probably doing the same thing. They have surveillance equipment, too. We all know they spend millions on technology.”

“Billions, more likely.” Ben highlighted another cluster of the same Maine phone number.

“And they’re skilled occultists,” Zara added. “They have their own methods of peering into the future. For all we know, they use magical maps, too, or crystal balls. They have artifacts and tools at their disposal, like we do. If we hesitate, they’ll figure out our next move. I vote we go now while the idea is still new. That way, we might catch them by surprise.”

Kiyomi pulled a crystal from her pocket and turned it in her hands. “I don’t know, Zara. Valerie says we shouldn’t rush in blind.”

“Why not?” Zara stared out the window. “They’re dangerous. We know that. So, we’re heading into a dangerous situation, no matter how much we know about it.”

Ben scanned the sheet of highlighted numbers with an app on his phone. He opened an email and typed in Agent Tyler Hartley’s address. “Zara, there are lots of reasons to gather more information before we rush to Maine. We need to know what kind of resources to bring along. This location in Maine seems connected to the Ascendants. They likely have it guarded with weaponized robots, explosives, or any number of other things.”

Valerie swept her hair from her face. She closed her book and leaned back in her seat. “Ben’s right. We have no clue what kind of defenses they’ve erected around this place. Ben, Thomas, and I once had to infiltrate an Ascendant stronghold in Alaska, guarded to the max. We’d have bit the dust if we rushed in.”

Ben typed the email quickly. He wasn’t surprised to get a reply mere seconds later. Agent Hartley was very responsive. Ben suspected he was one of those workaholic types.

“Agent Hartley is going to get us an address and start researching,” he told the team.

Zara huffed as she plopped down on her chair and crossed her arms. “I don’t get it. We’re Shevas. We destroy. So let’s get on with it and rain fury down on these assholes.”

“I used to feel the same way.” Valerie sipped her tea. “Working with the FBI taught me there’s more to warfare than unleashing fury. There are times when you have to be strategic about it. Other times, yeah, you just go for it.”

Kiyomi reached for another book. “You should teach a class at the academy, Valerie. The teachers there don’t talk much about strategy.”

Ben kept his lips zipped. This was a discussion among Shevas about their craft. He knew better than to think he had something to contribute. Shevas, Sanctum Hominum Vindicatio Adjudicatio, were elite witches, especially chosen for the job. Even young ones like the three twenty-somethings around the table carried the wisdom of their ancestors within them. They spoke of traditions thousands of years old, of which he knew little about.

His computer chimed, alerting him to a new email.

That was fast, he thought as he opened the message from Agent Hartley. Curiosity coursed through him. His body buzzed as it often did when a new case heated up.

The past two months had been quiet and peaceful. Yet now, without a doubt, the lull was over.


CHAPTER FOUR


Ben finished reading Agent Hartley’s email stating that a high call volume went out from the address they’d identified. Really high. Thousands per day. Hartley speculated software was involved. Maybe automated dialing technology.

What the hell are the Ascendants up to?

He clicked the link, which led him to a specific webpage within the Bureau’s mapping software, then zoomed in on the pinned address. It was a seven-acre lot located off West Street in Biddeford, Maine. He opened the file of notes attached to the pinned location.

Around the table, talk about the Sheva vocation continued. Ben scanned the information from Agent Hartley, then studied the building on his computer screen.

When the witches’ discussion wrapped up, he swiveled his laptop so the others could see. “According to the property deed, it used to be a shoe factory. The business went bankrupt nineteen years ago, and a man named Solomon Lavigne bought it. Never did anything with it.

“His three children inherited the property when he died. They, in turn, sold it five years ago to an entity called Hive Tech. Phone records show thousands of calls per day coming out of this building.”

Valerie frowned. “Great. So, is Hive Tech another front for some rich baron?”

“Potentially. I’ll follow up on it.” Ben pointed to the screen. “You can see the windows are boarded up. We also see signs of new internal infrastructure on the roofline, including heating and cooling units, a Starlink satellite dish, and electrical upgrades. Someone’s running enough juice into this place to power multiple machines.”

“An abandoned old building with specific, modern alterations.” Valerie narrowed her eyes. “Fits the Ascendants’ pattern, all right. We’ve seen this before.”

Kiyomi set out a row of crystals. “I just received a vision from my blue tiger’s eye. Many computers, powerful and sleek. Working, working, all the time working.” She kissed her fingertips and placed them on a blue stone. “Thank you, great treasure of Mother Earth. Grande pietra della terra, occhio della tigre.”

Ben added a note about computers to his documents.

The other agents at headquarters would give me hell if they knew I was accepting data from rocks, he thought as he typed. He knew better than to dismiss the visions, messages, and premonitions the witches shared. They were often more helpful than the pages of data his human coworkers forwarded.

“Great, we’re getting somewhere,” he stated. “Multiple computers fits with the electrical upgrades and satellite dish.”

Valerie drummed her nails on the table. “Okay, what are they up to with the phone calls and the computers?”

“I’ll ask Agent Hartley to work on obtaining a search warrant. We can remote-access the computers if they’ve been sloppy with their cyber security.”

Valerie tapped faster. “We don’t have time for that. I don’t want to rush this, but I also don’t want to take forever. I’ve seen the Bureau’s pace when it comes to paperwork.”

She was right, and Ben knew it. Warrants sometimes took days to get approved.

He dragged his hands through his hair. “Okay, scratch that. Without accessing the computers beforehand, we won’t know what they contain until we get there.”

Zara screwed up her features. “Wait, computers have stuff inside them?”

“Oh, boy, do they ever.” Valerie sighed. “Zara, humans stuff those computers as full as they can. It’s barbaric not to use light like us, but they don’t mind. Plus, they use their beloved, clunky hunks of metal and plastic to get to the web.”

“Ah.” Zara settled back in her seat. “Now, webs, I understand. They’re beautiful. What web do the humans visit?”

“Not spider webs. A different kind of web. The internet. The latest and greatest human invention.” Valerie rolled her eyes. “That’s why they’re so hyper-focused on their devices. They rely on the web for everything. Most of them are totally cut off from inner wisdom these days. You’ll see when you spend more time around them. Except Ben, here. He’s making great strides.” She patted his shoulder.

“Trying.” Ben didn’t admit that for over a week, he’d failed to do the “sit in stillness” exercise Valerie prescribed. He cleared his throat. “My guess is the Ascendants are relying on single-factor authorization for the onsite computers. That’s another pattern of theirs. After we infiltrate the structure, we could potentially hack into the system.”

Valerie smiled. “Ben’s good at guessing people’s credentials,” she told the others.

“Mind reading?” Zara asked.

He shook his head. “I wish. Nope, basic logic.”

“His own special skill,” Valerie clarified.

Kiyomi sighed. “Goddess, I wish I could use logic. I read a book about it once, but it’s hard to believe it actually works. I guess you have to see it to believe it. So, we’ll try to get into this place to wreak havoc, right? Start fires and floods?”

Zara’s flame thrower bounced with excitement.

“Physical destruction, yes.” Valerie tapped her lip. “But if this place is some kind of communication hub, maybe there’s a way to create even more problems for the Ascendants. If we use our heads.”

Her words gave Ben an idea. “Hey, good point. If we can get into the computers, we could upload malware.”

He expected encouragement. Instead, he received three blank stares.

“You know, like a virus,” he added. “A computer bug.”

“Ohhh, like a curse or a hex, but in the computers.” Valerie grinned. “Love it, Ben. That could really muck up their plans. I’m all about causing problems for these assholes.”

Zara pouted. “Fire and floods are more fun.”

“This will be fun, too,” Valerie promised. “But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. Before we can execute any of this, we’ll have to get in. Like Ben and I have been saying, breaching Ascendant strongholds tends to be a major pain in the ass.”

Ben’s stomach knotted. He thought back on the many creepy buildings he and Valerie had approached without knowing what they’d find inside. It was always worse than he imagined.

He swallowed a lump in his throat. “There is only one road into the site. It runs north to south. The road is classified as ‘public access’ until three-quarters of a mile from the structure, where it turns into a private road. That point is not gated. We get to a gate farther on, approximately a hundred yards from the building.”

Zara scrutinized the screen. “Pretty burly gate, it looks like. Do we think it’s locked?”

“Most likely.”

“No problem. We can open any lock.” Zara’s amber eyes flashed with excitement.

Kiyomi rolled her crystals in her hands. “My stones tell me the gate is merely for show. The real barriers to the site lie inside.”

Ben turned his laptop and used the keyboard to zoom in on the satellite image. Though he scrutinized the grounds around the abandoned shoe factory, he could not see any barriers.

He wondered if she was wrong. Before he could question her, Valerie spoke up. “Ken says the same thing. He had a vision of a wall with spikes on top around the factory’s perimeter.”

“Ohhh.” Zara rested a hand on her heart and rocked in her seat, eyes closed. “Yes, yes, a wall. Our ancestors cry out that this is a rampart of great danger, protected by forces unseen. Ghosts, even. My grandmother is warning me now. Her whisper tickles my heart. ‘Child, beware of the spinster ghost, the spirit with the club, and the haunting hounds of hell.’”

Ben scrubbed his hands over his face. He blinked, not sure what to make of the witches’ way of working.

He’d gone along with it so far, but the channeled message from Zara’s grandmother pushed him to the brink.

Can we rely on messages from crystals, knives, and dead relatives? he wondered.

This wasn’t the way he’d trained to work. Then again, he’d seen the Shevas’ methods prove themselves many times. Yes, he decided. Even the dead grandma’s input is important. He opened a fresh document and started typing.

Halfway through his page of notes about what they would likely encounter at the site, he received a new email from Hartley. It was a relief to get concrete, factual information for a change. In addition, the content was encouraging. Very encouraging. He stroked his chin as he read it, then leaned back and studied the screen without seeing it. His mind churned over the possibilities.

Valerie nudged him. “Okay, what’s up over there in Computer Land? You got that look like a kid in a potion ingredient store.”

“Agent Hartley ran a wide-scale search for the factory’s address in the ACS.”

She cocked her eyebrow. “Let me guess. That stands for All-Coven Spellbinder?”

“Ha. Not quite. It’s our main case management system. Stands for Automated Case Support. Basically, it’s a huge database of information with records of investigations from the past several decades.”

“Okay, so what’s the big deal? What did he find?”

“In the past five years, since Hive Tech bought the building, there have been thirteen investigations into activity at the factory. However, for some reason, every case stopped short. Agents quit mid-investigation. Got sick, moved away, changed careers. Abruptly resolved the case with flimsy reasoning. He’s going to dig deeper, widen the scope of our investigation. He thinks we’re onto something big.”

Steam curled over the table as Valerie poured tea from the pot into her mug. “Now we’re really getting somewhere. I propose we conduct the necessary intention-setting ceremonies tonight and practice any spells we might need to brush up on. We’ll leave tomorrow when the sun is at its zenith.”

That took Ben a minute. “Twelve o’clock departure works for me.” He closed his laptop and slipped it back into his bag. “I’ll continue research tonight in collaboration with Hartley and the AMC, and I’ll prepare malware.”

He gathered papers, tucked them into the file folder, and fit that in his bag. He had a long night ahead.

The tea Valerie and her friends served when he visited was fine. Tasty, even. But it wasn’t coffee. Ben needed that particular potion if he wanted to get through the night. “I’ll put in a request for a car. I can be here at a quarter to twelve.”

More blank stares. “Uh, when the sun is almost at its zenith,” he tried.

“Perfect.” Valerie flashed him a thumbs-up.

Ben headed for the door, his mind full of questions about the upcoming trip to Maine.


CHAPTER FIVE


The following night, Valerie peered through the lush foliage at the gate ahead.

The activities of the past twenty-four hours were starting to catch up to her, and she was grateful for the clarity potion she’d consumed. She hadn’t slept a wink the previous night. Instead, she stayed awake until the sky turned silver with dawn, tuning into her intuition about the journey to Maine.

She’d also conducted long, involved ceremonies to strengthen communication with her ancestors. They provided her with insights and wisdom about the abandoned factory. They warned her that it was like the spoke of a wheel, a central hub in a network of evil.

She appreciated their insights, but nothing could have prepared her for the eerie feeling thrumming through her bones now.

She headed for the rusty iron gate. When she realized she was alone on the paved road, she glanced behind her. Zara and Kiyomi lingered by the SUV. Ben crouched beside the front tire and examined a patch of pavement.

What is taking them so long? She doubled back, feeling restless. “Guys, this is a boring old gate. We know it’s only for show. The real work will start when we get closer to the building.”

Ben took a few steps and crouched again. He eyed the stretch of pavement before him.

She propped a hand on her hip. “What the hell’s bells is so fascinating about this freaking road?”

He chuckled. “Not the road, actually. It’s the tree branches over the road I’m interested in.”

Zara and Kiyomi stared at Ben like he was nuts. Valerie was tempted to do the same, but she knew better. “Okay, spit it out. You’re clearly onto something. Please clue us in, brainiac.”

He removed his phone and swiped the screen.

“Always with the phones,” Zara muttered. She shifted her grip on her flame thrower.

Ben held his device up. On the screen was a picture of a stretch of road Valerie recognized. “You took that photo a few miles ago when we stopped to thank that owl.”

“Well, you three were thanking the owl. I was gathering data.”

Zara rolled her eyes. “The photo isn’t very informative, Agent Carter.”

“Actually, it is.” Ben zoomed in on the image and showed it to his team again.

Valerie was the first to catch on. “The tree branches beside the road are broken.”

“Snapped off,” Ben agreed triumphantly. “The grass on the shoulder was mowed, probably by a sizable machine. The machine broke off branches as it drove along. But here, the branches extend out over the road, even low down, near the pavement. If I had to take an educated guess, I’d say it’s been at least four months since a car drove up to that gate. Maybe longer.”

“So?” Zara asked.

“So, phone calls come in and go out, but no traffic? It’s odd.”

Valerie shrugged. “Ascendants can teleport. At least the high-ranking ones can. They might get in and out that way.”

Ben shook his head. “The higher-ups delegate work to lower tiers of the organization. There are usually recruit and operative grunt workers onsite, not capable of advanced magic like teleporting. Every other site we’ve approached includes ways of getting in and out physically.”

Kiyomi fidgeted with her slingshot. “Maybe the grunt workers ride in on broomsticks.”

“No way.” Zara shook her head. “Only witches ride brooms. Weren’t you paying attention in The History of Brooms class?”

“Oh, right. I forgot.” Kiyomi squinted into the thick foliage over the road. “The log of phone calls showed recent activity. Calls went out yesterday and came in, too.”

“We know the Ascendants use AI,” Ben mused. “Maybe they’ve got some kind of automated, AI-driven operation going on here. No workers on site, only machines.”

“How did you come up with this prediction?” Zara wanted to know. “I haven’t seen you use a pendulum or tarot cards or anything.”

Ben tapped the side of his head. “Logic. These guys are some of the fastest adaptors of AI on the face of the earth. Unfortunately, they’ve embraced it.”

He tucked his phone away and patted his Glock for reassurance, then touched the weapon on his ankle. Finally, he zipped his windbreaker to the top and pulled the brim of his hat from side to side.

Valerie grinned and shook her head. “I swear, Ben, you’re as bad as one of those base-sphere pitchers with their superstitions.”

“Baseball,” he corrected her with a smile. It was good to get their spirits up before a mission. He appreciated her joking. “Hey, you want to talk about superstitions? You polished Ken’s hilt for nearly an hour on the ride here.”

“He wants to look spiffy when we attack.” Valerie pulled Ken from his sheath. Thanks to the oil she’d rubbed into his hilt, he felt soft against her palm. “Okay, now we know. No cars go in and out of these gates. We might come up against a shit-ton of machines in there. Let’s get a move on.”

As she strode down the road toward the gate, she focused on merging with the shadows. I am one with the darkness. I am one with the shadows. Within seconds, her flesh-and-blood form dissolved, and an ice-cold chill swept over her.

In her shadow form, she was able to move faster than before. She reached the gate first and opened it with a simple spell. The rusty hinges groaned as the gate swung open.

Valerie crossed through the twin cement towers onto a narrower road. Ahead, she spotted the dark structure they had to breach.

The abandoned shoe factory looked much like it did on the satellite images. The sprawling complex consisted of a six-story brick building with a grid of smaller outbuildings, including garages and storage sheds, surrounding it. She squinted into the darkness until she made out the shimmering outline of an eight-foot wall.

When her team caught up to her, she spoke. “They’ve spelled the wall so it’s invisible, but I can see the aura. It speaks of death. People must have died on it.”

Ben shivered like he always did when he stood near her in her shadow form. “Any sign of the ghosts?” He ticked them off on his fingertips. “We need to watch for a spinster, a spirit with a club, and ghost dogs.”

“Hounds of hell,” Kiyomi corrected. “They’re bigger than regular dogs. Usually, they’re the size of lions, according to the teachers at the academy. They have red eyes and very sharp fangs, sometimes three inches long. The incisors, at least.”

Valerie wondered if Kiyomi would sound so calm when she was actually facing the hounds instead of reciting facts about them.

Suddenly, Ben ducked and dodged behind a nearby shrub. “Everybody down!” he whispered urgently.

The others ducked and hid, but Valerie remained in the open. In her shadow form, she did not have to hide. She heard a whirring sound that grew louder and louder. A little white object hovered over the road for an instant, then buzzed away.

After the sound was no longer audible and the object had disappeared into the night, Ben stood from his hiding place. He brushed leaves and twigs off his pants. The other two did the same.

“Surveillance drone.” He checked his watch. “It’s seven minutes after midnight. I’ll keep alert for the next one so we can establish a pattern and know when to take cover.”

“I have a better idea.” Valerie used her mind to increase her energy stores. “I’m going to shadowcast the three of you so we can approach the factory unseen.”

Zara raised her hand. She stared at it and wrinkled her nose, then her fingertips. Little puffs of black smoke came from them. “I’ve been practicing. I shadowcasted a mouse the other day. If you guys give me a few minutes, I might be able to cast me and Kiyomi.”

“Save your practice for our time off.” Valerie sent tendrils of blackness toward Ben. The shadows curled around his ankles, knees, and thighs. They wound around his waist until he looked like a statue bust. Then, he became a shadow that blended so well into the night Valerie couldn’t see him at all.

Perfect, she thought. That means the ghosts will have trouble seeing him, too. She used the same magic on the two new grads, then headed for the nearly invisible wall.

Valerie kept her senses on high alert as the team reached the barrier.

Ken flew up above the wall. There are many spikes up here, he transmitted. Warn the others not to jump unless they want iron spikes through their feet.

I don’t think anyone on the face of this Earth, magical or not, wants spikes through their feet.

You never know with humans, Ken scoffed. I’ve seen some awfully big gauged earrings around Salem these days. That barista at Salem Coffee Roasters wants steel spikes through his ears, so why not through the feet, too?

He went on, but Valerie tuned him out. She transformed back into her bodily form. Her solid form made her visible and vulnerable, so she had to work fast. She quickly pulled off her leather jacket and used telekinesis to drape it over the top of the wall. Then, she removed a rope from her utility belt and tossed one end over the wall.

“Valerie, watch out!” Kiyomi’s warning rang through the night. “She’s at your back!”

Valerie whirled in time to see a ghostly form floating toward her. The ghost woman wore a long, tattered dress. She had dark streaks down her face, and as she drew closer, Valerie realized it was blood pouring from her eye sockets.

In her hands, the ghost clutched a narrow object. At first, Valerie thought it was a pen or pencil. But it was a knitting needle.

“I will gouge your eyes out, girlie!” the ghost shrieked.

“Not tonight, you won’t.” Valerie planted her feet, conjured a spell, and blasted air toward the ghost. The spell rippled the ghost’s dress and hair back, sending her cartwheeling into the night.

“Nice.” Ben’s voice floated from the shadows.

Valerie squinted into the darkness and shivered. “Now I know how you feel when I’m around in my shadow form.”

“It’s spooky, right?”

“I mean, not bloody-faced ghost spooky, but yeah. Sort of Hallmark Halloween card spooky. PG-scary-movie spooky.”

“Haunted-house-at-the-library spooky,” Zara added, also from the shadows. “I always go to that haunted house, by the way. The cupcakes they serve at the end are top-notch.”

“Who wants to climb the rope first?” Valerie asked. She didn’t feel like hanging around on the ground until the other ghostly guardians appeared.

Ben’s shadow slid up the rope. Zara climbed next, then Kiyomi. Valerie went last, then pulled the rope down behind her and secured it back onto her belt.

Despite all the magical tools and technology at her team’s disposal, it was always satisfying to use a good, old-fashioned rope. She twitched her finger at her leather coat so it floated down to her, then shrugged it on.

Now, the factory was even closer. She returned to her shadow form before the buzz of another drone sounded. It hovered over the four shadows on the overgrown grass, then floated away.

“I think we’re still undetected,” Ben announced. “That was a Spectra drone, and we would’ve seen a blinking light if its motion sensor camera caught sight of us.”

“Thank goddess for shadowcasting,” Valerie mused.

Movement near the building caught her eye. A line of figures paraded through the doors. She could tell they were robotic by the way they moved. “Uh-oh, guys. It looks like there are security guards on the way. We need to split up.”

She pointed to the two new grads. “Zara, Kiyomi, you lure the guards in and keep them busy. Ben and I will head for the core of the main building and try to figure out what the hell is going on in there.”

She glanced at the figures again. The guards were approaching at a fast clip. “You won’t be able to hurl spells too well in your shadowcasted state,” she told the newbies. “I’m going to transform you back to your physical forms. Are you ready to fight? Because the minute those robots spot you, it’s game on.”

“I’ve been ready for this for months,” Zara reported eagerly.

Kiyomi sounded less excited. “Ready to perform my duty,” she whispered.

The thud of metal feet against the earth rang through the night. Feeling the pressure of time, Valerie pulled back the shadows from Zara and Kiyomi. Her hand felt even colder than usual as she tugged.

Moonlight bathed both witches, making them fully visible. A second later, the first gunshot rang through the night. Both new witches ducked and readied their weapons.

“Good luck, sisters!” Valerie called over her shoulder as she sprinted toward the factory.

Valerie slipped from one tree’s shadow to the next. The half-moon over the tree line spilled pale light across the overgrown grass around the abandoned factory. Valerie did not want the robotic guards to pick up on any traces of movement. She didn’t know how attuned they were to changes in light and dark, and she wouldn’t take any chances.

Ben’s shadow kept pace with her own. When they reached the doors the guards had emerged from, Valerie considered her options. Like her fellow witches, she could not work full-strength spells in her shadow form. A curse antidote she’d swallowed made her abilities more powerful than ever, but some limits remained. Shadowcasting created a split in her mind, so she could not deliver full focus to other spellcrafting.

After a few moments, she decided to keep the shadow form until they needed to fight. It wasn’t a question of if they would need to, but rather when. She’d been to Ascendant strongholds before, and they were always guarded to the hilt. She used telekinesis to open the door.

“Not locked,” she murmured to Ben as she slipped through.

“They have other means of preventing visitors,” Ben replied. “I bet the ghosts and robotic guards stop most people.”

“Not us.” Excitement surged in Valerie’s heart. “Come on. Let’s see what else they have in store for us.”


CHAPTER SIX


Valerie and Ben moved through a large room with high ceilings. Because the room was so dark, Valerie conjured an orb of light. She sent energy into it so it would pulse through the space.

The light illuminated the scuffed walls. Flaking, sage-green paint covered the bottom halves. Above that, white paint gave way to tall windows boarded over with plywood. Graffiti decorated the walls.

The broken remains of furniture lay scattered around, but that was all. Otherwise, the room had been gutted. Valerie stepped lightly over a heap of wood that had once been a desk or table.

“There’s a trail of footsteps in the dust,” Ben noted in a hushed tone. “They look uniform in size.”

“Probably those robotic guards,” Valerie whispered back.

“The tracks all head for the door to the west.” Ben veered that way. Valerie followed. It was nice to be alone with Ben instead of dealing with the whole crew. She appreciated the newcomers’ enthusiasm and knew they meant well, but working with them was trying at times. She and Ben had worked together so much at this point that they could agree easily, sometimes wordlessly.

Without meaning to, she grew lost in thought about the kisses they’d shared since April.

Focus, Ken chided.

Would you mind your business? Valerie flushed. Sometimes, I want to have my own thoughts, you know.

Well, you should save the mushy stuff for your days off. You’re on a mission, not a romantic getaway.

Valerie surveyed the dingy, eerie surroundings. You can say that again. She used telekinesis to open a set of doors. Together, she and Ben stepped into a wide hallway. A plastic tube ran along the floor near the right wall.

“Check it out,” Ben whispered. “That PVC pipe is full of wires. They’re using a lot of electricity.”

They moved along silently and reached the end of the corridor. The hallway turned a corner. As she glimpsed the next stretch of hallway they had to traverse, Valerie stopped in her tracks.

Thin red lights stretched and arched across the hallway. The curved and straight lines blinked out and rearranged every few seconds. She studied the lights, aware the formations had a pattern. The specific combinations of arches and lines tickled her memory.

“Lasers.” Ben pulled out his phone and started a timer application, then crouched and studied the lights. “Looks like they shift every three seconds.”

“Not only lasers.” She narrowed her eyes. “Ben, these are forming a series of runes. The first one there is Algiz. See it, like a Y with a line up the middle?”

A chill washed over her as Ben stepped closer, making her already cold shadow form quiver.

“Yeah, I see it. The next one after that is… Wait, don’t tell me. Eihwaz. The Viking Rune for strength and stability.”

“You’ve been studying.” Valerie smiled. She loved the way Ben pursued his interests. It seemed he always had a new supernatural documentary queued on his home television and a stack of books he was working through.

Ken piped up from his spot at Valerie’s side. You should brush up on your runic knowledge, too, child. I sense you’re struggling to name the last four.

Her knife was right. Though she recognized the symbols, the names escaped her.

Luckily, Ben had no trouble ticking them off. “After that is Ehwaz, sometimes used to protect rituals and ritual-like activity. Then Inguz, bringer of new beginnings. After that, Thurisaz. A warning of caution. Ha, I think we can agree that’s fitting. Last, we’ve got Teiwaz. I’ve read occultists use that one to manifest victory for their endeavors.”

He studied the lasers as they blinked out, then reformed. “Every few seconds, they shift forward. The first in the sequence goes to the end of the line.”

“If you’ve got that right, Thursiaz should be next.”

“You doubt me?” he teased.

“Not in the least.” The lasers blinked out. When they streaked through the dusty hallway again, the rune of Thurisaz was leading.

The patter of tiny feet raced down the hallway behind them. Valerie recognized the sound of a rodent when she heard one. She didn’t screech or clutch at Ben. Instead, she wanted to know what kind of creature was bold enough to head for them, considering they were strangers in this factory. Usually, animals could see through her shadow form to her soul, so she knew the little creature had spotted her.

“Who do we have here?” she murmured as the little fellow scampered closer. It was a rat, pale gray, with big eyes and a long, pink tail. After sniffing Valerie’s boot, it bustled away as if in a hurry to get somewhere. It was heading straight for the lasers.

She noticed other little forms in the hallway below the lasers. Her stomach turned queasy as she identified the forms. The dusty little heaps were dead mice.

Valerie sent a tendril of shadow toward the running rat. It morphed into a shadow and kept moving. As it reached the lasers, the lights blinked out. When the new lasers formed, one sliced the rat’s shadow tail off. The rat shadow squealed and ran back toward Valerie.

She pulled back the shadow she’d cast on it and knelt to look closer. Indeed, it was missing its tail.

After petting the creature’s back and whispering a few words of encouragement, she shooed it away. She did not want it to attempt to get through the lasers again, no matter how many rewards might be on the other side.

“That was informative,” she murmured as she stood.

“Yes. I now know my girlfriend is a witch and a rat whisperer. What did you tell that guy?”

She was glad he couldn’t see her blush. He called me his girlfriend. Are we a couple? That remained unclear. She and Telia had pored over human magazines at the Salem library, reading articles about relationship statuses. As far as she could tell, the right label for what she had with Ben was, “It’s complicated.”

“Rats are sweet creatures when they’re not gorging on flesh. Anyway, that’s not what I’m talking about. It was informative that the laser sliced the rodent, even in shadow form. If we try to run through this defense, we might not make it with our limbs intact, shadowcasted or not.”

“I’d like to keep all my limbs tonight. And my head.”

“Me, too. So, do we turn back? Find another route?”

Ben shook his head. “I pulled blueprints of this building. The doors to the central room are located at the midpoint of this hallway. Even if we retreat and come at this from the other side, we still have to face these lasers.”

“That means we have to either disable them or go through them.” She examined the red lights. “It’s not like a machine is generating these lasers, Ben. This is a magical defense. Without knowing more about the particular spell or ritual used to create them, I can’t undo the magic. So, I think we have to go through them. I’m going to transform us back to our bodily forms.”

She pulled back the shadows from Ben, then shifted her own form to solid. It was a relief to feel the warmth of her flesh-and-blood body.

“We know the pattern. I think we can get through. We’ll just have to be smart about it.” He pulled his phone from his pocket. “I’m going to jot down a sequence of moves. Give me a few minutes to work this out.”

Valerie stayed quiet as Ben worked. Her mind drifted again to how lucky she was to work with such a great guy. Ken busted into her daydream as she was imagining what it would be like to actually refer to him as her boyfriend.

Romance has reduced you to a blushing teen, he chided. Tonight, you need to be a warrior. I insist that you stop thinking any and all thoughts about how adorable Benjamin Carter is.

But look at him! Valerie gestured to Ben, who studiously surveyed the lasers, checked his watch, then typed notes into his phone. He’s smart and handsome.

Enough! Ken shouted.

Okay, okay. Sheesh.

She turned her thoughts to the mission and the spells she might use. That was better than getting lectured by her knife.

A few minutes later, Ben lowered his phone. “I’ve got it. Seven moves that have to be completed in exactly twenty-two seconds.”

“Or a laser will slice off a limb. Or a head.”

He nodded. “Exactly. Glad you get the rules of the game.”

“This isn’t an obstacle course, Ben. It’s life or death.”

He cringed. “I know, but it’s easier to think of it as a game. Less paralyzing. Do you want to go first, or do you want me to?”

“You first. I’ll watch the sequence.”

“I can coach you through it after I’m safely at the doors.”

“Great.”

Her palms sweated as she watched Ben prepare. He double-checked his shoelaces, then read through the sequence he’d typed up. He straightened his ballcap. She could tell he was nervous, too.

He watched his timer application. The lasers blinked out. When they formed again, he dove to the right of a vertical line in the Algiz rune. He jumped to his feet, leaned to the left, and threw his body into a somersault.

Valerie memorized each movement. By the time he reached the door, she felt more confident.

When Ben gave her the go-ahead, she performed each move with precision and arrived at his side.

He grinned. “Is it weird that I want to kiss you? You should try out for that show, Ninja Warriors.”

She laughed off the comment. “Ken says we have to save the mushy stuff for our off days.”

“Then I hope we have a day off soon.”

Valerie aimed her palm at the set of doors. To her dismay, the light she shot from her hands bounced back at her. At the same time, a layer of the doors melted away, revealing metal panels.

The panels shifted positions. Some segments jutted out, others receded. They rotated and twisted. Gears whirred and hinges clicked. Within seconds, two burly robots stood in the doorway.

“Those doors turned into robots!” Ben gawked in awe. “Just like Transformers. It’s incredible, the stuff we see.”

“Now is not a great time to geek out about cool robots, Ben. Or childhood toys.”

The chest panel on one of the robots slid open, and a gun poked out. A laser scope sighted on Ben’s forehead between his eyes.

Valerie grabbed Ben’s shoulder and pulled him toward the floor. “Get down!”

The gunshot echoed through the hall. It cracked against the brick wall on the other side of the hallway. The robot didn’t seem to catch on that its target had moved. It fired three more shots in the same direction.

Thanks to her magically enhanced speed, Valerie got up before Ben. Instinct took over. She wove a spell with her fingertips. When she felt the magic pressing to get out, she unleashed it. A combination of wind and water blasted from her hand toward the robots.

But instead of hitting their metal-plated bodies, the spell split into four sections. It swirled around the robots without hitting them, then rushed back at Valerie.

Cold water hammered her face, harsh and painful. Wind picked her up off her feet. The air was expelled from her lungs as she sailed backward. With sinking dread, she realized she was being pushed into the path of the laser grid.


CHAPTER SEVEN


Ben’s right shoulder throbbed. The pain felt familiar. He rolled to his side and noticed the way his arm didn’t follow as it should. Yeah, definitely dislocated. This had happened to him once when he’d fallen off his mountain bike. That time, he’d been on a trail, miles from civilization. He’d popped it back into place by jamming his upper torso against a tree in the right way.

Now, he didn’t have time to figure out how to fix the injury. When he rolled farther, he saw Valerie flying through the air. A mini-storm of water and wind swirled around her. She was heading for the lasers that still occupied the hallway.

He calculated her speed and studied the formation of laser runes. She was flying toward Algiz. The rune blinked out as her feet touched the floor. He knew exactly which symbol would be next. “Jump three feet to the left!” he shouted.

She followed the order without hesitation and landed in a gap beside a diagonal laser beam.

“Now, move four feet to the right,” he ordered. His heart hammered. He ticked off the seconds in his mind. She wasn’t out of danger yet.

The runes blinked out. “Run to me!”

She bolted from the laser zone and reached his side. At the same time, the hulking robots stomped forward.

“They’re immune to my magic. My spell got deflected back at me.” Valerie searched Ben’s gaze. “Any ideas?”

He clutched his arm against his torso as he stood, then let go for a second. The ligaments and tendons stretched and sent stabbing pain through his shoulder. It was awkward to free his Glock with his left hand because he was a righty, but he managed.

That done, he tugged his ballcap low on his brow so the bill covered his eyes and nose. “They’re programmed to recognize faces, which is what guides their weapons. Cover your face.”

Valerie raised her hands to shield her face. “What happened to your arm?” Her voice was muffled behind her palms.

“Someone tackled me.” He scanned one of the robots. Various buttons populated the chest panel. One was red.

“Bet it was better than getting shot between the eyes.”

“One hundred percent better.” Ben aimed a shot at the red button and fired.

Valerie peeked through her fingertips. “Nice one.”

Smoke rose from the wounded robot’s internal workings. The screen on his torso turned flat black. His head lolled.

Ben targeted the second robot in the same place. His first shot ricocheted off the steel torso, but the second hit the red button. Again, smoke erupted from internal compartments. The robot lurched forward, then fell against the wall. It landed on the floor with a crash of steel on wood.

Valerie lowered her hands and strode forward. She paused as she passed the heap of metal. “I’d kick it, but all that would get me is a broken toe.”

“They’re not worth it.” Ben moved past the machines, too. His curiosity ramped up to a new high as he stepped into a massive, dark room.

Judging by the low hum of electricity, many machines were at work. The strange thing was he didn’t see any sign of the computers Kiyomi had described. Instead, a massive beehive-like structure that looked constructed from plastic took up the center of the vast room.

He kept a firm grip on his limp arm so the pain wouldn’t make him fall to his knees. If he moved without jostling the joint, he could survive without puking up his dinner. For now, at least.

Valerie led the way to the base of the beehive. Ben followed her.

He looked up. “The ceiling must be fifty feet high in here. This thing nearly reaches the top. I see about a foot-wide gap between the upper tier and that ceiling beam.” He gestured with his chin so he could keep his right arm in place.

She cast him a worried look. “You want me to do a temporary spell for your arm? Something quick and basic.”

“Like a witch version of first aid?” He grimaced. Even with his arm immobilized, it throbbed and ached. “Yeah, that’d be great.”

She rummaged in her belt. The quiet hum in the room was unsettling after all the action near the doors. Ben flinched when she opened a satchel and plucked out a handful of what looked like pine needles.

“You know hemlock is poisonous, right?”

“Oh, don’t worry. These are flakes of dried mushrooms. I know they must look like needles to you.” She dug an engraved tin from another pouch and opened it. Ben didn’t like the look of the mustard-green powder within.

She knows what she’s doing, he reminded himself as she combined the ingredients, and sparks flew out.

After whispering a spell in the language of Magick, she blew on her palm. The mixture of ingredients rained down on Ben. He blinked away the gritty powder. Golden sparkles twinkled all over his skin, then disappeared. Something is different. He shrugged. Both shoulders felt great.

“What are you doing fighting bad guys? You should be working in a hospital somewhere.”

“Not to be harsh, but hospitals are the most brutish, unsophisticated invention you humans have ever come up with. The only reason human civilization needs them is because they suppressed witch wisdom. Witches are natural healers.” She patted his arm. “Glad you’re feeling better.”

“Now we have to figure out where the computers are.”

“What do you mean?” She held her hands toward the beehive structure, palms out. “Can’t you feel the energy? Ben, this whole thing is built from computers. There’s a strong vibration coming off it.”

He tucked his brow and examined the towering, geometric form. “It doesn’t look like any kind of computer I’ve ever seen. It looks plastic, maybe high-density polyethylene.”

“I don’t know about all that. I do know this thing is putting out the same vibes your laptop does, but much stronger.”

He paced along the base, then crouched and peered through one of the hexagonal openings. The geometric grid continued. Deeper within the structure, he noted tiny, pinprick-sized lights embedded in the plastic form. Occasionally, the lights blinked.

He straightened and moved farther around the strange formation. Near the back, he located a place where the PVC pipe entered the hive. He crouched again for a look inside and glimpsed wires penetrating deep into the structure.

“Okay, you’re right. Looks like the electricity is feeding this thing. Maybe it is made of computers, but they’re unlike the devices I’m used to.”

“Welcome to my world. Every electronic device I’ve ever come across has felt strange and foreign to me.” She propped her hands on her hips and tilted her head. “I mean, maybe it’s a touchscreen. We could tap it, or swipe it, or whatever you humans do with your fingertips.”

Ben doubted it would work. He felt silly as he stepped forward and swiped his pointer finger across a section of sleek, black plastic.

To his utter surprise, the black surface blinked into a screen with a scenic backdrop. A login form populated the center of the backdrop, and a touchscreen keyboard filled the lower third of the screen. “KuriaKen for the win, again.”

She shrugged. “I’m on a roll. But you’re up, mister. Hope you’re feeling brainy.”

“We don’t need a username. That’s good. Only a password.” He tapped the keys for the factory’s address. 64 West Street. That didn’t work. He pulled out his phone, wrote the address again, then typed it in backward. The login form denied access.

“Most systems lock you out after multiple failed attempts,” he mused aloud. “The average limit is three to five failed attempts. Let’s say four. So, if this is a typical interface, I have two more shots.”

She nodded. “I’ll let you work your magic. You’ve got this, Ben.”

His thoughts picked up speed. He considered small details of the case so far and landed on one that felt particularly important. “We started this investigation when Evelyn broke free. The log of her cellphone activity revealed the number connected to this factory. She must be involved in what’s going on here.”

He carefully typed in her full first and last names. Before hitting enter, he glanced at Valerie. “Hang on. We know her middle name, too, don’t we? I remember she said it at one point.” He accessed his files of notes on his phone and looked through them.

“You’re right.” Valerie closed her eyes. “Hm. It’s coming to me, I think. A flower. Definitely a flower. Magnolia? No…”

Ben located the correct document and scanned it.

Then, he and Valerie spoke at the same time. “Marigold.”

He adjusted the password to include her middle name. But when he hit Enter, the system rejected the attempt.

“One more shot.” Ben typed the whole sequence of letters into his notes, then retyped it backward into the password window.

The scenic backdrop gave way to columns of icons.

“We’re in,” he announced. “Now, I have to figure out how the hell to upload this malware.” He’d stored the computer virus on a USB device. He ran his hand along the inside layers of plastic, feeling for any ports, but didn’t find any. “Damn it.”

“What now?”

“I need a way to get this virus onto the computer.” He had the files stored in the cloud, too. He turned his attention to the computer. Some of the icons were new to him, others familiar.

He opened a web browser and typed in the address for the cloud storage platform he used. As he typed, the screen behind his open tab changed colors from solid blue to flesh-toned.

Ben was too focused on his work to pay much attention to the shift in color. However, Valerie gasped.

She backed up several steps, then looked toward the top third of the hive. “Uh-oh, Ben. We have a visitor.”


CHAPTER EIGHT


Valerie backed up three more steps. Now, she had a big-picture view of the changes occurring on all surfaces of the beehive-shaped tower.

Each segment revealed a portion of a face. From her new position, she knew exactly who she was looking at. She tried not to appear shocked as she raised a hand to wave. “Hello there, Evelyn. You’ve been on my mind ever since that disappearing act you pulled in Rome.”

Evelyn cackled. The evil laughter blasted from hundreds of unseen speakers within the complex tower. “Did you like that little stunt? It was a pure joy to pull off. No witch likes being held captive. It goes against our nature. You should know that, dear.”

“We are not alike, Evelyn. You turned your back on witchcraft, remember?”

“I am progressing with the times. Maybe you should, too.”

“I would die before backing the Ascendants.”

“Yes, yes.” Evelyn’s huge, virtual lips curled into a grin across many screens. “You just might, darling. Famous last words, as they say.”

One of the screens near the top of the tower flashed much brighter than the others. Then, a beam of light shot from it.

The harsh, buzzing light traveled across the factory floor like a spotlight seeking a target. Everywhere it touched, the floorboards splintered and cracked. Valerie jumped aside seconds before the light swept past her. She avoided getting hit by a mere foot.

Ben remained close to the base of the tower. He tapped the screen he was working on at a faster rate. The intensity of his focus said he was making progress.

Ken hovered beside her. Close one, he transmitted. Try to get out of the way faster next time.

I wasn’t expecting this virtual chat to turn into a murder attempt.

With Evelyn Blackwood, you should always expect the worst.

Noted. Valerie’s fingertips heated up as she conjured a spell.

Evelyn’s eyes narrowed to huge, dark slits. “You can’t hurt me, dear. Don’t you understand? I am far, far away from where you stand. In an undisclosed location, by the way. It’s beautiful here. Quite peaceful and serene. Romantic, even. Not that Stanley has been in the mood for romance.”

Pain flashed behind Evelyn’s eyes, but she controlled her expression swiftly. “Never mind that. My point is, you are sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong.”

A new segment of screen flashed with intense light. This one was near the base of the computer. Valerie crouched, fingertips to the floor. The instant the light shot toward her, she leaped into the air. She landed ten feet to her left, far from the trail of destroyed floorboards the light left in its wake. The beam of light smashed into the far wall, blowing a ten-by-ten-foot section of brickwork into dust.

“I could keep this up for ages.” Evelyn smirked. “It’s like a game, only more fun.”

“You have no respect for witch laws,” Valerie shouted. “We are not supposed to kill one another. It is written in blood in the Foundations grimoire.”

“All groups and tribes fracture in the end. It’s foolish to think witches can form a united front, century after century. I am proud to be rogue. After the Ascendants complete their ritual, a new order will descend upon the earth. Ascendants will be the leaders at last. Thank the goddess for their strength and power.”

Evelyn’s words boomed through the room, filling every inch of space and bouncing off the ceilings. It made Valerie feel sick to hear a witch sister showering praise on evil occultists who wanted to ruin the world.

Ken! she called. What should I do?

Stay on your toes. Evade her attacks, keep her busy. Ben is almost done.

Evelyn shot another beam of light from the beehive structure. Valerie dropped to the ground, rolled, and sprang to her feet. She raced to a new position, hoping to delay Evelyn’s next attack. She did her best to steady her breathing and focus on the multiple screens.

Almost there, Ken reported. He’s uploading the virus. Ninety-two percent. Distract her. Keep her talking.

“I can’t hurt you, but I can hurt the computers you’re using,” Valerie shouted at the pixelated image of Evelyn’s face. She finished the elemental spell with a flourish of movement. Now, a swirling ball of flames hovered an inch from her fingertips. She raised it before her.

“It doesn’t matter now.” Evelyn sneered. “You and your lover boy can do whatever you wish at that factory. The plan is already underway. In eight days, we will have victory.”

“You refer to the merging of worlds.”

Fear flickered in Evelyn’s eyes, but again, she composed herself quickly. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“That’s a lie.” Valerie had noticed the reaction. It was hard to miss since Evelyn’s face was currently almost fifty feet tall. “The Ascendants want to merge this world with another one. Not gonna happen.”

“Yes, it will. You’ll see when the merger is complete. Unless, of course, you’re in the grave by then.”

Several screens near the top of the tower flashed with intense white light. Valerie crouched low, gathering energy in her legs. Then, she jumped and landed on top of the tower. From up here, she could not see the screens below. But she could hear Evelyn’s curses.

At the same time, Ben’s voice rang through the room. “The objective is completed.”

Ken chimed in. He uploaded the virus.

Valerie smiled. “Great. Guys, both of you back away. Head for the door.”

It was uncomfortable to hold a spell for as long as she had. She leaped down off the tower and pivoted to face the hive. Then, she raised her hand and hurled the fireball toward the computers.

Orange flames spread across the screens, consuming the image of Evelyn’s face. The screens curled and warped. Within seconds, the material burst into flames, too. The tower of fire licked at the factory ceiling. Several beams and boards caught fire.

Valerie backed away. She watched for another few seconds to ensure the destruction was complete. When she could no longer see any trace of the beehive structure, she turned and ran.

She caught up with Ben and her knife near the doorway. Smoke rushed after her and billowed into the hallway.

They wouldn’t have time for the precise maneuvers to get through the runes a second time. Valerie raised her palm to the ceiling and blasted a hurricane-force wind that tore through wood and plaster, leaving a hole that revealed stars in the night sky. Valerie wondered if she’d ever seen such a beautiful sight.

“Okay, let’s jump out of here.” She crouched low and tensed her muscles.

Ben removed a grappling hook and coil of rope from his cargo pants, then swung the hook around at his side. “They don’t teach supernatural-style jumping in the Bureau, but they do teach us escape techniques based on Newtonian physics.” He tossed the metal hook up and snagged it on a cross-beam. “Thanks again for fixing my arm. Wouldn’t be able to do this if I was still injured.”

He gripped the rope and pulled himself upward.

Valerie jumped. Ken had no trouble flying up through the hole. When they were on the roof, Ben gestured to the flames flickering out of the building twenty feet away. “That mess is heading our way. Let’s go.”

They ran side by side along the roofline.


CHAPTER NINE


Evelyn Blackwood leaned back in her tall white swivel chair and stared at the large, sleek double monitor.

The video feed from the factory in Maine was unsettling.

The damn witch had burned the B68 Supercomputer to a crisp. That was obvious thanks to footage from the outer rooms of the factory. So much smoke. Evelyn clicked over to the video feed from the drones patrolling the property. One particular drone caught a revealing aerial view of the fire at the factory.

Evelyn zoomed in on the footage. She gasped as she spotted two figures running along the factory roofline. The pair ran in tandem, keeping perfect time with one another. Agent Carter and the damn Sheva. It had to be those two. Evelyn knew of no other pair who worked so seamlessly together. She felt a jolt of envy as she watched them. Stanley and I don’t ever move like that.

At the edge of the roof, Agent Carter rappelled down. The Sheva jumped off and landed in a graceful crouch.

Damn her and her youth. Evelyn rolled her neck and shoulders, then cracked her spine by twisting in her chair. She’d felt sore ever since her escape from prison. It bothered her that her joints ached, and her body felt heavy and fatigued most of the day. Did it have something to do with the magic she was working? Sometimes, haunting thoughts flitted through her mind and whispered to her soul.

The thoughts seemed to come from witches in her lineage who had long ago passed beyond the veil. It is unnatural, Evelyn, to rely on machines as you do, the whispery thoughts chided. You have betrayed your heritage, your instincts. For this, you will pay.

She always dismissed those troubling thoughts. What good would it do her to listen to critiques from ancestors who were dead and gone? They didn’t know what it was like to live in modern society. They lived in a simpler time, she told herself as she glanced at the magi-bit on her wrist. There are so many more options for us witches now. I can work magic with this device. I am progressing with the times.

She twisted in her chair the other way, cracking her spine again. It didn’t help. Now, her hips were sore in addition to her spine. She leaned her elbows on the table and studied the security footage on the monitor. That was far more pleasant than feeling the aches and pains inside her body.

The two figures joined two others on the ground. Then, the team of four ran toward the invisible wall around the factory’s perimeter. The Sheva in leather, Valerie, removed her jacket and tossed it over the wall, then threw a rope after it. One by one, the teammates scaled the rope. On the other side, the Sheva once again donned her jacket.

Evelyn’s fury mounted as she considered the defenses the four must have overcome to penetrate the factory. They saw past the invisibility spell, and they’d dealt with the ghosts. Evelyn had recommended the ghosts to Stanley because all three had proven track records regarding this sort of thing. The Spinster, in particular, was known for scaring the crap out of her targets with the blood streaming from her eye sockets.

