
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents


		Chapter 1 ~ Ophelia

	Chapter 2 - Maia

	Chapter 3 ~ Ophelia

	Chapter 4 ~ Maia

	Chapter 5 ~ Ophelia

	Chapter 6 ~ Maia

	Chapter 7 ~ Ophelia

	Chapter 8 ~ Maia

	Chapter 9 ~ Ophelia

	Chapter 10 ~ Maia

	Chapter 11 ~ Ophelia

	Chapter 12 ~ Maia

	Chapter 13 ~ Ophelia

	Chapter 14 ~ Ophelia

	Chapter 15 ~ Maia

	Chapter 16 ~ Ophelia

	Chapter 17 ~ Maia

	Chapter 18 ~ Ophelia

	Chapter 19 ~ Maia

	Epilogue ~ Ophelia





    
      Moonlight Burns

      Daughters of Hecate ~ Book 2

    

    




      
        Meredith Medina

      

    

    
      
        [image: FireHive Media]
      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2017 by Meredith Medina

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
      

      
        
          1. Chapter 1 ~ Ophelia

        

        
          2. Chapter 2 - Maia

        

        
          3. Chapter 3 ~ Ophelia

        

        
          4. Chapter 4 ~ Maia

        

        
          5. Chapter 5 ~ Ophelia

        

        
          6. Chapter 6 ~ Maia

        

        
          7. Chapter 7 ~ Ophelia

        

        
          8. Chapter 8 ~ Maia

        

        
          9. Chapter 9 ~ Ophelia

        

        
          10. Chapter 10 ~ Maia

        

        
          11. Chapter 11 ~ Ophelia

        

        
          12. Chapter 12 ~ Maia

        

        
          13. Chapter 13 ~ Ophelia

        

        
          14. Chapter 14 ~ Ophelia

        

        
          15. Chapter 15 ~ Maia

        

        
          16. Chapter 16 ~ Ophelia

        

        
          17. Chapter 17 ~ Maia

        

        
          18. Chapter 18 ~ Ophelia

        

        
          19. Chapter 19 ~ Maia

        

        
          20. Epilogue ~ Ophelia

        

      

      
        
          Also by Meredith Medina

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1 ~ Ophelia

          

        

      

    

    
      This may come as a shock, but I’ve discovered recently that I am really, really shitty at comforting people when things go sideways.

      I mean, it’s not entirely my fault. Over the last 330-ish years, it’s been in my best interest to keep people at arm’s length (or farther). No friends means not having to lie to anyone about what I was or what I did with my weekends. Spoiler alert: not much.

      Unfortunately, for me, I’d dropped my guard and allowed myself to make a friend… or maybe she just browbeat me into it. And now that friend was sitting on my couch wailing into a pillow at 2am on All Souls Day because she’d just realized that being a vampire meant no more sunbathing. Which meant no more drunken girls’ weekends in Miami, which also meant no more trips to visit her favorite princesses, which brought us to our current state of soggy affairs.

      “Lacey, I’m sorry. Can you please stop crying? Just for a second? It’s not all horrible.” I was trying not to sound exasperated, but it really was. She might be off the hook, but I had to go to work in a few hours.

      Lacey lifted her face from the pillow long enough to fix me with a watery glare.

      “Not all horrible?” she mimicked me, terribly I might add. “I’m a horror movie character! I’m an English Literature footnote!” Her eyes widened briefly. “Wait. Does this mean I’ll never turn 30? Wait. Does this means I can’t cut my hair or get tattoos?” Lacey was bordering on panic again and I’m clearly also ill-equipped to deal with panic attacks.

      “I… I am definitely not the person to ask about that shit, Lace,” I sighed. I mean, I knew a little about Laudans, but not everything. Where the fuck was Eli anyway?

      “If you’re not qualified to answer my questions then why am I even here?” Lacey’s voice was getting higher and higher pitched with every word and I was starting to lose my patience. “I just want to go home…” She burst into tears and buried her face into the pillow again.

      I groaned and flung myself into a chair. Suki jumped into my lap and settled herself on my legs. It was way past her bedtime and she was almost as cranky about it as I was.

      This had been going on for hours and I was exhausted. After everything that had happened tonight, all I wanted to do was sleep. I’d been an idiot and neglected to book the day after Halloween off. If I’d known that I was going to be witness to a culling of rogue Laudan, and then facing off against a vengeful goddess who had been possessing my best friend’s body for the last month, I’d have planned accordingly.

      Halloween Hangover Espresso Day was always a big day for Haven, and I knew that when I opened the coffee shop door at 6am there would be a lineup of shoeless princesses, sexy cops and firefighters of both genders to mix with the everyday corporate zombies.

      It was becoming clear that I wasn’t going to get any sleep tonight. “Lacey,” I said with a sigh of resignation, “If I take you back to your apartment will you stop this nonsense? Crying isn’t going to fix anything.”

      Lacey lifted her face from the pillow and stared at me with her wide dark eyes, “Do you mean it?” she asked, wiping at her cheeks.

      “Of course. I’m clearly not going to get any sleep anyway, so we might as well walk instead of moping around here.”

      “But, Fee, it’s after midnight… is it safe?”

      I laughed, louder than I’d intended and Lacey looked mildly wounded. “Lacey… are you kidding me?” I lifted my hand and let my magic surge into my palm. A glowing ball of faintly purple mist and fire pulsed there for a moment before I pursed my lips and blew it away. It would be silly to say that I’d felt a little different in the last few hours… but I did. Maybe being the last Daughter, or just knowing that I was the last one, had boosted my powers. Whatever it was, I wasn’t going to hold myself back anymore.

      “Oh,” Lacey’s voice was small as she remembered what I had told her. She flinched suddenly and I knew from the look on her face that she had run her tongue over her newly sharpened fangs. It would take her some time to get used to them. Shit. It was going to take me some time to get used to them.

      “So. Whaddya say? Think we’ll be safe out there with all the freaks that come out after midnight?’” I set a whining Suki down on the floor and held out my hand.

      Lacey looked at it for a moment, weighing her options, and then she nodded and put her small hand in mine. “Yeah, okay.”

      [image: ]

      My hair still smelled like smoke and the oily boathouse water I’d dragged myself and Lacey’s limp corpse out of only a few hours ago, but I’d have to wait a few more hours before I could fix that with a really long, really hot bath.

      I was mildly comforted by the fact that Lacey also looked and smelled like hell, but at least people we passed would assume that we’d just gone really authentic with our costumes this year. As we made our way through the streets toward her apartment Lacey was strangely silent. Then again, I’d never known Lacey to be silent for any amount of time, so any length of quiet seemed odd and out of character.

      I might also have been projecting some of my own anxiety onto the situation, but you can’t blame me for that, everything was a little fucked up.

      In the short time it had been since Lacey had inserted herself into my life, I had never really stopped to wonder why she had latched on to me so tightly. Was it her? Or had it been the goddess who had possessed her that was calling the shots? Now that Lacey had her life back, would she ditch me?

      I mean. Not that it mattered. I’d been alone for years, centuries actually, and I’d been just fine. If this had happened a hundred years ago, would I have just let her die in puddle in front of a burning warehouse?

      Maybe.

      Or maybe I was just getting selfish in my old age… I looked over at Lacey, her skin pale and eerie under the orange of the streetlights, and I wondered if she was angry with me.

      Sure, I’d saver her life, freed her from the goddess’ power, but what had all of that been traded for? A totally different kind of slavery? Maybe.

      I’d wondered for years if I was the last of the Daughters of Hecate, but now I knew the truth; the goddess had confirmed it. Somehow, after 330 years, the thought of being alone stung more than it used to.

      “So, are you going to say anything?” I said finally, tired of the sound of our boots crunching on the sidewalk. It wasn’t quiet, and we weren’t alone, but the silence between us was heavy.

      Lacey opened her mouth to say something just as an ambulance screamed by us, sirens wailing at a deafening volume. I always felt horrible for EMT’s on nights like this. It seemed like some people just used Halloween as an excuse to act like idiots. I hoped the new window at Haven had survived. Last year the shop had been egged. It wasn’t anything serious, but I can safely say without a drop of irony that if you’ve never cleaned dried egg yolk and silly string off a plate glass window, you really haven’t lived a full life. Also, whoever invented silly string should be hung with it.

      “I don’t have my keys…” Lacey looked lost, realizing for the first time that she didn’t have anything except the clothes she was wearing. No purse, no backpack… nothing. The goddess hadn’t needed any of that crap; she had a mission that didn’t involve Lacey.

      “Right,” I said begrudgingly. “Don’t worry; I’ll take care of it.” I hoped that my tone was reassuring, but Lacey’s face didn’t give me any clue that she felt any better about anything that was going on.

      Her apartment building was close now, and I remembered running this way with choking smoke in my nostrils and panic in my throat, but I shook off the feeling of foreboding that was starting to creep over my shoulders. I couldn’t imagine how Lacey was feeling.

      “The last thing I remember was coming home from work...” her voice trailed away and I put my hand on her shoulder gently.

      “Lace… that was on Saturday.”

      She nodded and looked at her apartment door, staring at our reflections in the glass.

      “I missed Halloween,” she said quietly.

      “I dunno, it felt a bit like a horror movie...” I shut my mouth as Lacey’s shoulders slumped. Too soon. Shit. I have the worst timing. “Come on, Lace... let’s go in.” I looked around quickly, making sure that no one was watching. I paused a second longer, making sure that no one was pretending not to watch. Then again, it wasn’t as though there was anyone left to follow us anyway. Eli and the Laudan had made short work of the Blood Outlaws, the rogue vampire punks hadn’t stood a chance against their elders, but thankfully, like most teenagers, they wouldn’t have listened to anyone who had tried to warn them of the danger they were in. Instant gratification junkies in life who rushed headlong into trouble in the afterlife.

      Simple. Stupid.

      Dead twice.

      Not my problem anymore.

      I cleared my throat and reached out for the deadbolt. I didn’t bother pretending I had any keys in my hand for once, and I wondered if I had been jangling those useless things all these years just to make myself feel better about the fact that I didn’t need them. No one else seemed to notice.

      A thin stream of purple mist wound its way from my fingertip into the lock and the door popped open with a thick chunk that echoed into the lobby.

      Lacey’s eyes were wide, but she pushed the door open the rest of the way and stumbled into the lobby. I followed her closely, casting one final look over my shoulder at the nearly empty street behind us as the door swung shut with a familiarly metallic clang.

      “Have you done that before?” Lacey asked quietly, her eyes on the worn carpet.

      I pointed at the fichus I’d hidden behind while the Malleus had stood by the door. A few of the leaves were scorched where I’d brushed against them. I’d obviously been more afraid than I’d been able to admit, even to myself.  “Yeah, I was being chased... I had to get somewhere safe. But it didn’t work out the way I’d planned.”

      “No shit, this was definitely not how I wanted to spend my favorite night of the year,” Lacey’s voice held just a hint of bitterness. I couldn’t blame her; even if she didn’t remember half of it; she’d been through some shit.

      I grabbed her hand and smiled reassuringly, “Maybe next year you can just come to my place and we’ll watch Dick Van Dyke reruns,” I said.

      Lacey smiled weakly but didn’t return my smile, but she did squeeze my hand. That was something at least. Maybe I hadn’t fucked everything up after all.

      “Come on. Let’s go get your toothbrush,” I said, jerking my chin toward the stairs that led up to her floor.

      I let Lacey lead the way, remembering the little boy who had crashed past me in his firefighter’s uniform. His tired looking mother who had carried everything, as women always seemed to do whether they knew it or not.

      We climbed the stairs in silence. The silence was going to kill me before any goddess cursed witchfinder could. I knew that for sure.

      The door to Apartment 12 was open. Not much, but wide enough that if you’d come home from work or getting groceries to see it that a cold sweat and a sick heaviness would settle in your stomach.

      Lacey paused, her fingertips on the dark brown painted wood, and I knew that she was feeling exactly that same grossness right now. I swallowed thickly and reached over her shoulder to push the door open. “Come on, Lace,” I muttered, pulling her inside.

      Oh, shit.

      The apartment looked exactly as I remembered it.

      Completely fucked up.

      Lacey stumbled beside me, crashing into my shoulder and pushing me off balance. Her hand flew to her mouth, but not in time to smother her gasp of horror. “What… what happened in here?”

      There was no way to break this to her gently, so I just took a deep breath and started talking.

      “Well, from what you told me about your attempts at conjuring, it sounds like you lucked out and pronounced something right or used just the right combination of ingredients…”

      “Lucked out?” Lacey’s voice was strangled.

      “Well, maybe luck isn’t the right word, but whatever you did, you did it right, and you called something you didn’t expect. And you didn’t just conjure anyone, Lace. You drew down Nyx, the Goddess of Night… and she wasn’t super happy about it,” I was trying to keep my voice light, but from the look on Lacey’s face, I was doing a shit job of it.

      “A goddess?” Lacey’s eyes were wide as she stared at the ruin of her apartment.

      “Yeahhh… I know, it sounds really insane, but she possessed your body and used you to get close to me. She almost killed me, Lace. She almost killed both of us.”

      “I… I don’t know what to say… I mean, I don’t remember any of that.” Lacey sounded confused, which was normal. This was a lot to take in, and it was all crazy.

      “It’s okay, I’m sure you don’t remember much of what went on, when she was in the driver’s seat…”

      “I get it,” Lacey said quietly, “I wasn’t always in charge.” She walked into the apartment and tried the light switch. The light above her head fizzled and then snapped, exploding in a shower of sparks.

      “Goddess of Night,” I said unnecessarily. Lacey grimaced and I turned on the flashlight on my phone to illuminate a little more of the goddess’ handiwork. I cringed as Lacey reached out to grasp a strip of ruined wallpaper and peeled it off the wall.

      “So much for my damage deposit,” she muttered sadly. I didn’t say anything, every time I opened my mouth something that was entirely helpful came out. If it had been anyone but Lacey, I might not have shown the same amount of restraint, but she’d been through a lot in the last month. No need to make things worse than they already were.

      Lacey was standing in the middle of the small living room staring down at the remains of what could only have been a small fire. The strip of wallpaper in her hand fluttered against her leg briefly before she dropped it to the destroyed carpet.

      Without warning, Lacey turned and flung herself into my arms.

      “Thank you,” she said against my chest as she wrapped her arms tightly around my waist.

      “For what?” As soon as I said it, I gritted my teeth and groaned inwardly, I knew what she was thanking me for, damn these instant reaction statements.

      “You saved my life. You saved me from that… whatever she was.” Lacey’s words were muffled against my jacket, and I smiled briefly before giving her a brief squeeze in return.

      “Oh, come on…” I began.

      “Don’t say it’s not a big deal, Fee. I know it was. I can’t imagine what would have happened to me if you hadn’t done whatever it was you did…”

      I may have left the part about killing her to banish the goddess. And the part where I demanded that Bishop turn her into a Laudan. Okay, I may have left out a lot of little details. But none of that information was going to help her move on, and right now, that’s what was best for her.

      I extricated myself from Lacey’s embrace and looked around the room, swiping my fingers over the burnt couch cushions meaningfully. “So, what do you think, do you want to stay here?”

      Lacey shook her head vehemently. “Heck no.”

      “That’s what I thought. Grab your toothbrush and let’s get the hell out of here, you can crash with me until we get things figured out, okay?”

      Wait… was I really inviting Lacey to stay with me? Had I swallowed too much seawater? Lacey’s toothbrush and a few articles of undamaged clothing were shoved into a lightly scorched backpack along with her phone and wallet. She eyed her keys carefully before leaving them on the kitchen counter.

      “I’ll figure that out later… I guess,” she said as she noticed my raised eyebrow.

      Fair enough.

      “Come on, I have to be at Haven in two hours,” I said with a smile as I zipped up the backpack and tossed it at Lacey.

      “Oh my god… what am I going to do about work? What am I going to tell David?”

      Shit. That might be a little harder to co-ordinate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2 - Maia

          

        

      

    

    
      Spring in Seattle meant rain. Let’s be honest, every season in the Evergreen State meant rain. You’d think I would have expected it. Then again, I hadn’t expected to be standing on the sidewalk in bare feet while it pelted down in sheets and the firefighters battled the blaze that had enveloped my house.

      No, not my house. Their house. My foster home.

      Burn it to the fucking ground for all I care.

      “Maia Hickson?” A cop with an umbrella held a styrofoam cup full of what was probably terrible coffee out to me. I eyed is carefully before taking it. It only took one quick whiff of the dark liquid to confirm my suspicions. I made a face.

      “I know, I know, ‘bad coffee in Seattle is a crime,’ I’ve heard it a million times,” said the cop flatly as her eyes bored into mine.

      Comedy is dead.

      “So. Are you Maia?”

      I dumped the coffee unceremoniously into the grass and handed the cup back to her. “Yup. That’s me.”

      “How long have you lived here?” She didn’t have a notepad, so I wasn’t sure what she was getting at. I shrugged.

      “Six months, maybe less?” I’d been shuffled around a lot in the last few years. It got harder and harder to find foster homes for the kids who were at the tail end of their term in the foster program, and I’m sure that the houses I’d landed in were some of the worst. I wasn’t being bitter either, and it wasn’t just the adults who made it unbearable, it was other kids my own age.

      “Do you know where the fire started?”

      “No clue. I was in the kitchen making toast.”

      That was a lie. I knew exactly where it had started.

      “Toast? At midnight?” The cop arched an eyebrow. I knew what she was thinking, teenagers were all alike.

      “Yeah… we were out of milk so I couldn’t have cereal.”

      Another lie. The cop looked at me carefully, angling the umbrella so that the streetlight illuminated my face.

      “Do you get along with your foster family?” The question was casual, but I knew what she was really asking.

      “Yeah, they’re fine.” My feet were cold, and the blanket the fireman had given me to wrap around my shoulders smelled like a wet sheep. I just wanted to have a shower and put on some dry clothes.

      “You’re almost 18, aren’t you,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

      “Yeah. Tomorrow...” No, it was after midnight. “Today, I guess.”

      She nodded, “Where are you going to go? Do you have plans?” No one had ever asked me that before, and I blinked at her. Sure, the social workers that came by talked about being independent a little bit, and what options were available to me, but I really hadn’t been paying attention. I thought for a minute and then shrugged again.

      “No plans, but I’ll figure something out. I’ve got a job, and a place to crash… I’ll be fine.”

      I would be fine. I’d honestly be better off sitting on a piece of cardboard outside of Pike Place than being here, and that would have been a step up.

      I did have a job, and I did have a place to crash, but it wasn’t a forever job and it wasn’t a forever place to sleep. It was good enough for now. That’s all I needed.

      The rest of the family was huddled together on the street, and the neighbors had come out with umbrellas to watch and offer useless advice and platitudes.

      Someone let out a thin shriek as a wall collapsed in a shower of sparks and a burst of flame. Water spouted and gushed, and I was pissed that I hadn’t grabbed my boots on the way out the door.

      “You should go back with the group, I’ll be back to check up on you,” the cop said, indicating my foster mother of six months who was shaking and moaning as she leaned against her husband.

      It wasn’t that I disliked them, Monica had really made an effort to connect with me, and her husband Dan was nice enough, and mostly absent from the house, which was ideal. They weren’t bad people, I just didn’t care enough. Too little too late, right?

      Monica’s son, Brett, peered over his mother’s shoulder in my direction. I narrowed my eyes. As nice as his parents were, Brett was a piece of shit. Brett was my age, which meant that we were left to our own devices more often than not. I’m not saying that it’s his fault that the house was in flames, but it might be. What if it was?

      “No, I’m good here,” I said. The cop shrugged and held out the umbrella, but I waved it away. I liked the rain. I stared into the fire that raged in the living room, the flames escaping out the windows to leap up the outside walls.

      

      The fire had started in the living room; I’d been sitting on the couch in front of the fireplace, staring into embers that flickered in the logs. A piece of toast was balanced on the arm of the couch. That part hadn’t been a lie.

      “Hey.” It was after midnight, and I thought I was the only one awake. So much for that. Brett was the kind of shitbird that decided he didn’t like someone within about five seconds of meeting them. I was the same way, but I went with my gut feelings, and Brett went by how you looked.

      Brett had given me the ‘no-no’ feeling from the moment I’d met him, and he’d decided that he hated me pretty quickly after that. That was about the only thing we agreed on. His mother commented that we fought like real siblings, and with a house full of other problems, it was probably easier for her to ignore the malice underneath our exchanges.

      “I said, hey,” he said again, but I didn’t look up. Usually if I ignored him, he went away, or got bored. Brett brought his face level with mine; I could feel his breath on my cheek. He smelled like the whiskey he’d stolen from his dad’s liquor stash. I was always the one who got yelled at when Dan noticed the level in the bottle had shrunk. “I don’t want you in my house anymore, freak.”

      I turned my head slowly to look at him. He smiled and stood up, towering over me as I sat as still as possible. “My mom told me all about you. You’ve been in six foster homes in the last few years... changed schools so many times that they just gave up on you and graduated you early. You’re fucked up, and I don’t want whatever is wrong with you to rub off on my little sister. Do you hear me?”

      I stared at him, not blinking. This was an old line of abuse. Next he’d bring up the fact that I didn’t know what a real family was, and that I was trying to turn his mother against him. I wasn’t, not on purpose. I just told her when he did stupid shit... which was a lot.

      “You’re a firebug, aren’t you?”

      That was new. I shifted a little on the couch, I didn’t like where this was going. He had a funny look in his eyes, like he’d learned something new.

      “What?”

      “A firebug.” Brett’s eyes glittered in the low light. “You light fires. You can’t help yourself.”

      “Shut up, Brett, you don’t know shit,” I said, unfolding my legs to stand up. I was taller than him, and he hated it when I talked down to him. He pushed me roughly back down onto the couch, his hand heavy on my shoulder. I slapped his hand away, “Hand’s off, asshole,” I said quietly. I hated it when it touched me, and he was making me angry.

      “You don’t scare me, Firefly,” he said with that awful grin. “You know what I think?” He didn’t wait for me to answer. “I think you started those fires. Four houses... four fires that they know about.”

      My heart was pounding in my chest, and the headache that had been growing behind my eyes began to pound in my temples.

      “Spit it out, Brett. I want to eat my toast without you mouth mouthbreathing all over me.”

      Breathe.

      “You set the fire that killed your mother, didn’t you? That’s what they’re all saying, you know. That you murdered your own mother.” He paused, looking down at me with a smug expression on his pimpled face.

      My head was pounding, my heart was racing, I thought I was going to explode. I thought all the rage I felt inside me would spill out of me like lava, but instead it was the smoldering logs in the fireplace that reacted instead of me. The embers flared into flames, crackling and snapping wildly.

      Brett’s eyes widened, and he looked scared. That made me smile. The fire rippled higher, spilling out of the fireplace and onto the carpet. My foster brother looked at me, panicked, and then he ran screaming from the room to wake his parents.

      Shit. Not again.

      

      Now Brett was staring at me as the rain poured down and we all stood in the street, and I knew that he was going to tell someone that I’d done it. They wouldn’t believe him, but he would say it anyway, and another note would go on my file.

      Fuck this noise. I had better things to do than stand around waiting for shit to go wrong. I pulled the smelly wool blanket up over my head and walked out of the streetlight and into the next yard, cutting across the grass. I had a place to crash; Becca wouldn’t be surprised to see me at her door at this time of night.

      It was my birthday. I was eighteen, and as far as the great State of Washington was concerned, I was my own person, which also meant I didn’t have to give a fuck about literally anything, unless I wanted to. No apologies, no nothing.