Evelyn tapped her long nails against the pristine white table, then looked up and to the left. Through the office’s only window, moonlight illuminated the ocean. The sight meant nothing to her. It didn’t stir any appreciation in her heart. She was only aware of her own frustration and anger. Hatred bubbled in her heart. I will kill that witch.

She looked out at the moonlit waves without really seeing them. Internally, she replayed her interaction with Valerie. She knows about the merging of the worlds. How?

A new sensation mixed with her hatred. Fear slithered through her gut and rose to curl around her heart. What will Stanley say when he finds out how much they know? He will be furious.

A new thought followed, based on logic. He can’t know. I won’t tell him.

The sound of Stanley’s voice made her flinch. “You’re working late, Evelyn.”

“Ah, ha-ha.” She closed the tab of drone footage and swiveled to face the Ascendant baron. “Yes, I suppose I am. You are paying me an obscene amount. I want you to get your money’s worth.”

Things had been tense with Stanley ever since they arrived on Coral Island. It was almost as if he wanted nothing to do with her. That was a problem since there was only one mansion on the island. Plus, she still had feelings for him. Strong feelings. I’ll win him back, she thought as she studied his features. His skin had a nice glow, thanks to his hours in the sun on the island’s private golf course.

It’s only a matter of time. He’ll be one of the most powerful men in the world one day soon. I’ll be right there at his side. His witch. His wife. His number-one fan.

She swiveled her chair to face him.

Stanley Sutton was a tall man in his fifties. Incredibly good-looking, in Evelyn’s opinion. The sort of man she’d always imagined marrying since she was a young witch reading myths and legends about princesses and princes. That had been decades ago. Now that she was in her forties, Evelyn wondered if she’d ever tie the knot.

Tonight, Stanley wore his usual three-piece suit. The one exception was he’d already removed his tie. Even at night, the island off the coast of Florida was balmy and warm.

“Hard to trust a witch, considering the events of the last few months,” he grumbled.

Evelyn had heard all about the big upheavals while she was in prison. The other rogue witches of Rome had turned their backs on the Ascendants.

“I am not merely a witch, Stanley. I am your loyal supporter. Naomi’s betrayal has nothing to do with me.”

“When I look at you, I think of all of the damn rogue witches. How they lied to me. Ruined our lab. Thwarted our plans. How do I know you aren’t a double agent, Evelyn? How do I know you won’t turn your back on the brotherhood like every other witch?”

Pain stabbed Evelyn’s heart. The lonely feeling touched her deeply.

As she always did when this happened, she ignored it.

“Because, darling. I have turned my back on other witches in the name of serving the Ascendants to the best of my abilities. I am a witch without a coven. I am here, with you, on this island. Overseeing the job you and your brothers assigned me.”

The stab of loneliness drilled deeper into her core. She thought of her youth when she’d attended coven meetings with her mother and grandmother.

She vividly remembered the night she ran away. Back then, she had an entire sisterhood of rogue witches to run to. Now, she was the only rogue witch from Rome. Perhaps there were others around the globe, but Evelyn didn’t know any of them personally. The heavy sensation of loneliness and fear grew. She pushed it down.

I made my choice. It will lead to victory and power in the end.

“Yes, yes.” Stanley paced deeper into the office. “The job we assigned you. How is it going? I want a concise update.”

“Absolutely, darling.” She crossed her legs and tried her best to look unfazed. Internally, her heart raced, and her blood boiled with rage. She wanted to strangle Valerie KuriaKen for the damage she’d caused at the factory in Maine, but she couldn’t. Where is that Sheva running off to? What will she and her team do next?

Evelyn tapped her finger against her lips. Stanley’s gaze landed on her red nail. She was glad she’d gotten a manicure that afternoon. I may have lost control of events in Maine, and I feel like I’ve been run over by a Mack truck, but at least I look good.

She held Stanley’s gaze and batted her freshly curled, mascara-lined lashes. Her mind raced on how to handle the current situation. It would be best to get Stanley in the proper mood first.

“I’ll give you a quick update in a moment, pumpkin. First, let me rub your shoulders. You look tense.”

“I am tense. Eight days to go. There’s a lot on the line. Everything has to go according to plan.” He walked to the window and stuck his hands in his pockets as he looked out. “I hate Florida.”

She stood and joined him by the window. “It’s messy, with all the sand and saltwater.”

“Absolutely awful. And the goddamn seagulls shit everywhere.”

“Oh, Stanley.” She side-stepped and positioned herself behind him. When she reached up for his shoulders, he tensed even more. Yet, as soon as she started rubbing, his mood shifted, and he relaxed. It was always like this with him. In the end, desire won out. She felt lust roll off his body the more she touched him.

“There, that’s better,” she cooed. “Relax, darling. Everything is under control.”

“It better be.”

She bit her lip but kept up the massage. “I let the Sheva believe she had a win tonight at the old shoe factory.”

He whirled, eyes narrowed. “You did what? Explain yourself.”

Evelyn backed up a few steps. She’d turned her back on so many traditional ways of her craft, but she was still a witch at heart. Because of that, she could feel Stanley’s emotional state. His aura pulsed with anger. She didn’t want to weather those energetic waves.

She waved dismissively. “It’s not a big deal. KuriaKen and a few of her little friends visited the factory. They burned the supercomputer there, but it’s not like it matters. The work we were doing at the factory is finished, Stanley. That computer made millions of calls, feeding electromagnetic radiation to all the ley lines we targeted.”

“But how did she find out about the factory? How did she get in?”

“Who knows?” Evelyn shrugged as if it didn’t matter. As if that same question wasn’t currently nagging her like an annoying housefly. “It hardly matters. She found the factory and worked a bit of rudimentary magic. Started a silly old fire. Now they think they’ve won, and that should keep them happy for a while. We can get on with the work. There are more ley lines to activate.”

His eyes flickered with rage. “Don’t tell me the steps of the plan. I am a baron. I helped devise the fucking plan.”

She realized her mistake. Stanley liked to take all the credit. She carefully arranged her features to show adoration and awe. “Of course you did, and what a brilliant scheme it is. The ley lines will pump energy into the various collection points. Everything will work out wonderfully. B68 served us well, and actually, that Sheva did us a favor. She destroyed the evidence. Now, we can focus elsewhere.”

He stayed perfectly still, reminding Evelyn of a lion ready to pounce. Stanley could be incredibly vicious. She reminded herself to be careful.

After a long beat of silence, he turned his back on her. “Fine. I’ll order a strategist to sell off the Maine property. I want you to remove all the barriers, clean the enchantments.

“Be sure to hex the local responders who respond to the fire. I want them all brainwashed so they remember nothing of the factory’s internal workings. If any of them resist, curse them with an illness. Hell, kill anyone you need to. Just make sure you don’t get caught.”

“Consider it done. What would you like me to do afterward? Since I’ve successfully completed our business in Maine, surely there’s another site you’d like me to oversee.”

“Divert your focus to the mountain site. Strengthen the magical defenses on the property. I don’t want any witches or FBI goons finding their way in.”

“Oh, phooey. They’re nothing but children playing games. We could handle them if they got in. But I understand your wishes, darling, and I’ll gladly shift my focus there.”

He stalked out of the office. She wondered what bedroom he’d sleep in that night. The mansion had more than twenty.

So far, she and Stanley had slept in separate wings of the sprawling estate. Yet she’d felt the way his muscles melted under her touch.

With a click of the computer mouse, she opened up the tab of surveillance footage again. It would be no problem to pull back the defenses around the factory. She was excited to work remote hexes on the unsuspecting, vulnerable humans who responded to the fire.

The images made it clear the fire continued to burn. A column of smoke rose high into the air. Evelyn had no doubt fire engines and police cruisers would arrive on the scene within minutes.

As she programmed her magi-bit for the work ahead, her mind wandered.

Beneath his occultist ways, Stanley is a mortal man. He has desires and needs. I, Evelyn Marigold Blackwood, will share a bed with him before our work is done.

Her magi-bit flashed and beeped as she pulled back the invisibility spell from the concrete wall around the factory.

When the merger happens, I’ll be at his side, ready to accept the power and prestige. It will be wonderful.

With a few more taps of her device, she dismissed the trio of ghosts, all of whom had been wounded during the evening’s events. She deactivated the lasers and ensured any robots remaining on the site were powered off. After that, the fun began. She sent remote hexes to a whole fleet of first responders. It was a joy to watch them stumble around, dazed and confused, after the flames were out.

It was three o’clock in the morning before those tasks were completed. Evelyn longed to sleep, but she had one more chore to do before she could. Stanley had given her a new project to oversee.

The job was an important one. Evelyn was well aware of the incredibly powerful work in the Appalachian Mountains. The site was vital to the Ascendants’ upcoming merger. She was too tired to work the magic needed for the site, but she wanted to get a look at it to know what she was in for.

With a click, she accessed the secure Ascendant databases and scrolled to the mountain site.

She tapped a link, which pulled up a video feed. Perfect, she thought with a smile as she surveyed the compound. The entire base was underground, with only one entrance, which was disguised as a tree. Awe and reverence for the group she worked for overcame her. So many brilliant minds, and Stanley’s was the crown jewel of them all.

I will enhance the magical defenses of this site because Stanley asked me to, she decided. But my enhancements will never be tested. This site is incredibly secret. Not even that damn Sheva and her FBI boyfriend could find it, even if they tried.


CHAPTER TEN


The following afternoon, Valerie pulled off her leather boot.

“What are we doing here?” Ben asked from the mossy bank at the edge of the creek.

Valerie removed her other boot, then yanked off her blue socks. She wiggled her toes and felt the warm breeze rush over her bare feet. “We’re working.”

Golden sunlight bathed the clearing by the creek. They’d arrived home early that morning. Valerie had napped at her apartment until three o’clock. Then, she swung by Ben’s apartment and asked him to accompany her to the farmhouse.

“This doesn’t feel like work to me.” Ben lowered onto the moss and tilted his chin toward the sun. “Though I’ll admit, it’s better than being cooped up in the office going over data.”

Valerie took off her leather jacket and her utility belt and folded them neatly. She made sure to put Ken’s sheath in direct sunlight. He was napping, and he liked to be cozy and warm while he rested. Then, she rolled up the bottoms of her leather pants and waded into the cold stream.

The smooth, slippery rocks felt nice under the soles of her feet. A bird landed on a large rock nearby and twittered. Butterflies flitted past. The combination of cold water around her feet and warm sunlight on her cheeks and arms felt heavenly.

“This is a place I come to when I need to think,” she told Ben. “So much happened last night in Maine. We have to figure out what it all means.”

“Exactly. We have to analyze the data and look for fresh leads.”

“Or, we relax and see what ideas come to us.” She wandered a little way down the stream, enjoying the sensation of the rocks, water, and sunlight. The bird song floated through the air. An orange butterfly landed on a purple wildflower that poked up near the edge of the water.

“Just…wait?” Ben sounded uneasy.

“Sure. If you stop thinking so hard, you can listen.”

“Listen for what?”

“For wisdom.” She softened her gaze. The moving water reflected the sky and leaves, and the collage of colors swirled in her vision. At that moment, a thought occurred to her. “Ben, of course! I don’t know why I didn’t think of this earlier. The summer solstice is in one week.”

“Yeah, I guess it is.” He pulled off one of his trail running shoes, then the other. “So, you want that day off from work or something?”

“No, you goof. I’m saying it’s seven days away. Yesterday, it would have been eight days away.”

“Ah, now I get where you’re going with this. Evelyn let it slip that the merging ritual would take place in eight days.”

“It makes so much sense.” Valerie wandered toward a weeping willow, one of her favorite trees on the land around the Sacred Coven headquarters. The witches had planted it over a hundred years ago, and they spelled it regularly. The long boughs trailed across the surface of the stream.

She ducked between two leafy strands and found herself in a beautiful, sheltered inlet. Here, the water was exceptionally still. The air smelled so sweet. She felt her soul settle after the hours of travel and little sleep.

Ben stepped through the curtain of branches. “What makes so much sense?” he asked.

“That they’d conduct an important ritual on the summer solstice. Or Litha, as we call it. It’s a day when the Earth’s energy is the most powerful and potent. Perfect for honoring the abundance of nature and all the gifts the Earth, moon, and sun give us.”

“It’s the longest day of the year,” Ben observed. “I mean, it’s all based on physics. For us in the northern hemisphere, that’s the day of the year when we receive the sun’s rays the most directly. It has to do with how the globe tilts on its axis.”

Valerie sat on a rock. “Well, those are the scientific facts, but that doesn’t touch on what’s really important about the holiday. I’m always surprised to see humans going about business as usual on that day as if it’s like any other except a bit longer.”

“Okay, so teach me.” He lowered onto the rock beside her. “Tell me why it’s special.”

“Witches celebrate Litha because, on that day, Mother Earth is very strong. Think of her as a living being with a heart and organs and veins and everything. All the elements work together. Air flows in and out of the forests that make up her lungs. Rivers move her blood. The soil is her flesh, the rocks her great skeleton.

“And on that particular day, one half of her body is alive with solar energy, the other half cast in the darkness of lunar energy. It’s a beautiful balance, a great polarity. On that day, magic is amplified.”

“Should I be taking notes?”

She giggled. “Nah. We’ve spent enough time together. This should be review for you.”

“It is, sort of. But it always feels new when I hear you talk about it with so much sincerity. You really, truly believe what you’re describing. It’s your world. You live it.”

“I can’t imagine any other way. I always forget what humans think. Something crazy.”

Now, it was his turn to laugh. “Well, the modern human stance is that the Earth is an object. It’s not like us.”

“Ridiculous,” she scoffed. “No wonder so many humans are lost and confused.” She pulled her bare feet from the cold water and settled them on the rock. The surface felt warm thanks to a ray of sunlight sneaking through a gap in the willow tree’s branches.

Valerie silently thanked the rock she was sitting on as she hugged her knees. “I wonder. If they’re putting the energy of Litha to work, it must mean they’ve tuned into Mother Nature somehow for their own sick purposes.

“How?” Ben wondered aloud.

She fell quiet as she considered the question. “They must be harnessing the energy of the Earth. Sort of like how they were stealing energy from dead body parts, only this is bigger. Bolder. More involved. I imagine machinery like we found in Norway this spring, only more of it.”

“Damn. The machine in Norway was huge.”

“Mother Earth is a huge, living entity, Ben. Bigger than individual human body parts. We’re talking about work on a much bigger scale.” Thinking about the scope of the Ascendants’ current scheme made her restless. Even the peaceful setting couldn’t quell the rising frustration. She got to her feet. “We have exactly one week to figure out what they’re up to and try to stop it.”

Ben’s eyes widened. “Hey, maybe sitting in nature really does help the mind work. I just had an idea.”

“What came to you?”

He stood and waded through the stream. Together, they stepped back through the willow branches and into the sunlight. “Remember that book you were reading the night before we headed to Maine?”

She pointed to a butterfly. The creature took wing and floated onto her finger as if it were a branch. It rested there for a minute in the sunshine. “Yeah. Ley Lines, Lineage, and Luminosity.”

“Well, ley lines form a network of energy around the globe. The Ascendants tried to use a ley line as a ritual site in the past. Maybe they’re using ley lines again, but more of them this time.”

The butterfly took flight.

“Good thinking.” She smiled over her shoulder as she led the way back to the bank where they’d left their shoes. “Now do you see how great it is to work in nature?”

“I think the cold water shunted blood up to my brain and stimulated activity there.”

She rolled her eyes and grabbed her socks. “Oh, come on. Give nature a little credit, would you? We’ve got a new lead now. We have to figure out how the activity in Biddeford connects to ley lines. I’ll talk to Zara and Kiyomi and get them up to speed. We can ask Drusaria to do a tea leaf reading. She’s been on a real streak with those lately. Maybe you can consult your FBI buddies.”

“I’ll get Director Haskins, Agent Hartley, and my SAC in the loop. Don’t know if I can call them friends, though.”

She caught the sadness in his words. He’s missing Thomas. Valerie closed her eyes and said a silent prayer for their fallen friend. Then, she stood and strapped her utility belt around her waist. “Who knows? By the end of this war with the Ascendants, you and that director of yours might be besties, chatting it up about foot sphere games.”

“Football.”

“Whatever. I mean, you’re working together a lot. Sometimes, work relationships turn into friendships.” Or more. She blushed.

Ben pulled on his shoes. Her words made him smile. “Yeah, they sure do. Speaking of that, want to do dinner together tonight? I can bake a pizza if you bring the potion. Say, eight, my place?”

She laughed. “By ‘bake,’ you mean unwrap a frozen pie and stick it in the oven.”

They headed onto the path by the stream, side by side. Ben chuckled. “Yeah, exactly. That’s baking.”

“Not even close, but sure. Pizza sounds good. I’ll bring a potion that’s heavy on the nettles.”

“My favorite,” he teased. He always gave her a hard time about how bitter her potions were.

They joked about Ben’s latest cooking attempts on the way to the farmhouse. There, Ben lingered at her side. Valerie caught movement in a farmhouse window and knew someone inside was peeking through the blinds. She didn’t know which sister it was this time. They all liked to give her a hard time about her budding romance with Ben.

“I think Zara and Kiyomi might be spying on us,” she whispered to Ben.

“Want to give them something to gossip about?”

“Ben!” She bumped his arm but ended up looking into his handsome, twinkly eyes by mistake. Her laughter was sucked from her lungs, leaving her breathless.

“See you at eight, Valerie.”

His voice thrummed through her. She loved the way her name sounded on his lips.

When he leaned in, she didn’t care that one of her coven members, or maybe even a whole gaggle of them, was watching. The world disappeared the moment Ben’s lips sealed against hers.

She remained in a happy daze as he pulled away. He bid her goodbye and backed up to his SUV. She watched the vehicle disappear in a cloud of dust down the long dirt driveway, then gathered enough nerve to go inside.

The minute she stepped across the threshold, Zara and Kiyomi popped from the adjacent sunroom. They broke into song in unison.

“Valerie and Ben, sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G.”

“Don’t you two have better things to do than spy on me?” Valerie crouched to remove her boots. She slipped on her fuzzy house slippers and headed toward the kitchen. “Come on. Ben and I figured out a fresh lead. I’m going to ask Drusaria to peer into the future for us, which means I have to brew a fresh pot of jasmine tea for her.”

She led the way down the hall. The two newbies followed behind her. “What’s the new lead?” Zara asked.

“Ben and I think the Ascendants are trying to harness energy from the ley lines.”

“What does that mean for us and our work?” Zara asked.

“That’s exactly what we have to figure out.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Twenty minutes later, Ben settled into his desk at the FBI headquarters. His cubicle felt awfully small. He didn’t have any views from within the tight, windowless space. The buzzing fluorescent lights above sent out glaring, pale light. A clock on the wall emitted a dull, rhythmic tick, tock, tick, tock.

He missed the sound of birds singing, the breeze rustling through the trees, and the soothing lullaby of the babbling, bubbling brook.

Valerie’s right. It is much better to work outside.

The stream behind the Sacred Coven’s farmhouse truly was beautiful and serene. He missed the blue sky and the scent of trees and flowers. For the first time since joining the FBI, he wondered if the Bureau’s culture of working indoors was a handicap. Maybe we would be more productive if we conducted meetings in meadows like the witches do. I could suggest that to Director Haskins next time I talk to him.

He sighed. Great. Next thing you know, I’ll be advocating for group singalongs and candlelight. He’d always been a fan of supernatural phenomena. He’d studied witchcraft and all sorts of other spooky things since childhood. Lately, for the first time in his life, he found himself thinking like the magical beings he spent so much time with.

The FBI might adopt some methods from our partnership with the witches, but that will take time. For now, I better stick to regular, normal protocols. He looked past the top of a cubicle wall to the clock on the far side of the room. He had three hours until his dinner date with Valerie, if sharing a pizza could be called a date.

Now, it was time to really get to work.

He switched on his computer and opened the mapping software. Then, he opened his email.

Agent Hartley had forwarded a list of phone calls that went out of the Biddeford factory over the past six months. Ben scanned the list and noticed the call volume had increased significantly fifty-six days ago. That was around the time we shut down the Ascendants’ cloning operation, he realized. We thwarted their plans to create chaos with those clones. Looks like they pivoted to a different plot.

He copied the past fifty-six days’ worth of calls and pasted the list into an Excel spreadsheet. With a click of a button, he sorted them according to area codes. A pattern emerged, with certain clusters of numbers occurring at a high frequency.

Ben clicked over to his mapping software. He dropped pins on the general locations of the most frequent calls.

The pins clustered in several areas of the map. He picked up the secure landline near his desk and pressed a button. He’d added Hartley to his speed dial earlier that month, which was paying off lately.

Tyler Hartley picked up on the second ring. “Agent Carter. Good to hear from you. How’s it going in Salem?”

“Oh, you know.” I’ve been walking in streams, learning to appreciate nature, and hearing about how the Earth is a living being. The usual. “Glad to be back from Maine in one piece.”

That was honest, at least. Ben was really glad he hadn’t lost any limbs in the runic laser obstacle course. “A little short on sleep, but what are you gonna do? When a case heats up, you gotta log some hours.”

“Ain’t that the truth.” Hartley sighed. “Hell, I’ve been short on sleep since they put me on point for this task force, but I can’t complain. It’s important work. Did you get the file I sent over with the latest batch of keywords? The barons are fired up about some ritual happening real soon.”

“About that. Valerie and I think it might be related to the summer solstice. We’re working on a theory.”

“Oh yeah? Hit me with it. Might help me filter some of the communications coming through.”

Ben coughed into his fist. His throat felt ticklish with nerves. It was a reaction tied to his youth when he used to get bullied for discussing things exactly like this.

“Eh-hm. Excuse me. Okay, here it is.” He drew a deep breath. “We believe the Ascendants are ramping up to a significant event that will occur on the summer solstice, otherwise known as Litha. The holiday celebrates an abundance of energy related to the Earth, the sun, and the moon.

“It occurred to me that the factory in Biddeford is connected to the ritual they’re preparing for. Evelyn insinuated the factory had already served its purpose in conjunction with the ritual.”

Ben waited for the inevitable laughter. Most humans wrote off nature worship as hippie woo-woo stuff.

After a long, tense pause, Agent Hartley spoke. “Interesting. Litha. Never heard of it, but I’m following you.”

He’s taking me seriously, Ben realized. It was such a relief not to get mocked. Agent Hartley’s attitude gave Ben confidence as he continued. “Valerie believes the Ascendants are harvesting energy, possibly along ley lines around the globe.”

“Ley lines?” Now Hartley scoffed. “That’s pseudoscience bullshit, Agent Carter, not legitimate science.”

Here we go. Ben braced himself for the worst. “I know they’re thought of that way in our current culture, but I actually think Valerie’s onto something. I’ve felt energy coming off one before. It was palpable.”

“You sure you weren’t standing over an underground electrical cable?” Agent Harter chuckled. “Maybe you got confused. When I was building my house, I nearly got electrocuted on one of those suckers buried underground. Made my hair stand on end.”

“Could have been.” Ben slumped back in his seat and considered ending the conversation there, but the memory of Valerie’s sincerity made him straighten. He tapped his pen on his notebook and glanced at the points he’d mapped on his screen. “No, actually, it wasn’t electricity flowing through a wire. It was naturally occurring. A ley line. I know that might sound woo-woo, but there it is.”

Hartley hesitated.

Ben went on. “The magical community, including members of Valerie’s coven and Valerie herself, believe ley lines contain potent, powerful energy. She told me that on the day of Litha, those lines are more powerful than other times of the year.”

“Shit, you’re serious about this, aren’t you?”

Ben clicked an icon on his mapping software. “Very. And there’s more. I’m creating a schematic of the outbound calls from the Biddeford site. I’ll share it with you now. Check your email.”

He waited as Hartley found the link. When he saw an indication that Hartley had opened the map, he stated, “Check out the clusters of pins. It looks like the Ascendants placed phone calls to certain areas where ley lines converge in the United States. We’ve got that spot just north of Seattle. Sedona, Arizona. Michigan’s upper peninsula.

“I think if we create a more precise map of the exact locations where the calls were received, we’d really see a pattern. That’s gonna take some doing, but it’ll be worth it. I’m hoping you’ll get the task force on it.”

Tyler hesitated. “You’re sure about this, Agent Carter? We have limited resources. If you’re right about the date of the upcoming ritual, we’re on a tight timeline. We can’t mess around with a dead end. How did you and KuriaKen come up with this theory, anyway?”

We walked in a stream and sat on a rock.

Ben sighed and scratched the back of his neck. “She had a hunch. Witches use intuition. We’d be foolish to dismiss their ways of coming up with leads. My initial stab at organizing the data supports her hunch. I really think this is worth our time.”

“You’re the boss.”

Ben was grateful Director Haskins had given him so much authority when it came to the AMC’s workings. He wasn’t used to ordering people around or even delegating tasks. Yet, in this case, it was what he had to do, even if it felt uncomfortable.

He jotted a note on his pad about the task he was assigning. “Put together a map with as many data points as you can come up with. We’ll consult with the Sacred Coven to see if the points on the map align with ley lines according to their knowledge.”

“That’s better than consulting the internet, at least. Bunch of junk on there about ley lines, as far as I can tell. I pulled up a page as we were talking, and it was some bullshit about how they were used by ancient civilizations to guide spacecraft to Earth. How ridiculous is that?”

Ben used telekinesis to tug his coffee mug closer. “Honestly, I’ve learned it’s better to stay open-minded when it comes to these things.”

Hartley sighed. “I hear you. I guess I’d better learn that lesson, too. Let me ask you this, though. Why would the Ascendants place calls along these energetic lines?”

Ben furrowed his brow. He doubted many of the facts he’d learned in science classes over the years, thanks to the new information from Valerie. “Phone calls involve electromagnetic waves. Specifically, radio frequency waves. Maybe they have technology that channels those waves into the ley lines. Sort of a boosting technique.”

“Goddamn, this is out there.”

“It sure is. That’s the new normal when it comes to working with witches and fighting the Ascendants. My SAC told me when I started that I’d better expect the unexpected. That knocked me for a loop at first.”

Hartley chuckled. “It’s a head-scratcher, all right.”

“I’ve learned that he’s right. The witches do things with their magic that we can’t even fathom. The Ascendants use arcane, occult knowledge and cutting-edge tech. The combination is dangerous.”

“About that, this whole ‘merger of worlds.’ I understand that it’s bad. Director Haskins contracted a team of physicists and cosmologists. I read the report they put out, but I still don’t get it. Have you read it?”

Ben eyed the thick stack of paper off to one side of his desk. Post-it Notes poked out around the edges, and a coffee ring stained the top.

“It’s gathering dust on my desk,” he admitted. “I studied the hell out of it for days after it first came out, though.”

Valerie had teased him for analyzing each sentence of the lengthy report. “Valerie says we’re making it too complicated,” he told Tyler. “She says reality isn’t as solid as us humans believe it is. It’s more like a dream than anything.

“According to her, the Ascendants are manufacturing some sort of nightmare scenario. They’ll merge our current reality with that nightmare. Only for them, it won’t be hellish. It’ll be great. They’ll assume supreme power and make slaves out of the rest of us.”

“Sounds like hell to me.”

“One hundred percent,” Ben agreed.

“So, bottom line is, it’s a bad scenario. We have to prevent it if we can.”

“Correct. Thanks for your hard work.” Ben didn’t know all the ins and outs of leadership, but he did know a little appreciation could go a long way.

A fluorescent bulb halfway across the office popped and went out. Ben leaned back in his seat and studied the ceiling. “Do you ever work outside? Like, in the fresh air with nature all around you, and your shoes off so your feet are touching the ground?”

Agent Hartley cracked up. “Ha. With the bugs and snakes and all that shit? No way, man. I like my air conditioning, my cushy seat. Besides, I can’t access secure ethernet from a park. Why do you ask?”

Ben stared at his shoes. He had a sudden desire to take them off. “Eh, never mind. Thanks again. We’ll touch base soon.”

“Copy that, boss.”

Ben replaced the phone in the cradle, then pulled up a fresh document on his computer. He had to type up the new ideas related to the case. Little details could make all the difference. The report on the side of his desk caught his eye. He remembered some of the more frightening facts in those pages. The merger would shift space and time. Life as we know it would be over.

Hopefully, his work would help his team prevent that outcome. Much would come down to the witches. He thought of Valerie and wondered if she was making any progress. In a few hours, he’d meet with her and find out.


CHAPTER TWELVE


At nine o’clock that night, Valerie polished off the last bite of pizza. She patted her lips with the paper napkin, which she placed on her plate.

Ben gestured to the platter at the center of the table. “There’s one last slice.”

“It’s all yours. Thanks, that was delicious. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until we sat down.”

“How about another glass of water? Or a beer?” He lifted his pint glass of IPA. “It’s a summer special from the local brewery.”

“I’ll stick to my own potion for now.” She twisted the cap off her flask of restore and refresh potion and topped off her glass. Then, she held the flask out.

Ben politely refused. He brought his pint glass toward his lips, then sputtered before taking a sip. “Whoa!” He set the glass down, his eyes wide. “Something is going on with my beer.”

The bubbly sound of laughter rose from Ben’s glass. “Hello there! Is Valerie around?”

Valerie recognized the voice. “Telia, honey, how are you?” She hopped from her seat and headed to Ben’s chair, then leaned over his shoulder and peered into his glass. There, on the frothy amber surface, was a reflection of her best friend. Valerie smiled and waved. “What’s going on?”

Telia giggled. “I can tell I startled Ben. Sorry about that, you guys. I tried to reach you directly, Valerie, but for some reason, I couldn’t locate any liquids close to you.”

Valerie pulled up a nearby chair. She settled in close to Ben so she could continue looking into his glass. “I’m sipping a potion, but it’s chock full of dandelion root. You know how disruptive that is for communication magic.”

“Don’t I ever. Dandelions are mischievous. My goodness, they create so much static. But this liquid works like a charm. I hope I’m not interrupting your evening together.” She shot Valerie a meaningful look. “I know you two need some alone time now and then. To do, you know, whatever people do when they’re dating. Or whatever you want to call it.”

Valerie made a mental note to get back at her friend for this awkwardness when the opportunity arose. She could tell Telia was having fun with her teasing because her purple eyes twinkled.

In a singsong voice, Telia went on. “You’re probably doing all that stuff we read about in Cosmo.”

“Telia!” Valerie’s cheeks heated to a thousand degrees.

But Telia didn’t stop. “Candlelight, soft music playing. Whatever tunes humans like. Jazz or something. A flask of spoiled grape juice, a heart-shaped box of coa-cao powder sludge hardened over preserved fruits.”

Ben cut in. “Um, you mean wine and chocolates?”

“Chocolates. Yes, that’s it. A strange human obsession. Chocolate-covered cherries. Valerie and I read about how they’re involved in the human dating ritual around Saint Valentine’s Day on the Gregorian Calendar. So weird.”

Ben laughed. “So, you two have been reading human magazines? Doing a little research or something?”

I am going to die. Right here, right now. Valerie wanted to swirl her finger over the glass to close the communication and end the embarrassment. She managed to hold back. We’re at war, and that’s more important than my personal feelings.

“Telia, I’m sure you reached out for an important reason. Could you maybe get on with it? Please?”

“Yes, that’s right.” Telia straightened her scarf. Her playful expression turned serious. “You two, there’s big breaking news. ‘This just in,’ as the humans say. The Luxor Coven high priestess contacted Margery to report the theft of one of their most prized possessions—the Crown of Power.”

“Uh-oh.” Valerie suddenly felt wary.

Telia went on. “Moments later, Lucinda had a vision that the Jeweled Goblet had been stolen from the Glastonbury Coven’s communal altar. We confirmed her vision soon after. Lastly, we heard from the ladies in Tibet. They can’t find their Orb of Eternity.”

Dread settled in the pit of Valerie’s stomach. Three powerful artifacts were missing. “I doubt the Tibetan Coven simply misplaced that orb. It’s incredibly valuable.”

“We all think it was stolen.”

“Agreed.” Valerie pushed her fingers through her hair. She sat back in her seat and considered the news.

Ben spoke up. “The timing must be important. This rash of burglaries is most likely tied to the upcoming merging ritual.”

Telia’s voice floated from the cup. “What’s that, Benjamin, sweetie?”

Valerie motioned to the glass. “The liquid is hazy, so communication isn’t crystal-clear,” she told Ben. “It works best if you see her when you’re talking.”

Ben leaned over his beer and repeated the thought, then glanced at Valerie. “Never a dull moment hanging out with you. There’s always something new to discover, like the fact that my hazy IPA is a communication medium.”

“Next time, maybe pick a brew that’s clearer in appearance. It really helps.” Valerie tucked a knee to her chest and leaned forward again to see Telia’s reflection. “Could you ask Margery to reach out to high priestesses around the globe and inform them of the thefts? It would be best if Sheva covens were on high alert. We need to protect the artifacts in our possession. The Ascendants are ramping up to a big event, and they may attempt more robberies.”

“Got it.” Telia nodded and wiggled her brows. “Now, you two lovebirds get back to your cozy evening, okay? I saw an article in Witch Magazine about how adorable witch-human babies are on average. Glowing eyes, twitchy little fingers, and that innocent, fresh glow humans tend to have. When they’re not corrupted, greedy occultists, of course. The nice humans.”

Valerie twirled her finger over the glass to close the connection before Telia could say one more word.

Ben stared at the amber surface. His cheeks had a rosy tint. “That was, er, interesting.”

“Babies. Ha.” Valerie’s throat felt so dry. She was tempted to pick up the glass of used liquid and chug the whole thing. “Don’t mind Telia. She’s giving me a hard time because I borrowed her blue scarf without asking.”

He stared at the glass. “So, research at the library, huh? What else did you read about besides date-night rituals?”

“All sorts of stuff.” Valerie bit her lip. Like how confusing and complex relationships can be. She wanted things with Ben to be simple, but she had a feeling that was not in the cards. The situation already felt out of control. The line between friends and lovers was severely blurred. We crossed that line when we kissed, and now there’s no going back.

Valerie knew they’d have to talk about where they stood. The future. Their ideas about where the relationship would go and what to do if it didn’t work out. She couldn’t bear the thought that it would not work out, but she knew it was a possibility. Over half the articles in the human magazines had been about relationship failures, after all. Explosive breakups, crushed emotions, broken hearts.

I hope it doesn’t come to that.

It was painful to think about that, so she gestured to Ben’s glass of beer. “You should toss that because it’s probably flat now. Fluid communication alters the physical properties of the liquid used.”

“Copy that.” He got up, dumped the drink down the sink, then returned with his empty glass and a fresh bottle of beer. As he poured, his phone chimed.

He checked his messages. “Damn, that was fast.”

Valerie was relieved to move on from the topic of dating. She changed seats so she was again across the table from Ben and returned to sipping her potion. “What’s up?”

“Agent Hartley with the AMC is a real champ. He’s working late to follow through on a task I assigned him. He forwarded a map showing the receiving points of the calls that went out of the Biddeford Factory.”

He pushed his plate aside and opened his laptop. After working the keys for a while, he swiveled the screen so Valerie could see. The map of the United States contained an overlay of red dots forming clear lines that traversed the country, with a few clear convergence points.

One cluster was considerably bigger. Valerie pointed to it. “That mass of dots is twice as big as the others.”

“It sure is.” Ben zoomed in on the cluster. “Hm. The western part of North Carolina. Looks like there’s something major going on there. If the phone calls were boosting ley lines, this spot must be really powerful by now.”

He toggled to a new layer of the map showing topography. “Okay, we’re looking at a point in the Appalachian Mountains. Looks like a rural location, mostly forest and mountainside. What do you think? Is it worth looking into?”

“Let’s gather any data we can about the site.” She drained the last of her potion and gathered her belongings. “I’ll let Zara and Kiyomi know we have another trip ahead. I wish we could spend days building a strategy, but we’re short on time, Ben. I vote we head that way tomorrow. Early. Daybreak would be best.”

“Broomstick, commercial airline, or helicopter?”

“Broomsticks and helicopters are bumpy rides. Airplanes take too long. I think we need to teleport.”

He grinned. “Of course. I give you three options, you choose a fourth.”

She shrugged. “That’s the witchy way, I guess.” At the door, she hesitated. “Ben, this is going to be a dangerous trip. Our team is in a fragile state without Thomas. Zara and Kiyomi are enthusiastic, but they are new Shevas, basically straight out of school. Their magic isn’t as advanced as mine, and they’re nowhere near as skilled at hand-to-hand combat as you. We have to watch out for them. And for each other.”

He joined her by the door and held it open for her. “I will do my best to support and protect both of them. And you, Valerie. Whatever I can do to keep you safe, I’ll do it.”

She searched his eyes and felt a message there. Even if it means risking my own life. She had no doubt Ben would jump in the path of a bullet for her if necessary. He’d done it before.

A wave of gratitude surged over her. She wrapped her arms around his neck and held him close. “Thanks, Ben.” A tear trickled down her cheek, which was puzzling.

After slipping into the night, she looked at the starry sky and wiped the tear away. Then, she tucked her hands into her pockets and started the walk home.

It wasn’t until she reached her door that she realized why the tears confused her. She felt so grateful for Ben. Thankful for his friendship, loyalty, and many other things. Yet, at the same time, sadness weighed down her soul. She and Ben were preparing for a battle without Thomas. He’d been the third member of their team for so long. They’d faced many battles together. It felt weird and sad to prep for a fight without him.

She sat on the front stoop of her apartment and watched the sky. As a witch, she knew how important emotions were. The mix of gratitude and grief created confusion within her, and she needed to be clear on the inside so she could work her magic.

I will sit here until I feel better, she decided. The best medicine was the nature all around her.

Ken wriggled in his hilt. You need to sleep, child. He sounded sleepy himself.

I know, but I’m waiting.

For what?

I’ll know it when I feel it. She drew deep breaths and watched the dark clouds in the sky. They floated and glided, carried by a high wind. The air felt warm and muggy, though it was well past sunset.

In the distance, the moon formed a pale crescent over the dark treetops. “We’re still fighting, Thomas,” she whispered. “Tomorrow, Ben and I will make you proud. Hell, maybe Zara and Kiyomi will even bust a few moves. Who knows?”

She sat perfectly still and waited for a response. A falling star zipped across a clear patch of sky. In her heart, she knew it was a sign from Thomas. She smiled, stood, and headed inside. Her internal space felt clear at last.

I’ll get some sleep now, she told Ken. In the morning, we’re going to kick some ass.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Pink and lavender streaks crossed the sky. It was a spectacular sunrise, but Curtis Hawthorne didn’t notice the beauty. He swatted angrily at the fly buzzing around his head but missed it. The fly landed on his shoulder. With one smack, he crushed it and flicked away the crumpled wings and guts.

The thick woods in western North Carolina were full of biting flies. Not to mention snakes and spiders. He couldn’t wait for the merger ritual to be complete. After that, everything would change.

No more shitty assignments. No more grunt work. We’ll all be powerful beyond measure.

He looked around at the tall trees, interwoven with snake-like vines. Where the fuck is the elevator?

Finally, he spotted the knotted, gnarled old tree. He hitched his duffel bag up on his shoulder and approached. He spoke the enchanted words quietly, out of habit. Not that anyone else was in the damn woods.

It was impossible to drive or fly into the site because of the dense terrain. He’d gotten used to hiking the seven miles of rugged, confusing trails to reach the compound entrance, but few people on the face of the Earth were capable of such strenuous activity.

Probably why so many other enforcers managed to get transferred to other locations, he thought grudgingly as the tree bark morphed into a sleek elevator door. No matter. This assignment will be over in six days. I’ll be living in luxury after that.

He scratched at a new bug bite and stepped inside the elevator, then swallowed to soothe his parched, scratchy throat. His journey off the base had been physically demanding, with no stops for food or drink. Stealing prized artifacts is hard work.

As the doors slid open to the underground lobby, he caught the attention of a recruit standing guard. The recruit was thin and pale with dark circles under his eyes as if he hadn’t slept in weeks. “You. Get me a drink and a hot meal. Bring it to the hub.”

Curtis strode past the startled recruit without waiting for the inevitable bow. The recruit would scurry off to follow orders if he knew what was good for him. Within the brotherhood, hierarchy was everything. You obeyed those in the ranks above you—or else.

When Curtis reached the compound hub, he set the heavy duffel bag down. The hub was a round room with concrete walls. Dingy and dirty thanks to all the mud trekked in from above ground. It served as a gathering place for the enforcers who worked at the compound. Right now, most of them were lounging in chairs surrounding a long table off to one side of the room.

One of the enforcers, Milton Edgers, grinned at the sight of the duffel bag. The toothy smile showed off his gold-capped teeth. He rubbed his hands together. “You got the loot?” He eyed the luggage. “Looks heavy.”

“See for yourself.” Curtis was too damn tired to put on a big show and tell. He peeled off his shirt, which was too sticky and damp with sweat to bear for another minute. Plus, it was covered in splatters of blood. He balled up the soiled garment and tossed it toward a nearby trash can, then sat and rested back against the chair.

Milton picked up the bag and placed it on a table. Other enforcers perked up at the sight. All were dressed like members of the Secret Service, except without the crisp cleanliness of those folks. It was too dirty and sweaty here in the rural mountains for that sort of sterility.

As Milton dragged the duffel bag zipper back, shimmering lights beamed from within the bag. The lights formed patterns of gold, green, and white on the ceiling. A hush filled the room.

Curtis couldn’t stand it. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Get over it, fellas. It’s just a few damn trinkets.”

One of the cloak-wearing enforcers reached for the gem-studded goblet. “The Jeweled Goblet is no trinket, brother. It is a thing of beauty.”

“Beauty, eh?” Curtis’ quadriceps burned as he got to his feet. He’d hiked for miles up steep, rocky terrain. Not to mention all the running he’d done while stealing the artifacts. Plus, he’d evaded humans who got in his way as he escaped. He’d also killed a few, of course. That required work and took a toll on his knife. He’d have to sharpen his switchblade after he got some food in his belly.

Curtis strode up to the gawking enforcer and grabbed the goblet. “Quit paying dues to this junk. It’s not worth anything to us until we clean the energy traces from the witches. They’re foul women, brothers, and they weave toxic spells over the tools in their possession.”

“When will the cleaning and purifying begin?” Milton asked.

“I gotta eat.” Curtis paced back to his seat and lifted his gaze to the door in time to see the skinny, tired recruit arrive with a tray of food. “It’s about damn time, recruit. A minute later, and you’d be out on your ass. Your place among our ranks is not guaranteed. We could send you to the bottom of the river any time we want.”

Milton snickered. “I know of some good rivers not far away.” He grinned, showing off his crooked, golden teeth. “Sent a few recruits to rest in the muddy scum at the bottom just a couple of days ago.”

The recruit turned even paler than he already was. His skin took on a greenish tinge.

Milton cackled. “They’ll be eaten up by the bottom feeders by now. Crabs or mudsuckers or whatever the hell they got out here. Nothing but bones. How does that sound to you?”

“Not good, sir,” the recruit stammered. “I want to succeed. It’s an honor to be here.”

Like hell it is. Curtis hated every minute of his time in the underground compound. He knew he’d continue to hate every minute until the merger. He twisted the top off the water bottle, chugged down the liquid, and burped. “Get the chamber prepared for blood rites and a cleansing ritual,” he snapped.

The recruit backed up. “Yes, sir.” He slipped out the door.

The enforcers gathered around the table returned to admiring the stolen artifacts, much to Curtis’ annoyance. He was too busy shoveling food into his mouth to give them hell for it.

Milton paced back to his seat. “Blood rites, eh? We need a baron on site for that ritual, brother. Maybe you forgot, but they’ll have our heads if we attempt it without them.”

“A baron is on the way.”

The enforcers around the table hushed. One turned to face Curtis. “A baron is coming here? All this way?”

Curtis pulled his bloody switchblade from his pocket. He flicked it open, then threw it at the baffled enforcer. “Use your head, Zachary. Of course a baron is coming here.”

Zachary dodged the knife. Curtis used telekinesis to draw it back into his palm. “This here compound is a key location for the merger,” he reminded the others. He used the tip of his blade to clean the grit from his fingernails. That only served to get more blood on his hands because the knife was so dirty. “What, you thought they’d forget about us?”

The other enforcer shrugged. “It’s too dirty and rugged out here for barons. They’re used to luxury boardrooms and pristine labs.”

Curtis was one of the few workers on the compound who had access to the inner chamber. He knew how high-end and immaculately clean and sterile the chamber was kept because of the expensive machinery. He could barely comprehend what the machines were doing. Something to do with energy. A team of brainy strategists had invented it. It’s not my job to know how it works. I simply have to make sure it’s ready to be used.

“The trail’s brutal,” Zachary went on. “Their fancy suits and nice shoes would get dirty. Barons are all snobs.”

The others snickered.

Curtis wished he had multiple knives to throw at all of them. “Will you guys quit it? The baron’s going to teleport here, sure as shit. The last thing we want is to be caught talking trash about his rank.”

Zachary picked up the crown from the duffel bag. He turned it in his hands, admiring the intricate gold carvings. “All I’m saying is, we’ve toughed out life in this shithole for weeks on end. The barons sit around eating caviar and sipping brandy while we do the hard work.”

The air shimmered in the corner of the room. Curtis saw it moving. He knew what was about to happen.

Milton saw it, too. “Uh, Zach? You might want to⁠—”

Curtis kicked Milton’s shin. Milton zipped his lips.

Zachary went right on complaining. “I tell you what, boys. We’re in a good position as enforcers. I’ve been studying occult practices since I was in grade school. My great-great-grandfather was in the Illuminati, and he passed down the texts to me so I could learn the ways. Soon, we’ll be barons. Hell, we work harder than them anyway, those lazy-ass snobs. We deserve it. We’ll be seated at the great table, making decisions about the future of the world.”

The shimmering in the corner became more intense, then a form took shape. It was a figure. Broad-shouldered, deeply tanned. He wore an expensive-looking suit with golden cufflinks. His crocodile-skin loafers gleamed under the hub’s ceiling lights. So did the pistol in his hand.

He aimed his weapon at Zachary, who faced the opposite way.

“Go on,” the baron barked. “Tell us more.”

Zachary whirled. His face melted into a fearful cringe. “Excuse me, sir, I didn’t see you there.”

“Clearly.” The baron kept the weapon raised. “Now, do as I asked. Your life depends on it. You were saying that you work harder than I do. That you deserve more.”

“I—I didn’t mean it quite like that.”

The baron cocked the hammer on his pistol. He shifted so he was targeting Zachary’s forehead. “I said go on, enforcer.”

“We work hard. We’ve been sweating out here in the sticks, preparing this site, and most of us haven’t even been allowed in the inner chamber. I was only trying to say that’s gotta be worth something. Maybe one day, all of us enforcers will join the Council of Barons. Our hard work will pay off.”

The baron smiled. “Maybe.” He fired his weapon. The bullet drilled into Zachary’s head.

Zachary fell backward and landed, lifeless, half on a chair. Then, gravity pulled him to the floor. The crown rolled from his hands.

The baron strode to the artifact, picked it up, and walked to Zachary. He looked down at the dead body. “Maybe, but not likely.” Then, he swiveled and glared at the other enforcers in the room, one by one.

Curtis was glad he kept his griping to himself most of the time. He stared at his shoes to avoid the baron’s stern, steely glare.

“I am Stanley Sutton, baron of the brotherhood. You are enforcers. You ensure that the will of our great organization is carried out. That is your rank. Your role. You do not make decisions. You do not set the agenda. You follow the council’s rules. Is that clear?”

A mumble of agreement rose through the room. Stanley aimed his weapon at Milton’s head and fired. A hole erupted between Milton’s eyes. Milton’s head thudded against his computer screen as he fell.

The baron looked around again. “I said, is that clear?”

Curtis broke out in a sweat. “Yes, sir!” he shouted. The other enforcers around the room spoke up, too.

Stanley tucked his weapon into the waistband of his suit behind his back. “That’s better. Thank you. Now that we’re all on the same page, I think it’s a good time to get on with the day’s business. We don’t have time to waste.” He pointed at Curtis. “You. Curtis Hawthorne, enforcer, correct? Ex-military and ex-convict?”

Curtis didn’t like thinking about his years in prison. “Yes, sir,” he shouted, good and loud. He got to his feet. “At your service.” He wasn’t sure what the dickbag Ascendant expected, but it seemed wise to err on the side of caution.

“You have clearance for the inner chamber, correct?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Escort me there. Now.”

The baron strode from the hub. Curtis threw a longing look at his half-full plate of rations and the second water bottle the recruit had delivered. He was so hungry. So thirsty. So tired. But he didn’t want a bullet hole in his head, so he followed the baron.

In the corridor, Curtis took the lead. “This way, sir.”

“Make it speedy,” the baron barked.

Curtis gulped. He’d heard rumors about Stanley Sutton and his ruthless leadership. Now he’s here, at our mountain site. Curtis wished he had a shirt on. He felt under-prepared for a visit from a man of such importance. He did not want to show how flustered he felt, so he kept his chin up. As an enforcer, he was supposed to be capable, fearless, and ruthless.

“The chamber is at the heart of the compound,” he explained. “We need to navigate a few miles of shifting rock tunnels to get there. Enchantments keep the earth moving, twenty-four-seven. I know the timing and the turns, how to avoid the pits of snakes on the way. The trip usually takes thirty minutes if we move at a good clip.”

“Lead the way.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Valerie noticed how beautiful the sky looked through the farmhouse’s kitchen window. The sun had already risen above the treetops. Streaks of gold and pink lit the bottoms of low-hanging clouds. The sky above the colorful clouds had already turned a pale blue. It would surely be a lovely day.

“I just don’t know if Zara and Kiyomi are ready,” Margery fretted as she pulled her apron off a hook and tied it around her waist. “I wish we had time to do some practice trips with them. I’d hate for one of them to get lost in the void.”

“We must have faith.” Valerie paced toward the exit and peered down the hallway. She’d given Ben a ride to the farmhouse, but he stayed outside to make a phone call. The front door remained closed. Valerie peered at the staircase. No sign of Zara or Kiyomi yet, either.

“Are you nervous?” Margery asked as she poured a heap of flour into a bowl.

“Sure. I mean, I always get a little buzz of fear before missions like this. Ken gives me hell for it. He tells me I need to be battle-ready.”

Margery shook her head. “Goodness. You’re so brave. The last case I worked was so simple in comparison. I merely conjured a nice tropical storm out in the Atlantic. The Diplomatas tried to talk some sense into a band of pirates out there, but the brutes refused to behave. The high winds, choppy sea, and some lightning bolts did the trick.” She sliced butter into the flour.

“I might use water element today.” Valerie paced back to the kitchen table and picked up her tea. “Air, too. And fire.”

“Windstorms are wonderfully effective. You’ll do what’s best, I’m sure. We’re all so proud of you, dear.” Margery cocked her head. “I hear footsteps! Must be the new grads.”

The two sets of footsteps got louder, then Zara and Kiyomi burst into the kitchen.

Zara wore head-to-toe black clothing with war paint streaked across her cheeks. Her flame thrower hovered by her side.

Kiyomi had extra stone pendants around her neck and many crystal bracelets around both wrists. She wore her usual skirt and top, plus a chest plate over her narrow shoulders and shin pads on both legs.

“We’re ready,” Zara announced. “Well, we will be after I top off Bruce’s fuel.”

“I’ve been practicing my magic all night. Ever since I found out about the mission.” Kiyomi frowned. “Now that I think of it, I probably should have gotten some sleep.”

Zara grinned. “We’re going to slay today. Kick butt and take names.” She placed her big flame thrower on the table and unscrewed the cap from one of the tanks. Then, she tipped in liquid from a silver flask. Gasoline fumes wafted through the kitchen. “This is going to be great.”

Valerie sighed. She remembered being a new Sheva. The enthusiasm. The innocence. Now, she knew causing destruction was work, not play. She’d matured over the years.

“Ladies, our first crux will be teleporting to the site,” she told the two. “As soon as we arrive in North Carolina, we need to ground our energy. That’s important. Ground quickly and take stock of the surroundings. We don’t know what we’ll find when we land.”

The sound of the front door opening and closing made her stop short. Ben’s footsteps echoed down the hall. He stepped into the kitchen and tucked his phone away. “Agent Hartley and his task force put in long hours last night. He believes the location we’re heading for is an Ascendant-run base. He filtered data they’ve picked up on, and there’s considerable chatter about staffing some sort of hub there.”

Valerie swiftly processed the information. “Does he have any idea about the size of the operation?”

“The ACM intercepted a payroll document, actually, so we’re in luck. They have three recruits on staff, thirty operatives, and a handful of enforcers.”

“Damn.” Valerie processed the numbers. “We’re about to be outnumbered big-time. Four of us to forty of them.”

“At least we know what we’re up against.” Ben sniffed. “Smells like a garage in here.”

Margery brushed flour from her cheeks, then her hands. She moved around the kitchen counter to sweep Ben into a hug. “Don’t worry about that. It’ll smell like pie again before you know it. By the time you four return, hopefully.” She patted Ben’s back. “Thank you, sweetie, for the work you’re doing for our cause. Please tell that adorable man Wade the same thing when you see him.” She released Ben.

He dusted flour off his FBI windbreaker. “Thanks, Margery. It’s my pleasure. And I sure will pass that along to Director Haskins.”

“You are such a polite young man.” Margery smiled, showing off her plump, rosy cheeks. “We’re all so happy for you and Valerie. I know, I know, nothing official yet. Just a couple of kids having fun. But these things lead to true love once in a while.

“You didn’t hear that from me as a high priestess, though. As a leader, I could never push for a human-witch love relationship. Historically, those have been nothing but trouble. Shevas must focus on work and nothing else.” She winked at Ben. “I can’t help getting a bit mushy over it, though.”

Valerie wanted to die on the spot.

Ben’s face flushed. “Er…okay.”

To Valerie’s dismay, Margery went on. “May is a beautiful time of year for weddings, by the way. Eleven moons would give us plenty of time to prepare and weave ribbons for a nice May Pole.”

Ben blushed.

Weddings? Valerie’s eyes widened. Hell’s bells. She stepped forward, grabbed Ben’s arm, and tugged him away from Margery. “All right, we really better get to work.”

She dragged Ben to the table, where Zara and Kiyomi lingered.

Zara screwed the cap back onto her flame thrower and hefted it. “Fueled up, ready to destroy!”

Valerie pulled her eyeliner pencil from her belt and drew a spiral on the back of her hand. She held her hand out, palm down, within the circle she and her team formed.

She looked around the gathering. “Focus is essential. Do not stare at the void for too long. That’s tempting. Look here at my hand. If you start to feel really sick, you can look at your shoes, but only briefly. Everyone got it?”

She waited until everyone nodded. Then, she readied the other tools she needed to work the magic to bend time and space for the team.

When everything was ready, she glanced back at Margery. “We’ll be back by dark, hopefully.” If all goes well. Heaven knows when it comes to fighting the Ascendants, that’s not always the case.

“Benedicto Umbrum,” Margery offered solemnly.

Around the circle, the Shevas repeated the blessing of the shadowcaster. Then, Valerie started her spellwork. The kitchen soon broke apart into fragments of colors. Pieces of pink and green flew out into space.

Within moments, Valerie was aware of the otherworldly void around her. The luminous, soft gray light stretched into infinity. She hoped Zara and Kiyomi would not be tempted to wander off and explore.

Though they were new to the team, they were also vital. The enemy would severely outnumber them, so every member counted.

Bits of green and blue swirled into view. The wisps of color circled the foursome, blurry at first. Then, shapes filled out. Sounds filtered in. Valerie studied the spiral on the back of her hand, determined not to get distracted. Soft, loamy earth formed under her leather boots. A fly buzzed around her head.

After her surroundings stopped spinning, she drew in a deep, fortifying breath.

The soft, muggy air smelled like leaves, moss, and bark. Valerie pulled energy up through the soles of her feet, as she always did to ground herself after traveling. Only this time, the energy nearly shocked her. It buzzed through her body so fiercely that she had to grit her teeth to withstand the sensation.

“Agh!” Zara cried out as she clutched her stomach. “What the hell is that? I pulled energy through my feet, like we learned in school, and now I feel like I’m going to explode.”

Kiyomi toppled over. Valerie helped her back to her feet.

Ben held his hands out toward the forest floor. “I can feel it coming up from the ground. Man, what is going on here?”

Valerie made sure Kiyomi was stable before she fought off a wave of nausea. She usually felt dizzy after teleporting, and her attempt at grounding had not gone well. The whole world felt tippy, and the harsh, buzzing sensation radiated through her body. “They’re tampering with the Earth’s natural energy somewhere close by.”

She peered into the dense woods. “Now, the question is where?” All she could see were trees. They were tall and majestic, but they radiated pain. They did not like the buzzing energy coming from the ground, either. Valerie had always had a good relationship with trees, and she sensed their suffering. “These beauties are cranky as hell,” she mentioned, gesturing to a massive pine tree.

“Cranky trees,” Ben repeated, shaking his head. “Can’t wait to tell Sam about that one next time we have a barbecue.” He pulled his Glock out and swiveled his head left and right, then looked down. “Broken ferns.”

“Broken ferns is right.” Zara scoffed. “Hell’s bells, crusty cauldron, and all the rest. The vibe around here makes me want to puke.”

“No.” Ben pointed. “I’m not cursing. I mean, those ferns are actually broken.”

Kiyomi touched one of the crystals around her neck. “My stones are in shock. They can barely survive this radiation. It’s so harsh.”

Valerie wobbled on her feet as she stepped toward Ben. She didn’t want to fall, but it was tough to stay upright with how dizzy she felt. She had to reach for his shoulder to steady herself.

“You okay?” His eyes crinkled with concern.

“Yeah, just a little loopy. I’ll get through it. Show me these broken plants.”

She and Ben crouched to examine the earth. As Ben pulled back one of the damaged ferns, he revealed a boot print in a patch of exposed dirt.

“Nice work.” Valerie searched for the next print and spotted it. “Your detective work pays off again.”

“Just call me Sherlock Holmes.”

The footprints continued for about twenty feet. As they followed the tracks, the energy grew stronger and stronger. Finally, the prints stopped at the base of a gnarled, ancient tree.

Valerie touched the tree’s bark and softened her gaze. “This poor thing’s aura is sickly. Something’s very wrong with it.”

Ben snapped a photo, then paced around the tree until he was at Valerie’s side again. “It’s wide. Must be really old. Why would the footsteps lead us here? And where’s the damn compound?”

Ken wiggled at Valerie’s hip. Tell Ben he’s forgetting his own superpower. Tell him to use logic. What is the logical answer to his own question?

Valerie sighed. Come on, Ken. We don’t need vague wisdom right now. We certainly don’t need another riddle. There are enough questions as it is. If you know something, spill it.

I know that you, dear, are due for a style upgrade. A fresh new look. Black is out, you know. Very last decade. Fluorescent colors are in.

Ken!

Fine, fine. As Benjamin will see, if he uses his own capacity for reason, the solution is clear. The footsteps led us here because this is the entrance to the Ascendant compound. The entrance must be within the tree.

How so? Valerie examined the bark but saw no signs of a doorknob, latch, or other hints of a doorway or portal. She reached out and swiped her fingertip across the bark.

Zara scrunched her nose. “Why are you stroking the tree?”

“I thought maybe swiping would do something.” Valerie pursed her lips, put her hands on her hips, and stepped back for a different view.

Kiyomi’s urgent whisper disrupted the silence. “Everyone, hide!”

Within seconds, Valerie and her team crouched behind a thick stand of shrubbery not far from the tree. Valerie stayed as quiet as possible as she peeked through the leaves.

The tree bark shimmered and morphed, then gave way to a sleek elevator door. The door slid to the left. Two large men dressed in soiled, sweat-stained suits stepped out.

Both were dragging objects behind them. At first, Valerie thought they were hauling sacks of laundry. Then, she realized she was wrong. That isn’t laundry, she thought. Those are dead bodies.

Let the fun begin, Ken transmitted. I can fly in and hold the elevator for us. You deal with the two goons.

Valerie’s fingertips heated. She was becoming a seasoned Sheva, but she still felt the thrill of battle as if this was her first fight ever.

You got it, she told her knife. She spent six seconds preparing a spell, then leaped out from behind the shrubbery.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


What a day.

Within minutes of arriving in North Carolina, Ben found himself in the middle of an explosive battle.

Valerie sprinted toward the two men who had emerged from the elevator. She took a flying leap as she neared them, then landed on her left foot and rotated. Her right boot met the side of one of the guy’s heads. He dropped to the ground like a sack of rocks. She squared her stance so she was facing the other guy. A fireball sparked at the tips of her fingers.

Ben charged out from behind the bush, ready to provide backup. He was aware of Zara and Kiyomi’s positions behind him, along with the fact that Ken had flown into the elevator inside the tree trunk.

An elevator inside a tree trunk? Ben would puzzle over the physics of the situation later.

He headed for the fallen man. The guy groaned and tried to stand, but Ben aimed his weapon. “FBI! Stay down.”

The guy sneered. “Or what? You gonna put some of those cheesy handcuffs on me? Read me my rights? Get out of my way.” He tried to sit up again.

Ben waited until the guy was on his knees, then delivered a powerful kick to the side of the man’s head. He got a firm grip on an arm and twisted, flipping him to the ground. Then, he pinned the man’s arm behind his back. “I said stay down. You’re lucky you’re dealing with me and not one of the witches I work with.”

The man spat on the ground. “Fuck you. I don’t listen to human scum. I know magic.” His body warped and wavered. Fur sprouted along his arms, pushing aside the fabric of his suit. His face sprouted a muzzle. He opened his mouth, revealing razor-sharp teeth.

The wolf gnashed his teeth at Ben.

Shit. Ben knew how to fight, tackle, and arrest humans. Not wolves.

Zara’s voice rang out. “Need a little help, Agent Carter?”

He struggled to keep the enemy pinned down, but the way the guy’s body shifted and morphed made that hard. Ben’s brow broke out in a sweat as he narrowly avoided getting bitten. He glanced over his shoulder at Zara. “Yeah, that’d be great.”

“You got it. Let’s see if my practicing pays off.” She moved her fingers in a spellweaving pattern. Tendrils of black smoke curled from her fingertips. The blackness slithered toward the writhing wolf-man. “From darkness you came, to darkness you shall return. Once nothing, may you be nothing again. And so it is.”

The shadows wove around the wolf-man. A chill swept over Ben, too. Black swirls curled around Ben’s hands, wrists, and arms. More tendrils wrapped his feet and ankles. He waited until the enemy beneath him was nothing but a shadow, then stood and looked down at his fading form.

“Sorry about that.” Zara scrunched her nose. “I got a little carried away. Didn’t aim the shadowcasting quite right. Maybe Valerie can fix you up.”

Ben whirled to check on Valerie.

She examined a pile of ash at her feet. “Well, that was satisfying.” She straightened and flicked red sparks off her fingertips. “Ken’s holding the elevator for us. Everyone ready?”

She caught sight of Ben’s half-shadow form, then studied the shadow on the ground beside him and seemed to realize what happened. “Let’s be careful with our spellwork, sisters,” she told the others. “Don’t want anyone to get harmed by a stray spell. I heard about a Sheva once who sent her beloved aunt into nothingness by mistake.”

Ben shivered. It was a big relief when she pulled the shadows away from him. He brushed off his jacket and straightened his hat. “Thanks. Yeah, ready.”

He walked past the dead bodies the two guys had been hauling out like trash bags. Flies buzzed around the bleeding bullet holes on both men’s heads. It felt like a fitting welcome for the mission at hand. Whatever happened below ground would be gruesome and violent. He was prepared to do his part to defend the Shevas he worked with. Especially Valerie. Even if that meant taking a bullet.

He stepped into the elevator. The others joined him. Tension hung in the air as Ken pressed the down button. With a lurch and whirring sound, the elevator began its descent.

Five long minutes later, the doors slid open to a wide lobby area. The walls were concrete. The room smelled like sweat and soil. Muddy tracks formed a pathway from the elevator to a set of doors on the other side of the room.

Ben scanned the surroundings and noted a table stocked with guns. Two chairs, both empty. A steel chest, probably for more weapons. Scuff marks on the floor.

No one else was in the room, and there weren’t many places where a person could hide. His training had instilled certain habits within him. In keeping with that training, he moved toward the steel chest.

At the same time, he analyzed the visual data he’d picked up on. The many tracks indicated most people who entered the lobby continued to the double doors across the room. The scuff marks were probably because of the dead bodies recently dragged along.

He made it to the chest and checked behind it. “Clear,” he announced to the rest of his team. He tried to open it to check inside, but it was locked. Then, he gestured to the door. “Looks like the action takes place back there.”

Kiyomi moved toward the chairs. “Traces of energy here. People occupied these seats not long ago.”

“They might be back soon,” Zara added.

Valerie nodded. “We’re in, and now we need to work with the element of surprise.” She sent shadowy tendrils from her fingertips. The shadows were darker than those Zara had spread, and they moved faster, too. Ben marveled in awe as they once again curled around him. His body felt cold and spacious.

“You’re not going to turn me into nothing, are you?” he asked.

“Don’t worry. I know how to control my casting. You’ll be a shadow, not gone for good.”

“Whew.”

Valerie’s body faded from sight. She receded into the darkest portion of the room. “I hear someone coming,” she whispered. “Quick, take cover!”

Ben followed her lead and moved toward the dark corner. It felt so easy to move with his new form. His feet glided along the floor, and he hardly had to put any effort into sprinting.

He’d barely made it to the shadows when the doors across the lobby slid open.

A thin young man with dark circles under his eyes emerged through the doors, followed by a stocky, muscular guy. Both men crossed the lobby.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


The recruit Gregory wanted to take a nap. He’d stayed up too late the night before, practicing dark magic. He’d managed to turn a dead frog into a lump of nickel, but what the hell good was that? He’d been trying for gold, which was much more valuable.

He walked across the underground lobby. Another recruit, Richard, shuffled along behind him. The room felt eerie, like it was occupied by unseen beings, maybe even ghosts. A chill ran over his arms. He ignored the feeling and searched the array of weapons for his favorite. “Since there’s a baron on site, we better stay on high alert.”

Richard didn’t answer. Asshole. Greg had despised the other recruits on site from the start, and Richard was the worst of them. He was snobby, mean, and spiteful. Worst of all, he stunk. Badly.

Dude needs a shower, Greg thought as he located his preferred weapon. He picked up the Ruger Mark 4, checked the chamber, then clicked it back into place. “Well? Say something,” he prodded.

“You’re not the boss of me,” Richard griped. “I know we’re on guard duty. You ask me, they should get some of those good-for-nothing operatives out here to watch the lobby. All they do is sit around all day and study old books.”

“They’re studying to get better at their craft. It’s like everyone says. We’re recruits. We start low in the pecking order. We train, work hard, and get promoted. And training means practicing.” He almost launched into a story about the occult alchemy he’d attempted the night before but thought better of it. Richard was known for stealing things. The lump of nickel Greg had produced wasn’t a lot, but it was something.

“Besides,” Greg continued. “They’re guarding the inner chamber. On top of that, no one knows about this place. It’s not like we’re ever gonna have to actually defend it. Curtis told me that himself. This place is top secret. We only have to look like we’re doing our jobs to make the baron happy. He expects guards, so we look like guards.”

He carried the gun to his seat and slouched down, facing the door. The skin on the back of his neck prickled with goosebumps. A draft flitted from behind him. He swiveled and studied the far side of the room. It was dark back there. Hard to see. They had no windows underground, so where did that chilly air come from?

Richard plopped into a chair nearby and laid his machine gun across his lap. “After the merger happens, we won’t have to do this shit anymore. I heard the barons are going to be rulers of the world. Like kings. The rest of us will get whole towns and cities to rule over. You want to know what I’m going to do?”

Gregory picked a scrap of food from between two back teeth. “What?” he grumbled.

“First, order around all the stupid normal people. Ya know, the schmucks who don’t know spells. I’ll get them to fork over all their cash.”

“No one uses cash these days. It’s all electronic.”

“So I’ll get that, too. Whatever the fuck they got. Hell, I’ll take Bitcoin, lottery tickets, gold necklaces. Whatever I want. I’ll kill anyone who gives me a hard time. After that, I’ll put the rest to work.”

Gregory already had plans for the portion of the Earth he would preside over. He knew a particularly gruesome spell to turn people into toads and salamanders. They were useful for his alchemy practice. He liked the idea of having an abundant supply.

Before he could boast about his genius plan, another draft tickled the back of his neck. He slapped at it in case the sensation was a fly that had snuck down on the elevator. Then, he turned again.

“What’s wrong with you?” Richard asked. “You’re acting tweaky.”

“I keep feeling a chill.” Greg studied the back of the room and thought he saw movement. Like a shadow moving along the wall. That didn’t make sense because he and Richard were the only two in the room. Unless…

“You ever heard of that witch woman who turns into a shadow?” he asked.

“What, KuriaKen?” Richard’s scowl morphed into a hungry, mean grin. He licked his lips. “Sure, I have her poster in my bunk room. She’s hot as hell, dude. I’d have a go at her if I got the chance. All that tight leather looks fine on her.”

Greg shivered. “She’s a killer, man. She’s single-handedly destroyed more Ascendants than any other witch in history. She can merge with shadows, too. Then, she makes the shadows spread out of her and latch onto her opposition. There’s ways to defend against it, but it’s tough magic to master.”

“Aw, come on. Can’t be that hard.”

“It is. I tried it once and ended up getting sick for three months.” Greg ran his hand over his head and remembered how he’d become bald and rail-thin after trying that type of magic and failing. He was barely starting to get some muscle mass back. “Only advanced practitioners can defend against her attacks. Stanley Sutton can do it. That’s what I heard, and I believe it. Anyway, she’s fast, and she can jump fifty feet in the air.”

“Now you’re spooking yourself out. No one even knows about this spot, remember? Top secret. You said so yourself five minutes ago.”

Greg settled back into his seat. Richard was right, for once. “Yeah, I guess.”

Richard grinned. “Witches are a pain in the ass, but they’re sexy. Even that baron thinks so. He has a witch girlfriend.”

“For real?” Greg pulled a rag from his pocket and polished his Ruger. “No way, that’s gotta be wrong. Ascendants hate witches.”

“Not the rogue ones. The dude who just showed up is Stanley Sutton. Rich as fuck, some big trader guy from Manhattan. He could have any woman he wants, and he’s with a rogue witch from Rome. But I heard she’s sick.”

Greg spat on the rag and kept polishing. “Witches don’t get sick. They can heal themselves.”

“No way, not this one. She, like, turned her back on her own type of magic. She uses modern technology, and it’s draining all her powers. I heard she’s getting old and haggard-looking, even though she’s not that old. And she’s, like, tired all the time.”

“Hmph.” Greg knew a thing or two about being tired. He longed to lie down. That wasn’t possible today, though. Not with the baron around.

He wanted to ask Richard more about the rogue witch, but a sound made him hold back. He stood and studied the dark portion of the room. “Did you hear that?”

“What the fuck are you talking about? Dude, we’re the only ones here. Would you chill out?”

A dark shadow slid across the room. Black smoke curled around Richard’s throat. He shivered, and his eyes got wide.

Greg aimed his weapon. He didn’t know what he was looking at. Was it only a shadow? A trick of the lighting in the room? Or was this a Sheva? He’d heard so much about them. In some deep, secret place, he’d yearned to meet one. Not like this, though. He suddenly felt a chill, too.

The black shadows swirled around Richard’s body.

Greg aimed at a new section of the room, but it was pointless to try to find a target. He kept shifting his focus, trying to locate the shadows flitting around him. “Show yourself!” he demanded.

Richard gasped. He looked down, still wide-eyed, toward his hands. But his hands weren’t there. His arms dissipated into nothingness, too. Then, his torso evaporated. Poof!

Greg could hardly believe what he was seeing. Richard’s face faded, turning into a shadow. Finally, Greg could see his fellow recruit no longer. He was gone. Just…gone.

“What did you do with him?” Greg stammered.

A female voice floated from the shadows. “The same thing I will do to you. I returned him to the Great Emptiness. Better that way, really. His aura revealed his sins. He took many lives, that one.”

Well, her facts were accurate, at least. Everyone knew the Ascendants had recruited Richard because of his reputation as a cold-blooded killer. He’d murdered his own family in the dead of night and, according to the rumor mill, fed them to sharks off the side of a fishing boat.

“What—what about me?” Greg asked. He shifted the aim of his Ruger to a dense spot in the darkness. “I’m not that bad.”

Greg had only killed once. It was a justified killing, he believed. His girlfriend dumped him for some other guy. She was more useful as a toad to practice alchemy with. He’d enjoyed transforming her into a toad, cracking her little spine, then magically morphing her into a lump of lead. Plus, that murder earned attention from the Ascendants. It was the best decision he’d ever made in his life, he believed.

Only now, it didn’t seem that way. Maybe I’m going to pay for what I did, he realized. “I’m a good person,” he sputtered.

“You lie to yourself,” the female voice stated.

The dark shadows swirling around Greg grew darker. Inky blackness curled around him. He could hardly see out.

“You took an innocent life, and now I shall take yours.” The voice sounded far away. “Fair is fair. Justice has been served.”

Gregory’s last thoughts before he died were filled with wonder. This must be a Sheva. Maybe even Valerie KuriaKen herself. Does she know she’s in one of the most dangerous places on Earth? She won’t last down here. The Ascendants are going to kill her.

With that, his world went black.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Valerie shook her hands. After flicking out the last lingering shadows, she surveyed her surroundings. The underground lobby area was dingy and damp with humidity. It smelled awful, like mold, body odor, and unclean clothes.

She glanced at the table of weaponry. “If anyone needs a firearm or two, now’s a good time to grab some.”

She’d already returned everyone to their solid forms. It was nice to feel her flesh and blood again. She gestured to Zara. “I heard you did well in the academy’s new Human Guns 101 class.”

Zara perused the rows of firearms. “I aced it. But the class was mostly about how to defend against guns, not how to use them in attacks.” She patted her flame thrower. “Besides, I’ve got Bruce. He’s all I need.”

Kiyomi sorted through the crystals in her pouch. Her brow furrowed as if deep in thought. “Moving tunnels,” she muttered.

Across the room, Ben studied the double doors. “What’s on your mind, Kiyomi?”

Valerie wanted to know, too. Kiyomi was brilliant, especially when it came to Earth magic, but she was so reserved and quiet. Even when she had a good idea, she kept it to herself. “Yeah,” Valerie seconded. “If you’re picking up on something, we’d like to know.” She crossed the room and joined Ben by the doors.

“My crystals are murmuring with excitement. They say the earth down here is enslaved by dark magic. Ah-ha, here we go.” Kiyomi plucked a dark blue stone from her pouch. “My kyanite is crying out. She says there are stones here who have been forced to work for evil entities.”

Valerie paced in front of the door. “Okay, does she have any advice for us?”

At her side, Ben frowned. Valerie shot him a look. “Let’s give her a chance,” she whispered.

“There must be a better tactic than consulting rocks.”

“We are in unknown territory. We have to trust our teammates.”

He nodded and sighed. “You’re right.”

Kiyomi tossed the blue stone up. It hovered before her, rotating. The air around it glowed with bluish light. Kiyomi closed her eyes and opened her arms wide. Then, she began to sing.

“In this ready, ripe, rich hour,

we call to thee, Stone, to share your power.

Give us wisdom that you reap,

from stones nearby Mother Earth does keep.

Bring forth your light of deep, pure knowing,

For seeds of questions, witches be sowing.

Salt and stones, light and sound,

Our souls to yours with love we’re bound.”

Kiyomi swayed as she sang. The blue light around the hovering stone brightened, then flickered and nearly blinked out.

She opened her eyes and beckoned the others toward her. “Come, come. Quickly! She wants us to circle around.”

Valerie knew the power of joining with a shared purpose. She’d participated in gatherings like this since she was old enough to walk. “Of course,” she replied. “When working magic like this, more is always better.”

She joined Kiyomi by the stone and took her hand. Zara held Kiyomi’s other hand.

Ben lingered by the door. The blue light around the floating stone dimmed.

Kiyomi glanced over at Ben. “Please, Agent Carter, hurry. She needs our full attention and appreciation if she’s going to help us.”

“Oh, no, not me.” Ben waved his hands and checked both doorways. “I’ll stand watch while you ladies do your thing.”

Kiyomi scrunched her features. “Agent Carter, she needs all of us.”

Valerie beckoned Ben. “Come on. This won’t kill you.”

He crossed the room and joined them but did not look happy about it. “We are in enemy territory. Completely exposed. One of us should stand watch. This goes against everything I’ve learned about behavior behind enemy lines.”

“This is important,” Valerie insisted.

He gripped her hand and Zara’s, too.

“Close your eyes,” Kiyomi instructed. “Join with the kyanite so she can share her wisdom. Pay attention to any visions you see, any words you hear.”

Valerie watched Ben until she was sure he followed the directions. Then, she closed her eyes, too. She relaxed and sent waves of gratitude toward the stone at the center of their circle.

Kiyomi sang out a beautiful chant in the language of Magick. She closed with a blessing.

With a clunk, the stone fell to the floor.

Kiyomi picked it up, kissed it, and slipped it back into her pouch. “Well, that was informative. I saw shifting tunnels peppered with snakes in pits.”

Ben blinked and shook his head. “That was incredible. In my mind’s eye, I saw a whole map. The entire route, plus important information about timing. It was all crystal-clear.” He checked his watch. “The tunnels shift every five minutes. For the route I pictured to work, we have to leave now.”

Valerie didn’t hesitate. She trusted Kiyomi, Ben, and the magic that had taken place. “Let’s go.” She led the way across the room.

As they walked, Kiyomi smiled shyly at Ben. “That’s a beautiful saying, ‘crystal-clear’. The humans have some good phrases like that. Crystals love to provide clarity.”

Excitement stirred in Valerie’s heart. It felt good to have a plan and to be doing her duty as a Sheva. She felt alive and purposeful, ready for whatever challenges the team would meet in the strange underground compound. “Let’s navigate these shifting tunnels and make it to whatever is on the other side. I have a feeling that’s where the real action will begin.”

She’d adjusted to the buzzing ley lines on the site, so it no longer made her feel dizzy or sick. However, she could not completely ignore the sensation. It got stronger when she opened the double doors. She led the team down a long corridor. About fifty yards farther, they reached a door.

Valerie shifted into her shadow form and crept toward it. She opened it quietly and peered into the room beyond. A few guys in suits lounged around. A duffel bag rested on a table, along with three artifacts. Valerie recognized them as the ones stolen from other Sheva covens.

We’ll be back for those, she decided as she backed silently away from the door. She transformed into her solid state and beckoned for the others to follow.

They continued down the hallway.

When they were a safe distance from the enemy, Valerie spoke in a whisper. “I believe that was a room where enforcers gather back there. I spotted three, not doing much. We can deal with them after we handle whatever is in the central chamber. Based on what we heard from the recruits, the chamber is where the work takes place.”

They reached a branch in the hallway. Ben pointed to the right. The team moved that way as a unit, stealthy and swift. At a second branch, Ben gestured to the left.

The hallway walls were rough rock covered in a layer of dust and grime. This portion was narrower, the walls more uneven. Built-in lighting cast a dim glow over the corridor.

After a few minutes, the rocks groaned and creaked. Both sides of the hallway inched inward, so the team had to move single file. Ben took the lead. Valerie sensed the next time the walls moved, they would get crushed unless they made it to a new section.

Ben hooked a left. The team followed.

He checked his watch and studied the corridor ahead. “Five more feet,” he muttered. At the correct spot, he stopped. “Everyone wait here.”

“For what?” Zara asked.

The walls creaked as the rocks shifted and squeezed inwards. A spike of fear moved through Valerie. “Are we about to get crushed?”

“Just wait.” Ben studied his watch. “Three more seconds.”

The rocks pressed against Valerie’s right side. She could barely breathe. Then, suddenly, the whole wall on her left rotated. Ben moved in time with the wall and ushered the group to follow him. They stayed ahead of the moving wall of rocks and found themselves in a new section of hallway, wider than the last.

Valerie took a much-needed breath to steady her nerves. “Glad you know what you’re doing, Ben.”

As they walked forward, she noticed a gap in the left-side wall ahead. They reached that section. The gap gave way to darkness as the ground dropped off on the left side. Valerie conjured a ball of light and steered it into the darkness. Still, she couldn’t tell what was going on out there. The light didn’t hit anything. She used her mind to move the light downward and leaned out for a look down.

“Careful,” Kiyomi warned. “That’s probably one of the snake pits I saw in my vision.”

“Dang, you’re right.” Now, Valerie could see the floor of the big pit. It was covered in long, squirming, writhing black snakes.

Zara peered over the edge and shivered. “Whew, creepy. I hope we don’t get pushed into one of those pits. Agent Carter, I hope you got the route right. Sheesh, I might have nightmares after this.”

Valerie pulled back and caught up with Ben. “Welcome to the life of a Sheva,” she told Zara. She still had nightmares about some of the jobs she’d worked. “Our career is unlike any other. We see things most common witches can’t even dream up. But we were chosen for this vocation, and we are strong enough to handle the dark, scary sights. The trials and challenges.” Hopefully.

The walls groaned. Rocks pressed in on both sides.

“Not again,” Zara moaned.

Ben spoke up. “We have about two miles of this ahead, Zara, so this is only the beginning. Everyone ready? We need to move to the right in three seconds. Three, two, one!”

The wall on the right side rotated. Valerie followed Ben, then kept pace with him as he moved forward.

The mission ahead would be challenging, and she was grateful for her teammates. She hoped whatever they found at the end of the tunnels, they would be up to the challenge.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Ben checked his watch.

The tunnel would move again in exactly two minutes and thirty-seven seconds. He walked at a quick pace in front of the others, leading the way. The air felt cooler here than it had back in the lobby. He figured it had dropped at least ten degrees. He noticed a slight downhill slant to the earthen floors, too. They’d traveled downhill for the past twenty-eight minutes, and the descent continued.

Because he knew he had some time before the next shift, he let his thoughts wander.

He was truly amazed by what had taken place back in the lobby. It was a pleasure to dwell on what happened.

He’d spent his whole life learning from books, documentaries, and the internet. He studied maps tirelessly. He listened to podcasts, read manuals, watched videos. He gained information from outside sources.

Yet today, all that changed. In the strange, dark, dingy room, he’d participated in his first magical ritual. It was so weird that simply holding hands and speaking a few well-chosen words could create real, honest-to-goodness magic. But it did.

He’d joined hands with the three Shevas around the floating rock. He’d closed his eyes, like Kiyomi instructed. Then, out of nowhere, wisdom had bubbled up from somewhere deep inside him. Where? How is it possible? The whole thing boggled his mind.

He checked his watch again. A minute to go.

At his side, Valerie moved her fingertips in a spellweaving pattern. When she saw him glance at her work, she spoke up. “Ken had a vision of an inner chamber with many big machines. I’m conjuring a fireball.”

Ben’s curiosity engaged. “Yeah, about Ken’s visions. Where do they come from?”

“Inner wisdom. It’s a huge bank of information that any living being can tap into if they know how. Better than any library.” She nudged Ben. “That probably sounds like blasphemy to you since you adore the Salem Public Library so much.”

“The librarian knows the kinds of books I like. She orders any new ones that come out about ghost hunting, aliens, zombies, vampires. Witches.”

The rock walls rumbled as they started rearranging themselves.

“Poor rocks,” Kiyomi fretted. “They’re so very tired.”

Zara readied her flame thrower. “We’ll blast their rulers, free this Earth for good. I swear, this buzzing feeling is driving me nuts. It’s stronger down here, too.”

She was right. Ben dragged his thoughts away from the library, one of his favorite places on Earth, and focused on the task at hand.

The wall on their left rotated ninety degrees. Ben guided his team to the left in time with the moving wall so they wouldn’t get crushed.

As they moved, a new section opened up. A rectangle of light emerged from the room beyond and illuminated the dimly lit tunnel. The gap in the wall widened, revealing a vast, luxurious, extremely clean laboratory.

The place was huge. As big as any gymnasium Ben had ever been in, maybe bigger. It looked nothing like the dingy, dirty tunnels they’d navigated to get there. The walls were gleaming white. Huge machines rose off the white tile floor. Long tables of computers stretched from one side of the room to the other.

That wasn’t all. Guards were stationed around the perimeter. They stood still, like the famous soldiers positioned outside Buckingham Palace, only dressed differently. They wore trench coats and fedoras and carried rifles. Ascendant operatives, Ben realized.

He remembered Agent Hartley’s intel about the number of staff on site. A quick estimate confirmed the count. At least thirty, maybe more, he thought as he tightened the formation with his team and raised his Glock.

The stone walls around them shuddered to a stop. The guards studied the newcomers. They remained oddly still and unreactive. It took Ben a few seconds to realize why.

They’re awaiting orders, he realized.

He swept his gaze to the center of the room. All he could see was the towering metal machines, shaking and vibrating with pent-up energy. The electrical buzz that grew stronger during the descent seemed most powerful here. Ben felt like he was withstanding a mild electric shock that wouldn’t stop.

On either side of him, the witches fanned out. Valerie disappeared, morphing into the shadows.

Zara lifted her flame thrower over her shoulder and aimed into the room. Kiyomi loaded a baseball-sized rock into her slingshot.

Tension filled the room.

The guards remained perfectly still.

Ben returned to studying the center. Then, he saw movement. Two men stepped out from behind the biggest machine. One was shirtless. His massive torso glistened with sweat and tattoos. Blood streaked his face, and hatred burned his eyes. He reminded Ben of an MMA fighter as he cracked the vertebrae in his neck, then popped his knuckles.

The other man was one Ben recognized. He’d encountered Stanley Sutton before in the catacombs of Rome. Back then, Ben knew little about him. Now, the ACM had a pages-long rap sheet on Stanley. Ben had studied the Bureau’s information about Ascendant leaders and knew several details about Stanley’s life. For one thing, the guy was a cold-blooded killer. Secondly, he was a skilled occultist who could teleport. Third, he was known to be fearless.

Stanley raised his hand. He gave a signal, and the operatives around the room sprang into action. Within seconds, they’d formed a new arrangement closer to the machines in the center.

“Protect the amplifier at all costs,” Stanley barked.

“Yes, sir!” An operative at the forefront of one row saluted the baron, then turned to the ranks behind him. “Ready, aim, fire!”

All at once, the room filled with the cracks of gunshot.

Years of training took over, and Ben reacted instantly. He fired his Glock at the closest operative he saw as he threw himself down.

The operative clutched his chest and fell dead to the floor.

Ben rolled three feet, got up to one knee, and fired again. Then, he kept moving.

The words of one of his tactical training officers stuck with him over the years. Remember, Carter, move fast. Even if the enemy manages to hit you, statistics show they most likely won’t get a vital organ. Ben didn’t want to get hit at all, even in a leg or arm. He pushed his pace faster, scanning his surroundings as he moved.

Pop, pop, pop! He fired off three shots.

Three operatives fell.

Flames erupted in the air to his right. He crawled under the stream of fire and reached the other side. Screams of pain rose near the machines.

Ben hoped to God the screams came from an Ascendant, not one of his team. He checked his surroundings and spotted Kiyomi. She’d jumped over several operatives, landed on top of a machine, and rained rocks down on the men below her. They dropped to the ground like flies.

He found Zara on the other end of the stream of fire, of course. She smiled as she burned the men who stood in her way.

Ben could not see Valerie. She probably shadowcasted. He hoped she was safe, wherever she was.

With a huge explosion, one of the machines near the center of the room burst into flames. Zara shouted with satisfaction, “I am a force of nature. I am a destroyer of scum!”

Pieces of machinery flew through the air. Ben dodged a chunk of steel the size of a mini-fridge. An iron bar whistled past his head, inches away. A glass shard sliced his windbreaker but did not break skin.

He hoped the worst of the explosion was over, but it was not. Bolts of electricity radiated from the destroyed machine in all directions.

One struck Ben in the chest, lifted him off the ground, and pushed him backward.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Ben’s mind went blank as the unstoppable electrical charge surged through him.

Pain radiated through his body as he slammed against one of the other machines. He slid downward until he was seated on the floor with his back against the machine. His teeth chattered, his head vibrated, and his heart felt weird, like it was racing. Not good.

He tried but failed to gain control of his body. He could barely see straight and could not form even a single coherent thought.

From the corner of his eye, he saw Zara charge toward him. She aimed her palm in his direction. A shield of pale purple light radiated from her palm. She ran faster and finally crouched at his side. The purple light shielded the area from the electricity. Thank God, Ben thought as he shook his head to clear it.

He glanced at his windbreaker. The bolt had struck him in the center of his chest and burned a hole in his jacket. Even his bulletproof vest was charred, though most of the inside layers were still intact. That’s another thing to be thankful for. Gunshots continued to slice the air around them, and he was relieved to have protective equipment.

“Thanks,” he told Zara, testing movement in his hands, then his feet. “Damn, that was strong.”

“Pure ley line energy, I bet. They’re amplifying it with those machines.”

“I think you destroyed one of the machines and let the energy loose. That’s what it looked like, at least.” He still felt pain in his back and his head, but he had no time to sit around waiting to feel better. He struggled to his feet.

Zara kept the shield around them. “Yeah, sorry about that. I guess that was dangerous to do.”

“Dangerous, but necessary. We have to disrupt their work here.”

With a flying leap, Kiyomi landed on the ground beside them. She grabbed a stone from her bag and placed it inside the sling on her weapon. Then, she popped out from behind the energetic shield and fired at an approaching operative. The stone curved through the air to find its target.

Ben’s eyes widened. “What’s that, heat-seeking tech?”

She grinned. “I enhanced my stones for this fight. They’re enchanted to seek out targets and cause destruction.”

“Has anyone seen Valerie?” Ben asked the two. “She shadowcasted, I think.”

“Of course she did,” Zara gushed. “She’s the best at shadowcasting. A legend.”

“There she is!” Kiyomi pointed. “Looks like she’s targeting that machine!”

Ben squinted. All he could see was a hint of a shadow. He knew Kiyomi was correct because dark tendrils flowed from the shadow figure and snaked around the base of the big machine.

“Sutton is not going to be happy about this.” Ben reloaded his weapon. He searched the room for the baron but didn’t see him. Where the hell is he? Ben moved out from behind the shield.

The machine Zara had destroyed continued to spark. Occasionally, spidery fingers of light stretched from the heap of destruction. If one got too close, it could fry Ben. But he could not let that stop him from providing backup for Valerie.

He’d heard the recruits talking in the lobby. They said Stanley Sutton knows how to defend against shadow magic. He could harm Valerie. I have to support her.

He raced toward the shadowy form. She continued to spread shadows over the machine. Since it was so big, her work took time. Black curls of smoke wrapped around pipes and chambers, steel panels and iron gears.

Ben caught a flash of movement behind the machine Valerie worked to destroy.

Light from the burning machine nearby reflected off a gun. The man holding it was not an operative. He wore a suit. Sutton. Ben aimed his Glock.

Stanley aimed at the shadow figure as if he could see her. “Step away from the amplifier, you freak,” he ordered. With his free hand, he sent a web of light toward her. The light shimmered against her shadow. It glitched and flickered, then Valerie appeared in her bodily form. Clearly, she was pissed.

“How dare you pull me from the shadows?” she seethed at Stanley.

The shadows she’d cast over the machine faded slightly. She’d only covered half of the massive, complex machine.

Ben was still twenty feet away, partially hidden by a table lined with computers. He crouched behind a monitor and peered out from behind it.

Stanley moved with incredible speed, unlike any human Ben had ever dealt with. He reached Valerie in three seconds and pressed his gun above her right ear.

He’s an advanced occultist, Ben reminded himself as he tracked Stanley with his finger on the trigger of his gun. He hoped Valerie could sense he was near. He did not want her to feel afraid, abandoned, or alone. Then again, she was tough enough to handle those awful feelings.

Valerie kept her chin raised. “It’s too late to save your machines,” she told Stanley.

“You’re bluffing,” Stanley shot back. “Your little helper destroyed the amplifier, but this receiver still contains all the energy we’ve gathered. You failed, Sheva.”

“You wish.” In a sudden motion, she jerked her elbow back directly into his abdomen. Stanley groaned and hunched over. She broke away from him and jumped, rotating in midair, then extended her right leg. The sole of her boot smashed Stanley’s face.

Stanley dropped his gun. Blood gushed from his nose.

She finished him off with a second kick to his stomach that dropped him to the floor. Then, she kicked his gun.

Ben stepped out from behind the table and picked up the weapon. Valerie caught sight of him and raised an eyebrow. “What are you doing, spying on me?”

“Thought you might need some backup.” He flicked his gaze to Stanley, who was moaning on the floor. “I guess I was wrong.”

Valerie’s eyes widened. “Shit, he’s teleporting!”

Ben hurried forward. By the time he reached the spot where Stanley had fallen, all that remained was a puddle of blood. “He’s gone.”

“Coward.” Valerie rubbed the imprint on her temple where Stanley had pressed the gun barrel into her flesh. “Of course he didn’t stay and fight. He never does.”

“Slinking away is his M.O.,” Ben agreed.

Across the room, the pristine white ground shifted. Gears whirred. A platform rose from the ground. Then, a widescreen extended from the raised platform, as tall as the nearby machines. Evelyn appeared on the screen.

“Stanley doesn’t slink away,” she retorted. Her image appeared even bigger than at the shoe factory in Maine. Her torso was visible, including her emerald green trench coat.

Ben noted the device strapped to her wrist.

Evelyn went on. “He moves through space and time according to a strategy.” The device on her wrist beeped. She looked at it and pressed a button.

The floor beneath Ben’s feet rumbled. The tile broke apart. Instinct kicked in, and Ben jumped aside. The broken tile crumbled into a hole beneath it, filled with snakes. They writhed and hissed, revealing needle-like fangs.

More tiles around Ben crumbled apart, revealing similar holes and more snakes.

“What is she doing?” Ben called to Valerie.

Valerie jumped aside so quickly that she looked like a blur. She cleared ten feet in one leap. When she landed in a crouch, she moved her fingertips. “She’s working magic remotely with that device she’s wearing.”

“Digital magic?”

“Unfortunately. It’s new. Different. I’m not sure how it will react.”

Valerie raised her hand and blasted wind toward one of the holes. A pale yellow grid flashed into view, like a cage over the snakes. Valerie’s blast hit the grid and changed direction. “Damn, she must have put some kind of deflecting spell into place.”

“What’s our plan?”

“Don’t have one yet, but I’m thinking.” Valerie continued to move her fingertips, which glowed with orange-red light. A few red sparks rained down. She shifted her stance, flicked the light off her hands, and raised her palm.

Tiles cracked and crumbled beneath Ben’s feet. He lunged aside before the floor broke apart.

Valerie had to stay in motion, too. She jumped to the top of a nearby machine and planted her feet. From her new position, she sent swirling shadows to the floor. The ink-black air cascaded toward the snakes, then wavered. The yellow grid flickered in and out until the shadows vanished.

“She blocked shadow magic, too,” Valerie called to Ben. The machine she stood on tilted as the floor below broke apart. Valerie leaped onto another machine.

Rumbling and hissing sounds filled Ben’s ears, along with his own heavy breathing. Sweat covered his brow, and his lungs burned. He studied the floor, looking for a tile that wasn’t cracking into bits. A sea of snakes surrounded the remaining tiles.

“We’re running out of safe ground.” As a table beside him crashed, he glanced to the other side of the room. Zara’s shield was still in place.

Evelyn’s cackle rang through the room. “Children, you are too dear. I am toying with you as a cat toys with a mouse. In a moment, I’ll obliterate you both. What a shame to see young love cut so short. Perhaps you’ll meet again in the afterlife.”

The tiles beneath Ben’s feet shattered. This time, the closest intact tile was too far to reach in one jump. He had to step into the writhing carpet of snakes with his left foot. He sank into the hole, up to his knee. Snakes slithered around his ankle and calf. He’d never been so grateful for his thick duty pants.

He lunged for the nearby tile. As he freed his right foot from the hole, a sharp, searing pain pierced his left ankle. He glanced at the snake latched there, fangs burrowed through his sock.

Valerie grabbed his upper arm and pulled him onto the intact tile. His ankle throbbed with pain.

He did his best to run alongside Valerie, but it was difficult to move. A hot, burning sensation traveled up his leg. His heart pounded, and sweat dripped down his back. He had to keep moving, though. It was his only option. The floor tiles kept breaking apart.

Evelyn’s fierce cackle rang through the room, joining the sound of breaking tiles and hissing snakes for an ominous soundtrack. Ben did not know where Valerie was leading him, only that if they didn’t get there soon, he might collapse. He could barely breathe. He couldn’t feel his left foot anymore. Pain hammered his left leg from the knee up. His vision blurred.

Valerie gripped his upper arm and pulled him forward. “Almost there!”

Where are we going? Ben considered their position. They’d need to retreat through miles of shifting tunnels and travel up an elevator to reach safer grounds. They were far behind enemy lines with an unknown amount of earth pressing down on them.

He trusted Valerie. She was guiding him somewhere. Within a moment, he realized what her strategy was. She led him past the glittery, shimmering purple light of Zara’s shield.

Zara stood behind the wall of light, palm out, feet planted on intact tiles. Her features were stony with unbroken concentration as she pushed more purple light out to her shield.

Kiyomi made room for Valerie and Ben behind the shield. “Oh my goddess, Evelyn is in a real rage!”

“You got that right.” Valerie’s lips formed a grim line as she helped Ben to the ground.

He collapsed on the cool tiles. Then he twisted, sat up, and pulled up the cuff of his pants to examine his leg. Valerie crouched to look at the wound, too.