      My bare fleet slapped on the concrete of the sidewalk and I smiled as the train station came into view. I’d be at Northgate in no time, and by the time anyone noticed that I was gone, it would be too late for them to do anything about it, and that suited me just fine.

      [image: ]

      Riding the train with dirty bare feet and a soaking wet blanket over your head was literally the best way to travel on public transit. Some guy even gave me five bucks to ‘get a coffee.’ If this was what it took to keep people from talking to me while commuting, I might have to make a conscious decision about my wardrobe choices. I mean, unicorn printed pajama pants weren’t exactly badass, but they did the job.

      I buzzed Becca’s apartment the same way I always did, leaning hard on the button to really get my point across. She claimed not to be able to hear it sometimes, so I always made sure I really hammered it. Becca and I had been friends for just about as long as I’d been working at Jet Diner. She was about a hipster as they come, and her apartment smelled like patchouli and coconut oil. She was a student at UW, but she only went to classes part time, and only worked part time, so I wasn’t quite sure what she was doing, or where her money came from.

      I didn’t ask either; she was just cool to hang out with. She didn’t ask any questions, and she didn’t hesitate to share whatever she had on hand. Wine, beer, weed, no big deal.

      “I saw the news, your house was on fire, huh?” she said when she opened the door. She looked at my grimy bare feet and firehouse blanket and opened the door wider. “You look like a drowned rat.”

      “Better than a burnt one,” I replied, walking through the door.

      “What the hell happened?” she asked, making a face as I flopped down on her couch and threw the wet wool blanket onto the floor.

      “Dunno. The fire must have sparked onto the carpet and then fwoosh…”

      “Fwoosh?” Becca wasn’t buying it.

      I shrugged, “Yeah.” I wiggled my fingers.

      “Is that supposed to be fire?” Becca raised her eyebrows.

      “Yeah… do you have anything to eat?”

      Becca rolled her eyes and went to the kitchen and slammed some cupboard doors before tossing a box of pop tarts at me. “Knock yourself out, kid.” She eyed my dirty feet again. “So, are you crashing here for a bit?”

      I nodded, “Is that okay?”

      Becca nodded, “Yeah, I’m guessing you’ll need to borrow some clothes too… good thing we have the same shoe size.”

      I wiggled my toes and grinned, “It’s one of your best qualities, Bex.”

      “Ha. Ha. You’re disgusting. Don’t use the white towels, okay?” Becca pulled some blankets out of a closet and threw a pillow at me.

      “Thanks, Bex. You saved my ass.”

      “Are we going to be getting a visit from the cops or a social worker or anything?” She threw a towel and some clean pajamas at me.

      We’d been down this road before, Becca and I, and she was always there for me.

      “Nah, it’s different this time,” I said with a smirk, catching the towel and getting up from the couch. “This time, I’m eighteen, and there’s nowhere to drag me back to. Literally nowhere after the firemen get finished with it.”

      Becca’s eyes widened, “Oh, shit. Happy birthday… I guess we’re having cake at work tomorrow. My treat.” She picked up the dripping wool blanket I’d deposited on her hardwood floor. “Can I throw this out?” she asked, holding it gingerly and looking at me with a grimace on her face.

      I laughed and went into the bathroom and undressed quickly, tossing my wrecked unicorn pajama pants and soaked tank top out the door. “Throw it out, throw it all out Bex! Goodbye old life, hello my life!”

      

      Becca and I were the only staff on at Jet and we were making the most of a quiet day at the diner. That meant eating day old pie, sitting on the counter and watching re-runs on the grainy television that Kenny, the owner, liked to reserve for Mariners games. What Kenny didn’t know, wouldn’t hurt us. He wasn’t a bad guy, he was just a little too hands off with his greasy spoon than he should have been. We didn’t take advantage of his negligence often, but when we did, it was to eat pie and ice cream and watch Golden Girls.

      “Whaddya think; will that be us someday?” Becca asked, pointing her spoon at the television. “Housecoats and curlers in the middle of the day? Getting old and cranky together...”

      I laughed, “Really? Is that your idea of a life goal? Trapped in a house with your mother and a couple of other old broads complaining about how life passed them by?”

      “Picture it...” Becca said, a faraway look in her eyes, “Sicily, 1922...”

      I laughed harder and flicked some ice cream at her. Becca shrieked and jumped off the counter, running for the kitchen to escape my attack.

      But for once, I didn’t chase her. I stared up at the TV while Becca crashed around in the kitchen. Becca wasn’t much older than me, but I couldn’t imagine planning out my retirement before I’d even hit the legal drinking age.

      Something on the corkboard Kenny kept in the corner of the diner caught my eye. A poster I hadn’t seen before. I set my fork down on my unfinished pie and jumped off the counter.

      The poster was electric blue, a color I hadn’t seen on any posters in Seattle. It was simple, no artwork, just mismatched lettering spelling out the name of the bands that would be playing. I stood in front of it staring wide-eyed.

      
        SPIRAL CLUB, BROOKLYN NEW YORK

        MUTUALLY ASSURED DESTRUCTION

        CD RELEASE

        ONE NIGHT ONLY

      

      “BEX!” I shouted, my heart was racing; goosebumps ran up and down my arms, and there was cold sweat on the small of my back. Holy shit.  “BEX. BEX. BEX. BEX!” I ripped the poster off the wall and ran towards the kitchen, the poster clutched in my fist.

      We crashed into each other as Becca came running out of the kitchen, Becca stumbled backwards and fell hard on the tiled floor. “Maia, what the fuck! What the fuck are you shouting about?”

      I waved the poster in her face accusingly, “When did this go up on the board?”

      “What?” Becca shouted from the floor. “I thought someone had broken in, I thought something had happened, and you’re shouting about a poster?”

      “Yes! Yes, I’m shouting about a poster!” I stabbed my finger into the paper. “Do you even know what this is? Do you even know?” Becca looked at me incredulously and started to pick herself up off the floor.

      “Obviously, I don’t.”

      She was pissed. I didn’t care.

      “Bex. Mutually Assured Destruction.”

      She shook her head.

      I let out a frustrated groan, “Are you serious? They’re only the greatest New York punk band in the history of ever. They haven’t released an album since 1979!”

      I paused, waiting for Becca to catch on to how amazing this was... but she put her elbows on the counter and covered her face with her hands. “What the fuck, Maia. You’re not making any sense.” Her words were muffled behind her hands.

      I slapped the poster down on the formica counter.

      “This is the hugest deal ever, I can’t believe you have no idea who they are.”

      Becca lifted her face out of her hands to stare at me. “Are the original members still with the band? Is this like an Eagles touring forever with the ashes of previous members and set musicians kind of thing? Can they not let go of the past either?”

      “Ooo, you’re funny.” But I didn’t actually know. I slapped the poster. “I have to go to New York.”

      “Wait, what?” Becca was incredulous.

      “I’m going to New York. This release gig is only happening in Brooklyn at this one club. Look, no tour dates, no nothing. One night only.” I’d made up my mind. “I have to go.”

      “Maia, you’re being ridiculous! You can’t just go to New York!” Becca was panicking, and her voice shook as she spoke.

      “Why not? I don’t have to stay here anymore. I have no home, no one to tell me what to do. Why would I stay here?”

      Becca tried to hide her disappointment, but I noticed her flinch as her dreams of sharing an apartment with me, a bunch of cats and matching quilted housecoats began to fade away.

      “Seattle’s feeling a little too small anyway. It’s time for a change.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3 ~ Ophelia

          

        

      

    

    
      Six months after what happened at the warehouse, Lacey was still crashing at my place. I mean, she was unofficially my roommate, but now that she wasn’t... human... it wasn’t like we had the same schedules so it wasn’t all bad.

      I was still working at Haven; slinging coffee meant that I didn’t have to think about anything else. Just like always, it was easier to hide from everything by pretending to be normal. I might have promised myself that I would try to be myself more... baby steps, right?

      Obviously, Lacey couldn’t keep working at Haven, and unless David was going to be willing to open the café for all those midnight coffee consumers, there was no way to make it work.

      I didn’t know what kind of story Lacey had given for quitting, but whatever it was, it worked like a charm. The last time anyone had quit, David and Candace had shown up on their doorstep with a basket of farewell goodies and their signature show of unconditional outpouring of affection.

      I never asked Lacey what she’d said, and she never mentioned it. David asked me to pass on his good wishes and Candace would only squeeze my hand and smile gently. It was weird, but they’d get over it sooner or later. All I had to do was wait it out.

      It hadn’t been hard to convince Bishop that Lacey should have a job at Spiral. The battle between the elder Laudan and the Blood Outlaws had left a lot of vacancies at Spiral and at some of the other clubs that the coven operated. Besides, Bishop owed me... big time. The least he could do was hire Lacey as a bartender. It’s not like she wasn’t good at the job, any idiot can sling beer; she was just a little... chipper.

      “I don’t think Church likes me,” she sighed one morning. It was just before dawn, and I was definitely not in the mood to be awake, and she was obviously not quite ready to go to sleep. I groaned and rolled over, opening one eye to see Lacey seated on the arm of the couch with Suki in her lap.

      “Why do you say that? More importantly, why do you care? He’s just the bouncer,” I said, shutting my eye again and burying my face in my pillow.

      “I know, and Eli said I shouldn’t let it bother me,” she paused briefly and her voice brightened just a little, “Did you know that Church used to hate Eli too? Like back in the 80s when he first started with the band... when...”

      There it was.

      Church didn’t like freshies. They hadn’t earned their place yet.

      “I’m sure you’ll win him over real soon, Lace. It’s impossible not to like you. You are the physical embodiment of ‘kill them with kindness.’ I mean; you won me over, didn’t you?” I lifted my head off my pillow, rubbed my face and sat up.

      Lacey smiled, “Yeah, I guess you’re right. How long do you think it took for him to stop hating Eli?”

      “About thirty-eight years,” I said with a smile. Lacey’s face fell and she hugged Suki to her chest.

      “Oh...”

      “Don’t be like that, Lace. Thirty-eight years might seem like a long time to you right now, but trust me, it’s nothing.”

      Especially now that she was immortal.

      “Before you know it, you two will be the best of friends. I guarantee it.” I knew that I wasn’t really making her feel any better, but it was really early in the morning, and the onset of spring always made me a little antsy.

      I couldn’t explain it, but I always felt a little different around this time of year, and now that my magic seemed determined not to hide in the background, I felt the change in the seasons a little more keenly.

      Lacey stretched dramatically and yawned, her fangs glinting in the pale light. The sun would be coming up over the buildings soon, and she’d have to retreat behind the screens and blackout curtains I’d set up for her in the living room. My apartment was feeling a little cramped with her here, but it wasn’t the worst living situation I’d had to deal with.

      Eli had been away for weeks, working closely with Bishop on Mutually Assured Destruction’s new album. The album release gig was only a few days away, but I haven’t heard how things were going.

      “Did you see Eli tonight?” I asked. My feet hit the chilled hardwood floor and I shivered. I really needed to set some boundaries with these Laudan when it came to my sleep schedule.

      “Oh! Yes! I’m sorry, I should have told you,” she pressed her fingers to her temples as though she was trying really hard to remember what had happened. “He told me...” She paused, squeezing her eyes shut tightly.

      I groaned and stood up. Suki jumped down off Lacey’s lap and ran ahead of me into the kitchen. Of course she was the only one unaffected by the change in schedules and traffic in the house. More people to pet her and feed her when she wanted it was the very best kind of arrangement.

      Little opportunist.

      “OH!” Lacey cried, remembering suddenly. I leaned against the counter, resting my head against the cupboards.

      “Whaaaaat?”

      “He said you should come to rehearsal tomorrow night! They’re having some kind of celebration.” Lacey was still such an innocent when it came to what went on behind the scenes at Spiral. With the Blood Outlaws gone, things were different, and I wasn’t sure that Bishop had really taken enough time to straighten everything out.

      I gritted my teeth. If the ‘special celebration’ was what I thought it was, Mutually Assured Destruction was about to acquire its next permanent member. Grady, the drummer, had been the lone human element of the band for the last year, but I knew how Bishop worked, and his contracts came with a lot of fine print.

      “Do I have to?” I said wearily.

      “Um... I mean, I don’t think Eli would give you orders, Fee... but he seemed pretty serious about it. I mean, he’s really proud of the band’s new material, and they’ve been working so hard on this album...”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I waved my hand at Lacey, silencing her. “I know. I’ll be there.”

      Lacey clapped her hands delightedly and bounced off the arm of the couch.  “Eli’s been really great with me, Fee, he’s teaching me so much. Bishop too. I’m starting to feel a little more comfortable, y’know, with... everything.”

      Everything. Specifically meaning the whole drinking blood and staying out of the sunlight stuff. In the first few days of her transformation, Lacey had been inconsolable as she’d realized that some of her favorite activities had been summarily deleted from her life without her knowledge or permission. I still felt bad about that, but the guilt had faded somewhat. One day I’d tell her the real reason why she’d been turned. For now, I was happy to have her believe that she’d been a casualty of the Blood Outlaw battle.

      She didn’t have to know that it was my fault that this was her eternity. She could point her anger elsewhere for now. I’d get to it... eventually. To her credit, Lacey had taken a few different lessons away from her experience with the goddess who had inhabited her body... the first was that it was a bad idea to be a tourist in the dark arts, and second, that dwelling on the past was an even worse idea. Lacey had eternity ahead of her, and if she played her cards right, she’d be set. At least I’d done that much for her.

      Small mercies.

      Eli was teaching her to be Laudan, and I was grateful that he’d intervened. Bishop was still bitter that I’d left him no choice but to turn her, but I was sure he’d forgive me in a few decades. Eli had told me that Lacey was like the little sister he’d never had... annoying, yet oddly endearing. Plus, she was learning quickly; taking to her new life with an eagerness that he hadn’t expected.

      I still wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. She hadn’t killed yet, he’d assured me of that, but that didn’t make me feel any fucking better about the whole situation.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” I said. And I really was. I’d been worried that the news of her new... status... would have been too traumatic, too life altering. But after a reasonable adjustment period, well, reasonable for Lacey, she’d seemed to be okay. Visiting her ruined apartment had been traumatizing, sure, but she seemed to have bounced back without too much trouble.

      Once or twice I’d caught her staring silently at the wall, clearly lost in a memory that was all too real, but still a little foggy... but all things considered, she was doing great. Real great.

      At least, I hoped she was.
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      On the day of Mutually Assured Destruction’s album release I dragged myself through my shift at Haven. The buddy system that David had put in place since Halloween had been working nicely for the younger members of the staff, and I was just happy to have someone to lean on when I needed to spend most of the day in the milk fridge trying to pretend that I wasn’t hungover or running on about three hours of sleep.

      Having a vampire as a roommate might seem like an easy thing... she worked nights, I worked days, what’s the big deal, right? But I hadn’t been sleeping well this week, and Lacey’s 24/7 supply of bubbly energy was wearing on me.

      I could shrug most of what I was feeling away on seasonal adjustments. Spring had hit New York state with a vengeance this year, and while I didn’t have allergies, it kind of felt like it. Headaches hovered behind my eyes at all hours of the day, waiting to strike, and I felt like I was constantly on edge. It wasn’t cute, and I seemed to always be in a bad mood.

      The walk from the subway to Spiral seemed especially long tonight, and I tried to focus on something positive.

      After tonight, you wouldn’t have to hear about the new album anymore.

      Bingo. Positive.

      The club didn’t open for a few hours, but Church was waiting in his usual spot. He tilted his chin at me and held out his hand.

      Drink tickets.

      “How did you know,” I murmured with a smile.

      “I’d rather give them to you than make you think that you could steal them without me noticing,” he chuckled and tried to cover his amusement with his signature glowering stare.

      Never change, Church.

      “Steal drink tickets from your pocket? Wouldn’t dream of it, Churchill,” I said as I breezed past him.

      “Don’t call me that,” he growled as I passed.

      I looked over my shoulder and smirked at him. I’d call him whatever I damn well pleased. Besides, if he got any fatter, he’d look exactly like Winston Churchill, and that wasn’t my fault.

      As I descended the stairs into the club and let my eyes adjust to the red lighting, I could see just how much the purge had affected the ranks of the Laudan who inhabited Spiral’s background. Before Halloween, I could come in here before opening and count at least three unfamiliar faces each time... and I was good with faces. By the time All Saint’s Day had dawned, the Laudan’s numbers had been cut by more than half... and all that remained were the elders... and those contractually bound to them.

      The band was on stage, getting ready for sound check, and Eli was seated at a booth with Bishop. Eli’s snakeskin boots were up on the table and I grimaced, hoping that behavior wouldn’t follow him into my apartment. It was bad enough that Lacey had managed to rescue some of her printed scarves and Stevie Nicks CD’s from the ruin of her apartment and her ‘spoopy’ aesthetic was starting to take over what used to be my living room. The last thing I needed was an immortal band guy exerting his supernatural posturing on my space.

      I knew what I’d signed up for when I got mixed up with Eli, but a girl has her limits, and I was getting really close to them.

      On the stage, the other members of the band were testing out their instruments and monitors with the sound guy... something Eli should really have been worried about too, but he didn’t seem to care. There was something so effortless about how he managed himself on stage. Eli had an air of confidence that came from someone who knew that he could blow the doors off any club even if his microphone wasn’t working properly. Easy. Arrogant. Perfect.

      Bishop had hit front man gold with Eli, and he knew it. Bishop had a nose for talent, there was no denying it. I didn’t know shit about music, and even I could tell you that there was no member of the band that didn’t belong on that stage.

      

      The club wouldn’t open for a few hours yet, and Lacey was behind the bar getting set up. Flyers for this show had gone out all over the country... Mutually Assured Destruction’s appeal was something I didn’t quite understand, but this gig electrified even Eli, who rarely showed any kind of visible enthusiasm. It had been almost forty years since their last album release... the night Eli had signed Bishop’s contract to be precise. It was an anniversary of sorts, but I wasn’t sure that Eli wanted to be reminded of that.

      I walked up to the bar with a smile on my face as Lacey set down a bottle of my favorite imported beer on the wooden bar.

      “I have a feeling you could use this,” she said, sliding the perspiring bottle towards me. I grabbed it and took a long, grateful swig.

      “How many people are supposed to be coming tonight?” I asked. I wanted tonight to be a success, not just for Eli, but for Lacey too. Bishop had been pleased with how quickly she had picked everything up, and he had put her in charge of the bar tonight. She didn’t have to tell me, I knew that she was nervous.

      “Church said we’ll be at capacity tonight, with more lined up outside. ‘Pack ‘em like sardines!’ he said.” Lacey looked at me with wide eyes, “How many sardines are in a can, Fee? I feel like I’m going to get quizzed on it later... is packing people into a place like sardines a good thing?” She wrinkled her nose delicately, no doubt thinking about sardines more carefully than she normally would.

      “It’s a good thing, Lace. Just make sure your fridges are stocked and everything will be okay. I promise.” I smiled at her reassuringly. She didn’t look convinced, but it would have to do.

      On the stage, the band had completed sound check, and Eli left his spot at Bishop’s table to join them. Eli never bothered to check his mic, and no one expected him to either. If the guy assigned to his mic didn’t do his job right, he’d be Eli’s next meal. Everyone knew that to.

      Grady was behind the drum kit, looking just the same as he always did and I wondered if Bishop had scheduled the ‘contract meeting’ that would make him a permanent member of the band yet. Eli had been turned after the last album release party, maybe the history would repeat itself. It wasn’t my problem, but I couldn’t help feeling a little bit angry that Bishop was up to his old tricks. When time meant nothing, maybe self-awareness faded away right along with it. Predictable.

      I slid into one of the booths and rubbed my hand over the black velvet upholstery. Without Oren and the rest of his creepy entourage around, there was no one at Spiral to challenge my presence here. And there were more free seats, which was always a bonus. There was nothing I hated more than not being able to find somewhere to sit and make the space my own.

      I wasn’t big on concerts at the best of times. Crowded spaces made me nervous, and I liked to know where my exits were at all times. Just in case. I’m not saying I’m paranoid, I’ve just found that having access to a getaway can come in handy when you least expect it, and I always expected things to go sour.

      Eli had taken his place at the microphone, and was guiding the band through the opening bars of their newest song. I’d heard bits and pieces of the new album, and it was good... I wasn’t any kind of connoisseur, but to my untrained ear it sounded a little darker than their last album, but that’s the kind of impact becoming an immortal vampire against your will could have on a songwriter.

      As the bass player pounded on his instrument and Eli swayed in front of the mic, I took another sip of my beer and tried to will my headache away. On random occasions over the last few months I’d been teetering on the edge of agony every time a headache loomed at the edge of my brain. I was usually able to push it away with the help of my magic, but I was beginning to resent using it as a replacement for good old-fashioned drugs.

      Sometimes it was just easier to let T3’s and a bottle of wine take the wheel.

      I leaned back against the cushioned booth seat and put my boots up on the table. As long as Bishop didn’t see me, it didn’t matter. I’d apologize later if he said anything. Better to beg forgiveness. I’d just taken another swig of my beer as Eli launched into the chorus of the song and the guitar cords crashed against my eardrums when I felt it; a magnetic pull that seemed to yank at the middle of my spine and making the lip of the beer bottle click against my teeth.

      “Ow,” I muttered, setting the beer down and glaring at it as though it was the cause of my discomfort. The magnetic pull thudded against my spine again, and I turned towards the stairs that led up to the street and peered into the smoky darkness of the club.

      There was a young woman on the stairs. She had dark hair, shaved on one side; it gave her a hard look that made her seem older than she probably was. She barely looked old enough to come into the club, and I’d bet money that she wasn’t. But there was something else about her... something different. The girl locked eyes with me, they were pale and cold, and my headache flared suddenly, making me wince.

      “Hey!”

      Church. He hated it when these little shits snuck by him. Band groupies used to sneak into the club all the time, so this wasn’t anything new, but Church took it personally each time. The bouncer thundered down the stairs and grabbed the girl roughly by the elbow.

      “Fuck you!” She yelled, yanking her arm out of his grip. “I have a ticket! I bought it fair and square!” She pulled something out of the pocket of her Army surplus military jacket and shoved it into Church’s face. “I have a right to be here.”

      She was tough, I admired that.

      “If it escaped your notice, madam,” Church said through clenched teeth, “the doors don’t open until nine, show starts at ten.”

      “And?” she challenged him bravely, and I took another drink, watching them with an amused smile on my face. Lacey was frozen behind the bar, and I hoped she was taking notes. This was the way you dealt with Church if you wanted to get anywhere at Spiral. He liked a challenge. Especially when a smart mouthed chick that didn’t know any better delivered it.

      “And I ain’t babysitting you ‘till then! You paid for one show, you don’t get two,” he bellowed, snatching the ticket out of her hand.

      “Hey!” she shouted, trying to jump for the piece of paper clutched in his beefy hand.

      “I’ll be holding on to this until the doors open. You line up, and you come back with a decent apology, and I’ll consider letting you in.” He grabbed her elbow again and turned her towards the exit, pointing up the stairs with a thick finger. “Now, beat it!”

      The girl straightened her shoulders and marched up the stairs, but not before turning around to give Church a double-barreled middle finger salute and a haughty glare as she stomped away.

      Church stood on the stairs, his shoulders heaving, and I swear I could see steam rising off his bald head. I couldn’t help it, I laughed... louder than I had intended and Church turned to glare at me before stuffing the girl’s ticket into his pocket and stomping up the stairs after her to make sure she’d gone.