As she examined it, she pulled supplies from her utility belt. “She activated a defense spell that must have been pre-planted on this site. Those snakes infused some sort of hex into you, Ben.”

“Must be one hell of a hex,” he grunted, searching for the bite mark. “Everything below the knee is numb.”

His ankle was so swollen that the top of his sock bit into his flesh. He pulled off his shoe and sock to relieve the constriction. It was difficult to speak through the pain. Burning, throbbing sensations filled every part that hadn’t gone numb.

“We should get the hell out of here, if we can. We have to navigate those tunnels in reverse.” He struggled to his feet and gasped for air. The pain made him want to drop back down and curl up in a ball, but he refused.

Zara gritted her teeth and curled her fingers. “I’m doing my best with this protective barrier, but I don’t know how long I can keep it up. My magic is faltering.” She moaned with fatigue. The shield blinked out. With obvious determination, she brought it back.

Ben peered past the shield. “Our position is temporary. We have to move.”

The destroyed machine smoked and sparked. A bolt of energy flickered from it like an arm reaching into the room.

“Not so fast, hotshot.” Valerie tugged him down. “Sit. I’m going to treat that wound.” She set a stone bowl on the floor and added a bundle of white flowers. She used a pestle to crush the flowers and spoke as she worked. “Zara, keep up the good work with the shield. You’re stronger than you know. All Shevas are. That’s why we were recruited. When you feel like you’ve reached your limit, know you still have juice in the tank.”

Sweat prickled Zara’s brow. She bared her teeth and glared at the room. “I believe you, sister.” Her fingers contorted with effort. The shield pulsed with purple light.

Valerie added a dash of water from a vial to the stone bowl. “Kiyomi, do you see how Evelyn keeps checking the device on her wrist before activating the defenses in this chamber? She’s relying on digital magic, and it all goes through that band she’s wearing. That might be convenient for her, but it’s also a weakness we can work with. I need you to do something for me.”

Kiyomi nodded. “I’m ready, sister. Whatever you need.”

“Because all her magic is stored on her device, she has a limited supply. We need to get her to drain it so we can stabilize Ben, finish our work here, and get out.”

Ben hated that he was a weak link for his team. “I can help,” he grunted, then looked at his foot. It had ballooned and looked purplish-gray.

Valerie pulled a flask from her belt. “You can help by drinking this.” She glanced at Kiyomi. “You’re clever, Kiyomi, and you’re great with earth magic. Create a situation that puts demand on her store of magical energy.”

“I do have an idea, but it’s magic that’s only sanctioned in urgent situations.”

“Um, hello?” Valerie gestured to the surroundings. “This qualifies. Go. May the strength of the elements be with you.”

Kiyomi grinned. Her eyes twinkled with excitement.

Ben wondered what sort of magic she had in mind.


CHAPTER TWENTY


Evelyn checked her magi-bit. She had a moment to spare because the four intruders were currently huddled behind some sort of flimsy energetic barrier. She’d tried to direct her magic to the tiles they crouched on, but her spellwork wouldn’t penetrate the shield.

That’s fine. They’ll have to come out from behind it eventually. No witch could conjure a shield like that forever.

She tapped her magi-bit to scroll back to her defensive spells. She’d activated eighty percent of the snake pits to good effects. The FBI agent had been bitten. The curse she infused into the snakes made their bites especially painful. Debilitating. He probably wishes he was dead right about now. She tipped her head back and laughed.

Tonight, we will celebrate, she decided.

She would end the intruders. They wouldn’t get out of the underground chamber alive.

What a good day. I’ll kill Valerie KuriaKen and all her little helpers. Stanley and the barons will be beyond grateful. These four did us a big favor by showing up at this mountain site. They’ve walked into a trap.

They did cause some damage, but not too much. With a happy sigh, she leaned back in her seat. The large double monitor before her showed various views of the site in the Appalachian Mountains. Most of the cameras were in the inner chamber with all the important equipment.

Evelyn clicked to a particular view of the central portion of the inner chamber. She zoomed in on the amplifier machine. It was broken. Smoke and sparks rose from it, and erratic bolts of energy spidered out. She zoomed out, then focused on the receiving machine. It looked intact, as far as she could tell. The Sheva had tried to destroy it, but Stanley stopped her. My Stanley. What a brilliant and fearless man he is.

With a few clicks, she returned to the main screen of camera footage. Movement on the lower portion of the monitor caught her eye. She toggled back to the view of the shield and the intruders behind it.

One stepped out from behind the purple light. It was one of the young Shevas, barely over twenty. Her schoolgirl uniform made her look even younger. The ropes of crystals around her neck and wrist glowed, but that didn’t worry Evelyn. So, she’s obsessed with stones. Good for her. I bet she can’t do much with them except wear them as a fashion statement.

Idiot girl, Evelyn happily thought as she watched the young Sheva move farther away from her friends. That shield was the only thing saving you from destruction.

“Cute outfit to wear to the grave,” Evelyn sneered, scrolling through her magi-bit. Her energy stores were down to twenty-seven percent. It would be enough to handle this fool and the others, too.

The young Sheva held out the sides of her short plaid skirt and performed a curtsy. “Thank you. I have seven sets of clothes exactly like this. Shevas are encouraged to develop a style before graduating from training. I like the irony of this look. All innocent and playful, you know?” Her dark eyes sparkled, which made Evelyn wonder what was happening in her head. Is she plotting something?

No. She’s only a girl. Barely out of her teens.

Evelyn tapped her screen to program a destruction spell. The magi-bit wirelessly connected to several sites within the chamber.

The destruction spell would zap a lot of her energy, but it would be worth it to crush this annoying creature. She’s too full of herself. Too confident. She won’t say another word about irony and innocence after I’ve obliterated her.

Evelyn did some quick math. Yes, she’d still have enough to destroy the others when their shield failed. They can’t hide forever. They are trapped in this underground chamber. They are mine. As good as dead.

She scrolled through a list of site points on the side of her screen and found the one closest to the young Sheva. Before she could tap her magi-bit to activate the spell, the young Sheva spoke again.

“I am Kiyomi, daughter of Asaka, granddaughter of Fumika! Soul sister of the earth beneath our feet. My lineage thrums in time with the stones, salt, and grit of the True Mother of us all. May my ancestors support me now as I call upon the stones bonded to my soul.”

Evelyn detested nature magic. She’d turned her back on it in favor of technology. “You foolish child,” she seethed. “Nature worshipping will get you nowhere.”

At that moment, a dark brown pillar of mud poked up from one of the exposed snake pits. The pillar grew taller. Five branches protruded from the top like fingers.

Another pillar sprouted ten feet away. It, too, grew fingers. Several intact tiles between the pillars split apart and crumbled, making way for a huge, round mass of dirt and mud. Then, a torso emerged. The giant mud figure climbed from the ground, revealing legs as thick as tree trunks.

Kiyomi remained behind it, dwarfed by the creature. She grinned proudly. “And so it is!”

Evelyn shuddered. A golem. This petite twenty-something conjured a golem! It was unheard of for a witch so young to cast a spell so advanced. Evelyn had heard tales about these giant beings of stones, dirt, and mud. According to witch lore, there were only rare instances in history when such creatures had been brought to life.

“How did you do this?” Evelyn stammered. “You infused life into matter, but you are not a goddess. You are merely a witch.”

The golem lumbered forward.

Kiyomi spoke in a loud, clear voice. “The earth is not mere matter. It is always alive. I called on what is living in it, with the help of my mother and her mother before her. I am one with my lineage, Evelyn, not separate and apart. The wisdom of my ancestors flows through me. Their blood is my blood.”

Evelyn struggled to breathe. Kiyomi’s words sliced through her like a knife. I abandoned my ancestors and the tried-and-true ways of witchcraft. I abandoned tradition. I am alone.

A vision of her mother’s face flitted through her mind. For many years, Evelyn had called on memories of her lineage for strength. She reminded herself that she was the daughter of Alyssa Rose Blackwood, a witch of great power. She told herself she carried on the work of the Black Forest lineage and the Blackwoods.

But it was all a lie, and she saw that now. Her ancestors worked magic in the deep, dark woods. They followed the laws of witchcraft and only conjured magic for the good of all. Never for personal gain.

The pristine white office in the Coral Island mansion felt suddenly foreign. The glare from the monitor hurt her eyes. Her body felt so sore, so tired. What has become of me? she thought, clutching the desk for support.

She looked down at her manicured nails and the rings that adorned her fingers. The one on her right index was huge. Diamonds and rubies sparkled on an array of white-gold bands. She remembered the day Stanley gave her the ring as a bonus for the work she performed.

A new feeling stirred inside her. The greedy desire for more swelled in her gut and through her chest. I will have more. I will have it all. Yes, I turned my back on tradition, but that is because I am destined to have more than anyone in my lineage ever had. Those poor forest dwellers never earned success. I, Evelyn Blackwood, will be a queen.

She slapped her cheeks. The sharp pain knocked out the last of her self-pity. I have work to do.

On the screen, the golem stomped toward the receiver machine. He was almost as tall as it. Undoubtedly, he could cause major damage to the precisely interlocking gears that made the machine work. Stanley often said the inner chamber had to be kept immaculately clean.

I cannot let this mud beast soil the precious machines. She scrolled through to the other destruction sites in the chamber she was connected to. Three were near the receiving machine.

She programmed a fresh spell. The golem reached the machine. A hole emerged in the big glob of mud that formed his head. He emitted a growl as he clawed his muddy fingers against the control panels, leaving long streaks of mud.

He’s going to ruin everything! Evelyn fumbled with her magi-bit with trembling fingers. Finally, she found the right button. She hit it and watched as light erupted in the chamber. The beams sliced the huge, hulking golem apart. Mud, dirt, and rocks spattered the machine, but the gears continued to grind.

The golem’s remains littered the floor.

For a moment, Evelyn thought she’d succeeded. She looked at the stats on her computer screen and ensured the receiver machine still stored all the collected energy from the ley lines. The machine is still working. The other, smaller machines in the room look intact, too. Only the amplifier was destroyed.

Then, a wave of fatigue hit her. She could barely keep her eyes open. Sensing a problem, she quickly scrolled through the settings on her magi-bit. Dread settled in her stomach when she saw the statistics there. She’d destroyed the golem, but that feat cost her all her magical energy. Her stores had dwindled to one percent. As she watched, she reached zero.

She forced herself to keep her eyes open.

On the screen, Kiyomi did a victory dance. “I drained your power!”

Evelyn tried to speak. She couldn’t even form one word.

More fatigue hit her like a bus. It would take time to build up her energy reserves. For now, she was useless.

Useless…and tired. She could not resist the urge to rest her head against her tall leather office chair.

Outside, waves crashed against the beach in the distance. A warm morning breeze floated into the office. Evelyn didn’t feel it. She fell fast asleep.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Valerie held her hands over Ben’s ankle and finished her chant. With her eyes closed, she was able to tune out the chaos around her. She hoped Kiyomi was succeeding, but she could not afford to think about it too much. Healing spells required focus. Her palms felt warm and tingly. She closed the spell by tracing the sigil for health and well-being in the air, then opened her eyes.

Ben’s leg looked much better. It was no longer that awful purple-gray color, and it wasn’t swollen. He wiggled his toes, then reached for his sock and shoe. “That’s twice in one week you’ve patched me up, Doctor KuriaKen. I owe you.”

“It was nothing.” She blinked to come out of her trance and took in her surroundings. Zara had pulled back the shield. Valerie wondered if it was fatigue or if the need for the defense was over. She hurriedly tucked her magical tools into her belt and searched for Ken.

He hovered in the air, twenty feet above them. Evelyn fell right into her chair! he announced with a happy wag of his hilt.

Dead? Valerie asked.

Ken flitted down and landed on her shoulder. Dead tired is more like it. She used all her magic to fight off the golem Kiyomi conjured.

Valerie latched a compartment on her belt and got to her feet. Ben stood, too. He surveyed the surroundings. “Whoa, looks like Kiyomi did as you asked and drained Evelyn’s energy. The rogue witch is asleep.”

“Kiyomi conjured a golem?” Valerie repeated in awe. She spotted Kiyomi beside piles of dirt and one of the big machines.

Nearby, Zara chuckled. “I bet she’s super pumped. Her senior report in our Sheva Defense Spells class was on golems and gargoyles.”

Ben pulled his phone from his windbreaker pocket. “Okay, I know what a gargoyle is, but what the heck is a golem? Also, all the operatives are dead, so we’re safe on that front. But we should assign watch duty so we don’t get caught off guard if another baron teleports in. Plus, Valerie spotted enforcers near the lobby. If they saw what happened here, they could pay us a visit, too.” He checked the front of his phone, then the back. He wiped the screen on his pants.

Valerie trusted Ben’s judgment. She also knew he wouldn’t fuss with his phone without a purpose. “A golem is a being made of the earth,” she told him, gesturing toward the destroyed room. The snake holes formed dark, uneven pits on the ground with crumbled tiles everywhere.

“I agree about watch duty,” she added. “Zara, Kiyomi, can you handle that? I want to destroy the remaining machines, and I’m sure Ben has some sort of brainy tactic planned with that silly phone of his.”

Zara dusted her hands off on her pants. The remains of her shield spell flitted to the ground. She hoisted her flame thrower onto her shoulder and swiveled to face the door. “I’ll watch the doors. Kiyomi, you take the room.”

Satisfied the new grads would keep watch, Valerie focused on forging a path to walk on. She focused her mind and willed the crumbled bits of floor tiles back into place. Rather than fix them all, she conserved energy and only made a network of paths. She headed onto the main path toward the machines.

The path was big enough for two. Ben kept pace with her. “I’m going to use this ‘silly phone’ to gather evidence.”

“I knew you had a plan.”

“For once. I screwed up when Evelyn was messing with us.”

“What do you mean? You did nothing wrong. I’m sure you never learned about types of property-defending spells in grade school, high school, or college. Never mind your training with the FBI.”

“At Quantico, we learned strategies for getting across minefields. Not what to do when interior flooring breaks apart, giving way to layers of biting snakes.”

“Well, you did great. The snake pits are pretty basic magic, actually. Evelyn probably set up that defense within twenty minutes, with nothing but a few black candles, dried snake tooth powder, and a vial of moonlight-infused dirt. In Sheva training, we learned a counterspell, but it also requires dried snake tooth powder. I don’t carry that with me regularly. Maybe I should.”

He shook his head. “I think I’m out of my league.”

“Of course you are.” She patted his shoulder. “I mean, we both are, Ben. We’re fighting a group that stops at nothing to get what they want. They fight dirty.”

When they neared the machine, she placed her hands on her hips and took in the massive piles of dirt from the destroyed golem. “Well, actually, our side fights dirty, too.” She climbed onto a dirt pile. “Kiyomi was brilliant to conjure a golem.”

“What are you doing now?” Ben remained at the bottom of the pile. Maybe he didn’t want to scramble up the dirt because it was, technically, a corpse. Valerie refused to get sentimental about the golem. They were known for being extremely loyal beings, ready to give their lives in the name of justice.

“I’m going to shadowcast this machine,” she replied.

Ben scrunched his brow. “Hang on. It contains a lot of energy. When Zara fried the other one, it exploded.” He touched the burned fibers on his bulletproof vest. “The electricity could have killed me. We need to be careful around this one.”

“Careful,” she repeated. The word felt strange on her lips. “That’s not the Sheva way, Ben. We destroy regardless of the implications. We deal with the fallout.”

Pride thrummed through her body. She felt her ancestors urging her to destroy the machine.

Ken lifted off her shoulder and flew in an excited circle. Shadowcast this hunk of steel and iron, child. It stores energy Mother Nature herself designed to flow evenly around the earth. The Ascendants do a great wrong by harnessing this energy, distorting and changing the flow.

My ancestors are urging me to destroy it, too, she told Ken. But Ben wants me to wait.

Phooey. That’s no fun. He is smart, though. Perhaps we should listen to him.

Valerie faced Ben. Her fingertips itched to dispel shadows. It took great effort to hold back. “What’s your idea, then?” she asked him.

“Let me collect evidence first. I want to photograph the remaining machines so the experts working with the FBI can see what’s going on. They might be able to help us figure out our next step for stopping the upcoming merger.”

“Hm…” Valerie wasn’t sure about the idea.

Ben went on. “Valerie, the map Agent Hartley and his team made shows this is one collection site, but there may be others. The Ascendants might be able to complete the merger even if we destroy all the energy contained here. I also want to download information from the hard drives of those computers.” He pointed across the room. “They could contain vital information.”

She grasped her hands behind her back to slow the energy coursing through her. “Fine, but I won’t be able to hold back long.”

Already, she felt protests rising within. Her ancestors cried out against the delay.

We must take action, child! they whispered within her heart. You are a Sheva, enforcer of justice, the storm of fury rained upon those who do wrong.

Ben aimed his phone at the machine and took multiple photographs. Then, he followed a path of tiles to the row of computers.

Valerie felt antsy as she watched him stick a small, rectangular device into one of the machines. She kept a tight hold on her fingertips and spoke back to her restless ancestors. Wise ones, we must wait. Ben is right to gather evidence. We cannot leave without doing so.

Shevas do not wait, daughter. Shevas destroy.

I am trying to learn patience.

Patience is for the weak of heart. We are born to unleash fury.

Valerie hoped Ben would hurry the heck up.

Finally, he jogged back to her side. “Got it.” He pressed a cap onto the small, rectangular thing. “Everything’s on this USB device now. I do have one more request.”

She unhooked her hands. What a relief. Shadows built up, ready to stretch toward the evil before her. “One more,” she agreed. “Then, I do things my way.”

He held up a finger. “My single request is that you transform this machine to nothingness from the doorway because I have a strong feeling we’ll need to get away fast after the steel and iron turns to shadows. All the energy inside will come blasting out, and my vest can’t handle another round of lightning bolts, or whatever they are.”

She sighed. “Okay. I guess that’s fair.” She climbed down off the heap of dirt. “Bless you, golem,” she whispered as she stepped away. “Thank you for your service.”

Together, she and Ben retreated to where Zara and Kiyomi stood watch.

Ben checked his watch. After doing some mental calculations, he nodded. “Okay, I figured out the sequence of moves that will get us back through the tunnels. Our ideal departure time is in forty-five seconds.”

“That’s not much time. Zara, Kiyomi, can you help me conjure shadows?”

Zara frowned. “We’re not as good as you. You’ll have to guide us.” She and Kiyomi both raised their hands toward the machine they targeted.

Valerie spoke slowly, with certainty. “All that exists was once in darkness. From nothingness to thought, this machine took shape, an idea in the mind.” The words bubbled from deep within her, rolled off her tongue, and helped the magic she and her Sheva sisters worked.

She pushed shadows through her fingertips. Tendrils of black smoke snaked through the air and wrapped around the machine’s base.

As she worked, she spoke. “From thought to form, this machine rose. We send it back to nothingness.”

Dark puffs of smoke spurted from Zara’s fingertips, and thin tendrils stretched from Kiyomi’s hands, wafting toward the big machine. Soon, half of it dissolved into nothingness.

They were running out of time. Valerie focused more intently on sending shadows toward the machine and raised her voice. “Back to the emptiness from which it came. From darkness back to darkness, from stardust to stardust, shadows to shadows.”

Shadows swallowed up more and more of the machine. Finally, only one shiny steel compartment left. With one final burst, Valerie sent a shadow toward it. The steel faded, and the entire machine was so faint now it was barely visible.

To Valerie’s surprise, it did not fade peacefully.

The shadow quaked and shook. Then, it cracked apart. Ben was right, she realized with a jolt of fear. We dissolved the machine, and all the energy inside is about to get out.

Every muscle in her body tensed.

Ken’s voice rang through her mind. That thing is about to blow, honey.

Yeah, I got that. A little advice would be great.

I have one word for you, child, he transmitted. Run!


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Sometimes, it was tough to follow Ken’s advice. This was not one of them.

Valerie took one last look at the shaking, dissolving machine, then turned on her heel and ran. “Come on, guys, let’s get out of here!”

She led the way through the double doors into the stone tunnel. Her team followed. She slammed the doors shut as the fading shadow of the machine burst into an explosion of light. Bolts of bright white stretched out in all directions. Valerie used telekinesis to press the doors closed. They vibrated, and light slid through the cracks.

“Let’s go! Move, move!” Ben shouted. He sprinted down the hallway.

Valerie followed with the new grads on her heels.

This time, it was even harder to get through the moving stone corridors. The walls quaked and shook, thanks to the explosion in the inner chamber. Large chunks of the ceiling rained down, creating heaps and piles of rocky debris they had to move past.

By the time they emerged in the final stretch of hallway, Valerie’s nerves were frayed. She yearned to be above ground and out of harm’s way. On either side of her, concrete cracked apart. The air was so cloudy with a haze of dirt that she could barely see. She squinted through the haze until she caught the outline of a door at the side of the hall.

“Quick stop before we ride the elevator up,” she told her team. She didn’t break her stride. “I need to pop into that room.”

Zara shot her a look. “Are you freaking crazy? We’ll be lucky to get out of here alive, and you want to take a tour?”

Ben pumped his arms and picked up his pace, narrowly avoiding sparks from loose wires hanging from the ceiling. “Zara’s right,” he called between breaths. “We don’t have time.”

Valerie skidded to a stop at the doorway. “Then you guys keep going. I’ll be there soon.”

She wasn’t surprised when all three of her teammates followed her into the room. They were a unit now. She was happy her team stuck with her rather than continuing.

Inside, three men in suits hovered near computer stations, captivated by data on the screens. They were so involved in their work that they didn’t even notice the visitors.

“Wish we could see into the chamber,” one griped. “Then we’d know what the hell is going on in there. Maybe the baron’s doing some mighty magic. Getting ready for whatever big ritual’s coming up on the solstice.”

“Could be,” another grumbled. “It’s only six days away.”

Cracks spidered through the room’s cement walls. The third man gestured to the fissures. “Are you guys dense? This can’t be the baron’s doing. Something’s going wrong in there.”

“If we had access, we could check it out. We’re enforcers, for fuck’s sake. How’re we supposed to do our jobs when we can’t even get into the most important room on this base?”

“Curtis had access. He’s in there now with Sutton.”

Chunks of cement fell to the floor. The third man eyed the wreckage. “You two do whatever you want. I’m getting the hell out of here, even if it means pissing Stanley off. This whole place is about to collapse.”

The enforcer turned. His jaw dropped as he caught sight of Valerie.

She pointed to the table beside him. “I think you have some items that belong to friends of mine. I want them back.”

Now, all three enforcers gawked at Valerie.

“Where the fuck did she come from?” one whispered.

Valerie knew he wasn’t addressing her, but she felt like answering anyway. “I popped in to pay you all a visit. You are having too much fun here, so we decided to have some fun of our own.”

She strode toward the table and stuffed the Jeweled Goblet into the duffel bag. “You’re right about this place collapsing, by the way. There’s a major explosion going on about two miles from here. This whole zone is unstable.”

“What have you done?” one shouted. Spittle flew from his mouth, and his face reddened. Around the room, more chunks of cement collapsed. A light fixture vibrated out of position and swung down in a big arc.

Ben joined Valerie near the table. He had two guns drawn and aimed into the room. “You good?” he asked. “Got what you need? We have to move.”

She stuffed the Orb of Eternity into the duffel bag. “Almost.”

The enraged enforcer pulled a revolver from his waistband and aimed at Valerie. “Talk to us, you fucking witch. The walls are cracking apart. Where’s the baron? Where’s Curtis?” He swiveled his weapon toward Ben. “And who the hell are you?”

Valerie added the Crown of Power, zipped the bag, then raised her hand. “Okay. Got what I needed, and I’m ready to roll.” Inky shadows poured from her fingertips. Within seconds, she dissolved the enforcer with the raised weapon.

The other two enforcers fumbled for their weapons. Not that it mattered. Ben shot the second dead. Zara incinerated the third with a stream of fire.

Valerie focused on the artifacts in her possession. The duffel bag was dirty and streaked in blood, but it would do as a temporary means of transport. She could not feel any toxic energy coming off the artifacts, which was a big relief. The occultists didn’t tamper with them yet, she realized. It’s safe to have them near. She hitched the bag onto her shoulder and led the way to the door.

The empty lobby quaked. Guns rattled off the table to the floor.

Ken zipped ahead and pressed the elevator button. I’ve never been so happy to leave somewhere, he announced as the doors stretched open. Such filth. This place needs a deep cleaning and new decor. I’m thinking polish, a few sculptures, some paintings. A little class.

Or a little less evil activity. Valerie entered the elevator.

Ken nestled into her palm. Yeah, that would help, too.

The rest of the team piled in. As the doors closed, Kiyomi waved. “Goodbye, dear stones! May you find freedom from your enslavement.”

The elevator groaned and lurched upward. Valerie wasn’t sure if the machine would make it, considering how the panels shook and the overhead lights flickered.

When the doors opened to reveal the lush green forest and blue sky above, she stumbled out, dropped to her knees, and kissed the ground.

Beside her, Zara wept with relief. Kiyomi recited a prayer in the language of Magick. Even Ben whispered a prayer of his own. Then, he ushered the others forward. “Let’s put some space between us and this site. The ground is highly unstable.”

“We can’t teleport out of here with these artifacts.” Valerie could feel their magical energy. They contained a great deal of power, and teleporting with them was not an option.

“When I have service, I’ll contact Director Haskins and request a chopper.” Ben led the way to a narrow, faint trail cutting through the trees.

“Next time, we should bring brooms,” Kiyomi murmured. “Mine is retractable. Folds up to eight inches, so it’s portable.”

Ben replied over his shoulder, “Man, that’s a cool invention. Maybe next, you witches could put your potions in aluminum cans with pop tops. That was a big breakthrough for humans. The first soda cans were steel, which was a problem because the steel rusted. Plus, aluminum is lighter.”

Kiyomi giggled. “Valerie’s right. You are a nerd about some stuff.”

“Absolutely,” he agreed. “Hey, speaking of that, I’d love to learn more about golems. Like, how is it physically possible for the mud to stay together and move? What’s happening on a molecular level?”

Valerie was grateful for her team’s banter. She was also grateful Ben took the lead on the steep trail. She had so much on her mind as she jogged behind him. We destroyed the site and got the artifacts back, she thought as she leaped over a rocky outcropping and landed farther down the dirt path. She hitched the duffel bag back on her shoulder. We did not stop the merger, though. We have to get back to Salem as soon as possible and continue our work.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


That evening, Margery placed the plate of pie beside Ben’s laptop. “I am so proud of the four of you,” she gushed, setting similar plates before Valerie, Zara, and Kiyomi.

The team had made it back to Salem hours before, thanks to a ride from the Bureau’s Tactical Helicopter Unit. It took some coordination to figure out a place for the Bell 407 to touch down in the thick vegetation of the Appalachian Mountains, but they’d managed. The ride was long and bumpy, and landing in Salem was a challenge, too.

Ben was glad he’d decided to accompany the Shevas to the farmhouse. The cozy surroundings gave him a sense of safety. That was a big relief after the trials of the day. Here, the ceiling wasn’t caving in. The walls were not shifting and moving every five minutes. The floor was not crumbling and giving way to pits of snakes. For the first time in hours, he could relax.

The room smelled like sugar, cinnamon, apples, and savory soup. Ben had already enjoyed a hearty bowl of summer vegetable medley stew. Now, he peered at the plate of pie. He wasn’t hungry, so he decided it would be best to politely pass on dessert. The day’s events reminded him of how important it was to stay in top shape. He had to be fit and healthy to perform his job. Margery would understand.

The aroma of sweet baked apples, cinnamon, and buttery crust wafted into his nostrils. Then again, it’s only one slice.

He dug in and spoke between bites. “It’s an honor to work with you Shevas. Valerie patched me up again, and Zara shielded me from trouble, too. Kiyomi provided great tactical support by conjuring a golem and draining Evelyn’s magical stores.” He patted his lips with a napkin. “Thank you, Margery. This is delicious.”

She waved off the compliment. “Oh, it’s nothing. Just a recipe passed down from my great-grandmother. She used to harvest apples from this very same orchard. Now, tell me more about the Ascendant site.”

Ben glanced at his laptop screen. He’d inserted the USB device into his computer and was in the process of transferring the contents into secure storage on the cloud.

He had no intention of trying to explain that to the witches. He’d already tried twice and had received many questions about the cloud. He’d answered to the best of his ability. No, it doesn’t produce rain. It’s not a storm cloud, nor is it one of those puffy white clouds you see on a summer day. It’s a service for storing data on remote servers. That explanation had only earned him blank stares.

“We’ll know more after I get this data uploaded,” he told Margery. “We believe the machines we destroyed were somehow boosting ley line energy and storing the collected power. The place also had about a dozen computers, all connected internally.”

“Were they beehive-shaped computers, like in Maine?” Margery asked.

“Nope.” Ben ate another bite of pie. “These were Macs.”

“Apples?” she asked.

Ben was impressed she knew the brand. “Exactly, designed and sold by Apple. These were the all-in-one model of desktop, pretty powerful core processors.”

“Hrm. All inside the apples.” Margery shook her head, bewildered. “You humans come up with some awfully strange magic. Er, I mean, technology.” She reached for the teapot. “More cinnamon spice tea, anyone?”

Valerie held out her mug. “High priestess, Ben is a whiz when it comes to tech. I’m confident he can work with the evidence we obtained. We Shevas gathered intelligence as well, in our own way. Didn’t we, sisters?”

Ben wondered what kind of data the three had collected. He’d seen them work awe-inspiring magic during the raid, but he thought he was the only one who had bothered to collect evidence.

Zara spoke up first. “Oh, yeah. I picked up on a ton. The energy at the site was strong and harsh. It set my teeth on edge. I felt a sweeping sensation in my body when we were in the innermost chamber near the big machines. Some of the energy there was being channeled out to a position of stability.”

“Yes, yes.” Valerie nodded. “Now that you mention it, I felt it, too. Did you, Kiyomi?”

Kiyomi sipped her tea. “You know, I did.”

“How about you, Ben?”

“Um. Huh?” Ben scratched the back of his head. He wished they were talking about something concrete. Anything. The GPS coordinates of the site in the mountains. The number of opponents. The types of bullets fired. The witches’ conversation was above his head. He could only grasp a little of it. “Yeah, the energy was harsh. Like when I was a kid and accidentally touched an electric fence. That was all I got.”

Zara scrunched her brow, clearly puzzled. “Wait, for real? Agent Carter, we were in that soup of energy for over an hour, and that was all you felt?”

Valerie giggled. “He’s barely learned how to feel energy at all, so let’s cut him some slack.”

“Whew.” Zara shook her head. “I can’t imagine being that numbed. It’s like being surrounded by words but unable to read.”

“We were all there once.” Valerie patted Ben’s arm. “Don’t feel bad. It’s like we always talk about. We all have strengths and weaknesses.”

Margery twitched her finger and sent a ring of soft pink light toward Ben. “That’s absolutely right, Benjamin. You work your way, we work ours. Let’s all thank the Universe we witches are partnered with the FBI in the first place. We’re unlikely friends, but it’s working out extremely well.”

The light ring settled around Ben’s head and slipped to his shoulders.

Margery went on. “Enjoy a touch of comforting spell, dear. You worked so hard today.”

Ben felt like he was a child again, curled up on the couch under a blanket, reading a favorite book. The feeling was heavenly.

“Thank you, Margery.” He wished his coworkers at the FBI could dole out pink puffs of magic like that. Meetings sure would be a lot more fun. The pie and tea was a big perk, too. Better than the cheap coffee and stale donuts usually served at Bureau meetings.

Kiyomi pulled crystals from her pouch and set them on the table near her pie plate. “My crystals are sending me images of the earth. Stability, a place that cannot be rocked. The vision is of a mountain.”

It wasn’t all that interesting, in Ben’s opinion. They’d already infiltrated an Ascendant base in the mountains. She’s probably still thinking about the raid, he thought.

He could tell the witches had a different opinion. They leaned in, captivated by Kiyomi’s words.

Valerie’s blue eyes sparked with excitement. “Oh, now we’re getting somewhere.” She rubbed her hands together, then pulled a set of matches from her belt and used one to light a tall candle in the middle of the table. “Let’s invoke clarity, sisters, and really dig into Kiyomi’s vision.”

The ladies closed their eyes. Ben wasn’t sure what to do. He felt a bit uncomfortable as the Shevas started to chant. However, after a few minutes, the melodic, rhythmic chanting had its usual soothing effect. He forgot how strange it was to work with witches and let the chant wash over him.

When it was over, the witches blinked and straightened.

“Wow.” Valerie sighed.

Her eyes looked so bright blue. Her cheeks flushed with liveliness and excitement. Ben couldn’t help but think about how beautiful she was in moments like this when she was invigorated by her work.

“That was amazing,” she murmured. “My mind feels so clear. It’s incredible what we can do when we work together.” She eyed Ben. “You can join us in an intention-setting chant whenever you like, Ben, even if you don’t know the language. Close your eyes, relax, and focus on whatever intention we’re setting. Our greatest power is our ability to focus our minds.”

“That goes for witches and humans alike,” Margery added. “Most humans toss that power out the window and focus on whatever is in front of their faces.” She clicked her tongue with disapproval. “Such a shame, really. The great power of attention is there for the taking, and humans don’t even care.”

Ben wished he was taking notes. He’d learned so much from Valerie already. It was an honor to learn even more. I have the best job in the world, he realized. It hadn’t felt like it earlier that day when his ankle was the size of a birthday balloon thanks to a hexed snake. Now, he realized how lucky he was to spend so much time with the elite witches.

Valerie lit another tall white candle. “Minds are made for joining, Ben. You’ve done it before, so don’t be afraid.”

“You did a wonderful job in Maine when we came together to get info from my kyanite stone,” Kiyomi added. “You’re a natural.”

The compliment made Ben uncomfortable. He’d never been good at accepting praise. He shifted in his seat and fiddled with his mug of tea. “Oh, I don’t know about that. Anyway, let’s talk about the raid and what we learned from it.”

Valerie lit a third candle, then tucked her matches away. “Yes, yes. I have all sorts of insights bubbling up thanks to this new clarity. Kiyomi’s crystals sent her an image of a mountain. We all know crystals often speak symbolically. They’re not showing us an actual mountain. They’re using the mountain as a symbol. Mountains represent stability, of course. Grounding and wisdom.”

The other Shevas nodded as if this was a given.

Ben kept his lips zipped. Clearly, interpreting visions was not his strong suit. He’d leave that work to his teammates.

Zara tapped her lip. “All of our insights are connected, sisters. The energy the Ascendants collected in that big, fancy laboratory was being channeled somewhere. A place known for earthen qualities. Stability, grounding, and wisdom.”

Margery poked her finger into the air. “The north!” she cried with a smile. “That must be it. Consider the clues. Stability, earth, grounding, wisdom. These are characteristics of the northern direction. So, they must be channeling that energy to a site north of there. Or perhaps several sites. That’s what we must search for next.”

Ben could no longer keep his mouth shut. “Wait a second. That makes no sense. We haven’t even consulted a map. Vague intuitions have nothing to do with real, physical directions.”

Zara, Kiyomi, and Margery dissolved into giggles.

Valerie did her best to hide a smile but couldn’t entirely. The corners of her mouth twitched, and her eyes sparkled with mirth. She patted his arm again. “Ben, physical reality isn’t solid and separate. Your mind is always in a relationship with the world.”

He gulped. He’d forgotten that basic fact yet again. “Dang.” He looked around the kitchen and tried to see it as connected to his mind rather than separate. That was difficult. Really difficult.

Valerie went on. “Each direction in space has a flavor, so to speak. A vibration. A feeling.” She rubbed her forefinger and thumb together as if feeling the texture of the air. “The direction ‘north’ is connected to stability and grounding. All of us Shevas are picking up on that emotion. It’s a huge lead. We’d better follow up on it.”

“How?” Ben rubbed his temple. “I can’t explain any of this to Agent Hartley. He’ll think it’s nonsense.”

Valerie shrugged. “Sure, but you’re calling the shots with his task force, right? He might think you’re weird, but that won’t kill you. If being perceived as strange was lethal, all of us witches would be dead by now.”

The others around the table nodded.

Ben realized they were right. He’d been teased and bullied his whole life for believing in the supernatural. He could not let that affect his decisions. “Okay, I’ll have a word with him. I’ll tell him we suspect the energy at the site in North Carolina was being channeled north.”

He pulled his laptop closer and tapped a key to bring it out of sleep mode. “A general direction isn’t enough of a lead, though. I’d like more to go on.” With a few more keystrokes, he pulled up a map. “There’s a lot of area north of the site in the Appalachians. I’d rather narrow down the places we need to search.”

As he spoke, a book at the far end of the table floated into the air. The pages flipped rapidly as the book coasted over the table. It dropped in front of Ben, on top of his laptop. The impact pushed the laptop shut. One end of the book knocked over the mug of tea, and some sloshed onto the table.

Margery clapped with delight. “Look at that! Benjamin worked his first intention spell. He voiced his desire aloud with such passion!”

“Way to go, Agent Carter.” Zara passed Ben a cloth napkin.

He used it to mop up the spilled tea. “I don’t see how a book is an answer to my question.”

Valerie nudged up the cover so he could read it. Ley Lines, Lineage, and Luminosity. “You said you want ‘more to go on’ when you talk with Hartley. I’ll bet the page the book chose for you will give you the answer you seek.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Ben finished cleaning up the tea. He didn’t want it to soak into his laptop, after all. Then, he checked the shimmering, magical ink on the yellowed pages of the book before him.

Awe and amazement flowed through him when he realized the witches were right. The book did provide interesting and pertinent information.

“Wow. This is incredible. A detailed map of the ley lines in North America, according to a historical committee of the Sacred Coven.” He shook his head, bewildered. “I even said to Agent Hartley the other day that we needed to consult the coven about ley lines, but I forgot. Now, this book is reminding me.”

“Words are powerful.” Margery ate a bite of pie and patted her lips. “They create vibrations in the air. True magic. Thank goddess for the simplicity of it.”

“And so it is,” the other Shevas murmured.

Without thinking, Ben bowed his head. “And so it is,” he repeated. Then, he examined the pages. The beautifully inked lines crossed the map of America like a spider web.

In some places, the lines converged. He found the place in North Carolina where many lines crossed together. Next, he moved his finger up to the north. He located three places with intersections of multiple ley lines. “This narrows it down, all right. I see three potential sites where the Ascendants could have sent the energy they gathered in North Carolina.”

“List them off.” Zara used telekinesis to uncap a pen. She twitched her finger to guide a scrap of paper her way. “I’ll jot them down.”

“Okay, I see lines crossing in an area of Philadelphia. The map says it’s called Elfreth’s Alley. Then, farther to the north, a site in Connecticut. It’s labeled Topsmead State Forest. Hm… Okay, then. The third site isn’t labeled.”

“Not labeled? That’s weird.” Valerie leaned over the book. Ben caught a whiff of her shampoo and the scents of chamomile, peppermint, and lavender that always lingered around her.

Her dark hair fell like a curtain, hiding her face. She tucked it behind her ear as she straightened. “This is really weird. The third place is actually here in Salem, but the book can’t reveal the exact location.”

“Ley lines, in Salem?” Zara shook her head. “No way. We studied ley lines in school and never learned about a site here.”

Margery drummed her nails on the table. “Actually, I did hear a rumor about this once. We used to have a Sheva in the coven who specialized in this sort of magic. She was on the historical committee who penned that book, actually.” She gestured to the big tome. “She used to mumble about ley lines that converged in the ground somewhere in town.”

“Who?” Valerie asked.

“Esmerelda was her name.” Margery cringed. “She was quite a cranky Sheva, actually. Prone to whipping up tornados when the mood struck. You could try to contact her through a seance, though I can’t promise she’ll come forth for a visit. She was hardly cooperative.”

“It’s worth a shot.” Valerie placed her palms flat on the table. “Since someone called me a war general recently, I may as well act the part. I’ll reach out to Esmerelda to find out where the ley lines converge in Salem.”

She pointed to Zara, then Kiyomi. “I need you two to return the magical artifacts we confiscated. Margery can help you reach out to the international covens and arrange safe transport.”

Next, she faced Ben. “Could you work with Agent Hartley to investigate the other two potential sites we identified tonight? Any and all information we can gather could help. After we know more, we can figure out if the sites need to be raided, like we did today in North Carolina.”

Ben liked having a plan. “Definitely,” he agreed. “I’ll ask him to run searches on those areas within the intelligence we’ve collected from the Ascendants over the years. If they’re running an operation in one of those locations, they’ve probably mentioned it in their communications.”

“Great.” Valerie stood, stretched, and yawned.

Margery gathered a few empty plates. “It’s inspiring to hear you all work. We’re on the right track, as far as I can tell. Though I’ll admit, my specialty is more in the realm of how sweet to make a pie than anything else.”

“You are supporting our efforts, High Priestess, and we appreciate it.” Valerie bowed to her leader, then leaned over the table and blew out the candles. “This was a great debriefing, and now I suggest we all get some rest.”

Ben carried his mug to the sink, then helped the witches clean the kitchen.

He looked forward to the drive home because it would be with Valerie. He loved carpooling with her, even for short rides like the trip from the farmhouse to their apartment complex. It gave him a few moments alone with her. They spent so much time running around and dealing with bad guys. It was rare to spend time together in peace.

Out in the car, he switched on the radio. His mind whirred with the tasks ahead, but he did his best to dismiss those thoughts and give his brain a rest. Valerie fiddled with the dial to turn up the music. “Oh my goddess, this is jazz.” She laughed as he steered off the dirt driveway onto the pavement.

He pressed the gas, picking up speed. With all the windows down, warm wind rushed through the vehicle. It was a beautiful night, with stars twinkling in the sky. Valerie’s hair swirled around her and framed her pretty face. Ben wished he wasn’t driving so he could simply look at her.

“Public radio has a jazz hour,” he explained, then realized why she was laughing. “This is what Telia said we should listen to if we have a date night. While we sip wine and nibble chocolates.” He chuckled at the memory.

The saxophone melody floated through the car, the perfect accompaniment for the winding, tree-lined road they cruised down. When they reached town, Ben hooked a right onto Main Street. It was the fastest way to get back to the apartment complex. “Hard to believe there’s an Ascendant operation going on here in town,” he mused as he scanned the two- and three-story buildings lining the street. At a red light, he stopped.

Valerie rested her elbow on the open window and looked at the dark sidewalks. Folks spilled out of a movie theater nearby. Others gathered outside a local tavern and puffed cigarettes. A group of teens tore past on BMX bikes. A few late-night shoppers exited a health food market, arms laden with reusable bags of groceries.

It truly was hard to believe occult magic was taking place somewhere in town. Ben traveled these roads every day on his way between home and work. He visited the local library on a regular basis, got his mountain bike tuned at the recreation store on Main Street, and was a regular at Salem Coffee Roasters. All this time, the occultists have been working on a base somewhere within the town borders. Where?

“It’s bold for them to gather here,” Valerie murmured. “My coven has been rooted in Salem for years. Sam’s worked with us for decades, and now you’re a liaison, too. So, there’s a coven presence in town and an FBI presence. A double whammy.”

“Maybe that’s the point.” The light turned green, and Ben pressed his foot on the gas. “They operated under our noses, which made it safer for them because we didn’t suspect it. I only hope we can pinpoint the site.”

Valerie sighed. “I guess we’ll figure it out soon enough. Plus, if we have to raid a stronghold here in Salem, at least we don’t have to travel far to get the job done. That saves us a trip. Teleporting is a major drain, and flying’s no piece of cake, either. I swear, the TSA agents take one look at me and immediately think I’m out to cause trouble.”

Ben grinned. “Well, you do tend to cause trouble. Nice work today, by the way. And thanks for saving my ass. That snake bite was gnarly. I’m sticking to my hypothesis that you’d make a great doctor.”

She hitched up the corner of her mouth. “Yeah, but you don’t make a great patient. You tried to keep right on working while you were on the brink of death. Your ankle was the size of a beach ball.”

He chuckled. “I guess that’s the stoic in me. I figured even if I lost a leg, it’d be better than dying miles underground in some filthy cave.”

“It was gross in there, wasn’t it? I’m going home to take a long, hot bubble bath.”

“A shower’s gonna feel great.” He stopped at the last traffic light on Main Street and waited along with everyone else. “That Sutton is a slippery dude. I hate that he keeps teleporting away before we can nail him. He deserves to be behind bars.”

“Or worse.”

“Do you think Evelyn survived today’s battle?” The light turned green, and he drove forward.

Valerie tilted her face into the breeze. “For sure. She collapsed, but it was temporary. She was drained, but she’ll recover.”

“Damn. So, we didn’t really deal with her, either. She’s dangerous, and she’s on the loose. Just like Sutton.”

“We did obliterate a bunch of operatives and enforcers, though. A few recruits, too. Plus, all that machinery. We slowed them down.”

“That’s one way to look at it.” Ben glanced at her. “Didn’t know you were such an optimist.”

“Not always, but right now, it feels better to focus on our wins than our losses. The odds are against us in a lot of ways.” She fell silent. When she spoke again, her tone was soft and thoughtful. Sad, even. “I don’t want to dwell on all the things that could go wrong.”

As she spoke, the energy in the car shifted. Ben felt her gaze lingering on him. Her tone suggested that her words had more than one meaning. She didn’t want to dwell on what could go wrong in the fight against the Ascendants, but there was more to it. She was also talking on a personal level. About us, Ben realized. Me and her.

Because he was navigating through traffic, he couldn’t look back at her. She’s talking about our future, he realized. Wondering if we’re going to crash and burn.

He chose his words carefully. “I think it’s good to be realistic. Talk about the possibilities, and discuss ways to handle them if they come up.”

What would happen if things between him and Valerie didn’t work out? Would they remain friends, or would they never speak again? He hated the thought of losing her as a friend. She meant too much to him.

Ben thought back to the romantic relationships he’d been in. All had failed. What would happen with Valerie? If they made their relationship official, one day, they might have to officially end it. That was a scary thought.

When he spotted the sign for the Windy Meadows Apartments, he slowed. He parked closer to Valerie’s apartment than his own so she’d have a short walk to her door.

They lingered outside the SUV for a moment, under the stars.

“Tell me you’re not going to pull another all-nighter,” she remarked.

“No way.” He stifled a yawn. “I don’t think I could, even if I tried. I’m going to get some shut-eye and get to work tomorrow.”

“Same. We’ll be in touch, okay?”

“Copy that.” He was exhausted, but he didn’t want the night to end. Especially because their conversation in the car felt incomplete. He wanted to say more to her, but he wasn’t sure how to bring it up.

She turned to walk away. He bit his lip.

He dragged his fingers through his hair. Should I speak up? She reached the walkway to her door.

“Hey, Valerie? Wait up.” He jogged to catch up with her.

She stopped and turned.

He hesitated, gathering his thoughts. “There’s something I have to say. About us.”

“What is it, Ben?”

“I know there’s risks involved in what we’re doing. It could go wrong.”

She frowned. “Telia and I read this article about romance in a human magazine. It said seven out of ten relationships fail within a year. Then, it listed all the things people experienced. Like sobbing for three months straight. Lying in bed, feeling like roadkill. Even chest pains.” She gave a sad laugh. “I mean, many witches don’t even deal with this mushy stuff. Most Shevas would rather face a demon.”

“Yeah, if you have feelings for someone and the relationship goes wrong, it could hurt. But some risks are worth taking.”

She hitched her lip up. “So, have you run some sort of numerical analysis or something? Figured out the risk-to-reward ratio?”

He shook his head. “I don’t have to. I know. I like you, Valerie. A lot.” The words sounded so incredibly lame. Come on, Carter. You have to do better than that.

He wasn’t ready to say how he really felt. The “love” word was out of the question, at least for now. Still, he had to at least try to voice his feelings.

If today was any indication, the battle against the Ascendants was ramping up. Ben had no idea if his team would win or lose. He knew better than to take life for granted.

“Sometimes relationships don’t work for lots of reasons,” he explained. “We might fight one day. We might start to date, then have to do the whole break-up thing. We might hurt each other without meaning to. All that stuff happens. But I’m willing to take those risks. I want to be with you, Valerie. Not some casual thing, either. The next time I talk to my parents, and they ask if I’m seeing someone, I want to say yes.”

The hint of a smile played on her lips. “Would you tell them I’m a witch?”

“Yep.”

“Would you say that I wear all leather and carry a knife at all times? And when I go to the airport, people look at me like I’m their worst nightmare come to life?”

“All that.” He nodded. “I’d also tell them your knife is named Ken, and he’s a damn good typist.”

Valerie smiled. “And, what would you say about how we met?”

“You walked into my SAC’s office, and I knew, then and there, my life would never be the same.”

“Well, things did change that day.”

“In lots of ways.”

She leaned against him. “I can’t believe you want to tell your parents about us. You’re such a dork.”

That made him laugh. “I’m no badass, that’s for sure. Hey, you know how much time I spend in the library. You know my nerdy side.”

“You’re not so nerdy when you’re taking down bad guys.”

He gave a playful shrug. “A guy’s gotta earn a paycheck. I do my part.”

“Pretty darn well, if you ask me.” She hesitated. “Ben, if we make this official, it could get complicated. Please try not to break my heart. The Sheva training program taught me how to withstand pain, but not that kind. I’d be lost.”

He tucked a strand of her dark hair behind her ear. She would not look up at him. “I can handle pain. I’m not afraid of it, honestly. It’s just…it’s different with you. You mean a lot to me, and it would hurt in a deeper way, if that makes sense. Maybe even worse than a bite from a hexed snake.”

Ben knew she was right. If they broke up, it would crush him. He slid his fingertips to her chin and gently guided her face up until her gaze met his. “I promise I will do my absolute best never to hurt you.”

“Your aura is really strong right now. Golden and pink.” She squinted at the air six inches above the top of his head. “You’re not lying.”

“Not even a little. What do you think?”

Her gaze shifted back to his eyes. “I think we’ve already crossed the friend line. Many times. And, to be honest, I’ve been thinking about this a lot. It’s good to talk about where we stand.” She searched his eyes. “Ben, I’m in.”

“It’s official?”

She smiled. “It’s official.”

“If we’re really a couple, I want to say goodnight to you with a kiss.”

“You sure are voicing your desires tonight, mister,” she teased.

He chuckled. “I had a meeting with a few Sheva witches earlier this evening. They told me it was a good idea.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Well, Shevas are known for being clever and powerful. I bet they knew what they were talking about.”

“It’s working now.”

“Shh.” She laughed. “Less joking around. More goodnight kissing.”

He pressed his lips to hers. Her lips felt so soft and warm. She tasted sweet, like mint and honey. He was breathless when they parted. She patted his chest. “Good night, brainiac.”

“Good night, Valerie.”

He watched her until she closed her apartment door behind her. Then, he hauled his computer bag from the back of the SUV. He locked the vehicle with the key fob and headed for his place. He felt like he was floating as he let himself in. Within minutes, he’d kicked off his shoes and flopped onto his bed.

He stared at the ceiling. Sleep tugged at him, pulling him toward dreams. I have a girlfriend, he thought sleepily.

When he rolled to his side, he caught sight of the digital clock on his bedside table. It was one o’clock in the morning. A new day, he realized.

He was happy he and Valerie had finally talked about their relationship. Then again, if the Ascendants got their way, everything would change. In five days, those occultists could shift space and time as we know it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Stanley checked his watch. It was now 1:30 a.m. Many hours had passed since the witches and the FBI agent raided the Appalachian site. He’d been tied up with meetings and phone calls all day, trying to mitigate the damage. Evelyn remained tired and useless. He hoped the brew he was concocting would restore her strength.

He added six drops of mercury to the pot on the stove. Pea-green steam wafted from the pot. He opened a drawer to the right of the stove and rummaged around but didn’t find what he needed.

He hated the mansion’s kitchen because he didn’t know where to find anything. This was one of six homes he owned, and he’d barely spent any time in it since purchasing it ten years ago. When he bought it, he envisioned long hours on the private Coral Island golf course. He hadn’t set the place up for working occult magic. All his good supplies were back at his primary residence in Manhattan. There, he had an entire ritual room stocked with all sorts of tools and ingredients.

He yanked another drawer open. Potholders. “Where the fuck are the spoons?”

The liquid on the stove simmered. Occasionally, bubbles of the viscous, blood-red liquid broke apart and splashed toward the ceiling.

After opening three more drawers, he found a spoon. He stirred the liquid, added a pinch of dried tarantula leg and a dash of gold flakes, and stirred again. The liquid transformed from red to silver, marking the completion of the work.

He turned off the burner and poured the liquid concoction into a tumbler. Then, he filled a second short glass with brandy. He carried both drinks down the long, wide hallway. Lush carpet cushioned his steps. When he arrived at the office doorway, Evelyn had no clue he was near.

That gave him a chance to appraise her unnoticed. She stood near the window, looking out at the surf. A white bandage covered her brow. She’d removed her trench coat and now wore only a thin silk dress in her favorite color, green.

Her platinum hair was twisted into a dozen ropes that reached the middle of her back. Dark circles pooled under her sunken eyes, and her skin appeared pale. She hunched her shoulders, shivered, and hugged herself. It looked like she was cold despite the muggy breeze through the open window.

She was once such a beauty, he thought as he stared. Not anymore.

She looked tired and too thin. Despite that, he was still attracted to her. Memories surged through him whenever he saw her or felt her touch.

He thought about their past. Long nights of lovemaking in luxurious hotel rooms in Rome and Venice. Then, he considered her failures and imprisonment. She’d spent months in confinement. Stanley had assumed things were over between them, but the Council of Barons had come to a decision. They say we need her on our side. They say I’m her handler.

He didn’t want to be Evelyn’s boss. It was too dangerous. My humanity makes me weak. I still feel human desire and human lust. Goddamn it. He sipped the brandy.

She heard him and turned. “What’s that?” She gestured to the glass of silver liquid.

He moved toward her and extended the glass. “An elixir. The recipe comes from Illuminati literature, translated by one of our best strategists. We’ve tweaked the ingredient list to make it more potent. It’s not a cure-all, but it might help.”

She cradled the glass and sniffed the silver liquid. “It doesn’t smell like any potion I’ve ever consumed.”

“Try a sip. You need strength.”

She sniffed again, then took a tentative sip. Immediately, she choked and gagged.

Stanley unbuttoned his collar. He dug out the gold chain he always wore and freed the heavy amulet, then unclasped the necklace and swung the amulet like a pendulum.

“Omnes videntes hoc magicae tenebrarum oculus custodiat.” The chant reverberated through the room. The amulet charm glowed with a green light. The All-Seeing Eye etched on the front shimmered.

Stanley focused his mind, tuning out Evelyn’s coughing and sputtering. The green light formed into the eye symbol, which floated toward Evelyn and merged into her throat. She stopped choking.

“Ah, that’s better.” She touched her throat. “The drink tastes like iron.”

“That would be the blood I used. We’re short on supplies here. I’ll have a recruit arrange for more for the future, but I had to make do.”

She tipped the glass and looked in. “Stanley! How selfless of you, sacrificing your own blood for my well-being.”

He paced to the desk and took a seat. “No, I didn’t use my own blood. I summoned a bird and slit its throat. What a pain in the ass that was. I have more important things to do with my time than lure birds in through the window.”

He examined the computer screen. “The council insists that we need your help, Evelyn, and you will do us no good in your weakened state. The merger is five days away, and the witches destroyed our collection site.”

“It’s not the only one.”

“I know that!” Anger curled through his gut. His hand trembled, and brandy sloshed in his glass. He tipped down the liquid in an effort to soothe his nerves. “Don’t act as if this is your plan. You are a pawn in this game.” I am a chess master. The brandy worked wonders. His head buzzed. All is not lost. We can get control of the situation.

“The council called an emergency meeting for tomorrow. We need to do some damage control before the big day arrives.”

Evelyn remained by the window and leaned on the edge. “Litha. It used to be such a special day.”

Stanley didn’t pay any attention. He was too busy scrolling through a list of artifacts the Ascendants had in their possession. The upcoming merger required a great amount of power. The artifacts contained power, but would it be enough?

At the window, Evelyn went on. “When I was a young girl, my coven would hike up the largest hill in the Black Forest on the evening of Litha. At moonrise, the high priestess lit a bonfire. The flames danced toward the moon, honoring the space between the Great Goddess and Mother Earth.”

“Evelyn, get yourself together.” He clicked on one of the artifacts. A chunk of text popped up to let him know what rituals had been worked on it. Good, he thought as he scanned the text. The artifact had been cleansed and purified, infused with demonic energy. It was ready for the merger. He moved on to the next artifact on the list.

Evelyn plopped into the seat beside him. “You’re right, darling. I’m getting nostalgic for the past, but what good is it to praise Mother Earth? It didn’t get my ancestors anywhere. Most of those women lived in stick huts. I want more than that.”

“When the merger is complete, you will have more.”

She placed the cup down. It was empty.

He checked on her from the corner of his eye. The elixir had worked wonders. She radiated beauty and good health. It was a temporary effect, stolen from the innocent creature he’d slaughtered for the brew, but it was nice to see.

“You’re looking lovely, by the way.” Compliments always made Evelyn work harder. He needed her to perform at her best.

She batted her lashes. “Do I? Well, thank you. Now, how can I help? We need to kill that Sheva, of course. That’s a given. But what else can I do?”

“The council suspects the witches and the FBI will continue to strike at our energy stores before the merger.” Stanley clicked over to a new tab on the computer. Fresh data populated the screen. “We have three more sites along ley lines. Now that the collection point in the Appalachians is destroyed, these sites are extremely important. Especially this one.” He clicked on Salem Cemetery. “We’ve sent a vast amount of energy from the site in North Carolina to this location. It’s stored in the cemetery in a secret container. One we never speak of.”

“What sort of container? You can tell me.”

“No, I can’t.” Stanley recalled the evening when he and his fellow barons had decided upon the storage container. They’d taken a blood vow never to reveal the secret to anyone beyond the walls of the room. Then, they sealed the vow with a hex. “The baron who speaks this secret will suffer immediate death.”

Stanley didn’t want to die. The merger would herald a new era for the Ascendants. It was an era predicted in Illuminati and Ascendant literature for centuries. A time of unlimited power and immortality.

Stanley had to show Evelyn the location she was to defend with her unique brand of magic. The council dictated that. However, he could not tell her exactly where the ley line energy was stored.

He clicked a link. “There is a cabin that provides a key protection point for the stored energy.” A secure, private webpage opened, revealing a photograph and several paragraphs of text. The photograph displayed a quaint, one-room cabin with a wooden chair out front. The cabin had one window and one door. An elderly woman sat in the chair with a cat on her lap. She seemed unaware she was being photographed as she looked at the tombstones in the distance.

“Stanley, this must be a joke.” Evelyn studied the text. “This describes a simple cabin on the edge of a historical cemetery. That’s hardly a wise hiding place. For one thing, this old woman lives there. She could give away your secret the minute a Sheva comes knocking. Also, this cabin is small and exposed. The average burglar could climb right through the window. A Sheva or FBI agent would have no trouble infiltrating this place and destroying the ley line energy.”

Pride swelled within Stanley. He puffed out his chest. “Don’t be so sure, Evelyn. We chose this site because it is the last place the Shevas will look. It’s practically in their own backyard. The cemetery keeper is a common witch. They’ll never suspect she’s helping us.”

“Why is she helping you? Common witches are highly loyal to other witches, and everyone knows witches’ official stance against the Ascendants.”

Stanley smiled for the first time in days. “We persuaded her to see things our way. It didn’t take much. A simple visit from Oboras did the trick.”

He remembered fondly arranging that particular visit. The Prince of Hell was a delightful demon to work with. He was always eager to do the Ascendants’ bidding, thanks to the many sacrifices they made to him. “We paid him in baby goats. When in his human forms, he uses them for sacrificial dark magic. He maintains strict control over her mind in exchange for our payment.”

“That’s devious.” She stood. “I feel so much better. I can’t wait to help you monitor these three sites, especially the cabin in Salem. But first, I believe you and I have some catching up to do.” She settled onto his lap. It was like the good old days when she radiated beauty. He let himself remember all their good times together.

She stroked his cheek. “I’m tired of the west wing of this big mansion. I want to see your room.”

“We are on a deadline, Evelyn.” The brandy he’d consumed made his head fuzzy. When she brushed her lips against his, his body reacted.

Damn my humanity. Stanley wished he was a god. The occult literature spoke of perfection. The brotherhood aimed for enlightenment, a time when they would transcend their Earthly bodies and become god-like figures. After the merger, I won’t have to deal with earthly desires. But for now, I am still a man.

Evelyn moved her lips against his. She caressed his neck, his chest. She touched the amulet he wore. “You gave me vitality,” she whispered. “Let’s use it. Then, I’ll get to work.”

He fought off the urges coursing through him and removed her hands from his necklace.

“Business first. Check on the cabin and make sure our assets are secure. Then, come find me.”

With that, he strode from the room.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


The following morning, Valerie dunked a tea infuser into a pot of boiling water. “We’re down to five days,” she told Telia, who was perched on the kitchen counter.

“Not much time.” Telia frowned. She wore her short, dark hair spiky and wrapped with a bright scarf. Her hoop earrings sparkled. Her dark eyeliner formed wingtips. “Do you think we’ll be able to stop them?”

“We better, or life as we know it is over.”

“You’ve always managed to ruin their plans.” Telia hopped off the counter. “You’ll succeed again, this time. I know it. You’ve got Ben by your side.” She crossed the little living room and looked out the window. “What’s he up to this morning, anyway? Is he going to help us with the seance?”

“Sleeping, hopefully.” Valerie remembered how tired Ben had looked the night before. She also remembered their discussion. We’re officially dating. A warm, fuzzy feeling blossomed in her chest. She smiled as she carried two mugs of steaming tea into the living room and set them on the coffee table. “We were up really late last night.”

“Ohhh…spill!” Telia wiggled her brows. “Did you go over to his place? What’s his bedroom like? I bet it’s plain Jane. Ben doesn’t strike me as someone who would be into interior decorating. Hm. I bet he has some goofy posters on the wall and a big bookshelf with dorky sci-fi figurines across the top.”

“Close. The figurines are on the second shelf.” Valerie settled onto the couch and blew steam off her tea.

Telia giggled and plopped down beside her. “So, you have seen his bedroom! I want details, honey. What’s it like to wake up beside him?”

“I’ve never spent the night. We’re taking things slow. But…” She bit her lip. “We did talk last night. He wants me to meet his parents.”

Telia squealed and clapped. “Oh my goddess! That’s as good as ‘I love you.’ I mean, it’s a big freaking deal! All the magazines said so. Humans take that step so seriously, you know. It’s like, if they invite you over for that turkey-eating holiday or the one with all the presents under the tree, you can expect an engagement ring.”

“I can’t marry Ben.”

“Why not?”

“I’m a Sheva, Telia. He’s a human, an enforcer of human laws. We witches have a roller coaster history with them.”

“The days of the witch trials are long over. You don’t have to worry about that.”

“What about Galena Glendrick? She quit her vocation to marry the milkman and start a family with him. My work is important to me. What if Ben wants—” She gulped.

Telia nudged her. “Go on. I know what you’re going to say, but you need to say it. This is good for you.”

Valerie swallowed a lump. She sipped her tea and gathered her nerves. “Well, what if Ben wants babies one day? I am a force of destruction, not some human housewife.”

“Mothers are figures of great strength, whether they’re raising witches, witch-humans, or humans. It all requires badassery. I think you’d be a great mother.”

“This is ridiculous.” Valerie set her tea on the table, popped to her feet, and started pacing. “Reality as we know it could end in five short days. I shouldn’t be sitting here musing about starting a family when there’s important work to do.”

Telia shifted to grab her tote bag off the floor and settled it on her lap. “Right. Let’s invite Esmerelda in and see if she’s up for a chat. Speaking of mothers, I brought the crystal ball my mom gave me at my coming-of-age ceremony.”

She placed a bundle of velvet cloth on the coffee table and peeled back layers of cloth. “It worked like a charm to connect me and Lucinda to my grandmother last Samhain. Now, that was fun. Gran told all these stories about what it was like to grow up in Salem back in the day.”

“I hope Esmerelda wants to visit.” Valerie ducked into her bedroom for a spare altar cloth. Back in the living room, she laid it out over the throw rug on the floor. She pulled three pillows from the couch. “Margery said Esmerelda was cranky when she was in the world of the living.”

“Maybe her time beyond the veil has improved her mood.”

“Let’s hope.”

Valerie considered the orientation of the room, then placed the pillows carefully, one on the southern point of the altar cloth and the other directly opposite. She put the third one at an equal distance from both to form a nice triangle. Then, she pulled a handful of crystals from a compartment on her belt. “I can’t decide between a third eye grid and a manifesting grid.”

Telia giggled. “Val, come on, honey. We’re not manifesting Esmerelda. We’re inviting her in for a visit. Third eye, definitely.”

“This is your area of expertise, not mine.”

“That’s right, Miss War General.”

Valerie set up the crystal grid to the best of her ability. She was glad when Telia checked her work and only made one change, swapping out the central quartz for azurite.

“Azurite will help us open up to psychic energy,” Telia explained. “That’ll let you see her instead of only hearing her or something lame like that. No one wants to work a seance and hear a floating voice.”

“Hey, if she can give us some intel, I don’t mind only hearing a voice.”

Telia giggled. “Intel. Now you sound like your FBI boyfriend.”

Valerie pushed a candle into a silver holder. She ignored Telia’s teasing and sprinkled salt in a circle around the setup. Finally, when the arrangement was almost complete, she wiggled her finger at the living room window and steered the curtains closed. With another flick of her fingertip, she switched off the lights.

Ken settled onto the rug near her pillow. Ooh, spooky. You ladies are pulling out all the stops.

This isn’t a game, Ken, Valerie reminded her knife. We’re inviting in a spirit of the dead, and we have to be respectful. Also careful. I’d hate for a demon to get in by mistake.

You should have worn something a bit more festive. Esmerelda won’t want to visit a drab, boring witch.

How many times do I have to tell you? My leather outfit isn’t boring.

You can kid yourself, honey, but not me. Your look needs an upgrade, stat. He zipped into the air and zoomed toward her. With his pointed blade a foot from her nose, he wiggled frantically. Pink, darling, pink! It’s feminine and fun, perfect for the summer season!

Telia noticed Ken’s fussing. “Is he nervous?” she asked.

Valerie got a firm grip on Ken’s hilt and pulled him to the floor by her side. “No, he’s having one of his outbursts about my attire. He hates black.”

“I know someone who loves your all-leather look,” Telia teased. “He lives a few doors down from you.”

“Please, can we not talk about Ben? I want to focus so we don’t end up inviting Lucifer to tea by mistake.”

Valerie leaned over to grab her tea off the coffee table. She sipped the last of it, grateful for the refreshing, invigorating flavors.

Telia finished her tea off, too. Then, she joined Valerie on the floor and placed her crystal ball on the cloth near the eye-shaped crystal grid. She settled onto her pillow. “I love how dark it is in here. This is perfect. Spirits don’t like artificial lighting at all. I mean, who does? Well, besides humans.” She wrinkled her nose with distaste. “Do you want to open the seance, or should I?”

“You’ll be better at it.” Valerie knew how to perform a perfect roundhouse kick and dissolve an enemy into shadows. However, her psychic skills were rusty. She was grateful for Telia’s help.

Telia twitched her finger toward a nearby cone of incense. Sparks flew from her fingertip to the cone. Fragrant smoke curled into the air. Her eyes drifted shut as she swayed. For the next few moments, she recited a long, involved chant in the language of Magick.

The chant was one Valerie rarely used and didn’t know well. She didn’t chime in but let the sounds settle around her like a warming bath. By the time the chant finished, Valerie had sunk into a deep trance state.

Telia spoke in modern English. “Esmerelda of the Sacred Coven, we invite you forward to the world of the living. We need your help. We call on you as Shevas. We call on you as witch sisters. We call on you as blood of your blood, bone of your bone, kin of your kin.”

A framed print on the wall suddenly dropped off its hook. The glass cracked.

Telia opened one eye. “Esmerelda, is that you?”

The lamp near the couch wobbled. Then, the light bulb exploded. Valerie was glad she’d turned all the electric bulbs off.

Telia opened her eyes and spoke in the direction of the broken lamp. “Esmerelda, you are welcome here.”

With a great whooshing sound, a blur of silvery light swooped down over the coffee table. The light swept everything off, including the mugs, which smashed on the floor.

“Darn,” Valerie grumbled. “I just bought those at Pottery Barn. They were twelve bucks each.”

“Shh!” Telia reached into a satchel. “I brought some of her favorite tea blend. She came up with the recipe herself, according to Drusaria. Let’s see if it’ll entice her to settle in.” She gathered a handful of dried herbs and piled them on the altar cloth. “Esmerelda, come and sit with us. I brought you some of your famous Evening in Salem blend. Drusaria mixed it for you.”

A rushing, roaring sound filled the living room. Wind gusted through the space, sweeping Valerie’s hair back.

The candle flame flickered out, leaving the room in darkness. The dried tea scattered in the wind. Valerie closed her eyes as the fragments of herbs pelted her. Then, a loud, piercing shriek rang out.

“How dare she copy my tea recipe!”

Valerie opened her eyes. An elderly woman stood on the edge of the altar cloth, hands on her hips. “That recipe is mine. Mine! Drusaria always wanted to claim it as her own. I bet she told you it was her idea to add the rosehips, eh? Did she? Did she?”

Telia held her hands up. “No, she didn’t, I swear! She actually went on and on about how great you were with flavor combinations. She said you used to teleport to the seacoast to pick the rosehips growing near the ocean.”

Esmeralda scowled and settled onto the pillow. Her silver form was translucent. Valerie could see the couch behind the elderly woman through her body. Esmerelda had sharp cheekbones, and her eyes were blank, without irises or pupils. Her nose was long and pointed, her cheeks sunken. She wore wispy, silvery shawls around her shoulders, in keeping with traditional Sheva fashion.

Esmerelda tilted her nose up and sniffed the air. “I can smell the vanilla and blackberry leaf.” She used her knobbly, translucent hand to waft air toward her nostrils. “I did miss this scent. Oh, the earthly realm is so rich with sensory things. Juicy oranges. Cold snow. The smell of fallen leaves.”

Her form grew more solid. Bits of color infused the silvery glow. Her face took on a flesh tone, and her shawls became tinted with magenta and turquoise. Soon, Valerie couldn’t even see the couch.

“We’re so glad you’re here,” Valerie stated. “We’re hoping to speak to you about ley lines.”

Esmerelda shot up off her pillow, her features contorted with anger. “How dare you use me like that? I was resting beyond the veil! Now, I see you’re about to mine my knowledge like some old frump scouring a creek for golden nuggets!” she shrieked. As she floated around the room in a rage, her lower body faded to wispy streaks. When she flew past the couch, all the cushions rose into the air. Wall art rattled and fell as she passed it.

Valerie cringed as Esmerelda neared the bookshelf.

Esmerelda howled with anger, then went on. “No small talk. No, ‘how have you been, Esmerelda?’ I’ve been dead and gone for over a hundred years, and now they want to mine me like a mountain rich with coal. As if I have nothing better to do.”

The books floated off the shelf and swirled around the room. A glass vase cracked against the wall and shattered on the floor.

Valerie caught Telia’s attention. “Sorry!” she mouthed.

“Let me try a cooperation spell,” Telia offered. She wriggled her finger and sent a loop of lavender into the air. It missed Esmerelda by a foot.

Esmerelda shrieked again, louder than before. The scream of rage was so loud that Valerie had to hold her hands over her ears.

Ken shimmied under her pillow. She’s delightful, he scoffed.

Maybe we shouldn’t have invited her. Valerie ducked as a book sailed her way. It missed her and smacked into the floor, scattering the crystals she’d placed there. This is not going well, is it?

Esmerelda careened past, shrieking at the top of her lungs. Valerie’s possessions tumbled through the air in her wake. Valerie wondered if they’d get any information from the angry Sheva or if the endeavor would lead to nothing more than a trashed apartment.

She hoped Ben was having better luck with his work day than she was.

At that moment, someone knocked at the door.

Esmerelda was so busy shrieking and flying around that she didn’t notice. Telia scrambled to get the crystals back in place. “Oops, we really need these in the third eye arrangement. Val, hon, is someone at your door?”

Valerie perked her ears, hoping the visitor would go away.

Knock-knock-knock. The rapping sound was firm and urgent. “Yikes. I guess there is someone here.”

“Uh-oh. Police, you think?”

Valerie stood and picked through the wreckage. She dodged another book and a framed picture, then reached the door. A knot formed in her stomach. “I sure as Hecate hope not,” she told Telia.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Ben listened carefully. The sounds were alarming. Someone was shrieking inside Valerie’s apartment. Not only that, but things were breaking. He heard glass shattering. Thumps and thuds. He tried to open the door, but it was locked. He knew how to bust through doors. He stepped back so he could get a running start.

Then, the door opened a crack.

Valerie peeked out. “Oh! Ben, thank goddess it’s you. We totally thought it might be the cops.”

“Are you okay?”

She opened the door wider. The room beyond was a disaster zone. A silver-tinted figure zipped past. Books, pillows, and dishes swirled through the air. A plate careened toward the door. Ben ducked, and it sailed past him. He heard it crack on the walkway behind him.

“Sort of,” Valerie reported. She sighed and glanced over her shoulder. “I mean, we’ll deal with it.” She dodged to avoid getting smacked with a pillow. “Telia’s good with this sort of thing. I think spirits tend to be testy when they visit from beyond the veil.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Plus, Esmerelda wasn’t known for having a sunny personality.” She rolled her eyes.

Behind her, the ghostly woman skimmed across the ceiling and hovered behind Valerie’s shoulder. “What’s this? Now you are gossiping about me behind my back?”

“I’m just filling in my friend.” Valerie stood on her tiptoes and looked past Ben at the parking lot and the other apartments, then faced the spirit. “Esmerelda, we’re not out in the middle of the woods. We’re in a highly populated location surrounded by lots of humans. If you could keep it down⁠—”

“Keep it down?” the ghost-witch shrieked. “Keep it down! How dare you!” She tried to fly past Valerie, but Valerie raised an arm to block the doorway.

Ben stepped back. “You have your hands full, I see.”

Esmerelda tried to bust out again. Valerie quickly blocked her. “Yeah, I think I need to close this door.”

“You want a hand?”

“I think this will go better if Telia and I handle it.” Valerie filled the gap in the doorway. She peeked out and smiled at Ben. “Actually, I prefer this over the boring office work you have to do today. You heading to the Salem FBI headquarters?”

He adjusted his computer bag. “Yeah, got a meeting scheduled with Director Haskins at one o’clock this afternoon.”

“Good luck.” She opened the door enough to lean forward and peck him on the cheek.

“Thanks.”

Behind her, the ghost knocked over the couch.

“Esmerelda, please, sit back down,” Telia cried. “We’d love to visit with you. Isn’t that right, Valerie?”

“I better go.” Valerie closed the door, and something solid slammed into it. Ben listened for a minute longer, hesitant about leaving. She’s a Sheva, he reminded himself. She can handle it. It felt weird walking away with all the chaos happening in her apartment.

He was unsettled during the drive to his office and even more so when he got there. Catching up with his colleagues on the way to his cubicle didn’t help, either. They all looked at him funny. Finally, one pointed to his cheek. “You’ve got some lipstick on your face, Carter.”

Ben used his cuff to clean off the smudge. He reached his desk and pulled up an email with the meeting agenda. He was due to give an update on the status of the merger. Five days to go, he thought as he picked up the phone and pressed Hartley’s number on speed dial. He’d emailed Hartley the night before, and he wondered how the research was going.

Agent Hartley picked up on the second ring. “Glad you called. Big meeting coming up.”

“Virtual, though. They’re all the same.” Size played a big part for in-person meetings. Ben had attended meetings with hundreds of agents, others between only him and his SAC. However, virtual meetings all felt similar. He was used to staring into his screen, looking at the patchwork of faces, and talking when called upon.

“This one will be different,” Hartley muttered. “Rumor out here in Langley is the President will be in attendance.”

Ben straightened. “Is that right?”

“That’s what I heard. Time’s running short. We’re facing an urgent international threat. I hear Director Haskins is working with the UN, FEMA, and the CIA’s counter-terrorism mission center.”

“Damn. CTMC.” Ben knew all about the Bureau’s tense relationship with that particular agency. Director Haskins and the CTMC’s director disagreed on many big issues of the day. That was public knowledge. Director Haskins is putting aside his differences with other agencies. Everyone has to unite in this fight against the Ascendants.

“Yeah. Should get interesting. I only hope no one throws punches.” Hartley snorted. “Then again, I guess that’s a perk of the virtual thing. We’ll all be in separate rooms.”

Ben rubbed his temple. Now, he dreaded the meeting. A bunch of big-wigs with differing opinions on how things worked. He doubted there would be any hand-holding and group chanting involved. More likely, the leaders would argue for hours, point fingers, and cast blame before coming to any kind of agreement on how to move forward.

It made sense that the director was reaching out to other agencies, including the United Nations. The threat they faced involved the whole world, and they had to respond with that in mind. He tapped his pen against his desk. “How did it go looking into the two sites?” he asked.

“We’re making progress. Should have more to go on within the hour. I roped in Gonzales’ team. You know, the SIOC’s latest star.”

Ben had heard about Agent Gonzales and his pioneering work with AI inside the FBI’s strategic information and operations center. He’d asked Hartley specifically to reach out to Gonzales, so this was a welcome update. Personnel was a big factor when it came to getting big projects done on a tight timeline. They needed key players in place if they wanted success. “Thanks, Agent Hartley. I hear he’s bright, so it’s good we have him on this. Send me an update as soon as you have it.”

“Any progress with the Salem site?” Hartley asked. “If you need help with that one, we can include it in our searches.”

“I think we’ve got it covered.” Ben thought about what he’d witnessed at Valerie’s apartment. He hesitated, unsure of how much he should tell his colleague. He was suddenly highly aware he was sitting in a cubicle, and others around the office could hear his words.

Hartley sighed. “Man, hard to believe the occultists are actually doing work right there in your town. I mean, Salem’s not that big, is it? I’ve never been there.”

“We’re about eighteen square miles. Population’s growing pretty consistently.”

“So, where’s their lair? Probably on the fringe of town, right?”

“Valerie’s getting the specifics.”

Hartley grunted. “Sure, sure. You’ve got an informant or something, don’t you? I know you can’t divulge the specifics, so I won’t ask.”

Not an informant, Ben thought to himself. More like a ghost historian.

He got off the line with Agent Hartley and rubbed his temple. Hopefully, Valerie’s visit with Esmerelda was going better. He checked his watch. In four hours, I’ll need to give an update to the director of the FBI, the President of the United States, and many more officials. More importantly, if they could not stop the upcoming merger, reality would change for the worse.

Ben didn’t know how bad things would get if the Ascendants managed to shift reality to the nightmare they envisioned.

And he didn’t want to find out.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Valerie wasn’t sure how much more small talk she could take. She and Telia were doing their best to appease the finicky elder Sheva. Esmerelda wanted to talk about all sorts of things she missed about Earth.

She wanted to know how the wallpaper was holding up in the farmhouse. Whether the Shevas had ever fixed the old washing machine and how her favorite apple tree was doing in the orchard. She talked endlessly about the drama among the Shevas back when she was part of the coven.

“Then, Drusaria pulled Galena’s hair and called her a ninny! And Galena threw a teapot right at her head. I took Drusaria’s side, of course. Because there was Galena, talking about quitting. Can you imagine?”

“No.” Telia shook her head. “I’ll be a Sheva until the day I die.”

“And after that, too. Believe me. Life beyond the veil is much more peaceful, but we Shevas in the Beyond remain true to our calling.”

Valerie leaned forward. “Speaking of that, Esmerelda, I was wondering if⁠—”

Esmerelda cut her off. “Well, Galena wore her heart on her sleeve, as the saying goes. She was too emotional if you ask me. Enamored by the humans. Witches are a different breed, girls. We should stick to our own ways and not spend too much time with humans.”

Valerie gulped down the rest of her words. Maybe I’ll wait a moment to try again. Now did not seem like the right time to pipe up again, even though she wanted to defend her human friends and coworkers. A few items in her apartment had remained intact, and she hoped to keep them that way.

Esmerelda went on. “Anyway, Drusaria and I conjured up a big rainstorm right there in the kitchen. Galena hated rain, by the way. If you look up at the ceiling, you’ll probably still see some water stains.” She grinned. “Boy, did we used to get into some real tiffs. What fun it was. Maybe we should all go to the farmhouse now so I can have a look around.”

Valerie and Telia exchanged a glance. The rules of seances were clear. Do not let a visitor stray from the immediate location. That could lead to all sorts of things, including lost visitors who never returned to their homes beyond the veil.

“We’d better stay put,” Valerie stated carefully. Remembering her time as a Diplomata Pacem, she tried a new tactic. “Esmerelda, you mentioned that you are still a Sheva at heart. I’m sure you know of the important battle we’re currently engaged in with the Ascendants.”

Esmerelda waved. “Oh, those nincompoops are always stirring up trouble. It’s been that way since the Illuminati first came into being. Then, the offshoot groups sprang up, each with their own agenda. The Ascendants are the worst.”

Telia nodded. “Exactly. They’re trying to merge our reality with another one that would be simply terrible. We need your help, Esmerelda.”

“How so?” For the first time in hours, Esmerelda zipped her lips and listened.

Finally, Valerie thought. She checked on Telia.

Telia gave a nod, urging Valerie to speak.

Valerie cleared her throat. “You see, the Ascendants’ plan to merge realities involves energy from ley lines. We’ve learned they are channeling the energy to specific sites. My team and I are trying to destroy the sites and prevent the merger from happening if we can. We already destroyed a significant amount of energy at one site, but we’ve discovered three more. We’re running out of time and heard you were an expert in this field.”

Esmerelda’s wide smile revealed several missing teeth. “Ah, yes. I had a real fascination with that phenomenon when I lived here on Earth. I used to love traveling all over the States and visiting sites where the lines converged. When I was a young woman, I’d dance on the lines under a full moon. I was wild and free in those days, reveling in the majesty of it all. Ley lines are quite potent.”

“We believe the Ascendants have boosted some of the natural energy. They’re disrupting the natural flow and storing the energy in high-tech machines.”

Esmerelda’s eyes flew open and glowed pale white. “An abomination!”

“It really is,” Valerie agreed. “They’re planning to use the energy they store on Litha, which will make it even more powerful.”

“So wrong to use Mother Earth’s energy for their own gain.”

“Then help us stop them.” Valerie tugged her magical map from her belt. She spread it out on the altar cloth in front of Esmerelda. “Show us where the ley lines converge in Salem.”

Esmerelda shuddered. “Don’t ask that of me. Please.” She hugged herself and rocked back and forth. “No, no. You must not know. It is a secret I vowed to take to the grave. Even now that I am beyond the veil, you are not safe. I know too much. You must not ask this of me, my sisters.”

Valerie and Telia exchanged a puzzled look.

Valerie leaned in. “Esmerelda, what are you talking about? Please, if you know something, tell us. We need to stop the Ascendants. What they’re doing is wrong. You said so yourself.”

Esmeralda looked like a child as she rocked in her seat. “Princeps inferorum ut interficiat vos omnes. Luravi non dicere!”

Valerie had no trouble understanding the language of Magick. The Prince of Hell will kill you all. I swore not to tell.

Ken wriggled out from under the pillow. Remember your demonology studies, daughter.

So, you heard her, too? I barely passed that class, Ken. Please remind me of the specifics.

The Prince of Hell is Oboras, the great patron of horses. Sometimes a man, sometimes a hoofed beast. He rules over legions of demons.

Telia bit her lip. “Esmerelda, we don’t want to cause you strife. But we are Shevas, and we must act without fear. Valerie works with a skilled team. She needs to know where the ley line energy is here in Salem so she can storm the location and cause destruction. She’s really good at that. Please, tell us what you know.”

“You are wrong, young one.” Esmerelda’s blank eyes stared into the candle flames. “You say we must act without fear. That is not the traditional way. We feel fear, young ones. I know that well. I did the work of a Sheva in this realm for five hundred and fifty-three years.”

Valerie bowed to show respect.

Esmerelda went on. “Yes, we Shevas feel fear, and we act anyway. Even in the face of death. Even when the cold sweat of dread covers us and our guts twist with the danger we face. We do not run away from pain or death. You both know the Sheva creed.”

Valerie and Telia nodded.

Esmerelda held up a knobby finger. “However, that is about our personal lives. There are times when a Sheva must protect others. The ethics of our profession make that clear. We should do good and not cause harm. I know a secret that could harm all living members of the Sacred Coven. I vowed not to tell.”

“We will come to harm within five days if the merger goes through,” Valerie argued. “Right now, we have a chance to fight back. After they perform the ritual, it will be too late. At that point, more than our coven alone will be harmed. The whole world will fall under the Ascendants’ powers.”

Esmerelda tapped her lip. “Are you sure?”

Valerie nodded. “One of the new Shevas had a prophecy. Plus, all the evidence points that way.”

“A prophecy, eh? Now, I don’t put much stock in factual evidence, but I do appreciate a good prophecy.” She pursed her lips, then sighed. “I suppose you’re right. Better to at least have a chance to fight back. But I warn you, sisters. Once you know this secret, you are at a great risk. He will be royally pissed when he finds out I divulged his hiding place.”

Esmerelda shuddered and tightened her shawls around her neck. “I’ll try to start from the beginning so you can understand. As I said, I was a big fan of ley lines. I used to have such fun traveling to various places and enjoying the energy from the lines. I got a reputation as an expert.”

Telia nodded. “Oh, yes. I conducted one seance when I was new, and now I’m the go-to gal.”

Esmerelda chuckled. “Yes, yes. A Sheva weaves three baskets, and suddenly, she’s the resident weaver. Anyway, the more I visited known spots, the better I got at picking up on even the deepest, faintest ley line energy within Mother Earth. One day, I realized a thin ley line traveled right through Salem. It crossed with a second ley line. The point of crossing might shock you. It’s in the Salem Cemetery.”

Valerie gasped. She’d visited the cemetery hundreds of times and had never felt the typical warm, tingling buzzing sensation of a natural ley line there. “That can’t be. The coven visits the cemetery regularly.”

“We take turns guarding it during the week of Samhain,” Telia added. “No one’s ever noticed that sort of stirring there. It’s not in any of the books, either.”

“I documented it.” Esmerelda shuddered again. “Yes, I carefully charted. When I passed away, it was right there in the literature. However, a few months ago, I had a visitor beyond the veil.”

Her ghostly body quaked. “The demon Oboras visited me himself. He roared about how he was living in a little cabin on the edge of the cemetery with some cat, guarding the lines beneath the gravestones. Then he demanded that I erase all mention of the Salem Cemetery in the ley line books.

“Furthermore, he said if I told anyone about the spot, he’d pay a visit to the farmhouse and chop everyone’s heads off. I don’t doubt he could, either. When he visited me, he was in his manly form, not his horse form. He carried a long sword.”

“Yikes.” Telia grimaced.

“Maybe the Ascendants hired him.” Valerie furrowed her brow as she tried to connect the dots. “They’ve used demons to guard valuables before. Did he say anything else?”

“No, but that was enough. The world needs the Sacred Coven, and I couldn’t stand the idea of that demon galloping out to the farmhouse and slashing you all apart. So, I worked a bit of magic from beyond the veil. I summoned the books and erased all the information that might lead you to the cemetery.”

“What about the cabin and the cat?” Valerie asked. She could barely make sense of that clue. If a demon had taken up residence in a cabin in Salem, people in town would talk about it. Unless he lived there undercover. Maybe he only goes out at night, she mused. Or maybe he moves around in daylight but in some sort of disguise.

Esmeralda shrugged. “I wish I knew more, but that’s all I’ve got. I hope I haven’t made a big mistake talking to you.”

Valerie drew a deep breath as she considered the task ahead. “We have to find that cabin and pay Oboras a visit, but we’ll be careful. Thank you, Esmerelda. This information is truly helpful.”

“I hope it doesn’t help the whole coven into an early grave. Please tell everyone to be on guard. Listen for hooves, braying, and whinnies. Or footsteps. There’s no telling if he’ll appear as horse or man. He goes between both forms with ease. I pray he doesn’t chop off all your heads.”

Esmerelda pressed her hands together and bowed.

A moment later, she disappeared.

Telia shuddered. “Well, that wasn’t exactly good news.”

Valerie hopped to her feet. She hurried to the window and pulled back the curtains so she could view the position of the sun. Then, she swiped her car keys from the table beside the front door. They were one of the few items in the apartment in the correct place. “It’s already afternoon. Ben had a meeting with the director of the FBI at one o’clock. If I hurry, maybe I can catch them. I have to let them know what’s going on.”

Telia met Valerie at the door and gave her a warm hug. “Good luck, sister!”

Valerie raced down the walkway, eager to get to her Jetta. The information from Esmerelda was both puzzling and ominous. The Ascendants are working with a powerful demon, she thought as she ran. It’s up to me and my team to get past Oboras and locate what he’s hiding.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Ben typed quickly. He wanted to get accurate meeting notes.

The President of the United States had posed a question to the various organization leaders. Ben recorded the statements from the executive of the Federal Emergency Management Agency. Neda Corbin was new to the position and eager to make her mark.

Her narrow face looked tight with tension and concern. “It’s the aftermath I’m concerned about. We need to consider the emergency response needs this country and others could face after the merger.”

A hush followed her statement. The conference room clock sent a dull tick-tock through the stuffy space. Only Sam Patterson and Ben occupied the room. The large flatscreen monitor on the wall displayed the faces of the others in the meeting. Both Sam and Ben had their laptops out.

Sam raised his hand.

The executive, Neda Corbin, nodded. “SAC Patterson, please go ahead.”

Sam shifted in his seat and straightened. He adjusted his headset and microphone. “Yes, thank you, Mrs. Corbin. I agree that it would be wise to be prepared for the repercussions of the merger of worlds. But with all due respect, our priority is preventing it. We’re working with a heck of a lot of unknowns when it comes to this merger. The Ascendants are using occult magic. It’s best not to underestimate the destruction they can cause.”

Neda Corbin pursed her lips. “That is one opinion. As far as I can see, we have no hard evidence this so-called merger will be disastrous. The prophecy could be nothing more than one young woman’s imagination.”

All across the screen, meeting attendees erupted with opinions of their own.

“It’s all fantasy, if you ask me.”

“No, no, the occultists are dangerous.”

“The merger would warp space-time. The cosmologists said so.”

Director Haskins hushed the outbursts. “I know it is tempting to dismiss the threat because we don’t fully understand it. But I assure you, it is a serious threat. I believe SAC Patterson is correct when he reminds us to prioritize prevention.

“With that in mind, let’s return to our strategy for the coming days. We’re on a tight timeline here, people. Agent Carter, you said you have located three more sites where the Ascendants are potentially storing energy for their ritual. Expand on that.”

Ben cleared his throat. He was used to giving his boss updates. Sometimes, he spoke directly to Haskins. Today, he had to address many superiors at once. He chose his words carefully.

“Thank you, Director Haskins. Yes, we have pinpointed three locations. Agent Hartley and his ACM team have gathered information about two of the sites. The data they gathered and the evidence I collected at the Appalachian site confirm the Ascendants are receiving, amplifying, and storing energy in three separate locations.”

“You’re the expert when it comes to how the Ascendants think, Agent Carter.” Wade Haskins tented his hands and spoke calmly and clearly. “What do you recommend as our path forward?”

Ben gulped. He’s asking me. There are so many experts and leaders in the room, and he wants to know my thoughts.

He felt truly humbled by the opportunity to speak to such a powerful, accomplished group. “Thank you for asking, Director Haskins. I believe we should gather our resources and infiltrate both the Elfin Alley and Topsmead Forest sites. Our objective is to destroy the energy-storing machines on site, but that’s not easy to do. We need to train all operatives involved in the mission on how to survive the blasts these machines are capable of putting out.”

On the screen, heads bowed to take notes.

Sam gave Ben a nod of approval. He grinned with pride. “Good job, Benny,” he whispered.

Director Haskins spoke up. “SAC Patterson, do you agree with your agent’s proposal?”

Sam nodded. “One hundred and fifty percent.”

Ben was grateful for his boss’ presence at the meeting. Sam had offered unyielding support over the years, and today was no different.

One of the CIA agents in attendance raised his hand. “And what about the Salem site?” he asked.

That was a tricky question. Ben glanced at his notes, wondering what data would be best to present first. He wasn’t sure how the attendees would handle the news that Valerie was digging into that lead by conferring with a ghost.

“Um, yes, about that.” His throat felt scratchy. “That’s a…well, a unique situation.”

At that moment, the conference door burst open. Valerie strode in, eyes blazing. The receptionist Carol followed behind her.

“I told her you were in a confidential meeting,” Carol fretted, wringing her hands. “She just stormed past me, as usual!”

Sam stood with a moan. He rubbed his stiff knee as he moved to a nearby chair and pulled it out. “It’s okay, Carol. She’s got clearance for this.” He waited for Valerie to sit, then spoke into his microphone. “Folks, Agent KuriaKen has joined us.”

“Good, good.” On the screen, Haskins nodded. “Agent KuriaKen, we’re discussing the Salem site.”

“Perfect.” She crossed her legs. “Yeah, that’s gonna be a tough cauldron to crack. According to a chat I just had with a deceased Sheva, the ley lines in Salem cross at the local cemetery. She also says there’s a demon camped out there in a cabin. With a cat, apparently. Guarding the ley line energy. So, we’re going to have to deal with him.”

Neda Corbin scrunched her brow in confusion. “I can’t hear her properly. Could someone get her a mic? It sounded like she said something about talking to a deceased Sheva.”

Curiosity coursed through Ben. His fingers flew across his laptop keyboard. He’d visited the Salem Cemetery on several occasions. The groundskeeper lived on the edge of the property in a small log cabin.

Beside him, Sam turned toward Carol. “Could you get her a headset? And a spare laptop?”

“Oh, no, I don’t need all that,” Valerie insisted as she pushed back her chair and stood. “I’ll work a communications spell.” She flicked her fingertip and sent a puff of sparkles over her head.

Then, she started to pace. “We have no time to spare.” Her voice rang through the room. “There’s a demon in Salem, up at the cemetery. He’s guarding an Ascendant site there. We have to confront him and destroy the energy he’s guarding. His name is Oboras.”

In his peripheral vision, Ben glimpsed the monitor on the wall. It looked like the many meeting attendees were listening carefully to Valerie’s words.

Rather than focus on the large screen, Ben scoured the search results on his laptop. He’d located a great deal of information about the Salem Cemetery, but not what he needed.

“A demon, you say?” Director Haskins frowned. “I’m sorry, Agent KuriaKen, but this is out of my wheelhouse. I know very little about demons.”

Neda Corbin scowled. “Nor should you be expected to, Director. That is the stuff of mythology and legend or children’s haunted houses. Not reality.”

Sam cleared his throat. “Mrs. Corbin, we are neck-deep in the supernatural. If we don’t acknowledge that, we may as well quit now.”

Murmurs of agreement rose from the others on the screen. Director Haskins nodded. “Good point, SAC Patterson. There is no use denying our situation. To do so will only delay us and hinder our efforts.”

Valerie sat on the edge of the table, facing the screen. “Luckily, we Shevas have plenty of experience fighting demons. I don’t personally have a whole lot of battles under my belt, but my ancestors have endured many. They will guide me, as will my training, my coven, and my trusted knife.” She patted the sheath at her side. “Zara and Kiyomi are bringing stolen artifacts back to the covens they belong to. I think Ben and I should go deal with this demon.”

As she talked, Ben clicked to the second page of search results. Finally, he found what he was looking for. He raised his hand.

“Yes, Agent Carter.” Wade Haskins pointed. “You have the floor. Proceed.”

Ben clicked on a photograph. “Permission to share my screen?”

“Go ahead.”

The photograph Ben found filled the screen on the wall so everyone in the meeting could see it. The image showed an elderly woman sitting on a rocking chair on the small front porch of a quaint cabin.

“This is Frances Gardner,” Ben explained. “She’s been the caretaker of the Salem Cemetery for fourteen years. She is a mother of six, grandmother of fourteen. Member of the Salem Garden Club. In her younger years, she owned and operated a landscaping business here in town.”

Neda Corbin huffed. “Why are you wasting our time with this?” she scoffed.

Valerie hopped off the table and moved closer to the wall monitor. “Ben, you’re right!” She gazed at the woman’s photo. “This is exactly where we have to start. It’s obvious.”

“Logically, it makes sense,” Ben agreed, excited. “Oboras possessed her.”

Valerie’s eyes blazed. “Totally. I was thinking he either only goes out at night, under the cover of darkness, or he’s operating with a disguise. If he possessed a human body, he could do whatever he wanted at that cemetery. He could guard the ley lines and whatever equipment the Ascendants are using without interference.”

A member of the UN raised his hand. “Could someone explain what the hell they’re talking about?”

Ben pushed down his anxiety. I am not a child in school anymore, at risk of being bullied. I am an expert in this field, and my country needs me.

“It’s pretty common knowledge within the field of supernatural lore that demons can possess individuals without that individual’s knowledge or consent. Valerie gathered intelligence that points to a demon presence at the cemetery. This woman, Frances Gardner, lives on the cemetery grounds. If Oboras wanted to protect energy there, she’s his most likely victim.”

Sam flashed Ben and Valerie a thumbs-up. “Good work, you two.”

Director Haskins nodded. “We have a starting point, then. I’ll appoint a backup unit to deploy to Salem immediately for your encounter with this, er, elderly woman. Or, should I say, with this demon? I’m not sure of the correct terminology.”