      I took another drink of my beer turned back to watch the band. Mutually Assured Destruction had some interesting groupies, but this one... she seemed different. My headache had faded a bit, and that weird tugging I had felt on my spine had disappeared... something wasn’t right, but then again, it wasn’t entirely wrong either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4 ~ Maia

          

        

      

    

    
      It had been easier than I’d expected to get my ass out of Seattle. My social worker seemed more than happy to have me taken off her books, and even after the fire I was able to access my bank accounts and a small amount of cash that my mom had set aside for me before she died. It wasn’t much, but it was enough.

      Becca helped me throw together some clothes and essentials to fill the duffel bag I’d picked up from an army surplus store near Pike Place Market. I’d never needed much, and the fire had really brought that into sharp focus.

      “I can’t believe you’re going to New York, Maia,” Becca had been heartbroken. She wasn’t desperate for a roommate, but I knew that she was lonely, and we’d had some good times together at Jet, but it was definitely time for me to move on, at least for a little while.

      “You never know, Bex, I might be back,” I said, but I wasn’t sure how convincing I was. Becca smiled sadly and held out a notebook I’d stashed at her place after my latest foster care assignment. I took it gratefully. Six months ago, I’d taken one look at my prospective foster brother and decided that the last thing I wanted was that creep looking through my shit.

      My paranoia was justified, and I’d caught him sifting through my belongings on a regular basis, and while I could deal with the thought of him pawing through my drawers and stealing my spare change, I didn’t want him handling anything that actually meant anything to me.

      That notebook held everything that mattered. Photos of my mother and I together, me as a baby splashing in a plastic pool in a grassy backyard that I didn’t remember, the last house we’d lived in together... these were all things that I desperately wanted to remember, and things that I desperately wanted to keep private.

      Growing up in foster care I came to the realization very quickly that nothing about my life could ever truly be private. My social workers changed, but each one of them knew my file intimately... every altercation at school, every argument with a foster parent, every complaint against a guardian, every complaint against me... even my doctor visits and checkups. It was all there in black and white for everyone to see. Teachers, prospective caretakers, principals, supervisors... anyone who wanted to look. Anyone who wanted to judge. But I was more than that officially watermarked paper, those aloof analyses and fancy designations. I was neat looping handwriting with ink splattering on the pages… but they didn’t need to know that.

      I hugged Becca tightly, wrapping my arms around her slender shoulders and pulling her close. We’d only been friends for about a year, but she was the closest I’d ever come to having a best friend, and right now, she was my only friend. Becca pulled away and wiped her face with her sleeve. We were standing at the Northgate train station, and my ride was due any minute. I could feel the folded paper that held the scan code for my bus ticket in my pocket. It was sharp and creased, my ticket to the future. My ticket to something better than here.

      “I got you something,” Becca sniffed, handing me an envelope. I looked at her skeptically, I didn’t like crying. I didn’t cry in public, and if Becca thought she was going to make me change my mind  ̶

      The high-pitched squeal of the train slowing down to a stop behind me interrupted my thoughts and I hugged Becca quickly before diving into the train. I stayed in the doorway to wave, my feet straddling the duffel bag I’d dropped to the car floor.

      “Open it, you asshole!” Becca shouted.

      Right, manners. “I fumbled with the envelope, as the pre-recorded announcement chimed before getting frustrated and tearing it open.

      
        MUTUALY ASSURED DESTRUCTION

        ONE NIGHT ONLY

        SPIRAL

        BROOKLYN

      

      Becca had got me a ticket to the only show I ever wanted to see in my entire life. The last time I’d checked online, the show had been sold out, standing room only. I’d planned to skulk around the club and see if I could sneak in; because there was no way in hell I was missing this show. And now I wouldn’t have to.

      I stared at her wide eyed as the train door slid shut before shrieking with joy and jumping around like a crazy person. The train pulled away, and Becca’s broad smile was everything. Maybe she was my best friend after all.
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      I’d never ridden a bus for so many hours in my life… but life was about experience, right? Three days, seven hours, and hundreds of miles of the most boring useless countryside ever. Those flyover states… I never thought I’d ever see a man carrying an assault rifle like a handbag while ordering a grande non-fat, no foam hazelnut latte, but that’s Wyoming for you, I guess. Yikes.

      But New York? New York was everything I’d ever wanted it to be. It was everything and nothing like the sitcoms and movies I’d obsessed over. Identical and unrecognizable at the same time.

      It was pure fucking magic.

      The streets were wet with spring rain, and the trees in Central Park were just starting to burst with new life. I loved everything about spring. It didn’t matter where I was; there was just something about this time of year that energized me. I wondered if everyone felt this way in their birth month, as if they were one of those magnolia buds ready to burst.

      Or maybe it was just me.

      I’d made very few plans beyond buying my bus ticket, but Becca had forced me to book two nights at a nicer hotel than I would have paid for on my own. When she saw the look on my face when I read the price per night, she insisted that I let her handle it and let her put the booking on one of her many credit cards to make sure that I went. 9th Street station wasn’t far away, and the three star room was fancier than anything I’d ever stayed in before… I can’t be the only one who’s terrified of ruining white bedding just by looking at it.

      I made a mental note to send Becca a postcard when I figured out what I was going to do with myself.

      The money I’d brought with me, and Becca’s gift of the hotel room would be enough to get me started. It wouldn’t be too hard to find a job, I was eager to work, and most places didn’t care where you were crashing as long as you had a social insurance number. The precious concert ticket sat on the desk. I was almost as afraid to touch it as I was the bed. I’d spent the three days on the bus checking and re-checking that it was tucked safely in my notebook with my photos.

      Against the request of my harried social worker, I’d turfed my cell phone as soon as I’d hit the bus station. The last thing I wanted was a nanny service checking up on me. If I was truly on my own, I wanted to be on my own. New life, new rules, new everything.

      I needed a phone, a Gatorade and maybe a cigarette… anything to pass the time before I had to be at Spiral. The best night of my life was only a few hours away.
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      The club was empty and I crept down the stairs, staying close to the railing. A short girl with dark purple hair and a bright blue shirt that proclaimed she was ‘Too Spoopy 4 U’ was behind the bar. I’d seen that shirt at Hot Topic a few weeks ago, and had barely talked Becca out of buying it. I thought New Yorkers were supposed to have taste. There were a few leather-clad guys milling around the stage, moving music equipment and speakers. Roadies, obviously. Tonight was a big deal.

      One night only. Mutually Assured Destruction.

      The biggest punk band in the underground scene. They never toured, never played any other clubs… nothing. And there they were, right in front of me.

      I was so close. Eli Maddern was stalking across the stage looking the same way he had in the promo photos of M.A.D’s last album release. How did they do it? How did they stay so young and beautiful? The bass player abused his instrument just the way it sounded on the album… would they really be as good live as I hoped? I had ruined most of my love for my favorite bands by seeing them perform live… but even in a practice set, they sounded perfect. I had been frozen in place, caught up in the pounding of the music in the speakers.

      “Hey!”

      Oh fuck, that’s right, I wasn’t invisible.

      A heavy hand gripped my arm just above my elbow. The chill of the bouncer’s hand radiated through my jacket and I flinched away.

      “Let go! I have a ticket; I have a right to be here!”

      I mean, I knew perfectly well that I didn’t have a right to be there right now, but the words were already out of my mouth. I pulled my ticket out of my pocket and shoved it in the meathead’s face. He was a good six inches taller than me, with a shaved head and dark sunglasses. He smiled thinly and plucked the ticket out of my fingers.

      “If it escaped your notice, madam,” the bouncer said through clenched teeth, “the doors don’t open until nine, show starts at ten.”

      “And?” There was no backing down now, plus, I didn’t like being grabbed by strangers. A woman with unnaturally vibrant red hair watched me from a booth upholstered in black velvet, she had a bottle of beer in her hand and a small smile on her face. I gritted my teeth and focused back on the bouncer.

      “And I ain’t babysitting you ‘till then! You paid for one show, you don’t get two,” he bellowed, waving my ticket in the air above me.

      “Hey!” I shouted, jumping to try to steal back the ticket, but he was too tall and I was nowhere close to reaching it.

      “Ah-ah-ah, little miss! I’ll be holding on to this until the doors open. You line up with everyone else who paid for their tickets, and you practice a real nice apology, and then I might consider letting you in.” He grabbed my elbow again and spun me around, pointing up the stairs with a fat finger. Our interview was over. “Now, beat it!”

      I stomped angrily up the stairs, pausing for just a moment to turn and flip the fat shit off. Fuck you and a side of flies, asshole.  Behind me, Eli had started into a song, one I hadn’t heard before, and a chill ran up my spine. The major magazines had been given an exclusive sneak peek at the new album, and it was supposed to blow their debut record out of the water... there was no way I was missing this. I was getting in, even if I had to beg that goon on my hands and knees.

      I checked my watch, another parting gift from Becca, I had a few hours before the doors were supposed to open, but there wasn’t any way I was going to let some other skid take my place in line.

      I ran to the bodega on the corner and grabbed a soggy burrito and a soda before taking up a post beside the ropes that marked out where the line would begin. I’d come a long way for this night, and nothing was going to ruin it for me.

      Time ticked by, and I chewed on my burrito and tried to focus on the sounds coming from the club below me. I was convinced that I could feel the bass and drums vibrating up through the concrete of the sidewalk.

      People started to line up behind me, and the bouncer who had taken my ticket took up his post in front of the stairs that led down to the club. The neon red light above the door snapped to life, flickering and humming in the gathering dark, shining on the bouncer’s head and gleaming in his sunglasses. Sunglasses at night. How cliché.

      “Hey,” I called to him, leaning on the rope that held the line back. “Heeeeeeyyyy!” The bouncer sighed and turned his head towards me, his arms crossed over his barrel chest.

      “What do you want, you little punk?” He sounded bored, but I bristled just a little. He was pretending he didn’t know who I was.

      “You know exactly what I want, you meathead, my ticket!” I was seething now, angrier than I’d been in a long time.

      “Hm. No idea what you’re talking about. No ticket, no entry.” He turned his head to look at me again. “How old are you anyway? Are you even legal?”

      “Old enough,” I spat. “You have my ticket and you’d better hand it over or...”

      “Or what,” he said, just a hint of malice in his voice.

      The line behind me jostled, shoving me forward against the rope just a little. I turned around angrily, but no one made eye contact. They all wanted to get in just as badly as I did. Kids my age, younger ones trying to look older... and older punks ones trying to look younger. There were even a few middle aged men and women swathed in Victorian black velvet, ‘Elder Goths,’ they called themselves... there were a few that circled the club scene in Seattle, I thought they were insufferable. Pretending to be vampires and quoting Poe on every occasion... ugh.

      I turned back to the bouncer, who was still staring at me from behind his dark glasses. I could feel his eyes burning into my neck. “Or... or...” I stammered, not knowing what I’d do, what the fuck could I do? “I’ll leave a shitty Yelp review! I’ll hit social media and you’ll lose your job!”

      The bouncer smiled and reached up to re-adjust his sunglasses. His teeth glinted in the red light... teeth that looked sharper than they should have... what the shit? On second thought, threatening this guy might not have been the smartest move.

      He stood in front of me, but looked past me to a pair of surly looking punks who stood behind me. “Tickets,” he demanded, holding out his hand.

      The guys looked at me warily and then pulled out their tickets and pushed past me to get through the rope and rush down the stairs and into the club. I gritted my teeth and glared up at the bouncer.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I shouted at him as he took another set of tickets and let another group pass by.

      “Where’s my apology, girl?” He said, taking more tickets and letting more people through the rope.

      “Apology!?!” I shouted incredulously. I staggered just a little as I heard him chuckle. That was it; I was going to have a rage stroke. My vision was getting foggy; maybe that burrito had been a bad idea. Before I could open my mouth to shout at the fat-headed asshole, a gentle hand fell on my shoulder.

      “Hey, Church, aren’t you being a little hard on her? She’s traveled a long way to be here tonight.”

      I turned to see who had stepped in, and recognized the woman with dark red hair who’d been watching me in the club. Her touch felt protective, almost comforting, and I didn’t immediately flinch away. The fog in my mind began to clear and I shook my head as what she had said registered.

      “Your name is Church?” I coughed with laughter, enjoying the expression that crossed the bouncer’s face.

      “She’s an imposter. She snuck into the club, and could have done some serious damage in there. Maybe I’ll let her in if she begs my forgiveness and brings me a note from her mother that she’s allowed to be out this late at night.” Church grinned at my would-be rescuer, and my eyes widened as I saw his teeth again. They had definitely been sharpened; there was no other way to explain it. Body mods were intense in New York...

      I shrugged off the woman’s hand and crossed my arms over my chest. “My mother is dead, you asshole, you’ll be waiting a long time for that permission slip.”

      Church opened his mouth to say something else, but the redhead stepped in again. “Look, I never do this, but I’m going to invoke my privilege here,” she said, staring at the bouncer with calm defiance. “She’s with me tonight. I’ll take responsibility for her and make sure she doesn’t do anything stupid.”

      The bouncer paused, clearly faced with a harder decision than he’d planned on making.

      “You’re taking too long, Churchill, if you have a problem, you can take it up with Bishop. She’s coming in whether you like it or not,” the woman said, reaching down to unhook the rope and grab my arm to pull me through. She wound her arm around my waist and steered me towards the stairs, a wide, sweet smile on her face.

      I was too surprised by the contact to react, so I just smiled goofily at the bouncer, thrilled that my benefactor seemed to have some influence at the club. She might also be hitting on me, but I’d deal with that later.

      Right now, all that mattered was that I was getting into the club, and everything was about to change.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5 ~ Ophelia

          

        

      

    

    
      “Don’t worry, Church will get over it… it just might take him a little while,” I pulled the girl to the stairs, and while I could feel her hesitation, there was something else there too.

      “Thanks,” she said haltingly, and I smiled, waving away her awkward appreciation.

      “Don’t mention it. I know you’re not old enough to drink, so let’s get you a soda.” The girl looked bewildered, but I ignored it. She was definitely underage, and while Spiral wasn’t exactly held to the same standards as other clubs in the state, I wasn’t going to do anything to tip her off that things were different down here.

      Lacey drummed her fingers on the bar, gnawing her lip nervously as we approached. I knew she was anxious about tonight, but I knew she’d be fine.

      “Hook me up with two soda’s Lacey? The glass bottles from Mexico if you can…” I looked at the girl next to me, “I think Mexican Coke just tastes better, I’m pretty sure they still put some of those old fashioned illegal ingredients in it.” She didn’t say anything, just stared at me wide-eyed.

      Lacey muttered something and turned to pull two bottles of the imported soda that Bishop ordered from his contacts south of the border in El Ray. For all I knew it could be original, it wouldn’t surprise me.

      “How… why did you tell the bouncer I’d come a long way?” the girl asked, her eyes narrowed warily. Shit. That had slipped out, hadn’t it?

      I leaned against the bar and shrugged, “Just a guess. You don’t look like the typical kind of New York punk that comes to these shows…” I reached out and tugged at her army jacket. She slapped my fingers away and I laughed. She was going to be a tough one.

      I couldn’t explain it, but there was something different about this girl. She wasn’t as tall as I was, but she still towered over Lacey who set the bottles of soda down with a thunk. The girl reached out and grabbed a bottle as soon as Lacey snapped off the cap, chugging it down quickly as her pale eyes burned into mine. A line was beginning to form behind us and the club was starting to fill up, but I wasn’t quite ready to move.

      The girl slammed down her empty bottle and smothered a belch on her arm. “Thanks,” she gasped and pushed past me towards the stage. I reached out and grabbed her arm briefly.

      “Come find me after the show, I can take you backstage,” I shouted over the growing chants of the crowd. The girl looked at me carefully, and then nodded, pulling her arm out of my grip before pushing through the crowd.

      “Fee… what the fuck was that? Who the fuck was that?” Lacey shouted at me, her eyebrows disappearing under her bright purple bangs. I shook my head and took my bottle of soda.

      “I don’t know, Lace… but I’m going to find out.” Lacey opened her mouth to say something else, but the line behind me was getting impatient. I winked and raised the bottle at her and headed back to my booth. If it was important, she could tell me later. Her furious exhalation was the only reply I could hear over the rising noise in the club.

      The club filled up steadily, and I felt a little bit of pride in Eli and the rest of the guys in the band. Eli had pushed back against Bishop’s pressure to put out another album for way longer than was necessary. He’d been holding a grudge for a long time, and this new album wasn’t just about giving in to Bishop’s constant begging, it was also about Eli finally accepting what he was and hopefully shedding some of the anger he’d carried with him for so many years. He hadn’t said anything to me, but I wondered how he felt about Grady’s contract.

      The crowd in front of the stage pulsed and bounced, and I saw the Laudan at work keeping everything under control. They were bouncers with sunglasses covering their moonshined eyes; they were groupies with shaved heads and tattoos weaving through the unsuspecting fans, drug dealers standing in obvious yet somehow surreptitious positions… If the humans only knew what they were surrounded with. Well, it might be worse for me than it would be for the Laudan, but I didn’t want to think about that.

      It must be so easy to go through life not knowing that these things existed: immortal beings who were allergic to sunlight, magic, curses, ancient gods and goddesses. Real Housewives was way easier to stomach… although not altogether different.

      The crowd roared and I leaned back against the velvet upholstery and took a sip of my soda as Eli took the stage. He was a dynamic performer, and anyone who paid attention could see where he took his influences. Sure, those influences were dated and probably (definitely) dead by now, but it didn’t matter. The way he moved was unlike anything these freaks and fans had ever seen, and they screamed and shouted for him as he growled and shouted his lyrics into the mic.

      Thankfully he’d left me out of this new album, so I wasn’t going to be hearing anything that would make my eyes roll. At least that’s what he’d promised me. But as he launched into the first song I cringed as the lyrics hit me.

      
        Master of nothing I found your weakness

        Twisting your neck and smashing your life

        Blinded by me, you can't see the vein

        Just call my name, 'cause I'll hear you laugh

        Just call my name, 'cause I'll hear you laugh

        

        Judgment day and the a wild immortal arrives

        Staked out for waiting for daylight

        Moonlight burns

        Eventually, they all commit crimes and Hecate comes for you

      

      I choked on my mouthful of soda.

      Oh fuck.

      How did Bishop let all of that get through? He may as well have just stood on the stage and told a room full of strangers that he killed someone. All the Lauden in the room seemed to hold their breath at the same time as the crowd cheered and their feet thundered on the floor. I might have to have a talk with Eli about that ‘write what you know’ advice people kept giving writers. If all you ‘knew’ was teenage angst and the dreaded ‘friendzone’ be my guest. But Eli’s experiences were a little more… convoluted.

      I found Bishop in the crowd, he looked paler than usual, and I could see the moonshine gleam in his eyes as he watched the stage. I wondered if vampires could sweat.

      [image: ]

      As the set continued, it didn’t take long for me to start to feel antsy, for anyone who knew what had happened at the warehouse on Halloween night; Eli was laying out exactly what had gone down, right down to a chorus that repeated:

      
        The fire is coming for you, the flames in her black eyes,

        Coming.

      

      We were definitely going to be having words about all of this shit as soon as I was able to pull him away from Bishop. I had a feeling that his manager was going to give him more than a good old-fashioned scolding… he was spilling secrets, and that wasn’t a good thing. It didn’t matter if no one knew what the fuck he was singing about, it was only a matter of time before an interviewer asked the inevitable question of what the lyrics meant… and Eli was shit at lying.

      Lacey was doing brisk business behind the bar, but she looked a little harried and her eyes were wide behind her pink tinted glasses, so I took it upon myself to help out a little. If nothing else it would distract me from what Eli was singing about.

      
        Dead under the roses, I’d say sorry but they bloom so nice now.

      

      Oh, my Goddess. That one might have been a little too close to the mark. I saw Lacey flinch, she knew as well as I did that he was singing about Rachel. I laid a hand on Lacey’s arm, but she shook me off and reached into the cooler for another beer. She slammed it down and snapped the cap off with her thumb, unaffected by the shocked stare of the human in front of her.

      “It was already loose...” I said lamely, taking his money and pushing the bottle towards him.

      “Lacey... are you okay?” I hissed, leaning down so she could hear me. She looked up at me over the rim of her pink-tinted glasses and the moonshine in her dark eyes glinted at me. I wasn’t sure if I was going to be able to get used to that.

      “Yeah. I’m fine.” She looked over at the stage where Eli loomed over the crowd like a vulture, his long hair obscuring his face. “Did Eli play any of his songs for you, show you any of the lyrics?”

      I shook my head, “No, he’s been locked up in the studio with the guys while they finished up the album, this is the first time I’ve heard... this...”

      “I wish he would have said something, I mean... Rachel.”

      “I know. He’ll be getting in shit later, that’s for damn sure. From the look on Bishop’s face he’s going to get both barrels there too.”

      “Even Bishop didn’t know about these songs?” Lacey was incredulous. Even in the short time she’d been a part of the Laudan Coven, she’d learned just how exacting Bishop could be. I smiled just a little.

      “Looks like Eli got in a last bit of rebellion before the hammer dropped,” I said, following Lacey’s gaze towards the Laudan band manager. “Come on, let’s get through the rest of the night, we’ll talk about it later.”

      Lacey nodded, but still looked concerned. “Fee,” she said,  “that girl.”

      “What about her?” I leaned against the bar casually, Lacey had gotten observant since her transformation, and she was learning more about the secret world around her all the time.

      “She smells,” Lacey said matter-of-factly.

      “I’m sorry, what? She smells?” I laughed loudly, “What kind of observation is that supposed to be?”

      “You mean,” Lacey looked at me strangely, “Are you telling me you don’t know you smell?”

      Okay, this was getting personal.

      Lacey blinked apologetically, “Don’t look at me like that, it’s not like a bad smell... you just... smell. And so does she.”

      “Okay great, remind me to stop shopping at Lush. Are you just making an observation or does it mean something?”

      “I... I’m not sure. But I’ll get back to you on that. But she also smells like rain... I don’t think she’s from New York.”

      I rolled my eyes, “You’re so helpful, Lacey, thank you,” I said sarcastically as the crowd began to chant.

      
        M - A - D!

        M - A - D!

      

      “Sounds like we’re almost done here, Lacey. Eli doesn’t do encores.” I reached into the fridge and pulled out four bottles of beer and set them down on the bar to wait for the last rush of disappointed fans.

      Lacey followed my lead and together we slung beer until the crowd began to thin. It was late, and Eli and the band hadn’t come out into the club yet, but I knew they would soon.

      The girl from out of town was loitering by a concrete column. I poked Lacey in the shoulder, “I’m going to take her to meet Eli, I’ll be right back,” I said, jumping over the bar without waiting for her to say anything.

      

      The girl was sweaty, and elated, I could feel the excitement radiating off her, and that strange magnetic pull in my spine again. She was something different, that was for sure, but I couldn’t put my finger on just what it was.

      She looked over as I approached, and I smiled.

      “Hey, did you enjoy the show?” I asked, knowing full well that she had never experienced anything like it. It was radiating out of her pores.

      The girl straightened, squaring her shoulders and pushing her hair out of her face, “It was pretty cool, I guess. I’ve seen better.”

      Oh, you liar.

      “Gotcha. So, if I said that I could get you backstage to meet the band you wouldn’t be interested—“

      The girl’s mouth fell open, “Are you serious? Eli Maddern? Mutually Assured Destruction? I can meet them?” she was almost screaming, and I struggled to keep from bursting out laughing at the change in her demeanor.

      “Yeah, I’ve got a hookup... come on, Seattle, let’s go,” I said.

      “Maia...” the girl replied quietly. “My name is Maia.”

      “Maia,” I said with a smile and gestured for her to follow me, “Come on.”

      Getting Maia backstage was the easy part, getting Eli to sign a poster was easy, but getting Grady to shut up was a little harder, and Maia was all too eager to ask questions that could have kept him talking for hours. Thankfully, Bishop intervened with members of the press who’d been waiting to interview Eli and the band. I only hoped they weren’t going to ask any of those dreaded questions about the meaning behind their lyrics. I couldn’t think of anything more ridiculous or unbelievable, which was probably a good thing. The less plausible it all sounded, the less likely they would be to believe that it was real.

      Lacey was cleaning up the bar as we walked through the club, she wouldn’t be home for hours. I had to work in the morning, but I wanted to know more about Maia. Lacey’s comment about her smell was floating around in my brain... the fact that we smelled alike couldn’t be blamed on bath products. It had to be something else. It would also explain that weird magnetic pull that was starting to make my spine ache.

      We walked up the stairs together, Maia clutching her signed poster tightly. I knew that she would treasure that piece of memorabilia and I wouldn’t have to keep an eye on eBay waiting for it to resurface.

      At the top of the stairs, Church was waiting at the rope to let us out. He glowered down at us, and I gave him my sweetest smile. “Thank you, Churchill, I’ll be seeing you soon!”

      He grimaced in my direction, and I heard Maia draw in a sharp breath as she saw his teeth flash in the red neon light. I grabbed Maia’s arm and pulled her away, “Come on,” I hissed in her ear. We ran down the rain-slick sidewalk together, laughing, and as we rounded the corner. The subway station was just ahead, and Maia turned to take the platform opposite mine.

      “Maia! Come visit me tomorrow. I work at Haven near Prospect Park. It’s easy to find.”

      Maia didn’t pause, she just ran down the stairs toward the platform.

      Shit.

      I really needed to work on my social skills. I ran down the opposite set of stairs that would take me back to Prospect Park. Maia stood on the platform across from me, clutching the poster tightly in her hands. The train rumbled as it approached and I stared at her, reaching out with my magic, I needed to know.

      Maia flinched, grabbing for her arm. The witchmark on the back of my leg tingled, and then itched.

      No fucking way.

      “Meet me tomorrow! I’ll explain everything,” I shouted. The train rushed into the station and I lost sight of Maia. I thought I saw her briefly in the window, her hand pressed against the glass, and then the train was gone and I was alone on the platform.

      No fucking way.
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      Seeing Mutually Assured Destruction on stage was everything I’d ever wanted from a concert. They hadn’t played a new album or recorded more than a handful of new songs in almost forty years, but they still sounded amazing. Better than amazing. Their sound had changed somewhat, and now included shades of metal. It was full of angry dark cords, with screaming twisted lyrics delivered at 90 miles a second straight into your brain and I loved every second of it.

      I never thought I would ever be able to see Eli Maddern up close, performing live. I had been obsessed with online conspiracy theories about his supposed death. A Polish website I'd found made a really great case for a theory that the record company had covered up the frontman's death back in the '80s and found a lookalike to put in his place. But I knew it was all bullshit. He was there, he was real, and he was perfect. He sounded perfect… better than perfect. Better than the studio albums, singles and bootleg releases I listened to all the time.

      As far as I could tell, nothing about the band had changed except for their drummer… I understood that these kinds of things happened all the time, hell, most bands that toured nowadays were cobbled together from session musicians supporting an aging lead singer… but that wasn’t what was going on here. It might have been the lighting, or the atmosphere of the club, but none of them looked as though they had aged a day since their first promo photos.

      At one point, Eli Maddern leaned out over the crowd, a bird of prey and I reached up toward him… he touched my hand. He fucking touched my hand. His eyes held mine for the briefest of moments, but it seemed like a lifetime. His fingers were cold, and they burned against my palm.

      

      It had all passed in a flash, and before I knew it, Mutually Assured Destruction was winding down their set with an acoustic version of the single they’d pre-released the week before the gig.

      
        Staked out for waiting for daylight

        Moonlight burns

        Eventually, they all commit crimes and

        Hecate comes for you

      

      Eli Maddern’s voice was haunting, low and growling, and the crowd swayed, caught in his spell.

      And then it was over.

      The stage was empty, and the lights flashed while M.A.D.’s first album thundered over the sound system and the roadies packed away their gear. I leaned against a concrete post; trying to make sense of everything I’d seen and felt that night.

      The only problem was, no matter how amazing the concert had been, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being watched. I found myself checking over my shoulder, but no one was looking at me… at least I didn’t think they were. There were a few guys floating through the crowd who were probably security, two punks in sunglasses who were probably the club’s dealers… I knew the type, and I knew enough to steer clear. But something wasn’t right.

      The woman with the red hair who’d bought me the soda had asked me to wait for her after the concert… if this had been Seattle I probably would have told her to go fuck herself. But that was Seattle, and I knew everyone there was to know in the underground scene. But this was New York, and I had to go with my gut… and right now my gut was really undecided. Part of me wanted to run out of there with the poster I’d stolen out of the bathroom and get back to my hotel as fast as possible.

      I tightened my hand around the rolled up poster and gritted my teeth. Fine. I’ll wait.

      I felt her coming before I saw her, it was weird. It was like the tingle I’d felt when I’d pressed my fingers against the glass of the plasma ball at the Pacific Science Center.

      “Hey,” she said, and her voce was dark and inviting. I smiled, a little warily, but that trepidation faded as she asked me about the concert, and asked if I wanted to go backstage to meet the band.

      “Fuck yes,” I’d blurted before I could stop myself. Her smile was encouraging, and I let her take my hand and lead me backstage to meet the band.

      

      Eli and the rest of the band were lounging in a large room that seemed entirely out of place in a club like Spiral. It was filled with antique couches with rich upholstery and pieces of wooden furniture made of heavy dark wood. Beer bottles, empty bottles of wine, crushed beer cans, and crystal decanters filled with thick red liquid sat on every surface and I smothered some nervous laughter. It all seemed so contrived. The room looked like the kind of place a set decorator who had never met a musician assumed a backstage would look like.

      I looked at the dark liquid in the decanters. Or maybe Ann Rice.

      Members of the band were draped over the couches or leaning against the dark wood, talking to groupies. I recognized them all. Shade the bassist, was in deep conversation with a girl who couldn’t have been older than me. She had green hair, surgically pointed ears and too much eyeliner, typical. I didn’t look like these girls, these textbook groupies.

      Grady, the newest member of the band was slamming beer and trying to pretend that he cared what the guy next to him was talking about. M.A.D.’s lead guitarist, Meridian was telling an animated story at a higher volume than was necessary, gesturing wildly, the wine in his glass slopping over the edge to drip down over his hand.

      I was transfixed, staring at the dark red droplet as it hung on his pale skin. The woman tugged on my hand and I turned away the trance broken as she pulled me towards the corner of the room where Eli stood with a tall, slender man in an immaculate suit. He had gold rings in his ears, and his hair was elegantly coiffed. A manager or maybe the club owner.

      “You have to watch your step, Maddern. You’re taking liberties here…” the man in the suit was angry, and I felt awkward as though we were stepping into a meeting we hadn’t been invited to.

      Eli looked unfazed. Bored. He leaned against the wall and took a long drink of the dark liquid in his glass.

      “You’re just being paranoid, Bishop…” he sighed, his tone as ambivalent as his expression.

      Bishop, whoever he was, bristled and lifted a finger to stab it into Eli’s chest, “Look here you punk—“

      “Hey, Bishop, hate to interrupt,” the woman beside me said, laying a soothing hand on the manager’s arm and separating the two men. “I have a fan here; she wants to meet the band. You’ll sign her poster won’t you, Eli?”

      Bishop made a disgusted noise and turned away, whatever that was, it definitely wasn’t over, but I didn’t give a shit, Eli Maddern was looking at me, and smiling at me, and Shade was coming over, pulling Grady with him. Oh my god.

      The woman with red hair smiled and poked me in the ribs.

      “Right. Shit. Sorry.” My hands were shaking as I unrolled the poster.

      “What’s your name, kitten,” drawled Shade as he placed his fingers under my chin to look at me closely. His eyes glittered in the light, dark grey with a silvered shine— wait, what the fuck was that?

      I pulled away, goosebumps running up my spine. “Maia. It’s Maia, m-a-i-a.” He nodded, smiling quickly as he scrawled his signature over the poster. Grady drew an atom bomb and a beer can before adding his initials. Shade was pulling Meridian away from his conversation. He lurched over, his eyes dark and shadowy. The light glinted off his teeth. Sharp teeth like the bouncer.

      What the fuck was going on?

      I felt light-headed, suffocated. The room swam in front of my eyes, and I stumbled just a little. The woman with red hair caught me as I lurched against her, and I was suddenly grateful that she was there. The room seemed too hot, and everything was too close. Pale faces loomed around me, conversation swirled deafeningly, and the smell of incense was heavy in my nostrils. The pillar candles that burned in the faux fireplace flared suddenly and I gasped.

      “Hey, let’s get you out of here,” the woman whispered in my ear. “The groupies are getting antsy…”

      I nodded, feeling sick. She led back through the backstage room; eyes followed me, silver-shined eyes. At least, I thought that was what I saw, but I couldn’t be sure. All I knew was that I had to get out of there. We pushed through the room, groupies stepped in our way, and we bumped against creaking leather jackets and metal studs. Were they trying to slow us down?

      Finally, the woman pulled me back into the club, the air was cooler and the crowds had thinned out, the girl behind the bar pushed her purple hair behind her ear and stared at us through her pink glasses. The woman next to me waved, “I’ll see you later, Lacey.”

      “Whatever,” the girl muttered, turning back to her cleanup.

      All I wanted was to get outside and into the cool night air. I needed to breathe. I could still smell incense, and my mind was racing. The woman handed me the poster and I thanked her dumbly before rolling it up again.

      The stairs leading up to street level were bathed in red light and I grabbed the handrail to steady myself. Take it slow. As soon as you get upstairs, you can run.

      “Are you okay?” the woman asked, “it’s really hard to get backstage, and the guys aren’t used to unfamiliar faces.”

      I didn’t reply, I was afraid that if I opened my mouth I’d either puke or laugh like a crazy person.

      By the time we’d reached the top of the stairs, I was almost shaking. It was all too much. The bouncer waited for us, his hand on the rope. Church. What a stupid name.

      He glowered down at us, and I tried not to stare at him.

      “Thank you, Churchill, I’ll be seeing you soon!” the woman at my side said brightly. I looked at her in surprise, catching her broad smile.

      The bouncer grimaced and I drew in a sharp breath as I saw his teeth flash in the red neon light. There was no mistaking it this time.

      The woman grabbed my arm and pulled me away. We ran down the rain-slick sidewalk together, and I finally let out the crazy laughter that had been sitting tightly in my chest. The subway station was just ahead, and I turned to take the platform that would take me back to 9th Street, and away from all of this madness. I needed to think, and write about everything I’d seen in my notebook. I needed to call Becca.

      “Maia! Come visit me tomorrow. I work at Haven near Prospect Park. It’s easy to find,” the woman shouted after me.

      I didn’t wait, didn’t reply... I just kept running. Part of me wanted to stay, wanted to talk to her, to ask her what the fuck had been going on in that club. But how would I say it? What was I asking? What the fuck had I even seen? What if it was all the lighting and I was seeing things... that’s all I needed.

      The platform was bathed in a sickly yellow green light... institutional, Becca would have called it. Eerie as fuck, sez I.

      The woman with red hair stood on the platform across from me, she pulled her leather jacket tightly around her torso and stared at me. The train rumbled as it approached and I stared back defiantly, my priceless poster clutched in my fist.

      The woman shifted slightly, stepping back just a bit, and I saw an aura of pale purple smoke twist around her hands... or maybe I imagined it.

      “Ow!” My arm burned, just above my inner elbow, the sensation was surprising more than it was painful, but then it started to itch, and then the itch was the stabbing pain of a tattoo needle. Burning and scratching across my skin. “Fuck!” I shouted, grabbing for my arm. My eyes watered with the sudden intensity of the pain. I looked over at the woman on the other platform in surprise; her face was a mask of shock.

      “Meet me tomorrow! I’ll explain everything,” she shouted. The train rushed into the station and I lost sight of her. The doors opened and I ran into the train car, crowded even at this late hour... or was it early. The train lurched and sped away and the pain in my arm faded, I rubbed at it through my jacket and then wiped a tear from my cheek.

      Explain everything? What the fuck was that supposed to mean.
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      9th Street was only a few stops away, but I was so on edge that I almost missed it. The doors were about to close when I finally realized where I was and had to wedge my knee into the door to make my exit. Classy is my middle name, folks.

      The concert poster was still clutched tightly in my fist and I opened my hand carefully to examine the damage.

      “I can iron it...” I murmured, trying to pull the creases out with my fingernails. With a grunt of frustration I re-rolled the poster and jogged up the stairs to the exit. It was a relief to be on the street again. I’d lived my entire life in Washington State, but there was something about New York that was comforting. Like a home I’d never known, but had always been searching for. Funny that I’d find it here. Especially after the night I’d had.

      I shook my head, trying to get the thought flashes of sharp teeth and silver-shined eyes out of my mind. Nonsense. It had been the lighting, the energy of the night, the joint I’d smoked... but I hadn’t smoked anything. And I hadn’t drunk anything but the bottle of soda that woman had bought me.

      I thought hard as I walked, trying to remember each thing as it had happened. The girl with the purple hair, who couldn’t have been any older than me, had set down the bottle, popped the cap in front of me... she wouldn’t have had time to drug it, and if she had, she’d been using crap drugs, because I’d felt fine all night. It was just when I got backstage. Everything had just suddenly become too much.

      “Ridiculous,” I muttered aloud, fumbling in my jacket pocket for the hotel key card. I couldn’t help checking over my shoulder to make sure that the woman with red hair hadn’t followed me. I mean, I knew she hadn’t... at least, I was mostly sure.

      She’d asked me to meet her. She would explain everything. But what was everything, and did I really need things to be explained? Maybe I did.

      When I got up to my room I unrolled the slightly crunched poster and tried to flatten it out as best I could, brushing my fingers over the signatures briefly before weighting it down with the amenities binder. I’d iron it out in the morning. Or something.

      I threw my jacket on the floor and fell face first onto the bed. For the first time in a long time I didn’t care about setting an alarm, brushing my teeth or washing my face. All I wanted to do was sleep.

      

      I woke with a start. Sunlight streamed through the high windows of my hotel room and I groaned, smashing my face down into the pristine white duvet again. I knew that my makeup would be smeared across the snowy expanse of the coverlet, and I didn’t fucking care. I’d just flip it over before I left. No big deal.

      I rolled over onto my back and stared up at the ceiling. The fan turned lazily, and I wondered when I’d turned it on.

      “Come and see me...”

      The woman with red hair, hair like mine, standing on the platform with purple smoke swirling around her legs and blowing through her hair... she’d been in my dreams. Not saying anything. Just watching. Making that same spot on my arm burn.

      I lurched to the bathroom and turned on the shower. Maybe that would help me feel more human.

      I might be underage, but I’ve had my fair share of hangovers and hours spent begging whatever God was listening to make the room stop spinning. But this wasn’t a hangover. I didn’t know what I was feeling. Or how to make it stop.

      Everything I touched seemed to have a static charge to it, and even my hair looked a little fried, which was saying something.

      I stared into the mirror and stuck out my tongue, “Glaaaahhhhhhfuckkkk.” I definitely needed coffee, and not that shitty pre-packaged single-serving fauxspresso that came standard in every hotel room. I was a Seattleite... I needed a proper hit of java.

      Haven.

      That was the name of the café she’d shouted at me.

      Maybe I’d go there... maybe... I stared into the mirror, trying to see what was wrong with me before I shook my head wildly, threw off my clothes and jumped into the shower.

      Fuck you, Thursday.
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      I opened the door to my apartment quietly, not that it mattered. I knew that Suki would be awake. She blinked sleepily at me from her spot in the center of my pillow and yawned. My arrival never surprised her, and after all these years, no matter how late I came home, she was always waiting for me.

      “Hey fluffbutt,” I said quietly, crawling onto the bed and pulling her into my arms. “You won’t believe it, Suki; I think I found another Daughter. But I might have scared her off.”

      Maybe? Probably definitely.

      Suki purred and rubbed her head against my jaw. Relax, her purring told me.

      “Easy for you to say, you spend all day lounging around looking cute. Must be nice,” I muttered. I shifted my familiar over my shoulder and went to the kitchen. Now that it was spring, my counters were covered with new seedlings that were ready to plant. I’d be getting to that as soon as the full moon rolled around. It wasn’t especially necessary, but I always found that planting under the full moon gave the plants a bit of an extra boost. I’m sure it had everything to do with the magic I injected into the soil and very little to do with the time of night, but when anyone asked what my fire escape gardening secrets were, that was the easiest way to lie. Half-truths never hurt anyone. Especially not me.

      I set Suki down on the counter and she sniffed at the seedlings that had sprouted, rubbing her whiskers against the tallest ones.

      “No munching,” I scolded her gently, rubbing her ears before opening the fridge to check on the dandelion heads I had sitting in a large Tupperware. Lacey and I had picked them one night when she wasn’t working. It must have been a strange sight, two women laughing like idiots while picking weeds in the dark. I shook my head and smiled. I never expected that Lacey could have been someone that I looked forward to spending time with… a lot of time in this case.

      The flowers were starting to look a little wilted… I had to make a note to sit down and pluck them before it was too late. I had a closet full of bottles waiting for the next batch of wine to be laid down; I just had to do it.

      My phone buzzed in my jacket pocket. Speak of the undead.

      Something’s going down with Eli and Bishop, I’m getting the fuck out of here.

      Great. I had a feeling Eli would be catching shit for those lyrics. Or maybe it was something more. If M.A.D.’s history was anything to go by, the release of a new album meant a renewal of contracts… permanent contracts. Grady was due. He’d been with the band for almost a year, almost exactly a year come to think of it. He was a good guy, maybe a little uncomplicated. Drummers were all alike, weren’t they? If he hadn’t started asking questions already, he might never ask.

      Eli had been absent in more ways than one since they’d started recording the album, and I knew that the pressure of the release plus the added tension of Grady’s contract were looming over him. I just hoped that he wasn’t doing anything stupid. That was the last thing I needed.

      Up until a few months ago, my life was going great. I was perfectly happy living a totally unremarkable life, working a totally unremarkable job and waiting out my lives with little or no responsibility except to myself, and my fluffy minion.

      Suki meowed at me from the counter and I scooped her up in my arms again.

      “We were just fine when it was just the two of us, weren’t we?” Suki meowed in response and jumped to the floor. “Well, agree to disagree then, fussbutt.”

      If Lacey was on her way home, that meant I only had a short amount of time to get my shit together for tomorrow. I had another opening shift, which was fine with me, but the late nights had started to take their toll, and I knew I was looking a little worse for wear. David wanted to meet with me tomorrow morning, which could only mean one of two things. He was going to offer me that ugly manager’s nametag again, or he was going to ask questions I didn’t want to answer. Both options were unappealing and not something I wanted to deal with after floating through the door after only a few hours sleep.

      By the time Lacey came home, I was tucked into bed with my spell book in my lap. Since October, I’d had a surge of memories and had been writing like a maniac. Things I hadn’t been able to remember clearly, or spells I had only watched my mother or aunt performing in our kitchen had come flooding back to me, and I was seeing them more and more often in my dreams.

      Speaking of dreams, those had changed too. Since banishing the goddess who had hunted us, I no longer dreamed of fire or the day I watched my family die. My dreams were calmer, and I wanted to stay asleep longer to spend more time with the ghostly images in my mind. Sitting at the kitchen table with my mother as she prepared meals, or brewed a special tea for a pregnant woman suffering from the cramps of a false labor. My aunt and I on the stairs that led to our garden, braiding endless ropes of lavender to drape around the house to dry… comforting memories, elongated and enhanced by my magic and my dreaming. Sometimes I wished that I could just sleep forever.

      Suki meowed and jumped down from the bed when the apartment door opened. “My spoopy muffin!” Lacey cried, bending down to pick up my cat. She nuzzled Suki’s face and kissed her loudly on the head. “Did you have a good day, Suki? You can tell me all about it when Ophelia goes to sleep, you can tell me all your secrets.”

      I chuckled and closed my book, “I’m not sure if you want to hear her secrets, Lacey… I’m sure most of them involve the best places to sit and clean her butt…” Suki looked mildly offended and began to purr loudly in Lacey’s arms.

      “Ohhh, I’m sure she’s got plenty to say,” cooed Lacey as she shed her boots and bag awkwardly to avoid putting Suki down.

      I sat up and little straighter and pulled up the blankets, “I can’t stay up forever, I have to be at Haven by five… but what’s up with you? What happened at the club?” I was tired, but I was also really curious. Eli hadn’t texted me all night, and hadn’t responded to my congratulatory message from earlier either. The show had been legitimately great, but I knew that he would be feeling conflicted.

      Lacey sat down heavily on the edge of the bed and fell backwards with a groan. Suki bounced off her chest and curled up in her usual spot on my pillow.

      “I didn’t see much, but I heard Bishop and Eli arguing. Grady was drunk and wanted to go home, but they weren’t letting him leave… and Eli was really upset about it. When I left, they were still shouting.” Lacey closed her eyes and rubbed at her face with her sleeve.

      “Was Grady still there when you left?”

      “No, he left right before I did… Church took him home. He was talking about his contract and being paid for the night, but he was really drunk, Fee… I don’t think he knew what was going on.”

      You dodged a bullet tonight, Grady. An immortal one.

      “Is Eli going to get fired from the band?” Lacey asked in a small voice. She turned over onto her stomach to look at me and I shook my head.

      “Nah. Eli and Bishop butt heads every decade or so… they’ll get over it.” I mean, they probably would. “And there’s no way Eli would be fired. It’s in his contract. No Eli, no M.A.D… it’s just the way it works.”

      Lacey rested her chin on her arm and sighed, “I don’t understand any of it, all I know is, something’s up.”

      “Something’s always up, Lacey… now, get off my bed, I’m tired.” I pulled at the covers and Lacey rolled obediently onto the floor where she sat cross-legged, staring around the apartment.

      “Are we going to do something witchy for the solstice?” Lacey asked eagerly. “That’s coming up, isn’t it? Can I make a wreath for the door? Or some garlands to hang around? What about May Day? Can we have a bonfire in the park? Just a little one?” She pressed her hands together innocently, her eyes wide, “Pleeeeeeease?”

      I groaned. If I’d been under the impression that Lacey’s spoopy tendencies would fade after ridding her of the goddess’ presence, I was sorely mistaken. She was just as bubby as ever, and even more obsessed with witchcraft and everything magic related than before. We’d taken the train to Jersey and made a bonfire on the beach for Winter Solstice, and I’d gotten her drunk on mulled wine for Yule, which had been a terrible mistake and Bishop had lectured me for the better part of an hour on what happened to Laudans when they drank alcohol instead of blood.

      “Maybe. We’ll see what’s going on when May rolls around.”

      “We’re not going to burn any animals like they did in that Wicker Man movie, right?” Lacey pouted with concern.

      “No! No, oh my goddess. When have you ever heard me talk about sacrificing any animals?”

      “Okay. I just wanted to check.”

      Lacey got up from the floor and went to the living room that was now her bedroom and opened the window that led to the fire escape. “You go to sleep,” she said. “I’m going to sit up and watch the moon set.”

      Lacey kissed her fingers and wiggled them at me as I rolled over. Sleep was usually easier said than done, but with Suki wrapped around my head, and the flickering candle burning on my bedside table; it wasn’t as far away as I’d thought it might be.
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      “Ophelia, I know I ask you this every six months,” David began. His hands were behind his back, and I knew he held a new apron and the manager’s nametag in them. “But I’m gonna ask you again.” He wiggled his eyebrows meaningfully and I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned against the counter.