“Either one is fine.” Valerie bit her lip and thought for a moment. “Her status probably changes frequently, depending on what Oboras is up to. Sometimes, she’s possessed, but at other times, she’s probably going about business as usual. Cooking breakfast, trimming weeds around gravestones, feeding the birds. Whatever she does.”

“I see.” Haskins grunted. “Now, is a hostage rescue unit needed? Can we consider her a hostage?”

Ben mulled over what he knew about possession. “Yes, sir. Hostage rescue unit, plus as many backup personnel as you can spare. If and when we get past the demon presence, we’ll need to destroy the ley line equipment onsite. The Ascendants tend to send operatives when a stronghold is attacked. We’ll need to mount both offensive and defensive strategies.”

He glanced again at the elderly woman in the photo. She didn’t appear threatening. If he had less experience with supernatural phenomena, he’d feel like an idiot requesting so much backup.

However, he knew what he’d seen in the Appalachians, as well as at other Ascendant strongholds. The Ascendants don’t mess around, he thought as various leaders offered closing remarks. The future of the world is on the line.


CHAPTER THIRTY


Seven hours later, Valerie used an oiled rag to polish Ken’s hilt. He liked to go into battle in good condition.

The staging area Ben had picked for the mission was quiet. Temporary lighting buzzed overhead. Dozens of vehicles clustered in the plaza parking lot, ready to deploy to the cemetery five miles away. Dark clouds partially veiled the pale moon above the treetops. The warm summer air carried the fragrance of fried food from a restaurant down the block.

Beside her, Ben drew an X on the cemetery map he’d rolled out on the table. A team of six FBI agents gathered around it, the chosen leaders for the teams of reinforcements who would aid the mission. Ben addressed one of them. “Agent Sullivan, I’d like you and your team to stage here, on the southern perimeter of the cemetery. We don’t know where the entrance to the stronghold will be located.”

The young agent, Stacey Sullivan, made a note on her handheld device. When she nodded, her blonde ponytail bounced. “Copy that, Agent Carter. Can do.”

Ben continued. “According to the intel from Esmerelda, the ley lines converge beneath the gravestones. However, as Valerie and I have seen, an entrance to an underground lair could be miles from here. We’ll know more after we talk to Oboras.”

“Isn’t he a demon?” Another FBI, this one older and male, pushed back his ball cap to scratch his forehead. He had a ruddy, beefy face. “I mean, is he really going to cooperate?”

Ben flicked his gaze to Valerie. “Agent KuriaKen has ways of getting beings of all kinds to open up. She can be quite persuasive.”

Valerie turned Ken to polish the other side of his hilt. Moonlight glinted off his blade.

The ruddy-faced FBI agent cast a wary look her way, then stuffed his hands into the pockets of his windbreaker. “Yeah, I can see why,” he grumbled. “I’ve seen that knife on the news segments. Pretty brutish weapon, if you ask me.”

Valerie realized he was one of those anti-witch types. She didn’t have time to be offended. There was more important work to do than put this guy in his place.

When Ben spoke, his tone held a hard edge. “Do you have a problem, Agent Miller?”

“Yeah, I have a problem.” The guy glared. “Two months to retirement, and I get this gig. What’s next, a detail to yank monsters out from under a bed? Get the ghost out of a haunted house?”

A few agents snickered.

Ben stepped forward so he was in the guy’s face. “How about this? You sit this one out. I’ll update your superior on your attitude first thing tomorrow morning.” He gestured to a nearby SUV.

Valerie hid a smile. She didn’t want to look like she was enjoying the guy’s talking-to, but she was. Agent Miller muttered as he stalked away. He kicked a few stones. The SUV door closed behind him with a loud thunk.

Ben looked at the others. “Anyone else have a problem working alongside a witch on a supernatural case?”

Stacey Sullivan was the first to shake her head. “No, sir. Only Miller. He’s been bitching about this assignment since we left Virginia.”

“We need to work as a team,” Ben reminded them all. “No biases, no old baggage. I know this kind of work is new to many of you, but it’s time to get over that as fast as possible. My advice is to forget everything you know about how this world works. Keep your eyes open, and remember that anything is possible. Anything. Valerie is lead, and what she says goes. Is that understood?”

The agents nodded.

Stacey raised her hand. “Er, question for Agent KuriaKen, if it’s okay.” She tugged her ponytail nervously. “I don’t mean to be disrespectful at all. I mean, your culture and your ways are new to me, though I did study on my way here. I get that you can do things regular humans can’t. But…the demon is inside this poor old lady, correct? Yet you want him to give us information. I really don’t see how that’s possible.”

Valerie slid Ken into his sheath. “We suspect he possessed Frances Gardner. That means we first have to figure out a way to reach him. In other words, we’ll have to get through Frances to the demon.”

Ben piped up. “Whatever happens, we have to remember Frances is innocent. It’s the demon possessing her that’s the problem.” He pointed to Stacey. “Does that answer your question, Agent Sullivan?”

The young agent looked pale. “Whatever you two say,” she murmured. “To be perfectly honest, this is freaking me out. It’s clearly not a normal case. I knew that coming into it, but being here is a different story.”

She drew a shaky breath. “I’m trying to use the stress-response techniques from training, but I gotta say, it’s tough. We’re about to enter a cemetery at night, in Salem, of all places. This whole town is haunted by the witches who went on trial here and got killed. That’s what I heard, anyway. There was a special about it on TV.”

Valerie’s eyes flashed. “Don’t believe everything you hear on TV. The witches who were hanged, crushed to death, or died in prison don’t float around Salem as spirits. They have much better things to do, believe me.”

Within her heart, she felt her ancestors’ murmur of agreement. It always pleased them when she corrected the public’s misperceptions.

Agent Sullivan tightened the straps of her ballistics vest and peered around nervously. “Well, that does help. Thank you. But you’re saying there’s a demon on the premises. What if we all get possessed?”

Valerie hadn’t done well in her demonology class, but Ken had spent the afternoon lecturing her, so she had a few facts on the tip of her tongue. “Oboras is powerful, but like all demons, he has limits. He can’t possess another being from a long distance. He has to be close by. Also, the being has to be in a vulnerable state, like drunk or sleeping or something. So, if you stay on your toes and remain in the position Ben’s given you, you should be fine.”

She held up a finger and wagged it at the gathered agents. “Stay alert. That’s really important. Don’t space out, even if you’re inactive for long stretches of time. Because that’s another thing. Oboras is the boss of a bunch of other demons, so he could call in help.”

Ben stared at each agent in turn. “Everyone got that? It’s like I said, anything is possible. Keep an open mind. Stay vigilant. As Agent KuriaKen pointed out, these missions involving the supernatural come with a lot of unknowns. Never presume you’re in the clear because that gets you in trouble. Stay alert, stay actively engaged. Even when you’re only staging and awaiting a cue.”

The agents murmured their acknowledgment.

Ben tapped the map, pointing out the six X markings on it. “Each team has a specific, strategic location for awaiting orders. Valerie and I will make contact with Gardner—and, hopefully, the demon. We’ll give you an update by ten o’clock. If you don’t hear from us, initiate plan B.”

Plan B involved all units storming the cemetery caretaker’s cabin. Valerie feared if that happened, Frances might get hurt. She really hoped it would not come to that. She hated the Ascendants for hiring Oboras in the first place and putting this poor, elderly woman in danger. Her fingertips heated with anger.

Ben checked his watch. “T-minus ten minutes to deployment. Gather up with your team and perform final checks, then let’s load up. Follow my lead and park in the spots we discussed. Remind your teams to refrain from using headlights and flashlights during the approach and keep spoken communication to an absolute minimum. We want a low profile.”

The agents dispersed, leaving Ben and Valerie near the table.

Ben rolled up the map. He crouched near a duffel bag and placed the map inside. He examined the tools within his bag, then folded a harness and pushed it into the cargo pocket of his pants. “Hard to know what we’ll need since so much of this mission remains a mystery.”

Valerie bit her lip. “About that. Ken had a vision, actually. It’s sort of puzzling, but it could be useful.”

He looked up from his work. “Oh, yeah? Hit me with it.” He tucked binoculars into his windbreaker pocket. “Can’t be more puzzling than the fact we’re about to try to talk to a demon through an elderly woman.”

“Well, he saw a cat wearing a cat collar. Ya know, with a little silver tag on it.”

“Okay.” He furrowed his brow. “What else?”

“I know this must sound really out there, but there’s a glass vial attached to the cat collar. Inside it is a swirling light. He got the sense it was a collection of potent energy. I think it might be ley line energy.”

Ben raised his brows. “Inside a vial, on a cat’s collar?”

She shrugged. “That’s what he saw. And actually, it is possible. The Ascendants practice occult magic, so they may know how to compress energy into a tiny area in order to hide it. Maybe at the Salem site, they channeled ley line energy into that one small spot.”

“Devious,” he muttered. “Okay, I’ll communicate that to the team. They’re not going to like it, but it’s important information.”

“I hope no one faints.” They’d already dealt with two cases of fainting since the reinforcement agents arrived in Salem. Valerie didn’t want the mission delayed by another. “Oh, Ben, another thing. I’ve been thinking about Frances Gardner.”

“Yeah?”

“She’s not your average old lady, and that might work to our advantage. She could be open to sitting down with us and letting us try to contact the demon through her.”

“What do you mean, she’s not average?”

“She’s a member of the Salem Garden Club.” Valerie waited for the news to hit.

Ben tilted his head. “So, she likes discussing lily varieties?”

“No, Ben. The Garden Club.” She raised her eyebrows.

He hesitated. “I don’t get it.”

“Come on. Everyone knows all the members of that club are common witches.”

Ben finished loading his pockets. He removed his Glock from his holster and performed safety checks. “I didn’t know that. I thought they were people who liked flowers and plants.”

“Yeah, they like flowers and plants and witchcraft. A lot of them are amateurs with no formal training. But they’re curious, and that can go a long way. If we get to the cabin and find her in a normal state, we could explain why we’re there. If she’s actively possessed, we’ll need to use a different tactic.”

“Like?”

“Like speaking to Oboras directly and trying to lure him out of her body. It’s simply awful that he’s taken up residence there. I’m sure it’s causing all sorts of trouble for her. She’ll experience a lot of relief after we get him out.”

“How do we do that?”

“Well, he probably won’t want to come out, so we’ll have to trick him. Demons are pretty easy to manipulate, generally speaking. They’re all fire-breathing and horns with not a lot going on upstairs. I’m telling you this in theory, by the way. I haven’t ever tricked one before. I’ve only heard stories. It’ll be my first time working this sort of magic, so bear with me.”

“If anyone can do this, it’s you.” He replaced his weapon, then wrapped his arms around her and gently kissed the top of her head. “Ready?” he asked as they parted.

She nodded. “Yeah. Let’s do this.” She zipped her leather jacket. It was her armor and an important level of defense.

They headed for the SUV side by side and loaded in. As Valerie strapped on her seatbelt, she felt Ken’s presence in her mind. Remember, child, Oboras is the Prince of Hell. One of the most dangerous demons who visits this earth. If you successfully separate him from his host, he will be spitting mad.

Good, Valerie thought. Her fingertips burned. Let him try to cut my head off with that sword of his. We’ll fight back, Ken.

Ben pulled into the street. Six vehicles pulled out behind him. The streets were empty and dark, only illuminated by the occasional streetlight and the moon’s pale glow. Valerie watched the scenery pass and thought about the battle ahead.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Frances Gardner reached for a cookie. Her daughter Mary sat across the table, sipping the tea Fran had served along with the cookies.

The brochure rested on the table between them. Fran refused to look at it.

“Think about it, Mom.” Mary pushed the brochure closer to Fran. “It’s a really nice place with a great staff. I’ve visited several times now. Everyone seems kind. There’s a game room where residents gather to play cards and do puzzles. Isn’t that sweet?”

“For seven thousand dollars a month, there better be a game room.” Fran dunked her cookie in her tea. “This is ridiculous, Mary. I won’t have you and your brothers and sisters go broke because you think I can’t take care of myself. I love it here. It’s quiet and peaceful.”

Fran looked around the one-room cabin, her home for the past fourteen years. She loved the honey-gold polished logs that formed the walls, with the pale chinking between them. She’d hung a hand-sewn quilt her dear friend had crafted, plus several watercolor pictures. The window looked out on the beautiful starry sky. All year round, birds landed on the window ledge to greet her in the mornings.

Most of all, she loved the peace and quiet. She’d always enjoyed solitude and nature, and her job at the cemetery gave her both. She spent most of her days tidying up the grounds, listening to the birds, and observing the weather. In the evenings, she visited her children and grandchildren, then returned to the cabin to sit on her porch and watch the sunset.

The new troubles with her mind were concerning. She suffered from lapses in memory. Entire chunks of time that she could not recall. However, she was sure the problem would resolve itself. Perhaps it had to do with sleep deprivation. Since she turned sixty-five, she’d had a lot of trouble staying asleep.

Mary’s eyes glistened with tears. “It’s not ridiculous, Mom. You’ve got dementia. Doctor Hamilton said so himself at your last appointment. Last week, you left that pot of soup on the stove and nearly burned this whole place down.” She gestured to the cozy surroundings. “We want you to be safe, and that means you have to be somewhere with people around to keep an eye on things.” She tapped the brochure with her fingernail. “This senior home is expensive but worth it.”

“I don’t want to live with eighty other people. That place is too pricey. Besides, they don’t accept pets.”

Mary sighed.

Frances went on. “I want to live here on my own with Midnight.” She searched the room for her beloved cat, but he was nowhere to be seen. In truth, he’d been acting strange for the past four months. That was about the same duration of her health troubles.

Frances figured Midnight was staying away because of her condition. Animals had a strong sense about that sort of thing. It saddened her that her own cat didn’t want to be around her, but it also motivated her. I will get better, she thought, as she often did.

She patted Mary’s hand. “I know you want the best for me, and you’re worried. Let me try to get better on my own. I need more rest, that’s all. If I’m still having trouble in a week or two, we can talk again.”

Tears streamed down Mary’s cheeks. She did her best to sniff them back. “What if you start a fire and don’t get out in time? We would never forgive ourselves. We all love you, Mom.”

“I’ll be fine.” Frances stood and shuffled to the coffee table, where she kept a box of tissues. She pulled some free and handed them to Mary. “Now, you go home to your little ones, dear. I know they’re probably missing you, and it’s past their bedtime. They’ll need their stories and lullabies.”

“Chad already put them to bed.” Mary mopped her eyes. She did as her mother said and gathered her belongings. She left the brochure where it was. “Read the pamphlet, at least. And if you decide you want to see the place for yourself, we’ll go over and take a tour.”

Fran hugged her daughter. A funny, fuzzy sensation filled her head, and she knew another episode was on its way. She often got this strange, foggy-headed feeling before blanking out. She ushered Mary on her way, then closed and locked the door.

I just need more sleep, she thought as she shuffled back to the kitchen. She glanced at Midnight’s food and water dishes. Both remained full, exactly as they’d been that morning when she topped them off.

Midnight was a capable cat who loved to roam the cemetery. He’d grown up outdoors and knew how to avoid predators and fend for himself. Still, she couldn’t help but worry about his long absences. He barely returned to the cabin at all these days, and when he did, he skirted around the edges of the room to reach his food and water. He never jumped onto her lap anymore or snuggled in bed at night like he used to.

The fuzzy feeling grew stronger. Frances hurried to the sink and put the cups and dishes into some soapy water. She’d scrub them in the morning. Right now, she had to lie down.

She made it to the bed and pulled back the covers. She sat on the edge, removed her glasses, and placed them on the bedside table. She knew from experience that if she didn’t take off her glasses, they were likely to get smashed during her “episode.”

Often, she woke from one of her spells to find her glasses smashed on the floor. She’d gone through seven pairs in the past four months. She couldn’t afford more, and she didn’t like the whispering at the optometrist’s office. She was sure they all had a good time gossiping about her habit of smashing her eyewear.

Before lying down, Frances picked up a piece of paper. She’d searched some of her favorite books about Wicca and witchcraft for a spell that might help her condition.

With care, she recited the words on the paper. “Even as the water churns, the wind whispers, the fire burns, I open my being, my spirit, my heart. Moon, sun, stars in the sky, let healing come to me by and by. I open to receive health, wisdom, and grace. May the power of the elements support my request, all directions without and within me. So mote it be.”

She touched the elements she’d set out on her bedside table. As she brushed the feather that represented air, a shiver coursed through her.

The fog in her head pulled back as if she’d scared it away. Then, someone knocked at the door. Did the spell finally work? she wondered.

Hope sparked in her heart. She’d practiced witchcraft for years now, and she loved the spells and rituals. Yet, sometimes, she had doubts. When life became especially troubling, she wondered if the whole witchcraft thing was nothing but a hoax.

Now, a bubbly sense of joy rose within her. She had a premonition that soon, her troubles would be over.

How? she wondered. Who is at the door? With excitement, she pulled it open.

Because she’d already removed her glasses, the figures on her front stoop looked blurry. Despite this, Fran immediately knew who they were. She’d seen so many photographs of Valerie KuriaKen and her FBI friend, Benjamin.

A smile danced across Frances’ lips. “My, my, you’re a sight to behold, with that leather jacket and fancy belt of tools,” she happily greeted Valerie. Then, she turned to Ben. “And you, mister, are taller than you looked on the news, and so strong!” She stepped aside and ushered the two in. “You must be here to help me. Bless the sun, moon, and stars. Come in, come in.”

Ben and Valerie exchanged a look, then followed her into the small cabin.

Frances led the way to the little kitchen area. “I’ve recited that spell for two months straight with no results. I started wondering if it was a waste of time. Then again, magic requires faith. I’m sure you know that, Valerie. Even beginners know, and you’re no beginner.” Fran knew she was babbling like a child on Christmas morning, but she didn’t care. It was so exciting to see the famous Sheva here in her very own cabin.

“I’ve seen you on the news, of course.” She gestured to the table. “Sit, sit! Please. I’ll get you some refreshments.”

“Please don’t go to any trouble,” Valerie insisted.

“Nonsense, it’s no trouble at all.” Frances pulled two glasses from the cupboard and filled them with water from the tap. It was a poor offering for such a famous, elite witch and a federal agent, but she had no choice. She’d used the last of the tea bags for Mary, and she was all out of milk.

“Here.” Frances set the water down. “Drink, please. I’m simply so pleased you’re here. I’ve been praying for an answer to my troubles.” She shuffled to the nightstand, retrieved her glasses, and put them on.

Now, she could see Valerie in more detail. “My, what a unique look you have, dear! You really do have a tattoo on your temple, like in the newspaper pictures.” She offered a hesitant smile. “I always wanted a tattoo, but when I was young, they were quite frowned upon.

“It took me until old age to realize it hardly matters what other people say. You must be true to yourself, not to society’s expectations. Don’t be afraid to be a little weird, you know? Now that my health is in trouble, I feel that even more. Witchcraft is hardly the norm, but it gives me hope.”

Valerie sipped the water, then studied Fran as she set the glass back down. “So, you are aware of your trouble?”

“Yes, yes.” Fran settled into a seat. “Dementia, they say. My children are worried about me. That’s why I’ve been doing the spell for improved health.”

Valerie licked her lips. “Actually, we feel there’s a different reason for your troubles. I’m not sure exactly how to break this to you, Fran. I am going to be as honest and direct as possible. Ben and I believe you are possessed by a demon.”

Fran pinched her brows and sucked in a breath. “A demon? No, that can’t be.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry, but you must be mistaken. I’m having difficulties with my memory, that’s all. A lack of sleep is the cause. I’m sure of it.” Her head started feeling fuzzy. She wondered if she should lie down. She closed her eyes.

The federal agent spoke up in a deep, gentle tone. “Miss Gardner, are you feeling all right?”

Frances pushed her glasses up, rubbed her eyes, then forced them open. Her glasses slipped back into place. Now, when she looked around the room, everything had a faint reddish tint. “Yes, I’m fine. I’m so tired these days, and that’s the problem. It’s difficult to get a good night’s sleep. After I solve that, I’ll be much better.”

Valerie’s touch was warm and comforting when she patted the back of Fran’s hand. “Frances, please listen to us. There’s a battle going on around the world between the Ascendants and those trying to stop them. Unfortunately, your position as caretaker of this cemetery put you in harm’s way. The Ascendants are using you. More specifically, they likely hired a demon who is using you.”

The red tint grew stronger. Now, the whole room looked reddish, as if lit by a colored light. Frances blinked to try to clear her vision. What is going on? Her head felt woozy.

The FBI agent piped up. “Miss Gardner, we’re here to help you. We need your cooperation.”

Frances tried to nod. It was difficult to do for some reason. Her head didn’t want to move as she told it to. Her eyelids twitched.

Valerie squeezed Frances’ hand. “Stay as calm as possible, okay? This will all be over soon. I need you to trust us.”

The Sheva sounded so sincere. Frances knew about the good deeds Valerie KuriaKen had performed in the past few years and all the accolades she’d earned, even from high-ranked government officials. When she looked into Valerie’s eyes, she saw true caring there. She is concerned for me. She is also wise beyond her years. I can trust her.

Frances nodded. “Let me know what I can do. Whatever you say, Valerie and Ben. I trust you.”

“Thank you.” Valerie stood. “Here’s what I need you to do.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


Ben shivered despite the warmth in the cabin. A window was open. A warm, soft breeze ruffled the curtains. He didn’t feel cold. He felt afraid.

It was the woman’s eyes. The swirling red pattern of her irises made the hair on his arms stand up. Goosebumps prickled his flesh.

She didn’t seem to know her eyes were swirling. She held Valerie’s hand and shuffled toward the bed.

Valerie patted the hand-sewn quilt, already pulled back in a neat triangle. “Sit here, Frances.”

“Please, call me Frannie. That’s what my friends call me. Why do you want me to sit?” She lowered onto the bed.

Valerie fluffed the pillows. “This way, if you fall or start to shake, you won’t get hurt.” Valerie glanced around the room. “Ben, could you remove anything sharp you see in here? That fire poker has to go. And hide the lamp. He could break it and use the sharp glass against us.”

Frances’ lips trembled. “What’s going to happen?” she whimpered. Her eyes swirled faster. The lower eyelids twitched. Her mouth started twitching, too.

Then, it stretched open, and a column of fire roared out. Frances’ features morphed and contorted with anger. “Back away, witch woman, or I shall slice off your head!”

Valerie did back away, but only a few steps. She planted her feet and pulled Ken from his sheath, then glanced at Ben. “You ready for this?”

The elderly woman quaked. Her whole body twitched, then settled down. She patted her lips as if she’d coughed. “Pardon me. I feel rather ill. Did I say something?”

Valerie remained poised for action. “You’re doing great, Miss Gardner. Surrender all your thoughts, relax, and trust us. We’ve got you.” She glanced at Ben. “You might want both guns out for this. He’s a big dude, according to the pictures.”

She placed her hands on her hips. “Oboras, Prince of Hell, where are you? Hiding away because you’re not brave enough to face us in the flesh? We’ve heard what a coward you are.”

The elderly woman twitched again, reminding Ben of a glitching video feed. She shook violently. Her shoulders jumped up and down, and her neck cracked as she twisted right, then left. Then, she opened her mouth. “I do not hide from worthless mortals! You are nothing but flesh and blood, you witch.”

“I am flesh and blood right now, but I can turn into a shadow when I want to. You’re not the only one with special skills, Oboras. I heard you can’t even wield your sword.”

Frances Gardner’s mouth stretched open. A five-foot flame shot from her mouth.

Valerie leaped aside to avoid it. The flames flickered over the arm of the couch. The corner of a pillow caught fire.

Ben swiftly yanked the pillow off the couch and smothered the fire with the sole of his boot. When he was sure the fire was out, he checked on Frances. She’d fallen back on her bed. She lay relatively still, but she was breathing.

Ben could not study her for long because a fourth being stood near the bed. The burly man’s bare chest rippled with muscles. His black hair was gelled into a mohawk and dyed red at the tips. He had piercings in his ears, lip, and eyebrow, and a tattoo of a horse on his chest. His jeans had holes in both knees. He carried a sword. His eyes glowed red, like burning coals, and his lips curled into a sneer.

Oboras, Ben realized. He’d researched the demon online, but the only images he came across were drawings and paintings, never photographs. The demon looked fiercer in person than in the artwork.

Ben aimed his Glock at the demon’s head. He could not kill Oboras. Not yet. He has information we need.

Oboras sneered at Valerie. “How dare you call me a coward? I have never turned down a fight.”

“Yes, you have.” Valerie released Ken. He flew out in front of her, poised to defend. With her hands on her hips, Valerie went on. “Many times. You could have guarded this cemetery on your own without inhabiting that poor woman.” She gestured to the bed. Frances snored in her sleep. “She is innocent, yet you used her for cover. A brave demon would have faced his foe in the flesh.”

Oboras roared. He slashed the air with his weapon, but Valerie nimbly jumped out of the way.

“You insult me!” he screamed. “A mortal witch, a being of the earthly realm, dares to insult a demon? I will have your head. Your blood will paint these walls, witch.”

Ben’s heart thumped. Every second that ticked past felt like a full minute. He moved his feet and carefully kept his weapon aimed at Oboras. That was difficult to do because the demon darted and lunged with incredible speed. One instant, he was near the bed facing Valerie. In the blink of an eye, he’d crossed the room. He slashed his sword with a whistling rush.

Valerie was fast, too. She leaped over the couch and landed on the other side. Her bright smile made it look like she was merely playing a game. However, Ben knew her well. He could see the smile didn’t reach her eyes. She was focused and in fight mode.

Ken darted forward. His blade nicked Oboras’ arm.

Ben steadied his breathing and stepped forward. “Freeze, demon. I mean it. We have to talk to you.”

The demon’s red eyes flicked Ben’s way. “You are not worthy of speaking to me, human. I am a being of spirit, a fallen angel. You are nothing but a beating heart and a brain. Soon, you will be six feet under the ground, your short life over.”

“I’m alive right now, and I have authority over the ground you stand on. Drop your weapon. I am warning you, if you do not cooperate, I’ll shoot.”

Valerie raised her hand. Her fingertips glowed red. “He means it, Oboras. I’ve seen him take down all sorts of supernatural beings.”

Oboras shook with fury. He roared and lunged at Ben, sword raised. Ben dropped to the ground, rolled, and popped up four feet away near the window. He kept an eye on the door out of habit. Good to know where my exits are. He also checked on Valerie and Frances. When he was sure both were safe, he focused on the demon. “One last warning, Oboras. Put down your sword.”

The demon opened his mouth and breathed flames in Ben’s direction. Ben ducked. The flames licked the bottoms of the curtains. Within seconds, fire consumed the fabric. The ceiling would quickly catch fire. A wooden cabin like this one was hardly fireproof.

He had to think on his feet.

He raced to the window and pushed open the pane. He gripped the curtain rod in the center and pulled it off its hooks. Then, he threw the flaming curtains onto the grassy side yard.

He’d seen how lush and green the yard was when they approached. He’d also noted the sprinkler system that provided a continuous spray to keep the grass looking healthy. The system whirred, turned, and spritzed water over the burning curtains, reducing them to a heap of smoldering fabric.

One crisis averted. However, preventing a structure fire was minor compared to the bigger problem at hand. Ben heard footsteps behind him, quick and heavy. The shadow on the wall told him Oboras was charging, sword raised.

Ben waited until the last second, then stepped out of the way. He twisted, placed his hands on Oboras’ back, and gave a firm shove. The push propelled the demon through the open window.

Valerie grinned and flashed a thumbs-up. “Nice one.”

Ben headed for the door. “He hasn’t cooperated so far. Maybe landing on his face will convince him we mean business.”

The air felt cooler outside than in the cabin. Ben smelled the smoldering curtains. He heard crickets chirping, then another sound. The demon cursed in a language Ben didn’t understand. He sounds pissed, Ben thought as he raced around the corner of the cabin.

Moonlight cast a pale glow over the trimmed grass around the cabin. In the distance, gravestones glistened.

Valerie ran at Ben’s heels. “Thank goddess you got him outside. Another few minutes in there, and he could’ve burned the whole place down.”

The demon grunted as he struggled to his feet.

Ben aimed his gun again. “Stay down.”

“Make me.” Oboras sneered.

“I warned you.” Ben squeezed the trigger of his Glock. The gunshot rang through the night, followed by a grunting sound as Oboras dropped to his knees.

In a flash, Valerie reached Ben’s side. She wagged her finger at Oboras. “I recommend you stay down, my friend. Ben doesn’t mess around. He’ll shoot your other knee if you make another move.”

Oboras’ upper lip twitched. His eyes burned even redder than before. His body shook and quaked, then his bare chest ballooned out. His shoulders morphed, his back elongated. The shape of his face changed. Within seconds, he had a long muzzle, big nostrils, and wide red eyes. Horns sprouted from the top of his horse-shaped head.

Now in horse form, he snorted and brayed, lying on the grass. He flipped to a standing position and reared back.

Ben saw no evidence of the gunshot wound. The horse-shaped demon moved with strength and agility. He slammed his hooves on the ground, lowered his head, and snorted. Smoke billowed from both nostrils.

Valerie moved her fingertips. Sparks rained on the grass as she conjured an orb of blue light. Fascinating, Ben thought, mesmerized. He always felt like this when he saw her create light from thin air. Her magic stirred his heart and filled him with awe every time.

“Ben, move!” she shouted.

Ben reacted instantly and jumped aside, realizing the horse had reared up again.

Thud! The horse’s hooves crashed down beside Ben. The ground shook with the impact, and he felt a breeze. He shivered. Close one.

“I’ve had enough of this,” Valerie announced as she raised her hand. She aimed her palm at the horse. The blue light hovered in the air. “Shifting forms, fool us naught,” she chanted. “Let us see truly, perceive the man within this beast.”

The horse neighed again.

Valerie eyed Ben. “I haven’t used this spell in real life, only in a simulation. Better back up in case it goes wrong.”

Ben didn’t have to be told twice. He backed up several steps until he reached the edge of the yard. Valerie hurled her spell at the braying, stomping, horned horse-demon. The blue light shimmered over him from the tip of his long horse nose to his flowing tail. The light strengthened, and the horse form wavered and shrank.

With a loud pop, he disappeared altogether. A small, dark, lumpy object with red eyes hovered in the air, then dropped. The little thing hopped. “Croak!”

“Crusty cauldron,” Valerie cursed. “I used too much power.”

Ben approached and spotted a brown toad with glowing red eyes on the grass.

Ken flitted over and hovered above the toad.

Valerie joined Ben and Ken, looking down at the creature in the grass. “I can fix this,” she murmured. “Let me think for a minute.”

Ken wagged his hilt a few times, then backed up and repositioned himself so his blade was aimed at the air a few feet above the toad.

“Good thinking, Ken,” Valerie muttered. “We need to be ready in case he shifts on his own. Okay, I think I have an idea.” She raised her hand and aimed her palm at the toad. “Mater terra, retracta carmina mea, adiuva me videre veritatem!”

The toad’s body sparkled, shimmered, and turned blue. Wisps peeled away from the toad and squirmed toward Valerie’s hand like she was vacuuming up some of the blue light. Her entire hand turned blue. At the same time, the toad swelled. His lumpy form transformed into a man.

Oboras crouched in the grass. A few bumpy warts decorated his face in addition to his piercings. His faded, torn jeans displayed a bullet hole wound. Blood seeped out and stained his pants. He groaned and toppled to the side. “I’d rather be a toad,” he grumbled.

Valerie stepped in closer to him. She aimed her hand again, but this time, instead of light, she conjured dark shadows. She sent the first ones toward Oboras. The shadows curled around his legs. “You’ll be nothing at all in a few minutes. Talk to us.”

Oboras grimaced. He was in obvious pain. “Let me take my horse form,” he begged. “I wasn’t wounded in that body.”

“We need your language capabilities,” Valerie demanded. “Where is the ley line energy you guard?”

“I can’t tell you.”

Valerie pumped more shadows from her fingertips, thicker and darker than the ones before. The shadows swirled around Oboras’ torso. Oboras shivered and dropped his sword. “So cold,” he muttered, teeth chattering.

The shadows consumed his arms. Now, he was only a floating chest, neck, and head.

Ben aimed his gun at the spot between Oboras’ eyes. “We asked you a question, Oboras. Where is the ley line energy?”

Sweat prickled the demon’s brow. His red eyes widened. “If you two destroy me, legions of demons will pursue you to the grave and well beyond. I am a prince with many under my control. They will not stop until you are both burning in hell for eternity.”

It was the worst threat Ben had ever heard. He was glad to see Valerie didn’t even flinch. Her blue eyes glowed with a bright, beautiful light. “I am a Sheva, demon. I know better than to believe your threats. You may be a prince of some hellish realm, but it is not one I will ever see. Nor will Ben. We are not afraid of demons, fire, or hell.”

We’re not? Ben decided he’d talk to Valerie about that later. For now, he was glad the demon wasn’t trying to stomp him to death or slice off his head.

Valerie glared at her foe. “I am not a patient witch, Oboras. I am tired of waiting. From dust to⁠—”

“Wait!” he sniveled. “Fine, I will talk. The Ascendants will fire me, of course. I will lose all power, all glory. But at least I will live. They keep the energy beneath the tallest gravestone in the Oak Grove section of the cemetery. Twist the head of the angel engraved on the stone counterclockwise three times. You’ll see how to get in. That’s all I know.”

Ben noticed the way Oboras averted his gaze at the end of the statement. He leaned in and whispered to Valerie, “He’s hiding something.”

“Good call,” she whispered back. She pushed shadows from her fingertips. They wound around Oboras’ chest up to his neck. “What else?” she demanded. “There’s more, isn’t there? What are you hiding?”

“N-nothing!” he stammered.

Valerie sent out more shadows.

Oboras’ eyes got so wide that the whites were visible. “All right, it is as you say! There is more. I will suffer for this breach of confidence, mark my words. As will you if you pursue it. This is evil magic, you see. There is a cat below ground. Sleek and sturdy, with black fur. He wears a vial around his neck. The energy is stored there. The Ascendants enchanted the cat, as well as the vial.”

Valerie’s hands took on a reddish glow. A few sparks jumped from her left fingertips. “The Ascendants have no morals. They enslaved an innocent cat!”

Oboras’ teeth chattered. “It wasn’t my idea. Their leaders worked the magic. The Council of Barons.”

“Look at you.” Valerie flicked away the red sparks, and dark mist again streamed from her fingertips. “You opened right up. Feeling chatty now, hm? Anything else we should know?”

“That’s it, witch. I swear. The cat’s down there, and if I were you, I wouldn’t mess with him or the vial around his neck.” He shuddered visibly. “You won’t survive it, I’m telling you. Even I stay away from that cat.”

“Thank you for the advice.” Valerie smiled. As before, the smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Was it really so hard to have this little chat with me?”

“Make me warm again,” the demon pleaded. “I can’t feel my hands or my feet. All I feel is a chill where my body used to be. Please, help me.”

“I will help you,” Valerie promised. “But first, tell me this. Was the groundskeeper of this cemetery the first person you possessed, or have there been others?”

Oboras sniffed. “She was the first.”

Valerie narrowed her eyes. She scanned the area around Oboras’ floating head. “Wrong. I can see from your aura that you’re lying. How many others?”

“A few.”

She made a show of pushing shadows from her fingertips. They swirled in the space between her and the demon.

He trembled with fear as he watched the dark, inky shadows move. Beads of sweat dripped along his nose and off his chin. “Okay, okay, there were others. About two hundred over the years. Not so many, considering I’ve been a royal demon for two thousand years.”

“And what happened to the ones you possessed?”

“They were convenient suits to wear, and they served their purposes. After I was done, I got rid of them. Chopped them to bits with my sword and fed them to some hellhounds. As a witch, you should know humans are disposable.”

Valerie clenched her jaw. “Wrong answer again. You’re really striking out tonight, my friend. You did not respect and honor innocent human life, and now you shall pay for that. The Earth will be a better place without your presence.”

Her eyes flashed as she sent the dark, swirling shadows over Oboras’ head. He did not even have time to protest. He faded from view.

Ben preferred the starry sky over the ugly demon. He stared at the spot where Oboras had been for a few seconds. Then, he glanced over his shoulder to the cabin. “We should check on Frances. I’ll mobilize the hostage rescue team, too.”

Valerie examined the spot Oboras had occupied. When she was satisfied he was truly gone, she dusted off her hands on her black leather pants. Little wisps of shadows cascaded to the ground beside her.

She flicked her hands, then blew into them to warm them. “Yeah, for sure. I’ll set her up with a nice recovery potion, and the team can handle the rest. She should be evacuated from the premises until my coven can get in and smudge the whole place. She’ll need a full medical checkup, too.”

“Copy that.” Ben relayed the instructions to the appropriate team by speaking into his wristwatch.

They reached the cabin’s front porch. Valerie took the stairs two at a time, and Ben followed close behind her. “I’ll radio divisions Alpha through Echo with an update about our next move. I hope he wasn’t bullshitting us about the tombstone in the Oak Grove.”

Valerie stepped through the open cabin door and was happy to see Frances Gardner still snoozing on the bed. “Nah, he wasn’t bright enough to come up with a lie that fast,” she told Ben over her shoulder as she moved swiftly toward the victim. “That’s definitely where we have to go next.”

“You have any thoughts about how to deal with this cat we keep hearing about?”

“I’m a witch. I’m going to follow guidance and intuition.” Valerie thought about the task. Oboras was a ruler of hell realms, used to seeing pain, suffering, and destruction of all sorts. He was a tough demon, yet he seemed terrified of a simple cat, she mused. The cat must truly be dangerous.

Valerie hoped she was not about to lead a bunch of humans to an early grave. I will do my best to prevent disaster. She clenched her jaw with determination and roused Frances Gardner from her deep sleep.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


FBI Agent Stacey Sullivan pressed her earpiece deeper into place. She did not want to miss even one word.

Ben Carter’s voice traveled through the electronic device. “Gardner is safe, currently receiving treatment from the hostage rescue unit.”

Sullivan exhaled with relief. The old woman is okay. Thank God. As a federal agent, Sullivan had good days and bad days. The good days involved helping people. The bad days usually involved witnessing injury, pain, and death. Her job got tough when she had to see injustices and violence. She’d feared something would go wrong tonight, and the elderly woman would not survive the raid.

Maybe tonight will be a success, after all, she thought. Darkness surrounded her, so dense that it was difficult to see the teammates closest to her.

In her ear, Ben went on. “I want teams Alpha, Bravo, and Charlie to move in points on the perimeter of the Oak Grove section on the eastern edge of the cemetery.”

Sullivan held her breath. She’d been assigned to the Delta division of the operation.

Ben continued. “Team Delta, move to the tallest gravestone in that section and wait there. I will be there at 10:14 with Agent KuriaKen. Be ready to move.”

Stacey nodded, though she knew Ben couldn’t see her. She raised her wristwatch to her lips and spoke into the receiver on the side. “Copy that, Agent Carter.” Then, she beckoned her team.

They traveled down the sloping hill at a quick pace.

As they ran, Ben continued his instructions. “Team Echo, stage at the cemetery’s front gates. I need you to communicate with local first responders. If this ley line energy blows, we can expect movement of the earth as well as fires. We need to get fire engines to the appropriate places as quickly as possible after the ground is stable.”

A chill traveled through Stacey’s body from head to toe. Whatever we’re about to do could trigger a minor earthquake and multiple fires. Are we going to survive this? She wondered if she’d ever see her daughter again, or her husband, or her parents. Or would she leave Salem in a casket?

It is my duty to protect my country. Stacey snapped her night vision goggles into place. The outline of the gravestones, the cemetery paths, and the signage became clearer. She hooked a left.

She’d memorized the cemetery map along with mileage between key points in the mission. As the Delta team, they had the most distance to cover. She did a calculation in her head, then picked up her speed to a trot. Her bulletproof vest felt heavy and bulky beneath her windbreaker.

She spotted the pale stones of the wall surrounding the cemetery. As she scanned the wall for any abnormalities, according to her training, her mind whirred. I’m about to provide backup to a real, live witch. That thought scared her. It also invigorated her in some strange way. She remembered Ben’s words at the mission staging point. Keep your eyes open, and remember that anything is possible. Anything.

She shivered again. Magic is real. Witches are real. Demons are real.

When the opportunity to provide backup for the famous Valerie KuriaKen crossed her desk earlier that day, she’d jumped at the chance. Now, it was actually happening.

A thrill coursed through her as she notched the toe of her boot into the stone wall. She was glad for the strength training she did at the local gym. Her biceps warmed up as she leveraged her body over the barrier.

The grass on the other side was slick with moisture, thanks to the sprinklers in operation. Stacey spotted another team on the move across the stretch of grass. She scanned the tops of the gravestones and spotted the tallest one.

She checked her watch. It was twelve minutes past ten o’clock. Two minutes to go.

Slow is smooth, and smooth is fast, she reminded herself. If you move too quickly, you’ll make a mistake. Better to be careful and purposeful.

At the gravestone, she motioned for the seven agents on her team to take cover. They crouched behind various stones. Some of the gravestones were short, blocky, and rough-cut. Others were sleeker and polished. Still more lay flat on the ground with only names and dates etched into the surface.

In the distance, she saw two figures. Valerie’s swift, graceful stride was easy to identify. So were her luminous eyes, which looked like twin blue flames in the darkness.

When Valerie and Ben neared, Ben spoke in a hushed voice. “This gravestone will give us entrance to the stronghold below ground, where we believe they house the ley line equipment. New data suggests the main technology we’re looking for is miniature. It’s located on a cat’s collar. The cat is black and wearing a glass vial around his neck.”

Stacey wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly. Probably because of the radio fitted in her ear. She raised her index finger. “Excuse me. Come again?”

Ben raised his voice slightly. “I repeat. We are looking for a black cat. The glass vial around his neck looks small, but we believe it contains a vast amount of energy. Potent, dangerous energy. According to our intel, both the cat and the vial are dangerous, potentially life-threatening.”

Valerie paced around the gravestone, her piercing gaze on the angel sculpture. Specifically, the angel’s head. “Well, the cat is only dangerous because it’s controlled by magic. The Ascendants are behind it, those scumbags.”

She glanced over her shoulder. The blue tint of her eyes pulsed with passion. “In truth, the cat is innocent. We must try to free it from enslavement and return it to safety like we helped Frances. Whatever you do, do not hurt the cat. You guys get that?”

Stacey had heard stories about Valerie KuriaKen’s compassionate ways. Apparently, she was the first Sheva to work the way she did.

Stacey was a big cat lover. She had two at home and treated them like part of the family. “Got it,” she replied, her mind on her beloved pets.

Ben reloaded his gun. “Our mission is to destroy the energy within the vial. As I’ve said before, that’s going to create an explosion. Agent KuriaKen and I will work to separate the vial from the cat. Agent KuriaKen will then shadowcast the vial at an appointed time. Everyone following me?”

Stacey felt like she was listening to a different language.

So many things confused her. At the same time, she knew the urgency of the situation. If the Ascendants succeeded with their plans to merge reality with one of their own design, everything would change. Stacey had attended the Bureau’s classes on the matter. She’d read the reports. She knew the consequences. Life for her family, her friends, and her neighbors would change drastically.

She would not get to buy a Valerie KuriaKen action figure doll for her daughter. She would not celebrate six years of marriage. She wouldn’t attend the Logwood Circle Homeowners Group annual barbeque at the end of the summer.

The report predicted chaos, enslavement, and a period of darkness that could stretch on for millennia.

If the evil occultists get their way, everything will change. It was an honor to have the opportunity to prevent such a devastating, wide-scale disaster. She raised her chin. “Understood, Agent Carter. We’re here to help. What do you want us to do?”

“I want you and three agents to accompany us below ground. Four agents stay out here, keep watch, and come in to assist if we’re down there for more than twenty minutes.” He released the slide to chamber a fresh round, then headed for the gravestone. “What do you think, Valerie? Is twenty minutes enough time?”

She reached for the top of the stone sculpture. “I bet they didn’t bother with defenses on this site because of Oboras’ presence.”

“So, no moving tunnels, no snake pits?” he asked.

Stacey swallowed hard. These were not threats she’d learned about in training. I have to keep an open mind, she reminded herself.

“Correct.” Valerie twisted the sculpture’s head in a full rotation. Then another. She kept twisting.

Ben addressed the agents in a clipped, urgent tone. “When we’re below ground, stay alert. Ascendant agents don’t follow the same laws of physics as average humans. They can teleport through space and appear out of thin air. Usually, they materialize armed to the hilt.”

Valerie finished a third rotation. The stone sculpture creaked. The wings shifted up and out, revealing a seam down the angel’s back. The weathered white marble cracked in two. As the halves fell apart, Valerie leaped back. A hole opened in the earth, but it wasn’t a grave. It was a stairwell.

Stacey extracted her Sig P320 from her holster. A noise in the woods made her flinch, but she realized it was only an owl hooting. I haven’t felt this edgy since my childhood when Grandpa told us kids ghost stories. Stacey remembered how she used to enjoy her grandfather’s tales about spooky creatures of all sorts. Vampires, werewolves, dragons, and ghouls.

Now, she saw those tales in a new light. Who knows? she thought, following the witch and Agent Carter down the stairs. Maybe Grandpa was telling the truth.

She could hardly breathe. Excitement and curiosity made her veins buzz. I’m in a cemetery, heading into an underground lair with a real witch, in search of a black cat. She carefully descended the staircase.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


The stairwell was dark and damp. The air cooled with each flight of stairs. Valerie kept her fingers firmly wrapped around Ken’s hilt. The situation was a tricky one. As usual, the Ascendants were playing dirty.

I can’t believe they’re using a cat like this, she seethed as she moved. Within Sheva culture, cats were esteemed beings known for providing wisdom and comfort. Yes, they tended to be sassy and entitled, but that was all part of the fun. Valerie loved Lucinda’s orange tabby, as well as the other cats she’d known over the years.

At the bottom of the staircase was a small room with a cracked wooden door, rotted along the bottom. Valerie heard Ben and the other FBI agents behind her, breathing and shuffling their feet.

“Looks old.” Ben played his flashlight over the door’s rusted hinges. “No problem to bust it down.” He moved the flashlight beam to the bottom portion of the door. A dingy plastic flap had been added to the door panel. “That must be how the cat gets in and out. Maybe its enchantments allow it to open the gravestone at will.”

“We’re on the right track.” Valerie tried the door handle, but it was locked. She sent green light toward the door. “No use kicking when I can use magic.” She led the way forward into inky blackness.

The only light in the room came from Ben’s flashlight beam. This room was cooler than the stairwell. It smelled like dirt. The flashlight beam slid over pale gray rock walls about fifteen feet away. A small, purple light in one corner of the room caught Valerie’s eye.

She nudged Ben. “Over there, right-hand corner. See it?”

He swung his flashlight beam that way and illuminated a black cat with a glass vial hanging from a faded collar. The cat sat perfectly still as if assessing his visitors. He gave a plaintive meow.

“Aw,” Ben muttered. “Cute thing.”

Valerie released Ken. He flew into the darkness. “Don’t be fooled,” she mused aloud. “That’s probably part of the act.”

“You sure?” Ben kept the beam of light on the cat.

Behind him, the FBI agents shifted restlessly. Valerie was sure this was the first time they’d gone to such great efforts only to find a cat at the end of the line. “I’m sure,” she replied. “See how he’s sitting so still? It’s unnatural.” She felt Ken trying to communicate but could not hear his words.

“I’ve never had one,” Ben went on. “I always wanted a pet. Even a goldfish would be great. But with travel and everything…”

“Ben, could we discuss that later? I think Ken’s trying to get through to me.”

“Right, of course. Go ahead.”

“Thanks.” Valerie drew a deep breath and listened.

Soon, she heard Ken’s voice in her mind. I see great bars around this feline’s soul, he transmitted. A prison around his mind. He is trapped by orders. His new rulers order him to keep the vial safe.

What should I do? Valerie asked. This was advanced magic. Out of her usual scope. She was more used to shadowcasting than working with enslaved beings.

He will defend the vial to the death. I see visions of fangs burrowed into flesh. Blood spattering these walls. Unless… Unless…

Ken’s transmission trailed off. Her knife had sunk into a trance state. That was good. She hoped he’d surface with a helpful idea.

While she waited, she closed her eyes and tuned into the wisdom of her ancestors. They were nervous and agitated. The feline is capable of killing you all, one warned. Be careful, child. May the strength of the elements bless and assist your work.

One of the FBI agents spoke up. “So, what are we going to do, just stand here?”

“Valerie is figuring out our next move,” Ben explained.

“Sure as hell doesn’t look like it,” the agent grumbled.

The chatter pulled Valerie from her meditative state. She could no longer hear her ancestors’ whispers, and she couldn’t hear Ken, either. She wondered if it was a mistake to bring reinforcements along. It was a relief when Ben shushed the agents. Valerie listened to the silence.