      “David, I give you the same answer every six months, and I’m gonna do it again. The thought of wearing a nametag makes me sick, and I already do so much around here that a title won’t make any difference. I’ve told you for months that I want the least amount of responsibility…” I knew he’d stopped listening as soon as I started talking, but I had to finish anyway.

      “You’re our best employee…”

      “You mean the one who’s been here the longest? Yeah, I know.” That wasn’t hard, coffee shops staffed by students weren’t known for having as low employee turnover. We were lucky to keep anyone more than a few months. Especially when the students who majored in Christmas Dropout realized they weren’t cut out for student life. The last six months had been rough on Haven, but I didn’t need David unloading more problems on me than I was ready to give a shit about.

      “Come on, you’re almost a manager anyway, and Candace and I thought you might want a little more responsibility…” David’s words trailed off and I glared at him. I knew what he had been about to say.

      “If you’re going to go with the ‘at your age’ argument, you can shove it,” I snapped. So I was a little sensitive about the whole age thing, you would be too if you didn’t quite remember when your birthday was because you’d had so many.

      David held up his hands in defense, revealing that he did, indeed, have the apron and nametag at the ready. “Fine, fine, I’ll break the bad news to Candace, she’ll be heartbroken that you turned us down.”

      Oh sure, lay on the guilt. “I turn you down every time, David, she should be getting used to it by now,” I said with a smile. I really did like them, and I really did like working at Haven… but maybe it was time to move on.

      The past six months had been eye-opening for me, and I was starting to feel like I’d wasted a huge chunk of my lives.

      “Well, it’s just been really tough since Lacey’s been gone, y’know?” David said, and I heaved a sigh. Here we go again. He’d taken Lacey’s departure harder than I’d expected, but I wasn’t going to tell Lacey that. The last thing she needed was another reminder of the life that had been taken away from her.

      “Do you hear from her at all?” he asked hopefully.

      Hoo boy. Yes, David, she lives in my apartment and sleeps all day and works at a vampire bar downtown… anything else? Oh yeah, and she’s immortal now, and it’s all my fault.

      “Gosh, David… she went to visit her mom in Florida, and I haven’t really heard from her much. I guess she’s doing fine… do you want me to say something to her?” Maybe that would do it.

      “Florida? I thought she went to California to visit Rachel’s parents…”

      Oh, shit. I’d forgotten about that.

      “It’s been a while, I can’t remember, maybe she said California?” ughhhh dumb, dumb, dumb. It was just easier to keep my mouth shut and pretend I didn’t know anything. I was old enough to know better, but I just couldn’t seem to remember that fact.

      “Hmm. I can’t quite remember either,” David said. He didn’t seem convinced, but I didn’t really care. I hated answering questions like this. I’d done very well for myself not being involved in anyone else’s drama… this is what happened when you made friends. Drama.

      “Are you going to decorate for Easter?” David asked suddenly, and I stared at him.

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “Noooo… I’m just pretty sure there’s a box of stuff somewhere that Lacey used to decorate last year. She hid chocolate eggs and everything,” David said a little sadly.

      Oh, man. Did he really expect me to fill the effervescent hole left by Lacey’s absence? No way.

      I groaned and pulled the mop bucket out from under the sink. “I need to close up; you get out of here with your seasonal requests. I feel like I just cleaned up all the tears and vomit from Valentine’s Day…”

      David laughed, “We’ll cure you of that bad mood eventually.” He wiggled the nametag at me again. “Think about it, Ophelia… I’ll tell Candace you’re thinking about it…”

      “Whatever!” I shouted in reply as he retreated to the back of the store. “And I’m not hiding any goddamn chocolate eggs!”

      The metal door that led to the alleyway slammed shut and I pulled the mop bucket into the sink. Last year I’d found chocolate eggs for months after Easter had come and gone, Lacey’s holiday excitement was the bane of my existence. Although I couldn’t decide if her new interest in pagan holidays was better or worse than the secular ones that were shoved down our collective throats every year.

      

      I sent my closing partner home early, and the girl was more than happy to leave all the clean up to me. It wasn’t a big deal, and I preferred being alone when it came time to close the shop. David’s rule about working in pairs had been important when the Blood Outlaws were roaming the streets looking for ways to fuck with me, but now that they were gone, it was hardly necessary. I wasn’t going to tell David that, and it made the other girls feel a little safer when they were working late at night. No harm, no foul.

      I was in the middle of mopping the floor when I felt that magnetic tug on my spine again. I tried to shake it off, and then saw something out of the corner of my eye. A shadowy figure standing at the window, peering through the glass.

      I dropped the mop just as the witchmark on the back of my thigh started to itch. Holy shit, she came.

      It had started raining a few hours ago, and the young woman who stood with her face pressed up against the plate glass window was soaked straight through. I rushed to the door yanked it open.

      “Maia! Get in here, you looked like a drowned rat,” I said, beckoning for her to come in. The girl paused, as though she was regretting her decision to come here, but after a moment, she ran past me and into the café, sliding on the wet tiles.

      “Shit! Be careful!” I shouted, but it was too late and Maia skidded to the floor with a thud.

      She sat there for a moment; legs splayed, and then laughed, her cheeks flushing with embarrassment. “I was always good at making an entrance,” she said, picking herself up off the floor with a groan.

      “I’ll say. First you crash the door at Spiral and now this. You’ve definitely got a knack for it.”

      Maia smiled crookedly at me, and I pulled down some chairs from a nearby table.

      “Do you want something warm to drink? Hot chocolate or something?”

      “Drop like three shots of espresso in it and you’ve got a deal,” Maia replied, peeling off her soaking jacket and looking around the café. “Cute place... do you own it?”

      I laughed shortly as I walked around the bar to fill her coffee order. “No way... too much responsibility. I’m just a coffee wench.”

      Maia raised her eyebrows, “Really? Aren’t you too old to be... I mean... that’s not what I meant...” her cheeks reddened again and I laughed, which made her blush even harder.

      “It’s fine, I get it all the time. I just don’t really give a shit. David pays me enough to cover my rent and food for Suki and I, and that’s all I need. It’s not a big deal. I like coffee, and I like people watching, and I get both here.”

      “Suki? You’ve got a girlfriend... why did you ask me to meet you?” Maia looked at me carefully, reaching for her jacket.

      “Oh, goddess... No, no, Suki is my cat,” I replied in a rush. Great, she thought you asked her here for a date. It’s definitely time to work on those social skills. I shook my head ruefully. “I asked you to meet me because I wanted to get to know you... I know it sounds weird, and believe me, I’m totally surprised that you came at all.” That was definitely the truth. If anyone had asked me to meet them after a weird night in an underground club, I’d probably tell them to go fuck themselves up a tree.

      I finished off Maia’s loaded mocha with a little dash of magic, and grabbed a clean towel from under the counter.

      Maia took the coffee and the towel and sat down at the table. She stared into the cup, for a moment, watching the liquid swirl for a few heartbeats, and then she grabbed two packets of sugar and dumped them in, smiling wickedly as I flinched.

      “I like it sweet,” she said simply, dusting off her fingers. I folded my arms over my chest and stared at her.

      “So, why did you come? I was worried that we’d gotten off on the wrong foot,” I said. Maia shrugged.

      “I dunno,” she replied, her eyes focused on the empty packet of sugar that she had begun to fold into some sort of origami shape. “When you were standing on the platform across from me... before the train came. I felt something, something I couldn’t explain away,” she said, as her eyes flicked up to meet mine. “I think it had something to do with you, and I wanted to know the answer.”

      Fair enough. I watched her folding the paper over and over onto itself, creasing it with her thumbnail and folding it again.

      “Tell me about yourself, Maia... why are you in New York? Do your parents know you’re here?” She could be a runaway, I wanted to know as much as possible before I asked the questions that were burning in my mind.

      The girl shrugged, “I’m from Seattle, lived there my whole life. It was time to do something different,” she paused for a moment, as though weighing what she wanted to say next, “I was tired of nothing happening the way I wanted it to. I was tired of someone else being in control of my life.”

      “Does your family know where you are?” I hated asking that question.

      “My family is dead,” she replied flatly.

      Well, shit.

      “Mine too, it sucks, and I’m sorry...” I didn’t know what else to say.

      “It’s fine,” she said, taking a sip of her coffee. “My mother died when I was young... house fire. I didn’t know my father.”

      “A house fire? That’s horrible,” I said quietly.

      “I have bad luck with fire,” she said, pushing the origami boat she’d made out of the sugar packet around the table in front of her.

      “I’m kind of the same way... it kind of follows me, y’know?”

      Maia’s eyes met mine, her expression unreadable, “Yeah... I know how that goes. The last house I was living in burned down too.”

      I sat up a little straighter, “That’s a lot of houses burning down in a short amount of time.” It seemed like everyone had a story about someone they knew who had been in a house fire, but to have not one, but two happen in a short span of time... that was suspicious.

      “I know. I’m not a big fan,” she said, taking another drink of her coffee. “This is really great,” she pointed at the cup, “What did you put in here? Magic?”

      I blinked at her for a second, and then smiled, she obviously didn’t mean it literally... that would be ridiculous.

      “I said I was a coffee wench, not a coffee witch,” I replied. Liar. I was totally a coffee witch.

      Maia nodded and started folding the other empty sugar packet, “Anyway, coming to New York was just fate... I had some money saved up, and I aged out of foster care. I think my social worker was just happy to see me gone. She was nice enough, but she didn’t really have time for me.”

      “That’s a rough way to grow up, I’m sorry, Maia.”

      The girl shrugged, her focus on the packet, “It’s not a big deal. I’ve been working and making money for a few years now, I’m used to looking after myself. Coming here just seemed like a good idea at the time.” She looked up at me and smiled, “Thanks again for getting me backstage last night, I’ll remember that forever.”

      “It’s really no big deal, but you’re welcome,” I said. Mentioning that I was dating Eli might be a little much, and the last thing I wanted to deal with was a frantic M.A.D. fan.

      Maia leaned back in her chair and unfolded the towel, her hair was still wet, and as she began to rub the towel over it I noticed something on her arm, just above her elbow on the pale flesh of her bicep. I’d thought it was a tattoo at first, but it was too pale to be a tattoo. A crescent moon, just like the one on my thigh.

      Witchmark.

      “What did you say?” Maia asked, her confusion evident in her voice. I hadn’t said anything… at least, I didn’t think I had.

      “Nothing,” I said hastily.

      I felt my magic surge forward, pulsing in my veins, and I struggled to keep from crying out. That would explain the magnet tug on my spine when I was near her, and why she had flinched on the subway platform last night.

      My fingers itched and I gave in, reaching out with my magic to see if I could make her react the same way again. Maia wasn’t paying attention to me; she was preoccupied with messily drying her hair and talking a mile a minute about New York.

      “How long have you lived here? I feel like I’ve been in this city my whole life, y’know? Does that ever happen, can you like, go to a place and feel like you belong there... like you’ve always supposed to have been there? It’s weird but I feel really comfortable here, I don’t even mind the smell, do you know what that smell is— OW!”

      Maia dropped the towel, her hair a tangled half-dry mess hanging over her face. Her right hand slapped over her left arm, right over the witchmark. She looked at me accusingly. “What the fuck! Ow!”

      I stood up from the table quickly, knocking my chair backwards as I did so. It landed on the tiles with a crash that made Maia jump. “What the fuck is going on? I’m getting out of here!”

      Maia grabbed for her jacket, knocking her coffee across the table and over the floor. She ran for the door, throwing a heated glare over her shoulder at me as she pushed it open and sprinted out into the street.

      Shit. I hate running.
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      I didn’t know what the fuck was going on, but all I knew was that I had to get out of there. The woman with the red hair, shit, she was doing this to me. Somehow. It sounded stupid, but I knew it was true.

      I ran headlong down the street, not caring where I was headed, just that I was getting away from that coffee shop, and whatever that woman had put in my drink. I was fuzzy, lightheaded, and my left arm burned. A headache throbbed behind my eyes and I wasn’t sure if I was going to throw up or cry. Both options sucked.

      “Maia!”

      Shit. There was a crowd of people ahead, commuters heading home after a long day behind a desk. Perfect. I knew how to get lost in crowds.

      “Maia! Wait!”

      I looked over my shoulder and smiled at the frustration on the woman’s face, I’d be gone before she even had a chance to catch sight of me again.

      I plunged into the crowd, pushing and elbowing my way through. I’d done it countless of times in Seattle, gotten on trains I wasn’t supposed to be on, avoiding transit cops like it was my full time job. I was a pro.

      Witchmark.

      What the hell did that mean anyway? She said she hadn’t said anything, but I knew what I heard, and I’d definitely heard that. I just didn’t know what it meant.

      “Hey!” Someone’s hand clamped down on the back of my jacket, tugging at the collar sharply. I twisted away, trying to get deeper into the crowd. The heavy hand released me and I stumbled forward. I tripped over my own feet, and crashed against something solid. I looked up to see a craggy face with a chin full of dark stubble. A thick scar split one of the man’s eyebrows, and he glowered down at me.

      “Where do you think you’re going, bruja?” he growled, grabbing my face by the chin with a large meaty paw.

      “Let go of me!” I spat, trying desperately to get away, but he held me like a kitten, and I dangled in his grip, the toes of my boots scraping the concrete as he lifted me.

      “You’re coming with me,” he said, his voice low and threatening. I looked around frantically, wondering why no one was doing anything to help me.

      “Fuck you!” I hissed, kicking at him helplessly, my foot connecting with nothing but empty air.

      One minute I was dangling over the concrete with no means of escape, and the next I was slamming into a wall as people screamed and ran. My vision was blurry, and my head screamed in agony. My left arm felt like it was on fire.

      “Maia! What the fuck happened?”

      The woman with red hair had found me, I tried to recoil, but I couldn’t move. I was in too much pain, too confused.

      “He grabbed me... he was going to take me somewhere...” I choked out the words, hoping that she was here to help me, but not really caring one way or another. I just wanted it all to stop.

      “Can you walk?”

      I shook my head, groaning as she pulled me to my feet. “Too bad,” she grunted, propping her shoulder underneath mine and wrapping her arm around my waist to drag me away from the crowd that was rushing forward. I could hear sirens blaring in the distance, but it was New York, there were always sirens going off somewhere.

      My head pounded and my hands ached, my fingertips burning with a sensation I’d never felt before and my arm... I couldn’t even describe how much it hurt, but it took my breath away with every step I took.

      “Where are we going?” I managed to gasp, stumbling against my rescuer.

      “My place,” she replied. I tried to pull away, get my bearings and go in the opposite direction, but I couldn’t, I was too weak and the woman with red hair tugged me back towards the coffee shop.

      People shouted after us, but we didn’t stop, and I felt something warm drop over my head as we ran unsteadily into a park.

      “What... what was...” I managed to stammer.

      “A glamour,” she said sharply, looking over her shoulder to see if we were being followed. “Are you feeling any better? What did that man say to you?”

      “Man?”

      “The man who grabbed you, what did he say? I couldn’t hear him.”

      Oh, shit... him.

      “What do you mean?” I wasn’t thinking clearly, what did she want to know?

      “He called you something? What was it?”

      “I don’t know! I don’t know what you want from me!” I was stalling for time, if I could just get my legs to work properly, I’d be gone, out of there... adios... wait. “It was Spanish... something in Spanish.”

      “Bruja,” she said through gritted teeth.

      I tried to remember, seeing the man’s ugly face through the fog I was wading through. “Yes, yes, that was it. What does it mean? Why was he yelling at me, where was he trying to take me?”

      We were heading towards an apartment building. A small Vietnamese restaurant was downstairs and my stomach growled. I hadn’t eaten since this morning, maybe that’s why I felt so gross.

      We stopped at the door, the woman releasing me and holding her hand up to the deadbolt, her palm just touching the metal. A cloud of purple smoke erupted from her hand and threaded its way into the keyhole, I blinked in disbelief as the lock clicked loudly and the door swung open.

      “Did you just…”

      “Yes, I definitely just did, come on.” She pulled me inside and hustled me up the stairs. I thought I could see a faint purple shimmer on the banister as I ran my hand over it, a faint static charge tickling my palm as I stumbled after her.

      “Come on, it’s just a protection spell. That’s what keeps the Malleus out. They won’t find you here.”

      “Malleus?”

      What the fuck was going on? Had I passed out and woken up in a movie?

      “I’ll explain everything, I promise,” the woman said, as she pulled a set of keys out of her pocket. She paused, looking at a brightly colored wreath that was attached to the door and then sighed deeply, rolling her eyes.

      I could hear a cat meowing on the other side of the door.

      The woman jangled the keys loudly while using that same purple smoke to unlock the door.

      “Stop staring at me like that, I’m afraid your eyeballs are going to fall out of your head,” she said sharply.

      Shit. I must have looked like a total idiot. But how could you blame me? These last 24-hours had been nothing but certifiably insane. I didn’t apologize, but I blinked a few times to try and get rid of that dead fish stare that I was so accidentally good at.

      The apartment door swung open, revealing a small space that looked better suited to the interior of an apothecary shop than an apartment.

      The smell of drying herbs tickled my nose and I sneezed.

      “I hope you’re not allergic to cats, that would be really awkward,” she said dryly before nudging me into the apartment.

      A black cat sat politely on the floor in front of the door, staring up at me with bright yellow green eyes.

      “I… I don’t know if I’m allergic or not. I don’t have a lot of cat experience,” I stammered. It was true; I’d never even been around a cat. None of my foster families had pets… probably safer for the pets that way. No one had ever asked me if I’d wanted a pet either, not that I’d stuck around long enough to make it an option. The woman was moving around the kitchen, opening jars and taking items out of the cupboards.

      The cat just sat there, watching me with her golden green eyes.

      I looked around the apartment warily, trying to decide what to do. The door swung shut behind me, and I jumped as the locks clicked into place.

      “Don’t be nervous, I told you, you’re safe here.”

      “Well, I’m still nervous. You said you’d tell me what the fuck is going on,” I wasn’t ready to relax just yet. I wanted answers. And they’d better be good.

      “What do you know about your mother?”

      I balked at the question, unsure of how to answer. “What does my mother have to do with any of this?”

      “If you want answers, then you need to answer my questions first,” she said, her head in another cupboard.

      I let out a gusty sigh, “I don’t really know anything. Her name was Marion, we lived in Seattle… I was nine.” I paused, not knowing what else to say.

      “My mother was killed in a fire too. I was nine when it happened,” the woman said, coming back towards me and holding out a cup of steaming liquid. “Tea. Sit down, take off your jacket. I have a lot to tell you, and not a lot of time to do it.”

      I hesitated and then reached out to take the cup. The liquid was golden brown, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to drink what was in it… what if she drugged me?

      A chair slid back from the table in front of me, and the cat jumped up onto the table, settling herself in the middle.

      “I’m not going to drug you, it’s just tea. Chamomile I grew myself. Sit the fuck down.”

      “Allright, jeez.” I sat heavily in the chair and peeled off my still-wet jacket, draping it sloppily over the back of the chair.

      The woman across from me sat back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest, staring at me intently. She was quiet for long enough to make me squirm just a little.

      “Okay, this is going to sound like a lot… but you have to try to have an open mind. There’s no easy way to explain all of this without sounding insane, so you’ll just have to try, okay?”

      I shrugged, this had better be good.

      “My name is Ophelia Turner, I’m three hundred and thirty-ish years old.” She pointed at the cat, “This is Suki, I don’t know how old she is, but she’s my best friend… my familiar.” The cat looked smug and started purring as she continued. “I came to New York in 1669 at a really shitty time. I mean, it’s always been a shitty time to be a witch, but that was really the worst…”

      “Wait… you’re how old? And you’re a what?”

      “A Daughter of Hecate… The Malleus have been hunting us for generations in one form or another, they took my mother, my sister and my aunt. I thought I was the last one, but then I met you…”

      “Wait, these guys, the O’Malley…”

      “Malleus, witchfinders. They like to play with fire,” her voice was flat and I felt a chill creep up my spine.

      “So you’re trying to tell me that I’m a witch, and that the guy at the subway knew it, and he was going to, what? Burn me alive?” I laughed nervously. This was fucking ridiculous. No one could have been expected to believe this bullshit.

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. Your mother was a Daughter of Hecate; she was probably the same age as me when she died. We’re both orphans, Maia… and it’s even more tragic that you’ve had no one in your life to tell you how special you are,” the woman’s voice was soft, and I felt tears pricking at my eyelashes suddenly.

      No way. Fuck this.

      I wiped at my face quickly, I didn’t cry. Not in front of strangers. Not when I was alone. This was bullshit of the highest order and I was not having it.

      “You’re full of shit,” I managed to choke out the words. My head was pounding, and my arm was hurting again. This was going to get old really fast.

      The woman across from me took a deep breath and held out one of her hands, placing it palm up on the table. “It’s going to be easier if I just show you,” she said.

      “Show me? I’m not falling for that shit, you’re crazy!” I jumped up from the table, knocking over my chair and tripping over my own feet in an attempt to get away from whatever was going on.

      I hit the hardwood floor hard, and before I could scramble to my feet, the black cat that had been watching me so carefully had jumped off the table and landed squarely in the middle of my chest, pinning me to the floor. She was heavy, and I could feel my chest getting tight.

      “Get your fucking cat off me!” I cried, but I couldn’t move to push it away myself. The cat settled itself on my chest, its purr rumbling straight through me. I was having a panic attack, I couldn’t move, I couldn’t breathe, my head was screaming in pain and it felt like my left arm was on fire.

      The woman with red hair knelt beside me and placed one hand on the cat’s back and gripped my left bicep with the other.

      “This is going to suck,” she said.

      And then everything went white.

      [image: ]

      My face was in the mud, and I could hear someone screaming. There was fire all around me, and I flinched away before I realized that it didn’t hurt. Three columns of fire burned high and wild and I thought I could see shapes in the flames… dolls maybe? No… oh fuck, they were people. I recoiled in horror as the smell of burning flesh hit my nostrils and the heat of the blaze reached for me hungrily. Hands reached for me, stained with black, reeking of ash and fire, and then the ground fell away under my feet, my arms cartwheeling helplessly as I fell.

      I tried to scream, but my mouth was full of bitter tasting water.

      Salt. Salt water.

      I flailed wildly, reaching for the surface, until all at once I felt sand underneath my fingers and I was on my knees in the surf, gasping for air. A young girl with long red hair ran past me, the hem of her dress dragging in the water.

      Ophelia.

      An older woman helped her into a small boat. Her face was kind, and I felt something tug at my rib cage as the boat pulled away from shore.

      The girl looked at me, seeing me, and she pointed up the bank where a man with white hair and a young woman with long black hair and black eyes stood. Behind them, I could see the smoke from the fires they had set... I could smell the burning flesh on the air.

      Witchfinders. Witch killers.

      I heard the words in my mind, and tried to forget them, tried to shake them away, but they pounded in my ears.

      I tried to scream, tried to stand... but the world tilted again.

      

      A girl with purple hair was smiling at me, lifting a huge coffee cup in a salute and pointing at some Halloween decorations… tacky… oh, god, they were so bad.

      I was choking, and the air was thick with dark smoke. A body lay crumpled in a heap on the floor. The woman, the witch, Ophelia... she was being held aloft by the woman with long dark hair that I had seen on the beach. But her hair wasn’t hair at all, it was black mist, and her eyes were pools of oil that reflected the flames that were consuming the building we stood inside.