Then, she heard Ken’s voice. I know what we must do, child. It is a rare spell used by witches of days long past. You must focus with great intensity and get each step exactly right. Do you have crushed nightshade berries in your belt?

Always. Valerie had learned to carry this particularly potent ingredient early on in her career. She rummaged in her utility belt for a bundle of the dried, crushed berries. What else?

Ken listed the various ingredients. Valerie located a blue jay feather, then her favorite smooth pink quartz. She also grabbed a tin with purity elements, including dried dragonfly wings, crushed yarrow blossom, and lavender.

Ben eyed the mixture. “Please tell me I don’t have to eat any of that.”

“No, silly. I’m going to try a spell I’ve never done before.” She crouched and placed the ingredients before her. Across the room, the cat stayed perfectly still. It was creepy.

“You sure you don’t want to hear me lamenting my lack of pets while you do it?”

“Silence would be more helpful. Or, if you feel inspired, chant along with me.” She extracted a white candle from her belt and quickly etched a rune into it with her carving tool. Then she stood and turned to face the other agents.

The woman who’d spoken up several times that evening gestured to the candle. “Do you, um, need help, Agent KuriaKen?”

“That would be fantastic.” Valerie handed off the candle. With a twitch of her finger, she lit it.

The young woman flinched when the flame rose.

Valerie patted the woman’s shoulder. “You’re going to protect this space from disembodied evil entities, okay? Usually, I’d ask another Sheva to do it, but tonight, I’m short on options.”

“How—how do I do that?”

“Hold the candle and look into the flame. Concentrate on the flickering fire and think about keeping this space safe. Sounds simple, but believe me, it won’t be. Not if things out here get crazy. No matter what, keep doing that.”

Ben swiveled his flashlight beam away from the cat and focused it on the left corner of the room. The air shimmered. “We’ve got an operative coming in. Could be more on the way.” He passed his light to the agent behind him, then held his gun out with both hands.

The operative shimmered into view. He wore a trench coat and fedora, and he carried a revolver. Valerie didn’t even have to stop her spell preparations to know he had the signature pea-green aura. She could feel it.

“FBI, drop your weapon and put your hands up!” Ben’s voice echoed through the stone room.

The operative did not drop his weapon. Instead, he raised it.

Ben fired at the operative. Pop!

Valerie had no doubt this was only the beginning. Now, she was grateful for the agents surrounding her. We all have important parts to play, she realized. I have to focus on mine.

Ken zipped through the air beside her. The cat remains seated and still. He will not attack until we go after the vial. If you do this spell correctly, we will free him from bondage, and he will surrender the vial to us.

Ken used his blade to point to several ingredients. Combine the purity blend with the nightshade, daughter. Three parts to one.

Are you sure? I’ve never worked a spell that combines those ingredients before.

Ken wriggled with frustration and tapped the ingredients again. Do as I say. We do not have much time.

Valerie pulled her stone bowl from her belt. She set it on the ground and combined the herbs and crushed berries, careful to use the correct proportions.

As she worked, the chaos continued. More and more Ascendants materialized. The FBI agents fired at each one that appeared, no longer attempting to arrest. The operatives clearly materialized with the intent to kill. Valerie was glad the feds were acting accordingly.

She added the other ingredients one by one. Finally, Ken told her to drizzle on a dash of moon water. As soon as she did, the mixture fizzed and bubbled.

Gunshots rang through the room.

Ben fired at an operative who had just appeared. The operative fell to the ground, dead.

“That cat’s really creeping me out,” Ben called to Valerie.

Valerie glanced at the back corner of the room. The cat sat as still as a statue. “I’m about to either free him from mental bondage or evoke some serious rage. Depends on whether I combined these spell ingredients correctly.” She stood.

“I’ve got your back,” Ben promised.

Valerie crossed the room. Ben stayed at her side, his weapon ready. Nearby, an agent shot another Ascendant operative dead. Near the entrance, Agent Sullivan kept a tight hold on the white candle.

“That Sullivan deserves a promotion,” Valerie whispered as they walked.

“I was thinking the same thing. I’ll talk to her supervisor.”

They drew nearer to the cat. When they were three feet away, the cat stood, arched his back, and hissed.

Ken hovered beside Valerie. Repeat the Maxima Magick chant, daughter! he transmitted. Customize the chant with your request. Let the words flow. You will know what to say.

The cat hissed again. It backed into the corner.

Valerie sensed the creature’s fear. She could also feel how he suffered in his bondage. He did not want to fight to the death, but he would.

She wondered what kind of enchanted defenses the Ascendants had put into place. The cat’s bite could carry a hex. His claws could be enchanted to create lethal wounds. There were several possibilities. Valerie didn’t want to find out which ones were true.

She drew another deep breath so her lungs were full. Then, she released it, along with words. She did her best not to think at all. She simply let the words bubble up from deep within her body and unleash into the room. “I call upon the Sacred Shevas of the past, Maxima Magick give to me. Help me Shevas from before, and we shall set this being free.”

The cat clawed the air. The place he swiped came alive with orange flames. He hissed again, and his eyes turned red. Lasers shot from them. When the cat turned his head, the lasers sliced into the stones across the room. Ben ducked just in time.

He thinks I’m trying to get the vial, Valerie realized. Now she knew a few of the enchantments programmed into the cat. She did not want to discover any more. She raised the stone bowl and flung the contents toward the cat. Sparkling pink liquid landed on his face and back. The sparkles burrowed into his fur.

The cat levitated off the ground and started to spin. Drops of green light cascaded off him and landed on the walls nearby. A drop landed on Valerie’s cheek and made her skin tingle. She wiped it off.

Around the room, agents gaped at the spinning cat. Valerie was glad no operatives appeared at that moment. The agents were mesmerized by the magic taking place. Agent Sullivan was the only one not gawking. She kept her gaze pinned to the candle flame.

Valerie made a mental note to thank Agent Sullivan later when the work was done. For now, she had her own tasks to perform. She waited for the last of the green drops to exit the cat. The pink sparkles faded. With a meow, the cat dropped to the ground.

Ben pulled a bag of treats from his pocket. He tapped a few loose onto his palm and held them out. The cat approached, hesitant at first. Soon, he was nibbling treats out of Ben’s hand.

Valerie crouched beside Ben and leaned over to work the collar’s buckle. She carefully took the collar off the cat. Ben gathered the cat into his arms and stood.

“Cat treats, hm?” She arched her brow. “Do you always keep those in your pocket, or did we get lucky?”

He chuckled. “Hey, if I go on a mission that involves an elderly woman and her pet cat, I figure a few treats might come in handy. Good to be prepared, right? As far as I can tell, you walk around with everything except the kitchen sink in that belt of yours.”

Valerie laughed. It felt good to have a moment’s respite. The cat was no longer lethal. “Yeah, I’ve learned the hard way that it sucks to be short on spell ingredients. I’ll need to restock, though. That spell nearly wiped out my supply of nightshade.”

As she and Ben crossed the room, she held tight to the cat collar. She stepped over a dead body, and her smile faded. A dozen dead bodies littered the floor. All were Ascendant operatives, thank goddess.

“The Ascendants must know we’re here,” she mused aloud. “I need to destroy this ley line energy before they take drastic measures.”

Ben eyed the flimsy wooden door. “You could shadowcast it. But if the explosion is anything like the last time, this door won’t hold back the blast.”

Valerie felt her ancestors’ wisdom stirring in her heart. This is your duty as a Sheva, young one. Do not fear death. Return the ley line energy to the earth in which it belongs.

She faced Ben. “Take the team above ground. I’m going to stay down here and shadowcast the vial. I can move with great speed since my powers got stronger. I’ll outrun the explosion.”

He didn’t want to go. She could see that in his pained expression. Fear and stress pinched his eyes.

She held his gaze. “Ben, I have to do this. It’s my duty. I have to act fast. The barons could be scheming this instant, devising a counter-attack. Our mission isn’t complete until this vial is destroyed.”

She held the tiny vial into the light of the flashlight beam. The purple substance inside swirled and churned. The glass buzzed in her hand. It was difficult to hold onto it.

After a long pause, Ben nodded. “Run fast, okay? We’ll see you upstairs.” He adjusted his hold on the cat, who snuggled deeper into Ben’s embrace.

Valerie strode over to the agent with the candle and carefully snuffed the flame out.

The female agent rubbed her eyes. “Whew. Did I do okay? Did it work? I feel funny. I’ve never stared at a flame that long. Was that magic?”

Ben ushered her and the other agents to the stairs. “Sometimes, magic is simpler than you expect. I bet Valerie will tell us more about it later. Right now, she has work to do.” He directed the team up the stairs, then sent one more look Valerie’s way. “You sure about this?”

She clenched her jaw. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

Ben and the team left. Valerie listened carefully as the sound of footsteps grew fainter. When she could no longer hear them on the staircase, she knew they were safely above ground. She placed the vial on the ground and backed away from it. At the base of the staircase, she planted her feet and faced the vial.

She pumped black, swirling shadows from her fingertips toward the vial. The glass faded while the purple light inside brightened until it was hard to look at. Valerie could only see the faintest trace of the shadowy vial. She pushed more shadows outward. They curled around the vial. The light within flickered and flashed.

Valerie turned on her heel and ran.

She raced up the steps to the tune of the massive explosion. Ken flew at her side. Faster! he urged.

She pushed her speed. Her leg muscles burned, her lungs ached for oxygen. Behind her, she heard the explosion echoing off the stone walls of the secret room. The walls on either side of the stairwell crumbled and broke apart. The rocks under her feet shifted.

Almost there, Ken transmitted.

She cleared the last ten steps in one leap. Purple sparks flew into the air around her, along with chunks of rock and earth. Cool air kissed her cheeks, but she also felt the heat of flames behind her. She did not waste time looking back at the destroyed tombstone. She kept running.

When she reached the cemetery gates, she was breathless. Fire engines and police cruisers waited by the entrance, and many emergency personnel milled around. She searched the crowd for Ben and spotted him handing the cat to Frances Gardner. The cat nuzzled the elderly woman’s cheek and purred so loudly that Valerie could hear it from ten feet away.

“Midnight, my love.” Frances burrowed her face in her cat’s fur and wept. “You’re back. We’re together again. Let’s never let anything like that happen again, okay? No more demons for us.” The cat purred in agreement.

Ben checked his watch. Valerie stepped closer and leaned against his shoulder. He wrapped his arm around her. She knew he was relieved beyond measure that she’d escaped the explosion with her life.

“What time is it?” she asked.

“Ten-thirty.”

“In other words, past our bedtimes.” A wave of fatigue hit her. The combination of fighting the demon and working new magic added up. She felt more tired than she had in a long time. She was grateful for Ben’s support as she rested her head against him. “Also, I’m overdue for a good soak in a bubble bath.”

“Man, a hot shower will hit the spot.” He removed his hat and rubbed his brow. “I heard from Sam a few minutes ago. The raids on the Elfin Alley and Topsmead Forest sites went well. The teams destroyed the ley line energy stored at both places.”

He furrowed his brow, then looked up at the pale moon. “It’s good news. We destroyed a lot of the energy they gathered, which was our aim. Still, for some reason, I have a knot in my stomach. Like the worst is yet to come.”

“I have the same feeling.” A pit opened in Valerie’s core. “My intuition tells me there’s more trouble brewing. I know better than to dismiss that feeling.”

“I think I’m picking up on the same thread.”

“You’ve learned too much about magic, Ben,” she told him. “There’s no way to go back now. You’ll get strange feelings and intuitions all day long.”

“Are they always accurate?”

“Most of the time, yeah.” She sighed. “We’re making progress, and we won tonight’s battle. That doesn’t mean the war is over. Stanley Sutton is still out there, along with the other barons. He won’t give up simply because we destroyed so much of their stored energy. The barons are probably angry as hornets, and desperate, too. Desperation breeds viciousness.”

“And the barons are vicious, to begin with. Especially Sutton. I got an update from Hartley a few minutes ago, too.”

“Oh yeah?”

Ben nodded. “He and his team dug into the mysterious occurrences surrounding the shoe factory back in Biddeford. Over the past week, all thirteen agents who quit their investigations have died. It’s too early to tell, but I’m willing to bet Sutton is behind that.”

Valerie frowned. “Sutton may have ordered the kills, but I bet he had help pulling them off. He hired assassins, or he got Evelyn to do his dirty work.” She hated that Stanley Sutton and Evelyn were still on the loose. With growing dread, she scanned her surroundings. “They want both of us dead, too, Ben.”

First responders moved among the flashing red-and-blue lights. People from the neighborhood clutched their bathrobes and stood on their tiptoes to peer past the temporary barriers the FBI and first responders had set up. Reporters gathered on the fringe of the activity, their microphones extended to anyone who happened to be nearby.

Valerie was glad for so many distractions. It meant she was not the focus of attention, which was a nice relief. She’d spent plenty of time in the spotlight lately.

A thought nagged her and made her straighten. “We’re out of leads. We have no idea what Evelyn, Stanley, and the barons will do next. We only have four days until Litha.”

“We need to get some rest. Tomorrow, we’ll comb through the evidence and try to make more progress.”

She leaned against his arm again. Her body felt limp with exhaustion. “Sounds good. I hope we can stop them. I’m worried, Ben.”

He rubbed her arm. “Me, too, Valerie. Me, too.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


Two days later, Stanley Sullivan hesitated in front of the unmarked door. This wing of the Coral Island mansion contained specially designed rooms. Each had cost a fortune to construct. He needed to select the location of the upcoming meeting with great care. Much hinged on his choice.

He kept moving. Twelve barons followed him.

He stopped at the next door and twisted the knob. He pushed open the door and gestured in what he hoped was a friendly manner. “After you, brothers.”

The room had the appearance of a luxurious boardroom, complete with a polished, pale wood table, high-backed leather chairs, and large windows looking out on the aquamarine ocean below.

Only Stanley knew about the pipes that formed a net around the room within the walls. Only he knew about the hidden valves strategically placed around the room that could be activated with the press of a button.

The gas housed in the pipes was pressurized. Expensive to obtain. Lethal. To activate the gas would be mass murder since it would kill all occupants of the room within seven minutes.

Those who didn’t fall into a stupor would try to get out, of course. Stanley had taken the appropriate precautions. The walls were reinforced with steel, the windows protected with powerful magical spells. Only one doorway led out to the hall. When locked from the outside, it was impossible to open.

So much had gone wrong in the past forty-eight hours since the witch and federal agents infiltrated the three ley line sites. They raided every site, including the Salem stronghold. They killed Oboras. They destroyed the precious energy we worked hard to get. They will pay.

He kept his features serene. It was important to appear calm, cool, and collected. He wanted to give an impression of a man who could be trusted.

He hoped his brothers would see things his way. If they did not, they all had to die. Twelve murders in one day. Even for Stanley Sutton, a man who had killed hundreds by hand and ordered hits on thousands more, it was a striking number.

It struck him as particularly efficient that he could end all their lives with one simple button press. Stanley smiled. He’d always liked efficiency.

He gave his brothers a moment to get into their cloaks. Most of them traveled with satchels containing all sorts of things. Vials of blood for rituals, small animals for sacrifices. Stanley had once seen a baron pull a crow from his Armani briefcase. Then, there were the weapons. Every baron in the room probably had a firearm or two in their luggage and another two or three strapped to their bodies.

That was another reason Stanley wanted to be out in the hall before his fellow barons realized anything was wrong. If it comes to that. He still wasn’t sure such drastic measures would be necessary.

He waited until everyone was dressed for the meeting. His own cloak covered his head and made him feel too warm. He tapped a remote button to close the shades and dim the lights. “Illuminata,” he growled. The row of candles down the center of the table sparked to life, casting a golden glow over the various skulls also positioned there.

“Brothers, let us begin.” Stanley touched an electronic device to his left to activate the wall monitors. Sleek screens along the meeting room walls came to life. They all showed the same video of a dark cemetery and a split tombstone.

Stanley narrated. “A little over forty-eight hours ago, the Shevas and Federal Agents enacted three raids on our energy stores. They occurred simultaneously, under various leadership. Our biggest loss occurred here in the Salem Cemetery.”

He could not see his brothers’ reactions. The hoods shrouded their faces. However, he heard their grumbles and complaints. Some swore, others whispered ominous threats.

Impatience squirmed in Stanley’s gut. He would not sit around and listen to their grievances. It was too late for that.

“We must face the reality of the situation,” he told the council. On the screens, the Sheva emerged from the stairwell in the broken tombstone. She jumped over the chunks of old marble onto the grass nearby. The stairwell behind her started to glow. Sparks shot up. “This Sheva, Valerie KuriaKen, destroyed the energy we spent the past four months collecting.”

“Destroyed?” one of the barons repeated.

Stanley clenched his jaw. His pulse throbbed. He hated thinking about the loss. “Yes, destroyed. The energy at the Salem site alone was equivalent to two thousand tons of TNT condensed into a one-inch cube. She broke the vial we were using to store the energy. The collection erupted in a violent explosion.”

On the screen, Valerie raced off into the night. The ground erupted behind her. Beams of light shot into the night, along with sparks and flames. Chunks of earth careened toward the sky and fell ten feet away. The explosion carried pieces of the marble tombstone, too. The marble crashed down, breaking other gravestones in the vicinity.

Stanley stopped the video. He’d seen enough. Watching even one more minute would make his blood pressure dangerously high. He knew because he’d already watched the entire sequence several times.

The drones he used to monitor various Ascendant sites came in handy. It was good to know what was happening at the various strongholds, but that knowledge came with a price. Anger churned in his chest, and an ache throbbed in his temples.

He clicked over to a chart and continued. “I’m going to get to the point, brothers. At this moment, most, if not all, of the energy we collected for the ritual has dissipated and returned to the earth. It would take months to harvest it again, and we all know we don’t have the time, manpower, or funding for that.”

More grumbles rose around the room. Stanley felt their anger building. Many had made great plans for life after the summer solstice ritual. They’d already begun putting those plans in place.

“This is bullshit,” one growled. “We are more powerful than the Shevas, more skilled than the bumbling feds. We have great knowledge on our side, passed down from generation to generation. We must succeed. It is our destiny to rise above all others.”

Others chimed in. Soon, voices filled the room. “We will rule them for their own good.”

“They cannot stop us.”

“Immortality and enlightenment are our right.”

“We will be like gods.”

Stanley slammed his fist on the table. That stopped the chatter. “Brothers, listen to me. We have worked for years toward our aim for immortality and power, but our success is not guaranteed.”

He gestured to the chart. “I am a man of numbers. The numbers do not lie. Look at the facts, brothers.” The chart showed the amount of energy they’d harvested since starting preparation for the merger. It also clearly showed the current situation.

“The witches cannot stop us,” an elderly baron muttered. “We will prevail.”

Stanley nodded. “We might. If we take the right approach.” He clicked on the next slide in his presentation. A list of artifacts appeared. Each had a number beside it, showing how much energy the artifact stored. “Over the years, Ascendants have gathered and collected artifacts. I did the math, brothers. If we combine all the artifacts we own, we will have enough energy for the ritual.”

He waited, tension buzzing in his veins. This is it. The moment in which these men decide on their destiny. Will they agree or disagree?

Stanley hoped they would agree. That would be much easier for everyone involved. After all, if they argued, he would have to kill them. The actual murders would be no problem, but getting rid of twelve bodies was a considerable task. It would fill his afternoon, and he preferred to spend that time doing something else.

“It is a great risk,” one baron fretted. “The witches have destroyed so much. Our headquarters, our staff, more than a third of our artifacts. If we gather all we have left, we are vulnerable. The witches could wipe out everything we have.”

Another baron at the end of the table nodded in agreement. “True, true. Our artifacts give us strength and power. We cannot risk them.”

“Without the remaining artifacts, we will be powerless. Our organization will die, our mission and destiny unfulfilled.”

“There must be another way.” The baron on Stanley’s right peered from under his hood. “Brother Sutton, tell us our other options.”

Stanley had spent the past forty-eight hours looking at the problem from all angles. He’d studied the numbers as well as the ancient texts. He’d memorized the inventory. He knew, without a doubt, there was no other option.

“Brothers, we have made many attempts to reach the place of power described in the literature of our forefathers. We have strived for immortality, enlightenment, and great power. That is our destiny. Yet, each of our attempts had been thwarted, and each failure resulted in a loss to our organization. It is time to take drastic action with the resources remaining under our control.”

He knew his brothers would thank him after the merger. If they were still alive. “My plan could bring us all we desire.”

“Or it could usher in our destruction.” The baron who spoke had a croaky, raspy voice. “We have never been this depleted.”

Stanley nodded. “That is even more reason to act now before we lose anything else. This is the time, brothers, before the witches rob us of anything else. We have enough. With all the artifacts in one place, the merger ritual will work.”

“Let us consult the Source.” A baron at the end of the table removed a silver platter from the leather bag at his side and removed a plastic bag. He dumped out the contents onto the platter. The dead snake lay motionless.

Others around the table went about preparing sacrifices as well. Stanley had taken part in many rituals such as this. He removed a ceremonial knife from the pocket of his cloak and held it over the closest candle. When he pressed the blade against his thumb, a drop of blood blossomed. He scraped the blood into a chalice and mixed in several herbs, then passed the chalice to the baron on his right.

The cup moved from brother to brother, always in a counterclockwise direction. When it returned to Stanley, it contained a powerful brew. He dipped his fingers in and smudged the colorful liquid onto the table in the pattern of a sigil, then bowed his head.

“Brothers, join me in calling upon the great demons that support our work. Let us call on members of the Illuminati and all groups born of that great family. Da nobis scientiam quae ad magnam potestatem.”

Around the table, men repeated the ancient language in deep tones. The chanting grew louder as various voices overlapped. It formed a melody and took on a rhythm. The blood rites always worked to unite them as a group.

Stanley felt his being merge with the others until it seemed he was one with all twelve barons. They moved in unison. The candles flickered in time with their chant. The walls seemed to pulse. Symbols of light shimmered across the table and floated through the room.

Stanley did not know how long the chant lasted. His occult practice took over his body and his thoughts. All the training he’d done over the years, the many hours of learning and practicing, had an effect. The ancient practice came alive within him.

When the chanting ended, he felt unstable. He had to use a technique he’d learned early on in his practice. He spoke enchanted words and traced geometric symbols in the air. Finally, he touched the pendant on his neck.

He looked around the room. “What is your decision?”

It would hurt him to kill these men if it came to that. They’d joined for magical rituals so many times. They were his family, part of the living and breathing organism of the Ascendants.

He held his breath and waited.

The baron with the creaky voice spoke. “Inner wisdom tells me it would be a great mistake. I vote no.”

“I received the same message,” another added.

One by one, the barons spoke similar words. Not even one wanted to gather all the artifacts and use them.

The eldest spoke again. “Brother Sutton, we must cancel the merger. It is too much of a risk to attempt it. Our organization could fail forever.”

It was the wrong answer, but it was unanimous, except for one baron. Stanley himself had a different viewpoint. The merger must happen, regardless of the risk. It is the only way forward.

“I see.” Stanley spoke carefully. “You all wish to cancel the merger.”

All twelve men nodded.

Stanley got up. “It is good to know where we stand.” He backed away. “If you’ll excuse me for a moment, I have a matter to attend to. I’ll return shortly.”

He made it to the door. He opened it and stepped out into the hall, shut the door, and activated the lock. Then, he opened the panel near the door to reveal a small red button. He pressed it and heard a hiss in the wall as the gas in the pipes stirred to life.

He felt no regret. No guilt, no sadness. He felt nothing.

He removed his cloak, folded it, and set it on a table in the hallway. It felt good to get the heavy garment off. The suit he wore was too nice to hide, anyway. It was his third favorite, a beautiful Ralph Lauren in a cashmere-wool blend. He straightened his satin tie, then checked his watch. The gas would reach toxic levels within two minutes and would become lethal within five. Everyone in the room would be dead soon.

They should have agreed with my plan.

It was a risk to gather all the artifacts his organization possessed. If they were destroyed before the merger succeeded, the Ascendants would have nothing. No powers, no resources. They would be finished as an organization. But the risk was worth it. After the merger happens, I will rule the Earth.

He headed for the mansion’s kitchen. There, he pulled a water bottle from the fridge. Evelyn perched in the breakfast nook, looking out over the ocean. A cup of coffee rested before her, along with a laptop she wasn’t looking at.

She smiled coyly as he joined her. “How did the meeting go, darling? Did they agree to gather the artifacts?”

He sipped the cold, refreshing water. Outside, the aquamarine sea sparkled. The sight of the sand and saltwater disgusted him. He couldn’t wait to get back to Manhattan.

“Unfortunately for them, they failed to see things my way. I am the sole baron now.”

She gazed at him, lust and desire in her dark eyes. “My king.”

“Soon, I will rule a world that looks nothing like this one, Evelyn. A world of my own design. If you do good work in the next two days, you will be at my side.”

“Whatever you need, Stanley,” she promised.

Stanley no longer doubted her loyalty. She’d proved her faithfulness to the Ascendants’ cause, especially over the past several days. She took care of the loose ends related to the Biddeford factory. All told, Evelyn had hypnotized and arranged the deaths of thirteen agents who had previously investigated the factory. Stanley appreciated her hard work.

He fished in his pocket for the list and passed it to her. “This is a complete list of all the resources we have left. These artifacts are distributed at various barons’ homes around the world. I need you to collect them and bring them to my home in Manhattan.”

Her eyes glittered as she scanned the list. “The Claw of Chaos, the Vial of Darkness, Vasuki’s mummified foot. My goddess, Stanley, the Ascendants own all these?”

“We have collected for many years. The Shevas destroyed some of our most powerful items, but what we have will be enough.”

She folded the list. “Consider it done.” After tucking it away, she leaned over the table and pecked his cheek. “You will be a wonderful world leader, Stanley. I can’t wait to see what you do first.”

It was so typical of her to bathe him in compliments. He was well aware of her manipulative ways. Still, he couldn’t help but feel a rush of pride. “Thank you. I have been preparing for years. I will do my best.”

She batted her lashes. Stanley was glad they were again sharing a bed. She was not as beautiful as she once was, but the proper spells and rituals would help. It’s a shame I’ll have to kill her before the merger goes through.

He planned to murder her after preparations were complete. She was a witch, after all, and the new reality would be horrific for that lot. Killing her was the humane thing to do. It would save her from suffering for an eternity, which was the fate he’d planned for all witches.

“There is one more thing, Evelyn.”

“Anything for you, pumpkin.”

Stanley reached into the inside breast pocket of his suit. He pulled out his phone and typed in a name. A photograph popped up. He passed the phone to Evelyn.

She studied the screen. “Stanley, this man looks exactly like you.”

“That’s Jack Denton. He’s a dentist living in Los Angeles. I need you to lure him to Manhattan. Hypnotize him, curse him, whatever you want to do, just get him there. I need him dressed in one of my suits and standing on West 52nd Street tomorrow at exactly 1:15 in the afternoon.

“I already have an assassin on the books, ready to make the hit. It will be a public death. Incinerate his body as soon as he’s dead. I want no trace left, especially teeth. Understood?”

She studied the image for another moment, then nodded. “You’re faking your death.”

“It is likely an unnecessary precaution, but it can’t hurt.”

She grinned. “Devious, Stanley.”

“When it comes to these Shevas and their FBI friends, it seems we must be one step ahead.” He hoped his plan would work. The summer solstice would soon be at hand, and he needed to be ready. The success of the merger depended on it.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


Ben leaned back in his chair. His cubicle felt especially stuffy today since the building’s air conditioning was broken. A news clip played on the desktop before him.

Two days had passed since the successful raid on the Ascendant stronghold in Salem. More good news kept pouring in, but he couldn’t shake the unsettled feeling within him.

His phone rang. He picked up.

Tyler Hartley sounded upbeat and happy. “Agent Carter, Hartley here. You got a minute?”

“Sure thing.” Ben leaned forward and hit the mute button on his desktop monitor. He rested back in his seat and tapped his pen restlessly on his desk.

“Great. I have an update for you regarding the investigations. Got word in from the chief investigator out in Orange County.”

Over the past two days, Hartley and his team had made significant progress regarding the agents who had died after investigating the shoe factory in Biddeford. “Hang on a sec,” Hartley went on. “I gotta pull up the notes I took so I get the details right. The short of it is, it sure looks like Sutton was behind those deaths. Too bad he’s dead. Would’ve been satisfying as hell to see that asshole behind bars.”

Ben grunted. He could not agree with Hartley on that front.

As Ben waited for Hartley to go on, he stared at his desktop. On the screen, the reporter spoke into her microphone. A popout above her replayed footage of the murder. It was breaking news, so he wasn’t surprised it was receiving so much press.

He squinted and watched the sequence of events unfold. The man was tall and tanned with short-cropped, perfectly coiffed hair. Chiseled jawline, conventionally handsome features. Broad shoulders, tapered waist. He wore a perfectly tailored, pale blue-gray suit. His loafers were so shiny they reflected the afternoon sun. Stanley Sutton, Ben thought.

Suddenly, a masked figure holding a revolver popped from a shadowy alcove. The man held the gun to Stanley’s head and squeezed the trigger. No words were exchanged. No “give me your wallet” or anything. This wasn’t a mugging. It was a cold-blooded assassination.

But why? Who arranged it? Who paid for the hit?

The news segment ended. Ben tapped the back arrow below the video so he could watch it all again.

In his ear, Hartley spoke. “Okay, got it here. So, the chief investigator is looking into the case of the former FBI agent out in his district who turned up dead last week. The former agent didn’t have a security camera at his property, but the investigator got lucky.

“A neighbor across the street uses one of those Ring devices near the doorbell to watch for stolen packages. A search of that footage clearly shows a woman fitting Evelyn Blackwood’s description. She paid a visit to our guy eight hours before his so-called heart attack. The investigator thinks she probably used a slow-acting poison.”

“Or a hex,” Ben muttered.

“Either way. We have her phone records, thanks to the last arrest. We confirmed she was in touch with Stanley before and after her visit. Clearly, they worked together, and that points to his involvement. We’d need more to nail him for it, but it’s a start. Not that it will do us any good now. He paid for his sins.”

On the screen, the masked figure stepped from the shadows. Raised the revolver. Pressed it to Stanley’s forehead. Stanley dropped to the ground. Blood pooled on the sidewalk. Bystanders panicked. Then, the body mysteriously burst into flames.

The footage was caught by an eight-year-old girl using her mother’s phone to capture a video of a pigeon. People and their phones. Sometimes, it seemed every square inch of New York City must be under surveillance by one phone or another, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. In this case, the constant phone use paid off. It showed Stanley’s murder clear as day. It gave police a lead to work with.

At least it was something. Better than the small pile of ash left on the sidewalk after the fire burned out.

According to police reports, a total of eight ounces of ash remained. It was a fine powder. No bones, no teeth. If there had been teeth, a forensics team could confirm it was truly Stanley Sutton who had died.

Ben scratched the back of his head. Logically, they didn’t need confirmation.

“You there?” Tyler asked.

“Yeah, sorry. That’s great, Agent Hartley. Thank you for your hard work. Even if we can’t put Stanley on trial for these crimes, we still have a chance to pursue Evelyn Blackwood. Plus, the families will appreciate some closure. On some level, they must have felt the cause of death was off. Folks have a lot more powers of perception than we usually give them credit for.”

“You must be flying high right about now. Four successful raids total, all under your leadership. Well, yours and Agent KuriaKen’s. I read the risk analysis report Director Haskins sent out. Looks like you successfully stopped the merger.”

Ben glanced at the calendar on his wall. Tomorrow is Litha. “We’ll see about that,” he told Agent Hartley.

Hartley chuckled. “Come on, boss. Don’t be so cynical. It was all there in the report. The cosmologists and physicists totaled up the amount of energy you guys destroyed. It was the equivalent of seven atomic bombs. The Ascendants lost what they needed for the merger, and their leader is now dead. You prevented a massive catastrophe. No wonder the President wants to make a fuss over you.”

The knot in Ben’s stomach wouldn’t go away. He had trouble focusing on Hartley’s words because his thoughts kept returning to the puzzling assassination, as well as the sense of doom he couldn’t shake.

“Agent Hartley, can I ask you something?”

“Shoot.”

“Have you ever heard of Occam’s Razor?”

“Whose razor?”

“Occam’s. It’s a premise of logic. Sort of a tool for thinking things through. It says the simplest explanation is usually the correct one. If I live in a town full of horses and hear hoofbeats, I should expect horses. Not zebras.”

“Hey, I like that.”

“Yeah, me too. I use it a lot. But the rule says the simplest explanation is usually the best, not always the best. Sometimes, the most obvious, simplest explanation is wrong.”

“Makes sense.” Hartley’s phone beeped. “Agent Carter, I’ve got the investigator from Orange County calling in again. I better take it.”

Ben thanked his coworker, then hung up and sat back in his seat. He looked up at the ceiling. The row of lights a few cubicles over remained out. Though it was a sunny day, he couldn’t see any sunshine. The restless feeling wouldn’t go away.

Something isn’t right. Maybe, in this case, the most obvious explanation for the assassination caught on video isn’t accurate. Maybe there’s something else going on.

He stood and grabbed the keys to the agency SUV. On his way past Carol’s desk, she looked up.

“Oh, good, Agent Carter. I heard from Director Haskins’ new administrative assistant. She arranged for a helicopter to take you and the Shevas to Washington, D.C. It will arrive tomorrow at eight o’clock in the morning. Will that work for you?”

His thoughts were far away. He remembered Valerie’s words after she successfully destroyed the energy beneath the Salem Cemetery. There’s more trouble brewing.

“That’s fine, Carol. Thank you.”

“Aw, sweetie. You’re plum tired. I can see it in your eyes. Get some rest because tomorrow, you’ll be on the television, shaking hands with the President!” She shook her head and smiled as she straightened a stack of papers on her desk. “I’m so proud of you I can hardly stand it. You’re a young agent, in the grand scheme of things, and one of the bravest this office has seen in decades. I know. I’ve been here for thirty-six years. The way you and those witches took down the Ascendants is a story for the history books.”

“It’s not over yet.”

She waved him off. “Oh, of course, you have loose ends to tie up. But now that Sutton is dead and you destroyed all those energy stores, we’re in the clear. I heard the President say so himself in the press conference he gave.”

Ben had heard the same press conference. He felt the President was too optimistic. No one else shared the sentiment. Ben moved toward the door. “Thank you for your help, Carol.”

“It’s a pleasure.”

He stepped into the hallway and strode down the corridor, through the building’s front doors, and out into the sunshine. He looked up at the blue summer sky, to the sun high above puffy, white clouds. Tomorrow is the longest day of the year. A day when magical powers are amplified. Did we really vanquish the Ascendants, or is this a false victory?

His intuition told him more was coming, but he had no evidence to support that hunch. He could not get his superiors to listen, especially given the political pressure they were under.

Still feeling restless, he got into the SUV and fired up the engine. He needed to talk to Valerie and the other Shevas.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


Outside, the sun inched higher in the sky. Valerie stared out the window, feeling restless. Tomorrow is Litha. The longest day of the year.

The entire coven gathered at the table. The eldest Shevas sat perfectly still, hunched within their layers of shawls. The younger Shevas watched Drusaria work.

Drusaria poked her knobby finger into the china tea cup. “Hrm. Yes, now, that’s a big lump. I see a dead man on the sidewalk in New York City. West 52nd, if I’m not mistaken. The Alphonso Building. He’s a handsome fellow, and bless him, he knew it. He had quite a few mistresses in his day, including a young woman named Melody, who had six earrings in her left ear.”

Zara scrunched her brow. “Wait a minute, did you say West 52nd Street? The Alphonso Building. Oh my goddess, I remember that address. Valerie, wasn’t it in Ben’s notes?”

Valerie bit her lip and nodded. “That’s Stanley Sutton’s home address, according to the file the FBI has on him.”

Zara’s eyes widened. She clapped her hands. “Stanley must be dead! I mean, that must be him in Drusaria’s tea leaf reading.”

Drusaria held the cup up and tipped it from side to side. She peered in again so her nose was burrowed in the cup. When she straightened, she had wet, green leaves stuck to the tip of her nose.

“He died a violent death, sisters. Shot to death, I believe. Then, burned to a crisp, reduced to ash. He ate a bagel for breakfast with cream cheese and lox. His favorite color was brown. Can you believe that? Who in their right mind would choose brown as a favorite color? Blech.”

Zara popped from her seat and started to pace. “He’s dead. Stanley Sutton is dead! Plus, Kiyomi’s crystals say the other barons have perished, too.”

The Shevas turned to Kiyomi. She was perched on the windowsill, toying with the rope of crystals around her neck. Now that she was the center of attention, she got up and returned to her seat.

At the head of the table, Margery cleared her throat. “Well, Kiyomi? Is it true?”

Valerie had already heard Kiyomi’s dream, but she was eager to hear it again. Maybe it will make sense this time, she thought. She listened carefully, eager to gather details.

Kiyomi’s voice was soft, barely above a whisper. “I dreamed of twelve barons. They fell into a deep sleep. Then, they sank through salty water to a sandy resting place beneath the sea beside an island.”

Around the table, Shevas sighed happily. A few broke into spontaneous applause.

Lucinda, the witch on Valerie’s right, patted Valerie’s shoulder. “Bravo, sister! That brings the death count up to eighty-seven since you started your work. You destroyed many of their artifacts, their headquarters in Boston, their lairs and strongholds, and now, their leaders. Without the barons, the Ascendants will surely cease to function.”

Other Shevas agreed.

Valerie could not quell the anxious, restless feeling in her core. “I don’t know,” she murmured. “I sense trouble.”

A knock sounded at the front door. Drusaria set down her cup. “Oh, right. That must be Benjamin. I saw him in my reading, too, paying us a visit.” She tipped the cup upside-down and rapped on the bottom. The wet tea dregs fell onto her saucer.

Serena popped up. “I’ll show him in!” She scampered toward the door.

The moment Ben entered the kitchen, Valerie could tell he was worried about the situation. He paced to the window and looked out. “The summer solstice is tomorrow. What time of the day is magic most amplified?”

Margery set a piece of pie onto a plate. “High noon, sweetie.” She smiled, her cheeks rosy. “Don’t worry about the Ascendants working their magic. We’ve received wonderful news, thanks to dear Drusaria’s divination abilities. She has quite a knack for tea reading, you know.” She added a dollop of whipped cream to the pie. “She told us Stanley Sutton bit the dust.”

Serena flicked her glowing fingertips to a corner of the room to conjure a chair. With a wave, she levitated the chair and floated it to the table. “Tell him the rest, High Priestess! The part about the other barons.”

Serena positioned the chair between Valerie and Telia. Valerie scooted over to make more room. Ben remained by the window, gazing at the sky. Valerie sensed he was thinking hard. She could practically see steam coming from his ears.

Margery slid the plate of pie to Ben’s empty seat. “Our dear Kiyomi had a dream of twelve barons at rest at the bottom of the sea.”

When Ben turned, Valerie caught his eye. His brow furrowed. “Wow, is that right?”

He knows this isn’t over yet, she realized.

She wanted to talk to him alone, but she could not disrespect her coven by leaving the gathering early.

At her side, Lucinda screeched with excitement. “Twelve barons, dead!” She giggled and clapped her hands. “Now, according to all that fancy research you government agents do, that’s all of them, right? They had thirteen barons.”

Margery clapped, too. “It’s truly wonderful! A cause for celebration. Their top tier is wiped out, and they no longer have all that ley line energy they stored.”

Ben ambled to the empty seat. He plopped down, lifted his fork, and stared at the pie but didn’t dig in. That made Valerie even more certain about his upset state. She’d never seen him fail to relish a slice of pie.

“I don’t know,” he muttered, staring at his plate. “It’s odd that Sutton was assassinated. Did someone in the witch community arrange it?”

The Shevas shook their heads. Even the elderly ones in deep, meditative states managed to deny their involvement. Then, they returned to slumbering. One snored loudly.

Ben glanced at Kiyomi. “You dreamed of twelve dead barons. Tell me more.”

She clutched one of her crystals. “It was a visionary dream, I’m sure of that. They are really dead, Agent Carter. I saw their bodies weighed down by cinder blocks, being eaten by fish and crabs.” She shuddered. “Torn bits of their flesh floated away, and blood made the water pinkish. The critters even nibbled at their eyeballs.”

Valerie felt a bit nauseated. She was sorry her fellow Sheva had to endure such a gruesome dream, though the information was helpful.

Ben studied his apple pie as if it contained the answers but still didn’t dig in. “It doesn’t line up. Their organization runs according to a strict hierarchy. No matter what moral failings the members have, they’ve always obeyed the rules of their rank. I can’t imagine any one of them acting out against a superior. So, how is it possible that all members of the council are dead? Who killed them?”

“Does it matter?” Margery asked.

Valerie nodded. “He’s right, sisters. It is puzzling. It doesn’t line up. Like Ben’s saying, no matter what is going on, Ascendants act according to rank. Barons call the shots. The others want nothing more than to one day join the council. Even the most twisted Ascendants we’ve met have adhered to that structure.”

“There are always exceptions,” Margery mused. “We know they’re a crooked lot. Perhaps a particularly rotten apple in a lower rank acted out. Whoever it was did us a real favor. The barons were surely the ones with enough skill to pull off the merger ritual. A ritual such as that requires great power, knowledge, and ability.”

Valerie shuddered at the mention of the merger. She could imagine the hell the Ascendants wanted to unleash on the globe. “Sisters, we must be careful. I have a strong feeling there is more trouble on the horizon.”

As she spoke, wisdom whispered in her heart. Her ancestors spoke so quietly, she could not hear their guidance.

“Excuse me for a moment,” she told her coven and Ben. “I have to listen for a few.” The timing wasn’t ideal, but at least with her close friends, she didn’t feel too awkward about it. She closed her eyes and tuned out her surroundings.

The ancestral voices became clearer, though still faint. Murmurs overlapped one another and sounded like a bubbling brook. The brotherhood survives, a dying beast.

It is not over yet, daughter. In their weakened state, they will be more vicious than ever.

What should I do? she asked.

When the time comes to act, you will know. Until then, wait. Patience, child.

Ugh. Valerie did not feel like waiting. She wanted to storm out of the kitchen and go on a warpath against the surviving Ascendants. Her whole being itched for a fight. Please, she silently begged, there has to be something I can do now. Anything. I cannot stand sitting in the kitchen while the evil occultists gather their strength for the ritual.

You must, they whispered as one.

It would be irresponsible, though, she argued. The well-being of so many beings is on the line. Please, give me wisdom so I can do what is right.

Their laughter floated to her from beyond the veil.

You think you know better than us, young one? a loving voice asked. Valerie knew this one. Her grandmother rarely spoke, but when she did, it was always important.

Valerie stilled her mind so she could hear her grandmother.

The woman went on. Child, you have many limitations that you know not of. We who have long ago transitioned can perceive much more than you. Remember your training, young one, and do not believe you know what is best.

Okay, thank you. Valerie was truly grateful for the reminder. She waited for more. She hoped they were not done yet.

Finally, the whispers continued. We see that your foe is gathering resources. You must let them do this work, for it will serve you in the end when the time is right. When you do strike, it will be a final blow.

Hope surged through Valerie at the mention of a final blow. This was the best and highest outcome she could hope for when it came to the occultists she’d worked so hard to vanquish. She wanted nothing more than to destroy their organization for good.

How long will I have to wait? she asked her inner wisdom.

That depends on many things, daughter, and is not for you to know with precision. However, we can tell you it will be on Midsummer, the day of the sun’s glory. Listen to the nudges we send. The whispers trailed off to a sound like wind in trees. She caught one final instruction. Again, we assure you that when the time is right to act, you will know…if you listen to us.

The whispers ceased, but Valerie remained still with her eyes closed. She sent a wave of gratitude to the witches of the past, who continued to support her work. Her greatest strength was her connection to her ancestors and the guidance she received. She didn’t like the instructions they’d dished up, but she knew better than to argue or throw out their advice.

When she finally opened her eyes, she found her witch sisters chatting about the upcoming holiday.

Lucinda noticed Valerie was finished with her meditation. She squealed and clapped. “Valerie, honey, you’re back with us! We’re figuring out who will be in charge of chopping vegetables for the Midsummer soup tomorrow. What do you think? Can you handle dicing the tomatoes?”

Valerie struggled to keep hold of the wisdom her ancestors had given her. She didn’t want to forget one word. “Actually, I might be busy tomorrow. Sisters, my inner wisdom has confirmed my hunch. It is not over with the Ascendants.”

The happy chatter around the table abruptly stopped. Margery wrung her hands. Zara and Kiyomi leaned in. Ben nodded with approval.

“What’s the plan, Valerie?” Zara asked. Her golden eyes blazed and flashed. “I am ready to fight.”

Valerie sighed. She wished she could lead her team into action, but not this time. “Er, I know this is going to sound lame, but I’ve been told to wait.”

Zara’s lip curled with distaste. Kiyomi huffed with frustration. Even Margery, who was usually so bubbly and upbeat, frowned. “Are you sure you got the message correct, darling?”

“I’m sure. They advised me that the action will take place tomorrow.”

Ben spoke up. “Tomorrow, hm? I actually wanted to talk to you about tomorrow. See, the President of the United States invited the four of us to the White House for an awards ceremony. If you think we’ll have to fight, maybe we should decline the invite.”

Valerie bit her lip. The relationship with federal government officials was still new and fragile. She knew enough about diplomacy to understand the invitation was about more than simple awards. It was a symbol of the alliance the government had forged with the Sacred Coven.

“I think we should attend, at least for as long as we can. We can spring into action from D.C. if necessary.”

The chatter around the table turned to guessing what the Ascendants could possibly be up to. The witches and Ben puzzled over the wisdom Valerie had received, but they could not make sense of it.

Margery promised the coven would offer assistance in whatever battle occurred if Valerie requested it. “We will remain vigilant for any communications you may send,” she promised. “If we receive word, we will all teleport to the location of the battle. As we know, magic is amplified on the day of the glory of the sun. Even our eldest members will be able to travel through space with minimal effort.”

Valerie thanked her high priestess. She hoped that would be enough.

Margery patted Valerie’s hand. “I’m so proud of your team. I know tomorrow will be stressful because waiting is not easy. But I do hope you four have a lovely time with the High Priest of the Yellow House.”

Serena lifted her finger. “Actually, High Priestess, the humans call him their President, and he lives in the White House.”

The Shevas who were awake tittered. Drusaria clicked her dentures into place, then spoke up. “Such a silly thing to call a house by the color of the paint. The humans have such funny customs. But never mind that. Who is going to help me sew bells on my shoes for the bonfire-jumping portion of our party? We must celebrate, even as we wait for word from our dear Valerie. I’d like to make a nice jingle when I do my hop.”

Serena winced. “Drusaria, you’re in your fourth century. Are you sure you want to jump the fire this year? You may want to leave that to us younger Shevas.”

Drusaria waved off the suggestion. “Phooey. I may be on in years, but I’ve got a spring in my step. If you think I’m going to leave all the fun of fire-jumping to you greenies, you’re mistaken. You know, the best part of tomorrow will come when Valerie reaches out for assistance. I haven’t teleported in ages! And I simply can’t wait to kick some Ascendant ass.” She opened her mouth to go on, but her dentures fell into her empty teacup with a clatter.

Around the table, Shevas nodded in agreement. “I could conjure hurricane winds, knock a few occultists to the ground.” Serena smiled with anticipation.

Lucida’s eyes twinkled. “I may use lightning.”

Margery nodded. “Oh, me too. And a good fireball with plenty of heat.”

“We’ll burn them to ash!” Lucinda screeched. The Shevas cackled. Talk about the upcoming holiday and the potential battle continued as the elderly Shevas shuffled to the door. The younger ones cleaned up the kitchen. After that was done, even the younger ones headed off to see to their assigned tasks. Only Valerie, Ben, Kiyomi, and Zara remained.

Ben cleared his throat. “So, that was, um, interesting.”

Valerie shrugged. “That was Shevas being Shevas, Ben. You should feel honored that we act like ourselves around you. We love a good fight. The frustrating part is the waiting.”

She leaned against the table and stared at the sun. “It sucks, but for now, we have to be patient.”

Zara stood and hoisted her flame thrower onto her shoulder. “I better do some target practice with Bruce before we depart. That way, we’ll be ready, whatever happens. Should I have my broomstick ready for the flight to D.C.?”

Ben flinched. “Actually, the American public might go a little bonkers if they see witches fly toward the White House, no matter how well you guys have been doing lately.”

“Well, it would be three witches and an FBI agent flying in, Agent Carter. You would ride with us, probably on the back of Valerie’s rig.”

“Carol worked with the presidential staff and arranged a helicopter.”

Zara groaned. “Hope it has puke bags on it because last time, even a good travel spell didn’t prevent motion sickness.”