      There was an eruption of purple fire, bolts of power that came from Ophelia’s hands, enveloping the body that was lying still on the ground. The woman with mist for hair, the woman made of darkness itself seemed to shrink suddenly, before her dark aura expanded and then burst apart, swirling through the space like a black wind.

      I watched in gasping silence as Ophelia pulled the lifeless body she had blasted with her magic into the grimy water at the back of the building. The heat was oppressive, and I tried to run after them, but a flaming beam fell in front of me, cutting off my escape. I tried to scream, and the black mist swirled nearer.

      I lifted my arms to protect myself, and the cold blackness rushed over me.

      Cold. I was so cold. Pavement was rough under my hands, my palms burned as though I had fallen and slid along the ground.

      I gasped and coughed, trying to get my bearings, lifting my face from the puddle I was lying in just in time to see Ophelia stepping back from the body she had pulled from the burning warehouse. The girl from the bar at Spiral... it had to be, her purple hair was dark and water streamed from her mouth and nose.

      A man bent over her, his mouth open wide, sharp teeth gleaming in the firelight. Vampire.

      Finally, I was able to scream.
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      The girl jerked and shuddered as I poured all of my memories into her, everything I knew would shake her to the bone, scare her... it was the only way to get it all out, to let her know what I’d been through.

      Tears dripped down her temples and into her hair... hair as red as mine. It was almost time to let her out... she’d seen enough. The girl’s body lurched and Suki meowed loudly, warningly.

      “Okay, Suki, okay...” I lifted my hand, releasing her from the spell, and slowly eased the flow of magic that was filling Maia’s system. I had only reached out a little with my power, but since my battle with Nyx, it took far less to do a whole lot...

      Suki jumped off the girl’s chest and sat nearby, watching us carefully. Her green gold eyes glowing with her own power.

      The girl lay still on the floor, her hair spread out on the hardwood. I reached out and touched her cheek gently.

      “Maia...”

      She opened her eyes slowly, and I watched as the violet haze of my magic faded away to reveal their usual clear blue. She blinked sleepily, confusion on her face for just a moment as she tried to make sense of what had happened. All at once, it all seemed to fall into place, and I smiled as I watched realization dawn on her. She sat up slowly, bracing herself on her elbow.

      I put my hand on her shoulder gently. “Maia... I’m sorry, I didn’t know how else—“

      Maia flinched away, sliding across the floor and coiling her legs underneath herself, crouching like a cat, her eyes darting between Suki, the door, and me.

      Suki blinked slowly, her tail twitching sharply.

      “I don’t know what the fuck that was, but you need to get the fuck away from me!” She looked at Suki, “And you stop staring at me!” she shouted.

      Suki yawned, but didn’t move. Atta girl.

      “Look, Maia... I know you’ve got a lot to take in, and you can ask me whatever questions you want... but you have to stay here. You’re not safe on the street. The Malleus know what you are—“

      “I don’t know who the fuck you think you’re trying to fool, but I can smell bullshit from a mile away, and you fucking stink!” the girl shouted. She pulled a knife out of her boot and held it out in front of her.

      I raised my hands and sat back on my heels. If she wasn’t going to take this seriously, I couldn’t really stop her... I was just hoping she wasn’t going to do something stupid.

      As though she could hear my thoughts, Maia reached behind her, straining for the handle of the apartment door. The locks clicked open and I looked at Suki in surprise. Maia was using her power and she didn’t even realize it. This was going to be interesting.

      “Maia, you can’t... they’ll find you!” I made to get up off my knees, but Maia lunged forward with the knife, making me back up involuntarily.

      “Full of shit!” she shouted before turning on her heel and running headlong down the hallway. I heard her boots pounding down the stairs and the slam of the front door of the building.

      Fuck.

      It had been too much for her, obviously, but there was nothing I could do about that. I slammed the apartment door closed with a flick of my wrist and ran to the living room. The window slid up and I stepped over the ledge and onto the fire escape. It was raining lightly, and I looked over the edge to see Maia, her red hair flying, running for the park. Her jacket was lying on my kitchen floor, and she was running through the rain alone.

      I narrowed my eyes as four figures converged to follow her.

      Malleus.

      They’d followed us after all.

      Great. Just fucking great.

      I couldn’t just let her run into harm’s way. I mean, I could… but I couldn’t. I looked over my shoulder at Suki, but she wasn’t on the window ledge as I’d expected her to be. She was inside the apartment, sitting on Maia’s damp jacket, staring at me with those lamp-like eyes.

      “All right. All right. I’m going! Don’t look at me like that,” I said, ducking back into the apartment and letting the window close behind me.

      I picked Suki up and kissed her soundly on the top of the head. “Thanks for your help, troublemaker. You’re the best.” Suki purred happily and rubbed her head against my jaw. “I’ll be back soon. Lacey will be up to feed you in a little bit.”

      Lacey wasn’t an early riser… her shifts at Spiral started well after dark, and she slept as late as any normal teenager.

      I set Suki down on the bed and plucked Maia’s jacket off the floor. “Don’t get any ideas, you know how I feel about bringing home strays.”

      Suki stretched, kneading the blankets with her claws, she knew what I meant. That’s how I’d ended up with all the important people in my life. Eli had been a stray, Suki had found me, Lacey was… yeah, okay, she counted too. And now Maia had appeared and I was in the same situation. This was different. She was alone, and scared, and probably pissed off. I couldn’t abandon another Daughter. Especially one who didn’t know what she was doing with all that power sparking in her veins.

      Maia had been headed through the park, running for the subway. I’d have to move my ass to catch up. The streetlights were on, and running around in the dark was one of my least favorite things to do.

      

      There had been four burly guys who had followed Maia down the path, I’d taken on the Malleus before, and had no illusions about what they were capable of. They’d remember me too, I had no doubt. After rush hour, the subway station wasn’t as crowded, which was a good thing and a very bad thing. The only time I was ever nervous was when I was alone… and in New York, no one is ever alone. There’s always someone on their way to do something. I caught a quick movement out of the corner of my eye, ducking just in time to miss a punch that had been thrown by a tall man dressed in a black turtleneck and trench coat.

      Why did they always have a uniform?

      “Bruja,” he growled, “we’ve missed you…” No shit, I’d been setting up wards and protective spells for months now, nothing got through that shit, especially not these idiots.

      “It hasn’t been mutual,” I muttered. I didn’t have time for this shit.

      The Malleus reared back to throw another punch, and this time I dodged easily and planted my palm in the middle of his chest, blasting him back with a burst of purple fire. He stumbled and fell to the gravel walkway, the material of his turtleneck smoking lightly.

      Without waiting to see if he was getting up, I ran down the subway stairs towards the platform. There was only one way that she could go, and that was back towards downtown.

      “Hey!”

      The shout echoed up the stairwell and I pushed myself to go faster, jumping the bottom steps and sliding into the sickly green light of the subway platform.

      A train was just rumbling out of the station, and the platform was empty, except for three tall, wide men dressed in black and a teenager with red hair.

      Maia.

      The last time I had fought these assholes, they had cornered me in my apartment hallway. Down here, I had room to move, and no one to hide my magic from.

      “Back off, I don’t want any trouble, I’m just trying to get home…” Maia’s voice was loud and strong, but I could hear the hint of fear that she was trying desperately to hide. She was strong, but she was also in deep shit.

      Believe me now?

      She hadn’t seen me yet, preoccupied with her current predicament, but one of the Malleus had noticed my ungraceful arrival. A baton slid out of his sleeve and into his hand.

      Some things never change.

      He charged at me with a roar, weapon raised, but I didn’t even give him the opportunity to swing. My fingertips crackled with power and I raised my hand casually in his direction.

      A jolt of purple fire caught him in the shoulder, spinning him into the wall and knocking some ceramic tiles loose. They clattered to the ground as he fell with a heavy grunt.

      The other two paused, turning to look at me.

      “Get the little one, I’ll take this one,” the shorter of the two growled. He pulled a taser out of his pocket and I paused for just a moment. That was new.

      The subway tunnel rumbled with the approach of the next train and I edged closer to the edge of the platform, trying to get myself in a better position.

      The Malleus I’d thrown into the wall was groaning pitifully into the rubble around him.

      Behind me, I heard a group of students enter the platform on the other side of the tracks, and the Malleus smiled menacingly.

      “Can’t use your magic now, bruja, too many eyes.”

      I gritted my teeth and glanced over my shoulder. Definitely too many eyes.

      The subway tunnel rumbled again. I was running out of time, and so was Maia.

      “You might not remember me, but I don’t need magic to make you regret your life choices,” I muttered.

      The Malleus lunged for me, trying to force me back farther, all it would take is one misstep and I’d be on the tracks, and then I’d be fucked.

      I tried to circle around him, but he lunged again, cutting off my path. Out of the corner of my eye I saw the other Malleus advancing on Maia and the glint of a knife in his hand.

      The crowd on the other platform hadn’t noticed what was going on yet, but it wouldn’t take long before the camera phones were out and someone would be calling the cops.

      The Malleus launched at me again, taser crackling, and I reacted the only way I knew how. I met his lunge, stepping inside his arm and wrapping the taser in the jacket. With his hand trapped inside the twisted canvas, I stomped downwards, driving the heel of my boot hard into his instep. The man yelped and stumbled as I spun him around and pushed his canvas wrapped fist into his throat.

      The taser crackled as the electricity arced into the man’s body and he shuddered violently. Without another thought, I pushed him away from me and turned to help Maia.

      The other Malleus swiped his knife at her, making her jump back. Her eyes were wide and panicked, and I heard a scream from the opposite platform, someone had finally noticed what was going on.

      I heard the metallic shriek of the subway car as it came around the corner and a shuddering cry as the Malleus I’d pushed teetered on the edge of the platform.

      Just my fucking luck.

      A chorus of screams echoed through the subway platform as the man danced his death jig at the edge of the track before finally falling into the path of the train.

      I winced as I heard him land. And then Maia’s train was careening into the station and the screams were drowned out by the arrival of the outbound train. I only had a few seconds to get her to safety; I’d have to deal with whatever happened next on my own.

      I ran forward, slamming my shoulder into the Malleus with the knife as hard as I could, knocking him off balance as he slashed with the knife again.

      “Run!” I shouted, pushing him back again with a surge of magic. The trains were blocking the view from the other platform, so I could chance a little bit of magic without being caught. The man crashed into the wall and his knife clattered to the tiles.

      Maia was frozen for only a moment, and then she ran headlong into the train, squeezing onto the empty car just as the doors closed. Her pale face was pressed against the glass as the train pulled away. Safe for now.

      Someone would have called the cops by now, and I had to get out of here. I looked back to where the Malleus had been, but he was gone, and so was his compatriot, the one who had lain their groaning during the whole affair. The one I’d left on the gravel path in a smoking heap was probably gone too.

      Assholes.

      Maia’s jacket was crumpled on the edge of the platform; I picked it up, brushed it off and ran for the stairs. If those cretins were headed anywhere, it was exactly the same place Maia was.

      I took the stairs three at a time, wondering how long it would take for police and paramedics to descend on the station. I pulled Maia’s jacket on, ignoring the black scorch mark under the arm and pulled up the hood to cover my hair.

      My boots crunched on the gravel and I heard sirens blaring in the distance. Definitely time to get out of here.

      

      I don’t know why I’d been worried that I wouldn’t be able to find Maia. I had shared my memories with her, poured some of my own magic into her veins, and I could feel myself being pulled in the right direction—that magnetic tug to the left or to the right.

      9th Street Station.

      Warmer.

      Turn right, colder. Turn left, warmer.

      I paused in front of a hotel, expecting something a little different than the graceful new building. I don’t know why I’d expected that Maia would be staying in a shit hole, but I was used to staying hidden, and Maia was eighteen and didn’t care what anyone thought or expected of her. I knew she was here. That magnetic tug on my spine was screaming for me to go in.

      The front door of the hotel slammed, shaking the plate glass, and I flattened myself against the wall as two black-clad figures turned left and walked together up the street.

      Malleus, I could smell the blood on them. Blood that I’d drawn.

      I waited, counting my breaths until I couldn’t hear their footsteps anymore. The street was quieter here, more upscale. I wasn’t comfortable, and it wasn’t safe. I had to get Maia out of here, but I knew she wouldn’t come with me against her will. Maybe she would run back to Seattle. But they would find her there. Now that they knew who she was, and what she was, she’d never be safe.

      I opened the lobby door carefully, walking past the abandoned concierge desk briskly and into the waiting elevator. I closed my eyes and reached out for Maia with my magic. I held my hand in front of the buttons, and let my magic guide me to press the button for the right floor.

      Five.

      I shrugged out of Maia’s jacket, hoping she wouldn’t be angry about the black marks that had been left by the dead Malleus’ taser. I’d apologize later, if she gave me the chance.

      Five-oh-seven.

      I knocked gently on the door and then rested my palm against the dark wood, sending just a little bit of my magic through the door towards her. Reassuring and protective.

      The loud slap of Maia’s hand hitting the other side of the door made me jump.

      “Get the fuck away from me!” I heard her through the door, and I stared into the peephole. I knew she was there, watching me.

      “I’m sorry about what happened back there, but I’m glad you made it here in one piece,” I said quietly. Maia didn’t reply. “I brought you your jacket.”

      “I’m not opening the door for you, or for anyone, got it? You can fuck right the hell off!”

      Fair enough. It had been an action packed night. For both of us.

      “Okay, Maia. I know you’re scared, and confused—“

      Maia’s hand slapped against the door again, and I smiled.

      “I am not scared, I’m pissed off!”

      Atta girl.

      The deadbolt clicked loudly and the door was wrenched open, halted sharply by the chain lock that allowed half of Maia’s face to be seen.

      “You killed someone. I watched you do it,” she hissed.

      “Maia, I was trying to protect you… you don’t want to know what they would have done if they’d captured you. You’re not safe here. If you come with me—”

      Maia’s eyes widened, and I knew she was remembering all the fire I’d shown her. She knew what would have happened if they’d gotten a hold of her. I didn’t need to tell her.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you. If you don’t get out of here. I’m calling the fucking cops,” she said between clenched teeth, slamming the door in my face. The deadbolt clicked.

      I counted the beats of my heart, waiting for it to slow, and then I hung Maia’s jacket over the door handle.

      “You know where I am if you change your mind,” I said quietly, stepping back from the door.

      I held up my hands, murmuring the protection spell I’d used time and time again to lay a camouflage over the door. If the Malleus came back, they wouldn’t be able to find her. They would know that she was here… but Maia would be invisible to them as long as she stayed in that room.

      I just hoped that she was smart enough to order pizza and not go wandering.

      I didn’t want to leave her alone, but I knew that she needed time to think. If she wanted answers, she’d be able to find me.
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      All I knew was that I had to get the fuck away from that apartment. That crazy woman and her crazy cat and those crazy dreams… what was all of that anyway? I wasn’t staying in that apartment a minute longer, and as soon as I slammed my way through the lobby doors the haze that had been crowding my mind began to lift. Every step I took away from that place made me feel lighter, more in control. I shook my head, trying to clear the last of the tendrils of purple smoke that had wrapped themselves around me.

      It had all been a dream. Some kind of hallucination brought on by that tea she’d given me.

      But you didn’t drink any.

      Right. I hadn’t.

      A hallucination brought on by an allergy to cat hair? No, that sounded even stupider. I didn’t even know if I was allergic to cats. Sitting in that apartment was the longest I’d ever even been around one.

      I ran as hard as I could through the garden Ophelia had brought me through. There had to be a subway station around here somewhere. I checked over my shoulder quickly, just to be sure that she wasn’t following me. I didn’t see her, but I didn’t slow down either. New Yorkers didn’t move when you ran, in Seattle it was common for someone to try to stop you, especially in my old neighborhoods. Everyone knew everyone else, so if you were running and weren’t wearing yoga pants, you’d better have a damn good reason for it. Here, no one batted an eye.

      I was starting to like being anonymous here.

      The train station.

      My heart leapt in my chest, all I needed to do was get on the train and get my ass back to the hotel and figure out what the fuck was going on. A hot bath, some take out… maybe a donair. That would set me straight again.

      I jumped down the stairs towards the platform that would take me back towards 9th Street. It wasn’t far to go, but I knew if I walked I ran the risk of getting lost, and that was the last thing I needed. Besides, it was dark out, and I’d left my jacket at Ophelia’s apartment… my night couldn’t get any more fucked up, and I wanted it to stay that way.

      A train pulled away just as I stepped onto the platform and I groaned. I didn’t know how often these trains came through, but every second that I waited was a second too long. I leaned against the tiled wall, drumming my fingers on my thighs, trying not to think about the images that had flashed through my mind in Ophelia’s apartment. The heat of the fire, the taste of the oily puddle, and the gleam of the strangely pale man’s fangs in the flickering streetlight.

      “Hey!”

      I jumped, startled by the hard voice that echoed through the empty platform. Three men dressed head to toe in black – complete with sweaters and trench coats stood on the platform between the stairwell and me. The tracks buzzed with electricity and the loudspeaker crackled with an announcement I couldn’t understand.

      I looked at them nervously, holding up my hands. “What the hell? I don’t have any money; I’m jumping this train without a ticket… are you transit police? If you are, I was totally planning to pay for the ticket as soon as I found my wallet…”

      The three men spread out, blocking the exit, and my heart leapt into my mouth.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Could these guys be O’Mall – Malleus? Whatever the fuck? Whoever they were, they didn’t want money. What if everything Ophelia had said, everything I’d seen – hallucinated… what if it was all true?

      “I’m just trying to get home…”

      One of the trio turned away, but I was focused on the one who had pulled a knife. It was longer than the one I had tucked in my boot, and he looked capable enough to be able to drive it into my ribs before I’d even have a chance to get mine free.

      “No tricks this time, bruja,” the one with the knife said, a gold tooth glinted in his mouth and I backed up a few steps, knowing that the end of the platform was behind me, a solid wall.

      All at once there was a crackle of energy and a crash as the third man spun into the back wall of the platform and fell heavily to the tiled floor.

      Standing defiantly on the platform, her red hair shining strangely in the eerie green light was Ophelia. She’d followed me here… I didn’t know whether to be relieved or terrified.

      “You deal with this one,” the thug without the knife muttered to his partner, turning away to face off with Ophelia.

      Laughter echoed off the walls of the platform and across the tracks as a group of students crowded on to the opposite platform. My gaze whipped back to the man in front of me. He’d seen them too, and he changed his grip on the knife to hide it from their view before he lunged for me, trying to grab my arm and pull me closer.

      I could smell his breath, it was dark and acrid, and his fingers were stained black, like he’d been digging in a garden… or in the ashes of a fire. The thought hit me like a bolt of lightning.

      They’re going to burn you. Just like your mother. Just like my family.

      Ophelia’s voice burned its way through my brain and I stumbled just a little as I tried to avoid the man’s lunge, the knife in his hand caught the edge of my tank top, ripping the fabric.

      “Fuck! Fuck you, what do you want?” the words shot out of my mouth before I could stop them. The man’s dark eyes glittered in the strange light.

      “En el fuego,” he said. “Ella lo demanda…”

      He struck again, this time the knife flashed across my bicep, right above my birthmark. A thin trickle of blood snaked down my arm, itching as it dripped. I felt panic start to slide up my spine. These guys weren’t fucking around.

      Then, someone screamed, and I saw Ophelia grappling with the shorter man, pushing him to the edge of the platform.

      No. No, no, no.

      My back hit the tiled wall, and the man with the knife loomed closer. My arm stung and then the screams from the opposite platform got louder. I gasped as the man Ophelia had been fighting with fell off the platform into the tracks.

      The train rushed into the station, the sound of its arrival screaming in my ears.

      The next thing I knew, Ophelia was shouting at me, telling me to run. But my feet were frozen in place. Ophelia crashed into the man with the knife, and my feet started to move.

      Something pushed me onto the train, and I squeezed through the doors just as they were closing.

      “Ophelia!” I shouted, hammering my hand on the window, as the train pulled away and sped off into the flickering light of the tunnels.

      Holy shit.

      The subway car was empty, swaying and rocking as it picked up speed, and I felt sick. Sick to my stomach. What the fuck had just happened? I’d watched a man die, I’d come way too close to being killed... my arm stung. I was still bleeding, and the blood on my shirt was starting to dry, black and stiff.

      I stared at the floor of the train, dirty and graffiti-covered... I didn’t even want to sit down. I was afraid that if I sat down I’d never get up again.

      I held on to the metal bar in front of me with a death grip. In my mind, Ophelia’s voice shouted, RUN, over, and over again. And the man on the platform teetered on the edge and then fell into the tracks, over and over again.

      9th Street.

      The door chimed and I shook myself out of my stupor and pushed through the crowd of people entering the car to get to the platform.

      I wondered briefly if Ophelia had gotten away before the police came. Someone on the other platform must have called the cops. CC-TV cameras were everywhere... that station would be crawling with cops and paramedics by now.

      I ran in the direction of my hotel, digging desperately in the back pocket of my cargo pants for my keycard. My phone was in my jacket, and I didn’t figure I’d be seeing that again anytime soon.

      The crowds in the streets were beginning to thin, and I ran as fast as I could towards the hotel. The neon sign on the side of the building was my beacon, and every pounding step brought me closer to safety. I pushed my way through the lobby doors, knocking my shoulder against them as they slid open. The woman at the concierge desk didn’t even look up from her phone as I ran past.

      I hammered the call button for the elevator, but it wasn’t coming fast enough.

      “Godammit,” I muttered.

      The door for the emergency stairs was around the corner, and I kicked it open. Five flights of concrete stairs. Fantastic. I took a deep breath and launched myself at the stairs, taking them two at a time, desperate to get to my floor.

      My chest was burning by the time I hit the fifth floor, I swiped my key card against the door, breathing hard as the light blinked red twice, and then beeped loudly as the green light flashed and the lock clicked.

      With a sob of relief I pushed the door open and stumbled down the hall to my hotel room and slid the key card into the door. It beeped sharply. Rejected.

      No.

      I tried it again. Red light. Sad beep.

      Fuck.

      Again. Red light. Sad beep.

      I threw the card against the door with a cry of frustration, and balled my hands into fists. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. This was fine. Everything was fine. Fine. Fine. Fucking fine.

      I bent down to pick up the card and rubbed it against my thigh quickly before I held my breath and inserted it slowly into the card reader again.

      Red light. Red light.

      Nooo.

      Green.

      I almost cried. I slammed the door open so hard that it bounced off the wall and smashed shut behind me. I locked the deadbolt and pulled the chain across. I felt better already. Kind of.

      I leaned my forehead against the door, trying to get my breathing and my heart rate back under control. In. Out. I closed my eyes, but all I could see was the man in the black trench coat falling off the subway platform. Murder. I heard the ding of the elevator faintly through the door.

      Footsteps came down the hallway, and I held my breath as they passed my door, and then stopped.

      A heavy hand crashed against the door, the strikes vibrating through my skull. I recoiled as though the door was on fire. Oh, shit.

      I approached the door cautiously, jumping just a little as whoever was standing outside knocked again. The blows crashed against the wood and I paused.

      “Room service,” a heavily accented voice rumbled through the door and I looked through the peephole carefully. A large figure loomed in the hallway. Malleus? It had to be. I definitely hadn’t ordered any room service.

      The man looked into the peephole, his dark eyes burning into mine. “We’ll find you, bruja,” he said. I backed away from the door, my heart hammering in my chest.

      Everything Ophelia had told me... all of it... everything I’d seen. It was all true. I mean, except for the part about me being a witch; that had to be bullshit. Right? That part was impossible.

      Wasn’t it?

      I paced the room, chewing on my fingernails and trying to figure out what the fuck I was going to do next. The Malleus, whatever and whoever they were... they knew where I was, and they didn’t seem to be willing to re-evaluate their opinion of what I was. I was no witch. No way.

      There was a gentle knock on the door. Three raps.

      Now what?

      I felt something, something warm creeping over my shoulders, like a half embrace. I shook the feeling off. No way. She was doing this, and I didn’t want any part of it.

      I crept towards the door and looked through the peephole. Ophelia’s red hair and pale eyes filled the frame.

      I slapped my hand on the door, making her jump just a little.

      “Get the fuck away from me!” I shouted. A small smile slid across Ophelia’s face, and she looked into the peephole.

      “I’m sorry about what happened back there, but I’m glad you made it here in one piece,” she said, pausing as though she was waiting for me to say something. She could wait forever for all I cared.

      “I brought you your jacket,” she said, holding it up.

      “I’m not opening the door for you, or for anyone, got it? You can fuck right the hell off!”

      “Okay, Maia. I know you’re scared, and confused—“

      I slapped my hand against the door again, and I bristled as Ophelia smiled a little wider.

      “I am not scared, I’m pissed off!”

      Before I could think about it, I’d turned the lock and wrenched the door open. It slammed against the chain lock and I peered through the space at Ophelia.

      “You killed someone. I watched you do it,” I hissed at her through clenched teeth.

      “Maia, I was trying to protect you… you don’t want to know what they would have done if they’d captured you. You’re not safe here. If you come with me—”

      I knew what would have happened if those assholes had taken me. I’d be the starring attraction at the next Malleus Bar-B-Q. Fuck that. I didn’t need her to tell me that I’d gotten off lucky.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you. I’m tired, I’m hungry, I’m freaked the fuck out and pissed the fuck off. If you don’t get out of here. I’m calling the fucking cops!” I spat out the words and then slammed the door in her face and turned the deadbolt.

      I backed away from the door. Hoping that she would just leave. That she wouldn’t just unlock the door with the purple smoke in her hands and walk right in here, kidnap me and drag me back to her apartment to sacrifice me to some weird goddess or feed me to her vampire friends.

      “You know where I am if you change your mind,” Ophelia said, her voice floating to me through the door as though she had whispered it directly into my ear. I batted the air in front of my face, trying to get her out of my head.

      “Crazy bitch,” I muttered. I flopped face down on the bed and groaned into a pillow. It was too much. All of it was too much.

      My stomach growled.

      And I hadn’t eaten since this morning, and all I’d eaten this morning was a stale Continental Breakfast granola bar. It was after ten, there was no way room service would be open, and I wasn’t sure if I could trust myself to go outside. Ophelia might be waiting for me, or that asshole with the gold teeth. I couldn’t quite decide which one was worse.

      I pulled off my boots and walked quickly to the door. I checked the peephole to make sure the hallway was empty, and then I pulled the door open. My jacket was draped over the door handle, and I snatched it and pulled it inside, shutting the door as quietly as possible.

      I checked the pockets quickly; relieved to find the cigarette case I used to carry my money and my ID still there and my phone intact. There was a black scorch mark on the side of the jacket and I wondered what had happened to it since I’d left it behind at Ophelia’s apartment.

      I ran my fingers over the blackened fabric, gasping just a little as I felt an electric charge arc between the mark and my hand. “Ow!” I looked at my fingers in surprise and touched the jacket again, but there was nothing this time. Just burned fabric.

      “What the shit,” I muttered.

      My stomach growled again.

      I definitely needed to eat. There was no way I was going to be able to sleep tonight.
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      I sat in the middle of my bed, surrounded by pizza boxes and empty cans of soda. I tossed a crust into one of the empty boxes and sucked on my greasy fingers. After two pizzas, a side of fries and a six-pack of soda, I still wasn’t sure what to do. Everything that had happened in the last few days was more than I’d ever had to deal with in my entire life, and I thought my life had been pretty fucked up already.

      Everything Ophelia had shown me, what if it was real? What if I was what she said I was— a Daughter of... what was it again? What if I was a witch?

      I looked down at my hands, would I be able to make purple smoke come out of my fingers too? What about fire? Maybe not fire. Fire wasn’t really my friend.

      I turned my hands over, looking at them carefully, wondering if there was a clue in the lines on my palms. I’d never had my palms read before, never done any tarot readings; I didn’t even know what my bloody zodiac sign was.

      “This is all ridiculous.”

      I held up my left hand, pointing it at a can of soda that sat on top of the television. I narrowed my eyes, concentrating. Maybe it worked like the Force. I just had to quiet my mind and something inside me would make it move.

      “Come on,” I whispered. Just move... something. Just a little bit. Sparkles. Lightning. Anything. Dance, monkey.

      I dropped my hand with a frustrated exhalation. This was hopeless.

      I sat there, legs crossed in the middle of my bed, surrounded by my garbage. I’d tried all night, and I’d told myself that if I could make something happen, then I’d go to Ophelia’s and demand an explanation. If nothing happened... if nothing happened I’d figure something else out.
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      The journey home from Maia’s hotel was a strange one. I hadn’t meant to kill that Malleus on the platform, just shake him up a little and get him away from Maia.

      Murderer.

      That’s what she’d called me. But it wasn’t true. Murder was something they did. The Malleus hunted us down and burned us. That was murder. What I’d done was self-defense. It wasn’t my fault that he had bad balance. The taser to the neck, sure that was my fault… but everything else had been an accident. Nothing more. A horrible accident. Wasn’t it? My powers had grown more than I’d expected in the last six months, but I liked to think that I was still in control. I was always in control and this was no different.

      Maia would understand in time. If I’d been able to talk to her, to really explain… I looked over my shoulder at the neon lights of the hotel. An explanation wasn’t going to happen tonight, that was for damn sure.

      This day had gone on long enough, and I’d had my fill of drama. I just wanted to open a bottle of wine, cuddle my cat and try to get some sleep before Lacey came home from Spiral.

      It’s the little things.

      I took the subway from 9th street, to 15th… my apartment was on the opposite side of the park, but I wanted to swing by the station and see if the police were still covering the area. I had heard the sirens as I’d high-tailed it away from the carnage, but I wasn’t sure how long it would take them to scrape that Malleus off the tracks.

      I didn’t hear any incident announcements, and no transit bulletins were posted on the transit app on my phone. That was strange. Anytime there was an interruption in service, of any length of time, a bulletin would be posted, multiple bulletins if it was something serious… but there was nothing. An elevator was out at Lafayette… but that was it.

      It wasn’t that I relished the confusion and mayhem that my little… indecent had caused, but I was curious.

      I walked quickly through the park, pausing briefly to brush my hands through the rose bushes near the Prospect Park station.

      The space was quiet. No sirens, no lights, no police tape. People wandered in and out of the station, heading downtown or home. Situation normal, all fucked up.

      This place should have been crawling with cops and ambulances and firetrucks… they would have had to shut down the subway line, hose off the tracks and start all over again. Mayhem. Anarchy. News crews. Something. Anything.

      But there was nothing.

      I stood there in disbelief, noticing the scuffed gravel where I had dumped the first thug on his back with a burst of purple fire. He’d skidded a little bit as he’d landed. That observation made me smile just a little, but it didn’t fix the fact that from what I could see, nothing had happened here tonight.

      “What the fuck,” I muttered. I couldn’t contain my curiosity, and I headed for the stairs that led to the inbound platform. Next stop, 7th Ave.

      The eerie green lights of the platform were flickering the same way they had the last time I was here, only an hour or so ago. Definitely not long enough to clean everything up, take statements from the dozen or so witnesses and whoever else had been hanging around pretending they’d seen something. My old friend, Joe the Hobo (he called himself that, it’s not my fault) seemed to be a witness to everything. I often wondered how he managed to keep up with it all.

      A train screamed through the station, heading away from the park to Church Ave, and I edged closer to the edge of the platform, leaning out ever so slightly so that I could peek down at the tracks.

      I don’t know what I was expecting to see. A mangled body. Shreds of fabric and bone like a smashed pumpkin spread over the tracks. Ew. But there was nothing. Just garbage, discarded subway tickets, a scarf, and what looked like a sneaker shoved into the tarred gravel.

      A heavy hand grabbed me roughly, pinching my arm painfully through my sweater.

      “You lookin’ for trouble, missy?” A voice growled,

      I turned with a gasp, half-expecting to see the Malleus I’d grappled with standing there, grinning at me with blood on his teeth and a gaping wound in his head. But it was Eli.

      “Oh, my goddess you scared me,” I whispered, falling into his embrace easily. He chuckled lightly and pulled me closer, brushing my hair away from my forehead with his cold fingers.

      “Hey, it’s all right. I didn’t mean to scare you; I just wanted to make you jump a little. You make the weirdest faces when you’re startled.”

      “Always with the charm,” I muttered against his chest.

      “Long day?”

      “The fucking longest,” I groaned. “I just want to go home and talk to a bottle of wine about it.”

      Eli smiled, flashing his fangs briefly. “That sounds like the best plan I’ve heard all week.”

      “Don’t you have to be at Spiral tonight? I didn’t think I’d be seeing you…” It was true; he’d completely slipped my mind. Since I’d met Maia, she’d been the only other person I’d been concerned about. Eli had the band, and his music, and whatever the hell was happening with Bishop… It occurred to me that I was the worst girlfriend ever. I should really ask him what was going on.

      But not here.

      “Nah, I’d rather spend time with you,” he said, kissing the tip of my nose quickly and giving me one of his signature wolfish smiles. He was too charming by half, and if I were anyone else, I’d probably be fainting onto the subway platform.

      “Ugh, not in public. Let’s get out of here,” I said, squirming out of his arms and heading towards the stairs that led back to the park.

      Eli laughed and released me. He put up with a lot of my shit, but considering what we’d been through together over the last few decades, he was getting off light.
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      “Are you going to tell me what happened today?” Eli asked quietly. I groaned and slapped his cold bare chest with the palm of my hand.

      “Nope.”

      “Does it have anything to do with that teenager you brought to meet the band? She smelled like Seattle. I kind of miss Seattle…” his voice trailed away and I rested my head against his ribs, fighting the urge to close my eyes and sleep away the rest of our time together. Opposite schedules were a bitch to deal with, and I had to be up and coherent in less than five hours.

      “You haven’t been to Seattle since 1978,” I said flatly. He signed heavily and re-adjusted himself on the pillows.

      “Are you counting?”

      “Someone has to,” I mumbled. I lifted my head suddenly, “How are things going with Lacey?” It occurred to me that not only was I the worst girlfriend; I was also the worst best friend… Eli had volunteered to take charge of Lacey’s re-education, and I still wasn’t sure if he was regretting his choice or not. He was doing me a favor… they all were. Bishop didn’t have to hire her, and he certainly didn’t have to turn her. Ugh. Everything was my fault lately. Brilliant.

      “Well, once she stopped asking whether she would sparkle in the sunlight, and confirmed that she could still dye her hair, everything was mostly okay…”

      “I forgot to tell you that she watches a lot of shitty movies…”

      “I showed her some better ones,” he chuckled. I groaned, I knew which ones he meant, and they weren’t better, they were just more… his style. Leather and darkness and blue lighting.

      “She’s so lucky to have you,” I said dryly.

      “She kind of is,” he replied with the hint of a pout in his voice. “If I wasn’t around she’d be leaning on you for this stuff… and what do you know about being a Laudan?”

      “Don’t be like that, you know what I mean. And I’m grateful that you’re around to help her out. I wouldn’t know the first thing about house training a new Laudan.” I balanced myself on my elbow and pressed my lips against his by way of apology.

      Eli pulled me into his arms and smiled against my mouth. “You know,” he murmured between kisses, “I can’t always be bought off so easily.”

      “Liar,” I replied.
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      The buzzing of my alarm came far too early… just like it always did on nights when Eli came to stay. I groaned and rolled over to grab my phone and frown at the time. The lock on the front door clicked and Lacey bounced into the apartment, freezing awkwardly as she caught sight of Eli’s naked torso in the bed beside me.

      “Sorry!” she whispered loudly, making a big deal of sneaking to the living room and pulling the blackout curtains closed to keep out the inevitable sunlight.

      “It’s fine, Lace. I have to get up anyway. Early shift.”

      Lacey blew me a kiss and dove into her nest of pillows and blankets. I pulled on my bathrobe and padded over to the living room, tweaking aside one of the heavy velvet theatre curtains she used to block off her bedroom space.

      “Hey,” I said quietly.

      “Heya!” her bright reply always made me smile; there was literally nothing that could dampen Lacey’s spirits… not even accidental immortality. There I went again, calling things that were my fault ‘accidents’ as though it would make everything better. It didn’t make me feel any better, that was for damn sure.

      “How are you doing, Lace? I feel like we don’t get to talk a whole lot anymore.” I really did feel bad about it. Lacey thought about it for a second, and then shrugged.

      “I’m fine. You’re busy, I get it. I mean; it’s not like we’re working the same schedules anymore or anything.” Lacey smiled broadly, showing her sharpening teeth. She’d told me proudly that they would be fully sharp in the next few months. ‘In time for Christmas!’ she’d squealed excitedly.

      “I know, but I miss hanging out with you,” I said. That wasn’t a lie. She’d grown on me a lot in the past few months. Suddenly, an idea struck me. “Lacey, take tomorrow night off work.”

      “Seriously? Why?” she asked, her eyes wide.

      “I’m going to take you to Coney Island. We’re going to go on some rides and play some overpriced games... it’ll be fun. I promise.”

      Lacey blinked at me for a moment, and then squealed with joy, “Ohhhh myyyy godddddd, Fee, really? Really?” She clapped her hands and started rifling through piles of clothing. “What should I wear? I want to be cute, but not too cute to go on roller coasters, y’know?”

      I laughed and grabbed her hand. “It’ll be great. I’ve never been on a roller coaster, so that’ll be something.”

      “Really, Fee? Never?”

      I shook my head. I’d watched Coney Island being built, and how it had changed over the years, but I’d never wandered around under the bright lights. It was too exposed, too dangerous. But it didn’t feel dangerous now.

      “Fee...” Lacey’s voice had changed, the excited squeal was gone. “What happened to that girl? The one who was at Eli’s show? She’s like you, isn’t she?”

      “Yeah, yeah she is. I don’t think she knows it yet, though.” I paused, “Well, she doesn’t believe me yet.”

      “Is she in trouble?”

      I blinked at her, “Did someone say something? Did Church—“

      “No, no. I’m just guessing. The last time you were like this you were in trouble,” she said, picking at her nails. “I smelled ash when I came in... are you gonna tell me what’s going on?”

      Ash. She’d smelled the Malleus’ fingerprints on me. The one that I’d grappled with in the subway. It had to be. I forced a smile onto my face.

      “It’s nothing, Lacey. I promise. Everything’s fine.”

      Lacey didn’t look convinced, but she shrugged and smiled. Suki wandered through the curtains and curled up in Lacey’s lap, purring contentedly.

      “I have to get ready for work,” I said, “I’ll leave you two alone to scheme. Maybe she’ll have an opinion about your Coney Island wardrobe.”

      Lacey hugged Suki to her chest and smiled up at me. “Go, go to work. Tell David I say hi. Where does he think I am now?”

      “Florida I think.”

      “Ugh... not Florida... tell him something different. I miss the sun too much, that just makes me sad. Now I’m thinking about sun tanning and reading trashy novels on the beach!” Lacey whined.

      “I’ll tell him you’re in Montreal, okay? I think it’s still snowing there right now,” I said, pulling aside the velvet curtain and stepping back into the living room. The sun was coming up now, and I knew she wouldn’t follow me to complain any more. Eli was rolled up in blankets and the blackout curtains were shut tightly. They’d be secure until after I came home from work.
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      My shift at Haven was just like any other weekday shift. The crowds were light, and the day passed quickly. I had to admit that I was distracted, which made everything go by just a little faster. One minute I was opening the shop, and before I knew it, Tyra was shouting her goodbyes and I was leaning over a mop bucket washing the same spot of floor over and over again.

      By the time I’d cashed out and locked everything away in David’s safe, the sun was about to set. I locked the café door and pointed my boots in the direction of the park and home. It would take almost an hour to get to Coney Island; I just hoped that I was still feeling up for it when I got home. I was never very good at making plans, but Lacey’s enthusiasm should make up for it.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket.

      U on ur way home?

      Lacey. She was up early. I texted her back quickly.

      Ten minutes away. Everything ok?

      Those three dreaded dots pulsed on the screen as Lacey typed. And then they disappeared.

      That wasn’t like Lacey. Usually I couldn’t get her to shut up. I quickened my pace just a little.

      When I got to my building, it took everything I had not to run up the stairs as fast as I could. I opened the apartment door with my magic, not bothering with the ruse of jingling my keys, and rushed inside.

      “Lacey!” I cried, and then stopped dead in my tracks.

      Sitting at my kitchen table with a mug of steaming tea in front of her and my cat in her lap was... Maia.

      Cat burglar.

      Lacey was leaning against the counter, a bright smile on her freckled face.

      “Fee! I woke up and she was just sitting here... is she coming with us tonight?”

      Maia turned in her chair to look at me, an impish smile on her face.

      “Where we goin’? I love surprises.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12 ~ Maia

          

        

      

    

    
      An awkward silence settled over the apartment, which was a shame because I was really enjoying talking to Lacey. She was a bit of a bubbly mess, but she seemed nice and uncomplicated. I didn’t have any friends who were uncomplicated... But I was also really enjoying the look of stunned surprise on Ophelia’s face.

      Suki purred in my lap and I rubbed her ears carefully. I still wasn’t sure about this whole cat thing, but she was warm and I didn’t mind that she was shedding all over me.

      “She was just sitting at the table when I woke up, Fee… I didn’t let her in,” Lacey said in a rush. I grinned broadly and took a sip of my tea. Ophelia raised her eyebrow and Lacey crossed her arms over her chest. “I couldn’t just kick her out… I mean. You know why. So I made her tea, and she seems really cool, and Suki seems to like her, you know that cat knows what’s up…”

      “She didn’t know what was up with you…” Ophelia said dryly and Lacey chewed on her lip awkwardly.

      “Yeah well, that was different,” she replied, opening cupboards and rummaging around needlessly. “Is she coming with us?”

      “Coming with you?” I asked innocently. “Where are we going?”

      “Coney Island! I’m so excited, I’ve been thinking about it all day, I even had a dream about a roller coaster, Fee, it’s going to be so great,” Lacey’s rushed excitement was contagious and I felt a grin spread across my face.

      Ophelia set down her backpack and shrugged out of her jacket. She eyed me carefully and Suki jumped off my lap to run over to her and rub against her legs.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked sharply. I smiled wider.

      “I’m drinking some tea that Lacey made me and admiring your apartment. I like the apothecary shop vibe you’ve got going on, did I mention that before? I mean, it smells a little funny—“

      “You know what I mean. Why are you here, Maia?”

      I took a deep breath and drummed my fingernails against my mug, trying to figure out how to say what I needed to say.

      “Yesterday was fucked up. Something happened in the subway with that guy, then you dragged me back here, opened a lock with purple smoke, and then your cat sat on me and something else weird happened, and then I ran away and some assholes tried to kidnap me… they followed me back to my hotel too. They left right before you got there.”

      Ophelia didn’t say anything, she just watched me. Suki was sitting at her feet, her golden-green eyes burning into mine, her purr filling the silence.

      “I thought about what you said, and what you showed me… and I ate a lot of pizza. And then something happened.”

      “Something happened? Did you puke? That’s the worst,” Lacey interjected, making a face. Ophelia shook her head and Lacey shut her mouth and leaned against the counter again.

      “No… I was trying to move something. I mean I have power too, right? I blasted that guy into the guardrail in the subway… I was trying to make it happen.” I swallowed hard and stared at my hands. “I mean, if something happened, it meant it was all real, right?”

      Ophelia nodded, but didn’t say anything. Suki came over and jumped up into my lap again, rubbing her head against my bicep where it had been cut, right above my birthmark.

      “I tried for hours, soda cans, pizza crusts… the TV… nothing moved. And then I went into the bathroom to brush my teeth or something, I can’t remember… but the mirror… I broke the mirror.”

      Lacey burst out laughing and then covered her mouth with her hands. “You what?”

      “I… I don’t know what I did, but the mirror… it just cracked in half.”

      “You were just standing there and it broke?” Ophelia asked quietly. I felt my cheeks heat up just a little.

      “No… I was really frustrated. I was pissed off that I couldn’t make anything move. I was tired and angry, and I punched the counter… and then the mirror cracked,” I said haltingly.

      I wasn’t explaining it properly, but there wasn’t really any way to properly explain that I’d screamed and thrown things and kicked the bathtub and ripped the shower curtain and then beat my fists on the counter… I’d been hot and cold, and then I felt something inside me lurch forward… and then the mirror had cracked… and then I’d thrown up.

      I don’t care who you are, that wasn’t a cute story.

      “Wow,” Lacey breathed. “So it’s true… Fee, I was right! She’s like you!” Lacey clapped her hands excitedly, hopping in place on the kitchen tiles.

      “Calm down, Lacey,” Ophelia said, coming to the table. She emptied my mug of tea into a potted plant that was sitting on the table in front of me. She put the cup back on the table in front of me. Suki purred in my lap. “I want you to do it again, Maia,” she said softly. She crouched down beside the chair and laid her fingers on my arm. The moment her fingers touched my skin, my birthmark started to itch, but it might have been the cut on my arm, I couldn’t be sure. I tried my best not to flinch away.

      Her fingers were hot.

      “Concentrate on the mug, try to move it with your power. It’s in there, you just have to focus.” She smiled at me gently. “Suki will help you.”

      The cat in my lap purred louder, almost proudly, and I stroked her dark fur. “How will she help me?” I still wasn’t sure what was happening, it all seemed so crazy. Becca would never believe this. Would I even be able to tell her what had happened? Or was this a ‘take it to your grave’ kind of initiation? Great. A shudder ran up my spine and I swallowed nervously.

      “Just relax. Hold up your left hand, put your right on Suki’s back,” Ophelia said. I did as I was told, feeling stupid, but somehow comfortable in the position. “Good. Now, concentrate on the mug. You want to push it, just a little. Send your intention toward it. You intend for it to move.”

      I looked briefly at Lacey, who was chewing nervously on her fingers, and then back at the mug. It was pale yellow, printed with curling green leaves. I wanted it to move. Just a little. Just to prove to myself that what had happened wasn’t just my imagination. I had witnesses now.

      “Focus,” Ophelia said, but her voice sounded far away. I closed my eyes, focusing on how Suki’s fur felt under my hand, and on the heat that was thudding through my chest and down my arm. Was I having a heart attack? Was this angina? What the fuck was happening? I gritted my teeth.

      Move.

      Move. Move. Move. Move. MOVE!

      The words thundered in my mind and I heard Lacey gasp as the cup began to rattle on the table.

      “Maia!” someone shouted my name and Suki’s claws dug into my thigh. I opened my eyes just as the cup cracked, the sound echoing sharply in my ears, and then the two pieces slid apart and fell to the table.

      Lacey’s mouth was open wide, her eyes round and staring. Ophelia was just smiling.

      “That was my favorite cup!” Lacey shrieked suddenly.

      “I’m sorry,” I murmured weakly, leaning back in the chair. I felt nauseous, and winded, like I’d just sprinted for the last bus home and missed it by an inch.

      “It’s fine,” Ophelia said, her hand was on my shoulder, reassuring and gentle. “Lacey’s just being dramatic.”

      “I am not! I loved that mug!” Lacey wailed running over to rescue the remains of the cup. I watched her with wide eyes.