“Believe me, we’re going to have worse things to worry about tomorrow than a bumpy ride on a chopper.” Valerie considered the day ahead. She trusted the witches of her lineage would help her mount an attack on the Ascendants when the time was right. The big unknown, as far as she could tell, was whether she and her team would survive their final mission and prevent the merger.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


As the helicopter touched down, Ben fussed with the starched collar of his white shirt. He was used to wearing soft duty T-shirts, black pants, and work boots. The suit and polished loafers felt all wrong.

He wore it as a show of respect for the government officials at the awards ceremony. Somehow, it didn’t seem appropriate to roll into the ceremony in his usual tactical attire.

He unbuckled his seatbelt and twisted to check on the Shevas. All three had dressed in their usual outfits. All three toted their beloved weapon companions. Ben wondered how the President and his staff would handle their appearance at the formal event.

When the pilot gave him the okay signal

, Ben opened the hatch door on his right and dropped to the tarmac. The blades above had stopped, but motors and engines continued to whirr and whine, basically kicking up a racket. In the distance, Ben caught sight of the limo that would drive them for the final leg of the trip.

According to the map on his phone, they’d landed a mere three miles from the White House, and traffic was light. They’d arrive with plenty of time.

Ben really wasn’t sure whether that was a good thing. His stomach had been in knots all morning while he ironed his shirt and polished his shoes. At any moment during the day, Valerie could receive wisdom from her ancestors. Then, it would be time to fight.

He had no idea when, where, or how the fighting would go down. He didn’t even know who they would be fighting because the highest-ranking Ascendants usually initiated battles, and they were all dead.

He reached for the passenger bay door and lifted a lever. The door swung open. Zara’s skin had a green tinge, and she seemed happy to get her feet on the ground.

Kiyomi smoothed her skirt as she landed, then fussed with her beaded necklaces. “I haven’t been this nervous since my third year of training when I had to give a speech. Valerie, any updates yet?”

Valerie’s blue eyes blazed with frustration. Her fingertips held a reddish glow. She huffed with annoyance. “Nothing. They’ve been quiet all day, even when I did an ancestor communing ritual at sunrise.” She led the way toward the limo. “This must be our ride, gang. All we can do is wait.”

Wait. The word haunted Ben. He’d never been good at biding his time. He liked to stay busy. It was unfortunate that the lag in action had occurred alongside the big, formal award ceremony. Ben had never liked the stuffy events his work required. He’d been happy when he learned Sam avoided that kind of thing in Salem.

When Sam hosted the annual Salem headquarters award ceremonies, he kept the pomp and circumstance to a minimum. Usually, Carol reserved the local tavern, and Sam hosted the night by telling jokes and stories.

Ben felt edgy for the next half-hour while the limo driver navigated the streets. When they parked at the presidential mansion, the driver informed them an escort would arrive soon to see them inside. Members of the Secret Service would be on hand, in addition to whatever aides or staff members the President had assigned to the task.

He patted his gun holster beneath his suit. “We’ll have to check our weapons on our way in.”

“No way.” Valerie shook her head. “We have to be battle-ready at all times.”

“I hate to break it to you, but there’s no way the security detail will let us in armed. It’s their duty to protect the President. That means no knives, flame throwers, slingshots, or Glocks on the grounds, no matter what level guest we are.”

Valerie’s eyes flashed. She grinned. “Great. Finally, something to do.” She wove a pattern with her fingertips. “Invisibility spells are pretty lame, actually. They only shroud a few layers at a time. Telia worked one once that made her skin and organs invisible, but not her skeleton. She spooked a few kids around Salem that night, let me tell you.”

She removed her sheath, then pulled Ken free. With a flourish of her fingertips, she sent a curtain of light over his blade and hilt, and he flickered out of view. “Take your guns out. I’ll cast the spell for you.”

Ben wasn’t sure about sneaking firearms into the White House. “We could get in trouble. It’s against the law to carry a firearm on U.S. Capitol grounds, punishable by imprisonment.”

Beside him, Zara and Kiyomi got busy cloaking their own weapons.

He looked from one to the other, then to Valerie. “Aren’t you guys worried about breaking the law and going to jail?”

Valerie rolled her eyes. “Uh, Ben, the future of the world is at stake. If my ancestors tell me it’s time to move and I have to waste time in some security line getting Ken back, I’ll be a disgrace to Shevas everywhere. We enforce justice. We don’t bow down to human laws when there’s so much on the line.”

“But I am a human. I have to follow the laws.”

Valerie raised one eyebrow. “Ben, what if we have to leave for a battle immediately? What are you going to do, fight the Ascendants with uppercuts and roundhouse kicks? You need your Glock.”

She was right. Ben knew it. He removed his firearms and waited as she cloaked them in the invisibility spells. It felt strange to hold the invisible weapons and feel the cold metal. He carefully slid them back into the holsters under his jacket and at his ankle. As he finished, the chauffeur opened the door.

As Ben expected, a row of Secret Service men stood on the sidewalk. A staff member stepped forward. “Agent Carter, Agent KuriaKen, what an honor.” She nodded to Zara and Kiyomi as well. “Thank you all for being here. If you’ll follow me, the President has a reception set up for you in the East Wing.”

Ben held his breath as they passed through a metal detector on their way to the reception. Thankfully, the machine did not pick up on the magically concealed weapons. Under different circumstances, Ben would ask Valerie about the physics of the spell. How does it work? Are the weapon’s molecules intact or not? However, the corridor was largely hushed, filled only with footsteps and clicking heels. The Secret Service members flanked them. He did not want to risk discussing hidden weapons.

The staff member showed Ben and the three Shevas into a large, ornately decorated room containing leather couches and chairs and a long table filled with more breakfast food than Ben had ever seen in his life.

Various government officials involved in the battle against the Ascendants milled around, congratulating one another. Ben spotted Agent Gonzales, the AI expert from the FBI’s strategic information and operations center, who had played a key role in locating the ley line energy sites. He also noticed Tyler Hartley, Wade Haskins, and Neda Corbin.

Everyone was dressed formally in pressed suits or crisp blazers and skirts. The only outliers were the witches, which wasn’t a surprise. At this point, Ben was used to his teammates sticking out around humans.

He poured himself a cup of coffee but could not even enjoy the rich, dark brew.

“Anything yet?” he asked Valerie when she joined him by the buffet.

“Nothing. Goddess, this is driving me crazy. What are they doing in the Beyond? What if they forgot?”

He sipped his coffee. “Man, I hope they know what they’re talking about. Hey, I noticed something, by the way.” He fished his phone from his pocket.

She winced and shielded her eyes. “I can’t look at an electronic device right now, Ben! That could totally mess with my intuition.”

He shielded the screen from her. “Sorry. Okay, let me tell you what I saw, then.” Behind the barrier of his hand, he studied his screen. A video played. He’d used software to edit the footage and enhance the contrast. By taking away the shadows, he caught something he’d missed before. “I manipulated the footage of Sutton’s assassination,” he told Valerie. “I noticed something about his eyes. There’s a spiral of light on his irises. It’s faint but there.”

Her eyes widened. “For real? Oh my goddess, Ben. That means he was under hypnosis when he died.”

Ben licked his lips. No matter how many times he ran through the facts, they didn’t add up. “The lighting was really bad in the footage the little girl caught on her mom’s phone. I mean, Sutton was in the shadow of the building behind him. But when I enhanced the lighting, I got a better look at his face. The sequence takes place rapidly, and we don’t get a good view of his features. Only his profile for an instant.”

“Well, she’s not trained to work with a camera. She was only a little girl holding a phone.”

“Yeah, definitely.” He squinted at the enhanced footage. “The thing is, Valerie, his profile looks different. Slightly off. The nose is a little longer.”

Before he could go on, Director Haskins’ voice boomed through the air. “Agent Carter! Well, well. The man of the hour.” He clapped Ben’s back. “Good work out there, son. You’ve made our agency proud.”

Director Haskins held his hand out to Valerie. “And you, Agent KuriaKen, are a true ally. You and your coven. Will Margery be joining us?”

Valerie bit her lip and tucked her hands into the pockets of her leather jacket. If Haskins was offended by her informal appearance, he didn’t show it.

“Not today,” Valerie explained. “She’s in Salem overseeing the Litha celebrations.”

Haskins nodded. “Right, right. I suppose I should offer an apology on behalf of the United States government for holding this ceremony on a day that is so precious to your organization. With any luck, we’ll wrap up by noon and get you back so you can partake in the festivities.”

He peered over the crowd. “Ah, there’s the head of PR now, beckoning for us. The East Room isn’t far from here. Just down the hall. It’s quite an impressive space. The largest room in the building. George Washington himself helped design it.”

Ben followed his director’s lead. Valerie stuck close to his side, and Zara and Kiyomi fell into step behind them.

They reached the hallway. This time, chatter filled the vast corridor. Officials talked with each other as they straightened ties and smoothed their hair, preparing for the camera.

Ben took advantage of the commotion and leaned closer to Valerie. “Logically, it must have been a skilled practitioner who arranged Sutton’s death, right? Because of the hypnosis. That indicates witchcraft or occult knowledge.”

She nodded. “Maybe Evelyn got sick of him and decided to do him in. She’s not technically an Ascendant, so she doesn’t respect the hierarchy. But that doesn’t explain why his profile looked different to you.”

“True. It doesn’t. What if… What if that guy wasn’t Sutton?”

She narrowed her eyes and thought this over. “It was Sutton’s suit. Sutton’s building. But that could have been part of the show.”

Ben nodded. At the same time, he stepped into a big room. It was beautiful and stately, with plush carpeting and high ceilings.

Intricately crafted chandeliers hung from the ceiling. Rows of chairs lined one portion of the room in front of a simple riser and podium with a brass eagle on the front. Journalists and photographers occupied the chairs. Everyone turned to watch the new guests filter in.

Ben had to squint against the glare of the flashes as he and Valerie headed toward the riser.

Ben had never attended a function like this. It surprised him how swiftly it unfolded. His thoughts churned over the details he and Valerie had discussed while several people made short statements at the podium.

He was too focused on the brewing puzzle to pay much attention to their speeches. Why would Evelyn kill a man who looked like Sutton? The only explanation he could think of was the assassination had been staged to throw the Shevas and the FBI off Sutton’s trail.

He longed to talk through the possibility with Valerie, but he couldn’t. Another round of applause rose from the audience as the third speaker wrapped up. The President of the United Stage moved across the riser and reached the podium. The flashing cameras created a strobe-light effect. Secret Service members moved into formation around the President.

At Ben’s side, Valerie closed her eyes. “I think I’m picking up on a whisper,” she murmured.

“Now?” Ben eyed the stage, where the President was waiting out the applause.

When the clapping died down, the President spoke. “Thank you, members of the press. As you know, the United States has been working closely with various organizations to deal with a threat to the people of this great country.

“Today, we are gathered to honor the folks who worked so hard to keep this country safe. This morning, we will hear from Agent Gonzales of the FBI’s SIOC and Agent Hartley of the AMC.” He paused to let applause rise again.

Ben checked on Valerie. She had her eyes closed and both hands over her heart. She swayed back and forth. Zara and Kiyomi watched her, too.

When the applause decreased again, the President went on. “We will hear from FBI Director Wade Haskins, as well as Agent Carter and his esteemed coworkers, members of Salem’s Sacred Coven and elite agents in their own right.”

The applause surged again. Flashes lit up the room. The President spoke over the cacophony. “The elite witches I speak of are Sanctum Hominum Vindicatio Adjudicatio. Boy, I hope I got that terminology right.” He smiled humbly.

The press ate it up, and laughter rippled through the room.

Valerie’s eyes snapped open. “We have to go. Now. There’s no time to waste.”

Zara groaned. “Back to the helicopter, I’m guessing?”

“Nope.” Valerie shook her head and dug into her utility belt. She pulled out her eyeliner pencil and a few other trinkets. “We don’t even have time for that. My grandmother says we need to get to the Alphonso Building as soon as possible. The last of the Ascendants’ resources are in place, apparently. Whatever that means.” She drew a spiral on the back of her hand.

Ben knew what that meant. “We’re going to teleport to Manhattan.” He gulped, then flicked his gaze to the podium, where the President was wrapping up his speech.

“Help me welcome Agent Carter along with three Sheva agents.” The President brought his palms together, leading the applause.

The room erupted along with him. Journalists, photographers, and camera operators stood and jostled for positions. Camera flashes lit the room. The Secret Service Staff shifted to keep eyes on the President.

“Gather around me.” Valerie ushered Zara and Kiyomi closer. “Hold out your weapons.”

The two new Shevas did as asked. Valerie sent glittering light toward their extended hands. Within seconds, their weapons shimmered into view. Valerie sent the same light to her hip, and her sheath materialized.

The members of the press erupted with questions about the weapons on display. They surged closer. Thanks to his training, Ben tuned this out. He had other priorities.

Ben’s mouth felt dry. He flicked his gaze to the Secret Service members, who now spoke to one another with their earpieces and radios. “Um, guys?” he whispered to his teammates. “We’re about to get tackled to the ground. Or worse, shot at. Depends on what level threat they classify this as.”

“Hold out your guns, Ben.” Valerie moved her fingertips. “Believe me, you’re gonna want them ready when we land.”

Ben’s heart raced. Either I’m on my way to save the world as we know it, or I’m about to get hauled off to life in prison. He really hoped it was the former. He felt in his holsters for his invisible weapons and held them out. Valerie worked her magic, and within seconds, the weapons were in his hands, clear as day.

Ben clocked movement at the podium. A tall, bald, muscular Secret Service member broke into a run. He leaped off the riser and headed directly for the witches and Ben.

Valerie didn’t even flinch. “Everyone, focus on my hand.” She extended her hand.

Ben focused on the spiral. He was aware Secret Service members had clustered around the President. The members of the press had worked themselves into a frenzy. They called questions, aimed cameras, and pushed one another out of the way.

The bald Secret Service member was only five feet away and moving fast.

Thankfully, the room around Ben started to blur. Fragments of color zipped outward. Ben could tell the lore about Litha was true. Teleporting had never felt so effortless, so easy. He focused on the spiral on Valerie’s hand as the colors of the East Room gave way to a dark void.

He didn’t feel nauseated like he had on previous journeys. He held tight to his weapons and wondered what the hell they would encounter when they landed.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


Stanley Sutton stepped back to appreciate his work. The wall before him consisted of polished black marble panels inlaid with alcoves at three-foot intervals. Each alcove held an artifact. A special water feature sent thin curtains of water down the wall between the alcoves. That feature had cost tens of thousands of dollars to install, but it was worth it. The water created a nice trickling sound in the room and also amplified the artifacts’ magic.

He’d had the wall designed specifically for his collection. In times past, only a few of the alcoves were in use. Today, his collection was bigger than ever. He eyed the new artifacts, objects Evelyn had delivered over the last forty-eight hours.

The artifacts glowed with an eerie green light that pulsed as if they were alive. Because they are alive, he marveled. He gazed at the Heart of Athena, a ruby-encrusted pendant that had once been worn by a powerful sorceress who lived in Greece. Then, he eyed Islett’s Bone, the right index finger bone of a wizard from the north. Beautiful, he mused.

He dug his pendant from beneath the collar of his silk-cotton button-up. With his precious, beloved pendant in one hand, he traced two runes in the air.

The first was Gebo, a symbol of connection between things. The next was Wunjo, the rune of balance in times of chaos. Surely, the merger will create chaos for a while, he thought as he worked. The world will need to adjust to a new order. An order in which I rule over all.

He smiled as the runes flickered to life. The illuminated symbols stretched and floated toward the wall of artifacts. “Magna objecta coniungere ut!” he bellowed.

When it came to working spells like this one, it was best to speak loudly. His words had an immediate effect. The rune symbols broke into golden dust that rushed toward the wall and fused with the stone. A golden grid formed between the embedded objects. It was a stunning, awe-inspiring sight.

The Alphonso Building was only one of the buildings Sutton owned in New York City. It was his favorite. The standalone high-rise was taller than any other building on the block. That fact would serve him well when high noon arrived.

He checked his watch. He had less than an hour to finish preparations for the merging ritual. Within that, the entire Alphonso Building would pulse with a golden grid like the one covering the wall before him. The building would act as a powerful magnet for the reality he called forth. I am like a god, he thought as he paced across the room.

He exited into a lobby area in time to see the doors yawn open.

Evelyn’s emerald green trench coat swirled around her ankles as she crossed the space. Her heeled boots tapped against the marble. She cradled a velvet bundle in her arms as if it were a precious baby.

When she reached Stanley, she passed it over. “This one was a real bitch to obtain, my love. I had to curse Frederick Onslo’s daughter to make her hand it over. The foolish girl was willing to die to protect her father’s valuables. My curse did kill her, so her wish to be a martyr came true. That idiot.”

Stanley’s blood rushed as he peeled back the cloth. Beams of green light shot toward the ceiling. The object looked like a silver candlestick, but the skulls engraved in it were more than decorations. Each had been carved by a member of the Illuminati to symbolize the powerful magic within the tool. The artifact had belonged to a particularly cranky old baron. Now, it is mine.

“That’s it,” Evelyn announced proudly. “The last artifact. How is the grid coming along? Where will you put this final piece?”

“The top floor.” Stanley followed Evelyn toward the room that had once housed his personal collection. Now, it was merely part of a much bigger scheme. The entire building was a tool he would use to achieve his goal. Alone.

He tucked the candlestick into his inner pocket, then reached under his suit jacket and felt for his weapon.

By the time Evelyn turned to face him, his gun was drawn and aimed at her. Her features froze in shock and surprise. “No, Stanley,” she whispered.

He stepped toward her. “You must have expected this on some level.”

“Not me. You are about to become ruler of the world. I—I was supposed to be there at your side. Your queen.”

“You are a witch, Evelyn.”

Her features crumpled as if his words were a punch to the face. “I turned my back on that practice long ago, Stanley. I can no longer claim that title.”

He refused to accept that. She was still one of them at her core. “You were born of a witch’s womb. Witch blood flows through you, no matter how much you deny your heritage. The new world will not be a friendly one for your kind.”

Evelyn studied the gun, then examined Stanley. Tears welled in her eyes as she sank to her knees. “I should have known. I should have guessed! My goddess, I’ve been such a fool. My ancestors tried to warn me, but I ignored their wisdom. I killed for you, Stanley.” Tears streamed down her cheeks.

Her whimpering disgusted him. Evelyn had been so beautiful and powerful, a skilled accomplice in his schemes. Now, she was a sniveling, weak woman groveling at his feet. Listening to her whining was a waste of time.

Without warning, he squeezed the trigger. The gunshot sliced through the room, and the bullet pierced her forehead. Blood oozed out. She fell onto her face and lay there, motionless.

Ding!

What the hell was that? The faint bell sounded like the chime of the elevator doors opening, which was impossible. He was the only one in the building.

Stanley kept his gun out and ready as he paced back through the collection room.

The instant he stepped into the lobby, anger flared within his chest. Valerie KuriaKen stood there as if she owned the building. She held her chin high and her knife raised in her right hand. A fireball swirled near her left hand.

Two other young witches flanked her. They also bristled with weapons and spells. They also looked pissed.

Benjamin Carter stood to the right of the three witches, his gun aimed at Stanley’s forehead. “FBI. Drop your weapon!”

“In your dreams.” Stanley sneered as he calculated his options, then aimed at the leather-clad Sheva. She was the biggest problem, as far as he could tell, so he would deal with her first. He squeezed the trigger.


CHAPTER FORTY


Valerie dropped to the ground, rolled, and sprang up. The bullet Stanley had fired at her slammed into the elevator doors.

“That’s going to leave a mark, Stanley.” She released Ken. He flew through the air toward his target. “You should be careful since this place is so fancy. Don’t want to make a mess.”

Stanley ducked as Ken sliced through the air. Valerie hurled her fireball at him. To her frustration, his form flickered out of sight.

She swiveled. “Where the hell did he go?”

Zara jogged through the lobby. “Uh-oh. Guys, take a look at this.”

Valerie hurried across the lobby and entered a vast room with high ceilings. It was empty except for a pile of fabric near the center. On second glance, Valerie gasped. That’s not a pile of cloth. It’s a body. She recognized Evelyn Blackwood’s emerald green trench coat. Now, she noted the platinum-blonde hair and the blood pooling beneath her head.

Ben rushed toward the body, crouched, and tried to roll her over.

“She’s dead,” Valerie told him, her heart heavy. Though Evelyn had been her enemy, it still hurt to see she’d met a violent end. She was a witch, after all. “She has no aura.”

Ben stared at the gunshot wound with horror, then quickly got back to his feet and swiveled. “Ten to one Sutton did that. She’s still warm. Must’ve been minutes ago.”

“He’s on a roll today.” Valerie scoffed as she surveyed the room. A bank of windows along one wall looked out over New York City. The view was spectacular at thirty-three stories above the ground. Sunlight sparkled over hundreds of high-rises. Glass window panes reflected the azure sky.

Across from the windows was a strange display. The wall was black marble with strips of water trickling down it. Chunks of the stone had been carved away to make room for objects that glowed with green and gold light. The gold stretched from one object to the next in a grid pattern. Valerie caught sight of a few artifacts she’d studied in training, including Islett’s Bone. She didn’t have to look closely at the others to know they, too, were powerful magical items.

“Damn,” Ben muttered. “He’s got his own private museum.”

Valerie studied the grid of golden lines. “He’s arranged them with precision. My guess is there are more displays like this in this building.”

Kiyomi paced to the wall and flattened her palms against the stone. She closed her eyes. “Great stone, reveal thy secrets. I am Kiyomi, daughter of Asaka, granddaughter of Fumika! May my ancestors support me now as I call upon the stones bonded to my soul.”

She shuddered, then blinked away daylight and rubbed her eyes. “The marble says this building is rigged for the ritual. Each floor contains a display like this. The stone says Stanley is on the top floor now, placing an artifact into the wall.”

A chill skittered down Valerie’s spine. Dread churned in her gut. She hated that Stanley could teleport so easily. She also hated the fact that even now, he was pushing the merger forward. As she thought about how to handle the situation, the grid of golden light intensified. The strands pulsed and became twice as thick.

She turned to face the windows. It was easy to gauge the position of the sun. “We have fifteen minutes before high noon.” She started pulling tools from her belt. It would be faster to teleport to the top floor of the building than to take the elevator, which meant she needed a few key items.

Ben’s footsteps echoed through the room as he caught up with her. She felt his firm grip on her shoulder and looked into his eyes. “We have to get to the top floor, Ben. He’s up there.”

“And he’ll teleport away the minute he sees us. Valerie, we have to fight smarter, not harder. We know how this guy works, and we can use that to our advantage.”

“How?” Her body thrummed with her anger. It took effort to manage her rage. She yearned to unleash fury on the slippery, sneaky baron. “He’s a rat, Ben. A coward. He won’t even stay in one place to fight us. He faked his own death, killed his girlfriend, and he’s about to freaking ruin the world as we know it.”

“You’re right that he won’t stay in one place, but he will stay in this building. This is where the power is stored, right? He’s bound to stay here.”

“Sure, but this place is huge.” She itched to get to the top floor and try to catch Stanley.

“It’s huge, but we have resources on our side. There are thirty-seven stories total. Margery has the coven on standby. The New York City FBI field office is two blocks from here. If I call for emergency help, they can have agents here in six or seven minutes. I’ll ask for a lot. We’ll put a witch or an FBI agent on every floor. Stanley will run out of options.”

Kiyomi’s eyes twinkled. “It’s a good plan, Valerie.”

Zara nodded and shifted her flame thrower onto her shoulder. “Our sisters want to help.”

She clenched her jaw. “Okay. We don’t have a lot of time. I’ll put out the call to Margery. Ben, you handle the FBI. Kiyomi, get as much intel as you can from that marble. Zara, head to the top floor and try to stop Stanley from taking more steps in this nasty ritual. Use any means possible. Kill him if you have to. I’ll join you up there as soon as I can.”

Her team broke up to tackle their tasks. Valerie jogged to the black marble wall and traced a fingertip over the cool water. Usually, she only used still water as a communication medium. Today, even this moving curtain would work.

The connection went through almost instantly. Margery’s face hovered on the wall amid the cascade of water. Her eyebrows pinched with concern, and her cheeks were flushed. She nibbled the edge of one nail. “Oh, dear! Is it time? Do you need our help? I have a pie in the oven.”

Valerie nodded. “Now, High Priestess. I need every member of the Sacred Coven to teleport to West 52nd Street, the Alphonso Building. I need a Sheva positioned on each floor. Start at the bottom and work your way up. Sutton is teleporting between floors. Tell the sisters, if they see him, destroy him.”

Margery nodded as she pulled off her apron. “I’ll sound the alarm. We’ll be there soon, darling! Be careful, please. You’re our best Sheva. The cleverest and the bravest. If anything happens to you under my leadership, I will never forgive myself.”

She bustled away. Now, the curtain only displayed the pink wall of the farmhouse kitchen, a section of flour-dusted counter, some mixing bowls, and a single spider plant hanging from the ceiling. Valerie closed the connection. Beside her, Kiyomi murmured to the stone panels on the wall.

Valerie knew better than to interrupt a witch communing with a natural element. She left Kiyomi to her work and pulled out the tools needed for teleportation. Within seconds, the thirty-third floor split apart around her. New surroundings formed.

The room Valerie found herself was even bigger than the one she’d left. She could see the elevator on the far side. It seemed this floor was not divided into a lobby area and separate rooms but rather one open space. The walls formed a hexagon. Several contained floor-to-ceiling windows.

Other walls served the sole purpose of housing artifacts. They pulsed out green light. The golden grid buzzed and flickered.

Stanley stood near one of the windows. Broken glass formed a jagged edge to the window pane. Wind rushed through the hole.

It took Valerie a few seconds to notice the hands at the bottom of the window. Stanley stomped on one. “Let go, you bitch,” he seethed. “Fall to your death. You’ll be better off, believe me. The new reality will be hell for you if you live to see it.”

Zara’s voice floated through the opening. “Ouch!”

Valerie steadied her breathing and focused her mind. Shadowcasting felt easier than ever. Her body melted away, and a cold, spacious feeling took over. She ran across the room, her footsteps silent in her shadowcasted state.

Her aim was to help Zara, but she soon realized the clever new grad didn’t need assistance. Bruce poked his muzzle into the open window. Flames spurted at Stanley.

Stanley ducked and scurried away. Zara’s red-tinted fingertips clutched at the window pane. With a groan, she hefted her weight back up over the ledge. She rolled into the room, got to her feet, and dusted off her pants. Then, she eyed the smudge of darkness.

“Valerie, is that you?”

“Shh.” Valerie held her finger to her lips. She preferred to catch Stanley off guard. She moved in Stanley’s direction.

Ken hovered across the room.

Can you distract him for a sec? Valerie transmitted to her knife.

My pleasure. Ken zipped through the air, heading for the panting Stanley. He had not quite recovered from the flame thrower attack. He mopped sweat from his brow and struggled to catch his breath as he faced the oncoming weapon and raised his hand.

A shield of light spread from his palm. Ken hit the light and bounced back. The rebuttal didn’t stop Ken for long, though. The knife darted forward again, this time at a new angle. Stanley shifted to ward off the attack.

Valerie positioned herself behind Stanley. She released her shadow form and felt the warmth of her body as it took shape. In one fluid motion, she jumped, her left leg extended. Her boot caught Stanley in his lower back and sent him flying forward.

He slammed into the floor, chin first. When he rolled over and sat up, blood dribbled onto his pristine shirt. Both his front teeth were broken.

He swiped the back of his hand across his mouth, which only spread the blood more. “You cannot stop me,” he seethed through his chipped teeth. “The ritual is already underway. Even if you kill me, it will still take place. When the sun reaches its zenith, the new reality will take over.”

“We will prevent it.” Valerie moved her fingertips. The fireball she conjured would end Stanley’s life unless he managed to get away again. “Be warned, scumbag. This whole building is occupied now. There is a witch or federal agent on every floor. You have nowhere left to run.”

Zara plucked a shard of glass from her arm, tossed it on the floor, and summoned her flame thrower. Now holding Bruce, she aimed him at Stanley. “Please, Val, can I just kill him now?”

Stanley’s eyes widened. He looked from the flame thrower to the fireball near Valerie’s left hand. Then, he disappeared.

“Hell’s bells,” Valerie cursed.

Movement near the center of the room made her look that way. Kiyomi shimmered into view. “What did I miss?” she asked, loading a stone into her slingshot.

“I almost got hurled out a window,” Zara reported. “Oh, and that asshole says the ritual will take place whether he’s dead or alive.”

Valerie opened her palm. Ken flitted to her and settled into her grip. She tucked him safely into his sheath, paced to the window, and gazed at the city and the sun hovering above.

Behind her, Kiyomi spoke. “The marble says the energy grid moves through stone and the water that flows over it. The energy in the network has a specific frequency, a specific charge. It’s going to manifest the new reality.”

“Bat poop,” Zara muttered. “He was telling the truth. Even if we kill him, the ritual’s already underway.”

Valerie swiveled on her heel to face the two Shevas. “I have an idea. Come on. We have to find Ben and clear everyone out of this building.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


Valerie was only vaguely aware that Zara and Kiyomi were asking questions. Their voices sounded far away. All of her attention went to a single focus.

Where is Ben? she asked within her heart. She knew him so well and cared about him deeply. They’d formed a bond early in their relationship, and it was stronger than ever these days. She felt a pull deep within her bones to the building’s third floor.

She interrupted Zara mid-question. “I’ll answer all your inquiries soon. Right now, we need to move.” For the second time within the hour, she extended her hand. “We have to get to the third floor, to Ben. Come on, let’s go.”

“How do you know he’s there?” Zara asked.

Kiyomi nudged Zara. “They’re in love, silly. Of course she can sense where he is.”

The chatter ceased as all three witches focused. The room dissolved around them. When a new room formed, Valerie was sure it was on the third floor. This level’s floor was thickly carpeted, and the room they’d landed in was narrow and small.

The walls, of course, were lined with artifacts. Ben stood near the entrance, deep in conversation with a guy in tactical attire. Valerie strode toward him and hooked her arm through his elbow. “I need you. Outside. We’d better get everyone out of this building.”

The guy in tactical attire bristled, and his hand went to his gun. “Whoa, where the hell did you come from?”

“It’s Litha,” Ben explained as he moved with Valerie toward the door. “The supernaturals can teleport easily today. Better put out a call to your teams, have them evacuate the building.”

“What the—” The guy furrowed his brow angrily. “Agent Carter, I will remind you that I am your superior, and I expect to be addressed as such.”

Valerie spoke over her shoulder. “Today, I call the shots, buddy. We need to get everyone out of here in the next few minutes because I’m about to work some magic that I don’t think any Sheva has ever attempted in history.” She faced Ben. “Any word on Sutton?”

“One of SAC Bryant here’s team shot him dead on the twenty-second floor about a minute and a half ago. I was discussing paperwork with him. We need to bring in a coroner to confirm the death.”

She shook her head. “Nope, no time. After we evacuate this building, we’re not going back in. If your guy says Stanley is dead, that’s good enough for me. This building is about to be obliterated if my magic works. My only concern is that I’ve never shadowcasted anything this big.”

They reached a lobby with an elevator. “I think we’d better take this thing down instead of teleporting again. The actual journey has been easy today, but it takes time to ground afterward. I need to be ready to perform a big spell, and I don’t want to take chances.”

“Makes sense,” Ben agreed. He picked up his pace.

Zara approached the elevator first and punched the ground-floor button. All four team members loaded in. The elevator spit them out on the ground floor. Valerie burst through the double glass doors and out onto the sunny sidewalk. She pulled a flask of potion and a stone bowl from her belt, passing both to Kiyomi.

“Contact Margery and ask her to get all the Shevas out.”

As Kiyomi did that, Valerie paced on the sidewalk. “I’ve shadowcasted myself, my witch sisters, and humans. I’ve shadowcasted my enemies to obliterate them from the earth forever. But I’ve never shadowcasted a building.” She stopped, placed her hands on her hips, and peered at the towering high-rise.

Ben loosened his tie and stared up. “It’s huge. Do you think you can do it?”

“Oh, I can definitely do it. Today is Litha. Mother Earth herself supports our magic. The problem is that much emptiness could create a vacuum.”

FBI agents poured out through the doors. Shevas shuffled or teleported out. Everyone gathered on the sidewalk.

There was no time to spare. “Everyone, I need your attention, please!” Valerie licked her lips and gathered her nerves. “Today is the summer solstice, a day when magic is stronger than ever. I am asking for your help. Even if you don’t know magic, your presence is important. We must all form a circle around this building.”

An elder Sheva stepped forward. Shawls draped her stooped form, her face barely visible beneath the folds of her scarf. “Young one, what are you going to do?” Her voice creaked, and when she coughed, dust puffed from her mouth.

Valerie drew a long, deep breath. She could barely believe what she was about to say. “I am going to shadowcast this high-rise. All of it.”

The elder Sheva recoiled. “No, young one. It is not possible. So much emptiness…such a vast hole. It will pull in everything around it. This great city will be swallowed up in the blink of an eye.”

The SAC of the New York City field office paled. “No way we’re risking something like that.”

“We have to.” Valerie wished they would understand. “If I don’t do this, reality as we know it will shift to hell on earth. This is our only hope.”

“Hope?” The SAC scoffed. “Sending Manhattan into a black hole doesn’t sound all that hopeful to me.”

Ben pulled out his phone. “SAC Bryant, Valerie knows what she’s talking about.” He started typing. Valerie hoped he was doing something more productive than updating his social media account. Knowing Ben, he was.

Margery reached for the elder Sheva’s hand and squeezed it. “We must trust Valerie, sister. Her bold, unconventional ways have proved successful before. Maybe she’ll get us out of this pickle, too.”

The elder Sheva bowed. Other Shevas did the same. Behind them, the towering building wavered. A golden grid pattern spidered across the bottom few feet of the front facade and curled around the corners. The pattern inched upward.

Valerie backed up. “I’m going to stand here to shadowcast. I need everyone to spread out around this building.”

Ben tapped his phone screen. “Teams Alpha through Echo, I sent you a map of this location within Caliper. We’ll spread out along the eastern, southern, and western borders of the building. As you’ll see on the map, you have to go into some of the buildings nearby. Show your credentials, and if anyone gives you trouble, arrest them.”

Valerie backed up another step. Her hand felt cold where she pumped shadows through her fingertips in preparation for the magic she had to work. It was like priming a pump. Today, she would have to conjure more shadows than she ever had in her life.

“Shevas, spread out along this northern perimeter,” she directed. “We all need to cast intentions for stability. Reality might start to fragment. The shadow will try to pull its surroundings in. Focus and hold onto your intention. Think about stabilizing the area.”

SAC Bryant frowned. “You’re telling me to stand around and think while you whip up a fucking black hole?”

Ben answered for Valerie. “Yes, that’s exactly right. Our thoughts are more powerful than you’ve ever guessed, SAC Bryant.” He clapped his superior’s shoulder as he passed, then broke into a jog. “Let’s move! T-minus three minutes to go!”

The gathering dispersed. Knots of onlookers appeared on the sidewalk, attracted by the commotion. Valerie was sure they wondered why a bunch of oddly dressed women were lining up, facing the big, luxurious building. Another question surely on their minds was why the Alphonso Building was half-lit with a golden grid.

They would have to guess because Valerie didn’t have time to explain the situation. She raised her palms and streamed shadows at the high-rise.

The dark shadows formed long, ink-black clouds that wrapped around the building’s base. “From nothing you were born,” she told the massive construct. “To nothing you will return. Steel, glass, concrete, and iron, dissolve into the empty void.”

As she spoke, the dark shadows slithered from her hands faster and faster. The area in front of her looked like a river of black smoke. The smoke swirled higher around the building. Valerie focused intently on her task but soon noticed that where the smoke met the golden grid, it faded.

The ritual magic Sutton initiated is fighting back against my shadows, she fretted to Ken.

The golden grid climbed higher. It sparked, and thin lightning bolts shot into the surroundings. One connected with a nearby building and shattered dozens of windows.

The crowd on the sidewalk screamed. Overhead, the sky warped. An eerie green light swirled through the clouds. Valerie had never seen a light like that. The building is manifesting an alternate reality.

Ken wriggled. You told the others to focus, and that is what you must do, too. Trust your abilities, child. You are a Sheva, powerful beyond measure. Do not lose hope now.

Her weapon’s encouragement gave her renewed motivation. She focused her mind on the building before her. She let everything else fall away. All power housed within this building will dissolve for the good of all beings. She thought of the artifacts tucked within the structure’s walls. Glass, bone, brass, and rubies, no longer will you be used for evil purposes. The Great Emptiness will overtake you and return you to the void from which you came.

The stream of shadows surged from her fingertips. In the places where the shadows met with the golden grid, the inky darkness swirled. More bolts of golden light splintered from the building, but now they appeared thinner and weaker. The sky returned to blue.

I am a Sheva, destroyer of evil. I call on the Great Nothingness to aid me now. May shadows consume this building, bottom to top. The dark shadows crawled upward. They formed a dark fog around the upper stories of the building.

A sense of fatigue inched into Valerie’s mind. She fought it off and kept her focus on the building. Become one with the darkness, construct of terror. Become one with the shadows!


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


Black shadows stretched from Valerie’s fingertips toward the top of the Alphonso Building. Now, she could barely see the roof. The golden light was faint, blinking in and out.

The core of the building looked exactly like the night sky on a moonless night. The edges and the top appeared to be made of thin gauze. The structure was difficult to see at all. She kept up her work. With a strong push, she sent more shadows into the building until even the edges darkened. The top floor and the roofline faded from sight.

At the same time, the earth began to shake.

Fissures formed on the sidewalk. Nearby buildings bowed slightly inward toward the darkness. Iron and steel groaned. Glass shattered.

Beside Valerie, the Shevas chanted. “Rem stabilimus. Gaia Stabilimus!” They repeated the phrases over and over. As they spoke in the language of Magick, symbols of light rolled off their tongues and swirled into the air.

To Valerie’s amazement, the crowd mimicked the chant. Soon, hundreds of humans had joined in. “Rem stabilimus! Gaia Stabilimus!” Hundreds of symbols floated above the city.

The buildings groaned back into place. The sidewalk stopped cracking apart. The ground beneath Valerie’s feet stabilized. Before her, the tall, towering column of dark shadow faded. Soon, she glimpsed other buildings through the void until she was staring at a strange empty lot on the city block. A gaping hole remained where the building had been.

She walked to the edge of the hole and looked down.

The crowd behind her hushed. Shevas joined her at the edge of the exposed foundation.

“You did it.” Lucinda sighed with relief, then looped her arm around Valerie’s shoulder.

Telia squeezed in on Valerie’s other side and did the same, squeezing tightly. “You are a star, you know that? That was awesome.”

Valerie couldn’t hide her smile. “We did it. That was a team effort if I ever saw one. There’s no way I’m taking all the credit.” She bit her lip and considered the crowd behind them. “Especially because there’s a good chance we broke some laws in full view of about half of New York.”

She was sure humans had rules about when and how to destroy huge buildings. Probably permits to obtain and a bunch of red tape. She grinned. “Then again, I guess breaking a few laws is better than living in an eternal hell. Maybe they’ll let this slide.”

A deep, warm voice behind her made her turn. “This is one situation where I think breaking the law was the right thing to do.”

Ben.

She turned, and joy filled her heart at the sight of him. Dirt smudged his face, and he had a cut across his cheek. She wondered if he’d been in one of the buildings that shifted when the shadows started pulling in the surroundings.

Without thought, she approached him and wrapped her arms around his neck. Though cameras were going off in her direction, she didn’t feel self-conscious. She kissed Ben on the lips. He tasted warm and sweet, and his kiss comforted her unlike anything in the world. “If I end up going to a human jail for this, will you visit me?” she joked as they parted.

He nodded. “Every. Damn. Day. Hell, I’d break the law to get put in the slammer with you.”

She rolled her eyes and nudged him with her shoulder. “Yeah, right. You’d probably do something geeky like steal a library book.”

“In Salem, that crime earns you a fine of exactly fifteen cents per week. Not exactly jail-worthy.”

“I love that you know the amount.” She laughed and leaned into him. He hugged her close. “We did it,” he whispered. “It’s over. Thank you.”

“I’m looking forward to going home to Salem and pouring myself a bubble bath. Oh, and never fighting the freaking Ascendants again.”

“I’ll get a team together to follow up on loose ends. From what I can tell, you shadowcasted the last of their resources today.” He glanced into the dark foundation. “An agent shot Sutton dead. The other barons are deceased as well. Their organization can’t survive without power or leadership. This time, it’s really over.”

Valerie closed her eyes and listened to her heart for a moment, then opened them.

“I have a good feeling, Ben. Really good.” In truth, she felt better than she had in years. Peace filled her heart. She knew without a doubt that they’d vanquished the Ascendants for good.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


Ben leaned back in the hard metal chair. The New York City FBI headquarters was more up-to-date than the Salem office, but the chairs were no better. The seat creaked as he stretched.

He rubbed his eyes, then checked his watch. It was five o’clock in the morning, and he hadn’t slept a wink. He sighed and flexed his sore fingers. Too much typing. Around the table, a dozen other agents worked on their laptops and fielded phone calls. Only one chair at the table was empty. It was the one Valerie had occupied until half an hour ago.

Monitors along the wall played several different news channels, both national and regional. They all covered the “disappearing building” in Manhattan and the Ascendants’ fall from power. One of the stations played footage of various Ascendant operatives being arrested and hauled into Bureau vehicles. Without the Council of Barons, they’d lost their spirit. Most of them didn’t even put up a fight.

SAC Bryant got up and grabbed the latest pot of coffee. He paused as he passed Ben and held up the pot. “More fuel for the tank, Agent Carter?”

Ben had already consumed too many cups to count. “I’d better pass. Hey, what’s the shortest route to get to some fresh air?”

“Officially, head left out of this room and take the elevator to the ground floor. You can’t smoke within fifteen feet of the building, but there are some benches to the right that should suit your purposes.”

“And…unofficially?”

Bryant chuckled. “I heard you were a by-the-book guy, Carter. I guess you’ve broken so many laws today, you’ve turned a new leaf.”

“We’ll see about that.” Thankfully, the President had forgiven the team’s possession of weapons in the East Room. Director Haskins approved of Valerie’s decision to shadowcast the Alphonso Building, too. They still had many, many forms to fill out about the incident, but Ben was grateful his agency supported the Shevas’ work.

Bryant gestured to the situation room’s side door. “Unofficially, there’s an emergency exit out that way with a broken sensor. Flight of stairs will take you right to the roof. Good view up there, and you get away from the exhaust.”

“Great.” As Ben stood and headed for the side door, his thoughts turned to Thomas. His friend would’ve gotten a kick out of sneaking up to the roof.

“Hey, Carter?”

Ben turned to face the SAC. “Yeah?”

“About my attitude today. I’m sorry. I heard all the hype about you and Agent KuriaKen over the past few years, but I didn’t believe it. You proved me wrong out there with Sutton. You made all the right calls. I should’ve trusted your judgment from the start.”

“It’s no problem. These are unconventional cases.”

“You can say that again.” Bryant nodded. “You’re a good agent, Ben. The Bureau is lucky to have you.”

“Thanks.” Ben exited the side door. He pushed open the emergency exit and took the stairs two at a time. When he opened the door to the roof, he saw the exact person he expected to find.

Valerie leaned against a five-foot cement barrier that wrapped around the rooftop, looking out at the silver sky. In the distance, the first hint of pink shimmered over the city skyline.

“Thought I might find you up here.” Ben joined her at the barrier. “I figured you wanted some fresh air.”

She smiled. Her blue eyes looked thoughtful. “Now you’re a mind reader, hm?”

He wrapped his arm around her. “I can do even better. I bet you’ve been thinking about Thomas. Wishing he was here to see the Ascendants fall.”

She leaned against him. “He fought so hard, right there at our sides. He gave his life for this cause.”

Ben rubbed her arms. The sun was not up yet, and the air was cool and soft as the sky lightened. “I think he’d be proud to have been part of the fight. I know that’s how I feel.”

He considered all the good news that had rolled in overnight. Not only did the ACM task force manage to crack the code on a staff roster for the Ascendants, but they’d also uncovered security footage from Sutton’s building. The footage clearly showed the interior.

Ben himself watched the video feed of Sutton’s death. There was no doubt the FBI agent who shot Sutton delivered a lethal wound. The video showed Sutton fall and remain still for quite a long time. All the way up to the moment when shadowy tendrils filled the room, and the feed went dark.

“This time, it’s really over,” Ben assured Valerie. It felt so good to say those words. “I think that somewhere, Thomas is celebrating.”

Together, they looked out at the brightening sky. A white star shot across the upper section that was still blue and lavender, then faded from sight.

“I have a feeling you’re right,” Valerie replied with a smile.

More pink rays lit the sky, then the sun rose over the distant horizon. Valerie shifted out of his arms as the city turned golden under its warming rays. “It’s going to be a beautiful day.” She drew a deep breath and leaned on the barrier.

“Too bad I’ll probably nap for most of it when we get back to Salem. Then again, I’m not sure they’re gonna let me leave today. There’s enough paperwork to keep me busy for days, plus interviews and more debriefings. I guess it’s sort of a big deal when a building disappears.”

She giggled. “Yeah, not to mention the crazy stuff that happened in the sky and the damage to the other buildings. I bet physicists are already going nuts trying to explain it.”

“At least about a hundred people got it on video.” Ben chuckled, too. “There’s no arguing that it was a supernatural phenomenon for once.” He moved closer to her, drawn by her beauty and the wish to hold her again. “What do Shevas do when they’re not busy fighting wars?” he teased. “I mean, you’ve pretty much been booked with one battle after another for the past few years.”

Her eyes twinkled. “It’s going to take some adjusting, that’s for sure. More bad guys will surface one of these days, and my high priestess will assign me to a new cause. Until then, I might have some free time.”

“And what do you plan to do with it?”

“Ken’s been ragging me to buy a nice pink dress. Not gonna happen.”

Ben laughed.

She tucked her hair behind her ear. “He also said once that I should try playing bocce ball. Or, I could try nine-is.”

“Nine-is?”

She blushed. “Oops, sorry. Tennis, I mean. I knew it started with a number, but I forgot which one. I’ve always wanted to play broom ball, but my broom can be finicky.” She shrugged. “Maybe I’ll brush up on some new spells. Or…try this whole chocolate-covered-cherries, date-night thing.”

“I like the sound of that.” He pulled her closer and lowered his lips to hers. Golden sunlight cascaded over the rooftop. Whatever happened in the future, Ben hoped it would include many more moments like this.
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FIRST ONE OF 2025!!

First and foremost, a hearty thank-you for reading The Sheva Chronicles and for perusing these notes tucked away at the end. I genuinely appreciate your company here.

So, I just had about a week and a half with fewer meetings, schedules, and general obligations (end of year holidays). You’d think that’d be the perfect time to lounge around on a beach (or on the couch with my slippers), right? But here’s the catch: when you’re the person at the top, you’re honestly never 100% “off.”

There are always forms for the government, phone calls to the bank, project updates, and a bajillion other tasks that pop up like little gremlins demanding your attention.

It’s funny—if you only have one major client, you’re basically working for that client. But when you own the company, you get to juggle your clients, your staff, the accountants, the state, the feds… you name it, someone wants a piece of your time and you realize you turned in one boss for scads of people who require ‘stuff’ that makes you dream of a regular job.

It’s enough to call it a “vacation” just to step to the side and avoid piling up even more paperwork for a day or two.

Still, as weird as it sounds, by the end of my so-called “vacation,” I realized I missed being in the thick of things. The pivot back into a routine can feel like slipping into a comfortable pair of shoes—yes, that includes the occasional “meeting meltdown,” but I’ll take the chaos if it means we’re making forward progress.

This weigh-in week is going to be a bit of a teaser for me: I’ve got two solid days of hustle, then the weekend, and then—bam!—we’re in for a full week again. Then it’s all systems go. And trust me, we have a ton of stories gearing up for 2025 that we’re excited about. With the way our industry is shifting (let’s call it a Class 3 hurricane to be polite), we plan to keep the ride as smooth as possible. Or at least entertaining while everything swirls around us like it’s swirling a bit faster than usual.

In short, everything’s about to get a shade more intense—kind of normal, but with the volume dialed up to eleven. Luckily, we know how to adapt and keep the ball rolling in this lovely storm.

Until then, thank you for being part of this journey, and thank you for letting me ramble. I’m thrilled to be back in the groove and can’t wait to share more stories, more action, and maybe just a little more off-the-wall commentary.

Ad Aeternitatem,

Michael Anderle

P.S. If you enjoyed hanging out and want more behind-the-scenes musings, more random chatter, or just more stories to dive into, sign up for the MORE STORIES with Michael newsletter here: https://michael.beehiiv.com/

P.S.S. Got thoughts on returning to work, new story ideas, or interesting ways to dodge those gremlins called obligations? Shoot me a message or drop a comment wherever you can—I’d love to hear about your own escapades!
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