      “Did I really do that?” I whispered.

      “You totally fucking did,” Ophelia replied with a smile. She pulled a chair up beside me and stared into my eyes. “Do you believe it now?”

      “I mean… I don’t really have a choice, do I?”

      Ophelia nodded and sat back in her chair. “Last night you called me a murderer, and I deserved that.”

      I blinked at her, not knowing what to say. I sure as hell wasn’t going to apologize; I knew what I’d seen.

      “I went back to the station, to see what the cops had done… but there was no one there. No lights, no sirens, no forensics. Fucking nothing. It was like we hadn’t even been there.”

      I felt my mouth go dry. “You mean they just disappeared? What the fuck are you saying?” I managed to croak out most of the words that were whirling around in my head, but I was stunned. Gone?

      “Who were they?” I had to ask.

      “I told you before. Witchfinders. I don’t know who they are, or how they find us, but they always know where we are. Sometimes we can hide, and cast protection spells to keep them away.” Ophelia shook her head and glanced at Lacey quickly. “I thought they were gone. I haven’t seen them around the city for almost six months… and then you showed up, and it was like you were wearing a flashing neon sign on your head.”

      Great. Just great. And here I was trying to start my life over.

      “I can’t go back to the hotel, can I.” It wasn’t a question. Whoever they were, those assholes knew where I was staying.

      “She brought her bag, Fee,” Lacey cried from the kitchen. “Can we keep her?”

      Ophelia chuckled and crossed her arms over her chest, regarding me carefully. “What do you think, Maia? Do you want to stay here until we figure some shit out? It’s getting a little crowded in here lately, but you’ll be safe here with us.”

      “Before you decide anything, we’re still going to Coney Island, right?” Lacey asked, her eyes wide and eager. She turned to me, her freckled face full of hope, “Do you like roller coasters?”

      I smiled broadly, “More than anything,” I said without hesitating. But then something occurred to me, “What if those Malleus guys come after me again?”

      “You don’t have to worry about anything, Maia. Ophelia is a stone cold badass. It’ll be fine, I promise.” Lacey beamed at her friend confidently, and Ophelia just shook her head.

      “Grab your coat, kid. We’re heading to Coney Island.”

      [image: ]

      Coney Island was like nothing I’d ever seen in my life. Sure, I’d been on roller coasters and through midways before, but this was no Puyallup Fair. There were lights and music everywhere, and I didn’t know which way to look. Lacey tugged me in a thousand different directions at once, pointing out rides and prizes at the game stalls.

      “They’re all rigged, but I can’t stop playing them!” Lacey shouted in my ear, and I smiled awkwardly as she ran off to try and win a goldfish.

      “One day she’ll win, and I’ll have to find a home for a fish that she wasn’t expecting to adopt,” Ophelia said dryly.

      “Is Lacey like...” I gestured feebly, not quite knowing how to put into words what I wanted to ask.

      “Like us?” Ophelia shook her head and tucked a strand of her red hair behind her ear. “Not exactly.”

      “What you mean ‘not exactly,’ she obviously knows what we are... are we safe with her?” Ophelia’s unwillingness to tell me what Lacey’s deal was made me just a little bit nervous.

      “Of course we’re safe. I wouldn’t keep her around if she wasn’t safe,” she said, with what looked like a reassuring smile on her face. “Lacey is my best friend, you don’t have to worry about her.”

      “How did you get us backstage at Spiral the other night? It was... it was the coolest thing that’s ever happened to me in my entire life. Do you know someone there?” I’d been dying to ask her, but had never gotten the chance, mostly because I was too busy being freaked out. But if we were going to be friends, I might as well make conversation.

      “It’s... complicated,” Ophelia replied, waving at Lacey as she threw another Ping-Pong ball too far to the left.

      “More complicated than what you told me yesterday?”

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      Okay.

      Lacey ran back over and linked her arms through mine and Ophelia’s, dragging us towards the roller coaster. “It’s time for the Cyclone, Fee!” she shouted brightly, ignoring Ophelia’s exaggerated groan. “Can you believe she’s lived in New York for so long and she has never been on this roller coaster? It’s ridiculous, and I’m fixing that right now!”

      “Never?” I asked incredulously, and Ophelia shook her head.

      “I watched them build the damn thing, but I’ve never been on it. It just looks like a death trap. I mean... all of that wood and metal...”

      “And it shakes underneath you like it’s going to fly apart at any second,” Lacey cried happily. Her dark eyes sparkled with the bright lights of the rides and games, and I noticed a flash of silver in her eyes that I hadn’t seen before. I tried to shrug off the unease that crawled up my spine, but it lingered at the back of my neck as we walked toward the Cyclone.

      “Maia, can you get me some popcorn?” Ophelia reached across Lacey to wave a ten-dollar bill in my face. “If I’m going on that thing, I don’t want to do it on an empty stomach. Meet us in the lineup, okay?”

      I took the bill and looked around for the popcorn stand. Lacey pointed it out and pushed me gently towards it. “We’ll be waiting for you, but hurry up!”

      I nodded briefly and jogged over to the stall. Waiting in line for my turn, I began to feel nervous. I was in an unfamiliar place, but more than that, even though the area was crowded, full of smiling faces and laughter, I felt exposed... and like I was being stared at. I hated being stared at. I could feel eyes on me. Burning into the back of my head, roaming over my body.

      Someone knocked against me, pushing me off balance, but as I turned to glare and shout something, there was no one near me. I planted my feet, prepared for another blow, my eyes searching the crowd. But I couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Just happy faces, smiles and laughter. It echoed in my ears along with the inoffensive 90s pop music blaring over the loudspeakers.

      The line was moving slowly, and I was feeling more and more uneasy. I turned to look over my shoulder at the Cyclone. The line stretched for a long way beside the ride, and I hoped that I’d be able to find Lacey and Ophelia in the crowd. The lights blurred for a moment, and my heart seemed to catch in my chest.

      Someone grabbed my arm tightly, and I felt hot breath on my neck. “You’d better watch out,” a voice said in my ear, but as I slapped at the hand on my elbow, flinching violently away from the touch and the heat of the stranger’s breath, I realized that there was no one there, no one grabbing me, no one whispering in my ear or breathing on me.

      The guy in front of me turned around to fix me with a confused stare.

      “Cockroach... sorry,” I mumbled.

      I looked around, debating running for the Cyclone and telling Ophelia that the popcorn stand had burned to the ground instead.

      The man in front of me stepped away, popcorn in hand, staring at me strangely as he went. I bought Ophelia’s popcorn in a rush, but my hands were shaking so badly that I dropped the ten-dollar bill she’d given me to the ground.

      As I bent to pick it up, a knee crashed into my shoulder, sending me sprawling to the pavement.

      Someone nearby cried out in surprise as I tumbled towards them, and I scrambled to my feet, ignoring the way my palms burnt from their contact with the ground. Fuck that popcorn.

      My arm hurt, and I could smell ashes and whiskey in the air. I stumbled through the crowd, hoping that I was going the right direction, but not really knowing where that right direction was.

      I lurched into someone, hitting a solid wall of body. I stared up into the face of a burly man with dark eyes and heavy eyebrows. He glowered down at me and reached down to grab the collar of my jacket with a meaty hand.

      “I... I’m sorry...” I stammered, pulling away from him and turning frantically in the direction of the Cyclone. At least, in the direction I thought it was in. But he didn’t release my jacket. He pulled me closer, leaning down to look into my face.

      “You will be, bruja...”

      Fuck! Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      Panic was a bucket of ice dumped down the back of my shirt. I twisted sharply, pulling out of my jacket and pushing away at the same time. Free of his grip, I ran headlong through the crowd, crashing into people on either side as I pushed my way through.

      The lights of the Cyclone spun wildly in front of me as I careened toward the ride. I could hear the rumbling of the roller coaster as it ripped along the track. People screamed and shouted and laughed and all I wanted to do was vomit my terror into the nearest garbage can. Hands grabbed at me, plucking at my shirt, the back of my pants, my ankles... I choked back a scream of panic as I got to the line of people waiting to strap themselves into the car and roar down the wooden track. I looked frantically for Lacey’s purple hair, Ophelia’s black leather jacket, but everything blurred together and looked the same and I was freaking the fuck out.

      “This way! Maia!”

      Was that Lacey? I turned, following the sound of her voice, running blindly towards it.

      This way. This way.

      I ran down between two stalls, the smell of mini doughnuts was overwhelming, and not in a good way. My stomach lurched and I thought I was going to throw up.

      “You’re coming with me, bruja,” A voice growled in my ear, and a heavy hand closed on the back of my neck.

      I wanted to scream, but nothing was coming out of my mouth.

      “Put her the fuck down.”

      The hand on my neck tightened, and I was yanked against a brick wall disguised as a person.

      The man switched his grip from the back of my neck to my throat, his fingers digging in to my flesh. I gasped for air and kicked at the man holding me, my boots connected, but the blows had no affect.

      “I said. Put her the fuck down.”

      Ophelia.

      She blocked the way back to the crowded area in front of the rides. Her stance was strong and her hands were balled into fists. I could see Lacey hopping nervously behind her.

      The hand around my throat tightened, and then white lights exploded behind my eyes. A cold wind blew over my face. The roller coaster rattled overhead, the sound echoing in my ears, drowning out everything else around me.

      The lights spun around me and the pavement rushed towards my face. Then everything went dark.

      Fuck.
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      Having Maia along on this trip wasn’t exactly planned, but I couldn’t say no to Lacey. Thankfully, Lacey was more than a little excited about our little field trip. She didn’t know what I’d been planning over the last ten minutes.

      In the last six months, I’d thought that the Malleus had left New York, or at least decided that they didn’t give a shit about hunting me. But now that Maia was here, I knew that we were both targets. And there was no way I was putting up with that shit.

      As a new witch whose powers had just started to manifest, Maia was a walking beacon. Fresh and innocent. I could use her to lure the Malleus out into the open.

      I’d just have to apologize later. Once we had some answers she’d understand. Hopefully.

      Lacey was too excited to notice, but we’d had a shadow following behind us since we’d passed King’s Highway. I didn’t know when he’d gotten on the train, but as soon as we left my apartment, I knew that they’d be watching. The Malleus were smart enough to send more than one guy, but if this was the only one I could see, he’d have to do.

      We left the train at Coney Island and made our way through the crowds with Lacey leading the way. She was way more excited to be here than I’d anticipated, and I knew I’d have to apologize to her for ruining the night… which I was definitely going to be doing.

      Keeping the Malleus in my eye-line wasn’t as easy as I’d hoped, but I knew he was there, keeping just out of range. There he was, pretending to stand in line for the skee ball booth, waiting to buy a ticket for one of the rides to our left, and now sneaking up close to an unsuspecting group in an attempt to blend in and be invisible.

      Someone should have told him that blending in was for people who actually knew what they were doing, and not tall men dressed in black from head to toe. I could see the mark of the Malleus clearly on his thick neck and wondered what their recruiting process was… clearly it needed a little revamping.

      I’d decided on the train how this was all going to go down, I just needed the right opportunity to make it work. Lacey was pulling us towards the Cyclone, and I saw my opportunity.

      “Maia, can you get me some popcorn? Lacey and I will hold your place in line. I don’t want to hit that monster on an empty stomach…” Maia took the money I held out to her and headed in the direction of the popcorn stand. Lacey wound her arm through mine and pulled me to the ride. I looked over my shoulder at where Maia had gone. “Maybe some salt will help anchor me to the ground a little…” I murmured, keeping the ruse going.

      “Which would be hilarious since you’re going to be eighty-five feet in the air!” Lacey crowed, and I felt my stomach turn just a little.

      “You’re not helping,” I said through gritted teeth. This had better work. If the Malleus didn’t take the bait, I’d end up on that roller coaster, and that was literally the last thing I wanted to do right now.

      “Did you know that the Cyclone goes over sixty miles an hour?” Lacey was hopping from foot to foot, her eyes sparkling crazily in the flashing carnival lights.

      “Yeah, I didn’t need to know that, Lace,” I said, craning my neck to see Maia in line. She wasn’t easy to spot, but I finally saw her creased and stained army jacket and her dark red hair. I could feel her trepidation. She looked over her shoulder in our direction, but I couldn’t tell if she could see us or not.

      “… the coaster opened in 1927, do you remember, Fee? Did you come and see it?” Lacey was still talking about the roller coaster, and I was only half listening to her and my eyes were still on Maia.

      “Yeah… yeah I was here. It was pretty great, I guess,” I said. Someone jostled against Maia, and she stumbled in line, whirling around to give them a piece of her mind, but they were already gone. I could see that she was rattled, but the Malleus hadn’t moved in yet.

      “… and we’re going to sit right at the front of the car, okay? Okay. It’s happening you don’t have a choice,” Lacey said, grabbing my hand and twirling in a circle in front of me.

      “Whatever you say, Lace.”

      That was never fucking happening, and I needed that Malleus to move in and do what he was supposed to do, which was try to grab Maia, and subsequently rescue me from having to pretend that I wasn’t fucking terrified of getting on that stupid ride.

      Out of nowhere, Maia tumbled to the ground, and I watched her struggle with the Malleus briefly before he chased her into a darkened corridor between two stalls. Finally.

      “Lacey, I’m really sorry, but we’re going to have to put this on hold, Maia’s in trouble,” I said quietly, grabbing Lacey’s shoulder and turning her so that she could see what was happening.

      “Hey! Oh shit!” Lacey took off running, and I followed just as fast. I didn’t want Lacey trying to do anything stupid. I didn’t know what she was capable of yet, and worse than that, neither did she. Turning a brand new Laudan loose in a crowded area might be a big giant mistake, and I wanted to be able to come back to Coney Island someday.

      I rushed ahead of Lacey and ran down the corridor the Malleus had dragged Maia down only moments ago. He had her by the throat, and I could feel her panic and anger as she struggled against his grip. Her fingers scrabbled at his thick hand and her feet kicked the air helplessly.

      I could feel power crackling in my fingertips and I stood my ground as the Malleus weighed his options. A high chain link fence topped with razor wire was behind him, and he had nowhere to go but through me, and that wasn’t fucking happening.

      “Put her the fuck down,” I said shortly, allowing my power to envelop my hands. I’d never used my magic as intimidation before, but by the way the Malleus’ eyes widened, he’d heard what I could do, and his confidence was faltering just a little.

      “Did I stutter?” I raised my hand, palm up, towards him and began to envision what I wanted to do to him. I didn’t want to kill him, or knock him through the fence, no, but I did want him helpless and willing to talk.

      The Malleus bared his teeth and pulled a knife out of his pocket as he stepped back towards the fence. I rolled my eyes and stepped forward, my hands were fully enveloped in crackling purple energy. With a snap of my fingers, the knife flew from his hand and landed blade down in the grass. He cried out and dropped Maia unceremoniously to the pavement as he clutched his burning hand.

      “Did you not get the memo? I’m not here to take your shit, Malleus,” I said quietly. Maia choked and spluttered on the ground, and I stepped over her as the Malleus continued to retreat towards the fence. Lacey bent to help Maia to her feet, supporting her easily. That Laudan strength was coming in handy for once.

      “You don’t know what’s hunting you, bruja. It’s easier if you just give in… something worse than our fires waits for you,” the Malleus growled, cradling his burnt hand to his chest. “You should have just let me take her. Sería más amable dejarla quemar.”

      “No one speaks Spanish, you asshole, say it in English or shut the fuck up!” Lacey shouted from behind me, and I shot her a look. She shut her mouth, but she was seething with anger, and her moonshined eyes glittered in the darkness.

      “I don’t want him to shut up, Lacey. I want him to talk. I don’t care what language it’s in,” I said through clenched teeth. I understood him just fine.

      It would be kinder to let her burn.

      It would be kinder to throw him off the pier and let him drown, but I wasn’t going to do that either. I spread my fingers and let my magic arc towards the Malleus. Ropes of purple energy wrapped around his torso and the chain-link fence, pulling him tightly against it. I closed my fist and the crackling purple bands tightened around him. Painfully tight. Tight enough to crack ribs if he wasn’t careful.

      With my left hand clenched and held up in front of me, I walked forward until I was face to face with the Malleus. The light of my magic illuminated his face, throwing shadows from the sharp planes of his cheekbones. I pressed the finger of my right hand into the tattoo on his neck. He grunted in pain. It probably felt like I’d just put a cigarette out on his flesh. I smiled coldly.

      “Who’s paying you to hunt us, Malleus?” His eyes widened and I pressed my finger down again. “Yes, I know who you are. You’re not as scary as you used to be, y’know? I used to be terrified of you assholes. Now you’re just a nuisance.” I lifted my finger and the man panted in pain and fear.

      “Pelea injusta,” he gasped, trying to pull away. The fence and the magic that was holding him thwarted his efforts.

      “This isn’t an unfair fight, cupcake; this is just the first time you’ve faced a real witch. Of all the women you’ve killed over the years, how many of them were actual witches? How many brujas verdaderas? I bet they told you every single one was real,” I sneered. I could feel my power surging, my anger pushing forward. The man groaned as the magic bonds that held him to the fence tightened. More tendrils of energy snaked up his torso and wound themselves around his throat. I smiled thinly. “I’ll ask you again. Who is paying you? Maybe you don’t know… give me a name.”

      The man tried his best to spit at me, but I saw it coming and tightened my fist, making the bands of energy holding him against the fence increase their pressure on his ribcage and now his throat.

      I heard a muffled crack as one of ribs gave way.

      “Ophelia! What are you doing?” Maia’s voice was strangled with panic, but I didn’t relax my hand and the magical bindings sizzled with electricity, as the man squirmed against the fence.

      “Basta,” he grunted. “Basta! I’ll tell you!”

      Finally.

      “That was easier than I thought it would be,” Lacey muttered behind me.

      I eased my fist open just a little, drawing back some of my power, but only enough to allow him to speak freely.

      “Our orders, they come from overseas. Spain,” he choked out the words. “We are all recruited there. Money and instructions, new members… they all come from Spain.”

      “Where?” I asked, pushing my face into his and grabbing his chin roughly with my right hand. The power in my fingers sizzled against his skin and he winced, trying to pull away, but he had nowhere to go.

      “Santiago de Compostela.”

      Great. Fucking great.

      “She’ll never stop,” the man chuckled thickly. “She’ll never stop hunting your kind.”

      “I need a name,” I breathed in his ear, digging my fingers into his chin and pushing my other hand, the one that crackled with power closer to his face. The man grunted with pain but kept his teeth clenched tight.

      I stared into his eyes and clenched my fist just a little, enough to put more pressure on his already cracked rib, and threaten to crack another. His breath hissed between his teeth.

      “Encrucijada.”

      “Crossroads,” I whispered. Something in the back of my mind began to turn; there was something very wrong here. Familiar and unfamiliar at the same time.

      “Madre de pesadillas,” he grunted.

      “What is he saying, Fee? It sounds like bullshit to me! Do you want me to make him talk?” Lacey was getting impatient, and so was I.

      “I don’t care about your crossroads or your mother’s nightmares… I need a name! A real person… give it to me.” The man groaned as I tightened my fist again.

      “Ophelia! Let him go! He doesn’t know!” Maia was panicking. I looked over my shoulder to see her being held back effortlessly by Lacey. Maia was a good deal taller than the new Laudan, but Lacey’s supernatural strength was too much for her. Maia probably didn’t even know it was happening.

      “A name!” I shouted in the man’s ear. The crackle of my magic was loud in my ears, and I was thankful for the noise and screams coming from the rollercoaster that rattled and clanked deafeningly above us and the music that filled every corner of the boardwalk.

      “Leon Abellan,” the man croaked. “That’s all I know.”

      I released him from his magical bonds in an instant, and he slumped heavily to the ground.

      I placed my palm against his forehead and closed my eyes, letting the memory wipe wash through my palm and into his mind. It was only a gentle wave, but he wouldn’t remember anything that had happened tonight. Maybe not even what he’d done this week. I didn’t fucking care if he forgot his mother’s name, as long as our tracks were covered.

      “Lacey, help me with him.”

      She let go of Maia’s arm and helped me prop the unconscious asshole against the fence. I pointed at something at the fence line, “Maia, grab that bottle. We may as well make this look authentic.”

      Maia reluctantly brought over an empty bottle of whiskey that was sitting discarded by the fence and dropped it in the man’s lap before delivering a swift kick to his stomach.

      “That’s for grabbing me, you piece of shit,” she muttered and then turned to march away.

      “Maia!” Lacey shouted, running to catch up with her.

      “What,” she said over her shoulder. “We came here to go on that goddamn rollercoaster; we’re going on the goddamn roller coaster.”

      I groaned and flexed my fingers. I just wanted to go home and try to figure out what the hell we were supposed to do next.

      I had an idea, but it seemed insane.

      “Cyclone!” Lacey squealed. She grabbed my hand and pulled me forward. “You’re not getting out of this on a popcorn technicality either, Fee. You have to do it.”

      “I’m not sure I feel up to it…”

      “Oh come on, after that you should be all fired up and ready to scream. Don’t lie to me, Ophelia Turner!”

      She had a good point. I felt like I was full of static electricity, like I could run for hours and not be winded. I’d never used my power that way before… and I liked it.

      Maia had a look of quiet determination on her face, and I wished that I knew her well enough to know what she was thinking, because she sure as shit wasn’t listening to Lacey’s excited repetition of the wonders of the Coney Island Cyclone.

      Madre de pesadillas. Mother of Nightmares. The words tumbled in my head, twisting like the roller coaster tracks above us. Leon Abellan. Was that a name? A man? A last name? A company? It could be anything.

      I just wanted to go home and try to make sense of everything.

      Lacey pulled me forward and shoved a ticket in my face.

      “Are you ready? We’re so totally sitting in the front and I can’t even stand it I’m so excited!” she shouted in my ears and I winced as the roller coaster train rocketed by. Sixty miles per hour, right?

      Fucking great.
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      “We’re going where?” Maia was staring at me with her mouth open.

      “Spaaaaaiiiiinn!” Lacey shouted gleefully. She was already packing, and three suitcases were open on my living room floor.

      “Look, I know this sounds crazy—“

      “Crazy?” Maia shouted, standing up and stomping towards the apartment door. “This is beyond crazy! This is straight up fucking insane! You want to go to fucking Spain, because of something some asshole at a theme park told you while you were torturing him!”

      Okay, so this wasn’t going exactly as I’d planned it.

      Lacey was easy to convince, but I could have told her we were going to Texas and she’d be just as thrilled. I mean, logistically, we might have a problem, what with the whole keeping her out of the sunlight thing... but I could make it work. I mean it’s not like I could leave her here.

      The roller coaster had been horrible, and I never wanted to do it ever again... but I had to admit that it did feel good to let go just a little. Using all that power on the Malleus had been electrifying, and I’d be lying to myself if I didn’t admit that I liked the feeling of holding his life in my hands. The only part that worried me was that Maia and Lacey might have seen it too.

      I’d spent the train ride home from Coney Island rolling the Malleus’ words around in my mind, and deciding what we were going to do. No, what needed to be done. And that involved dragging our asses to Spain, and tracking down whoever it was that had put a price on the heads of the Daughters of Hecate. There was no way around it.

      Unfortunately for me, Maia hadn’t quite gotten her head around that yet.

      “I’m not going anywhere, and I’m definitely not getting on a plane. How the hell would we even get through security? I mean, I have a passport, but... I don’t have the money and what are we going to do when we get there? Just ask around until we find this Leon person?” Maia was pacing now, and I knew she was trying to decide whether she should stay, or run the hell away.

      “Maia, if you run, the Malleus will keep hunting you, and next time, I might not be there to help you,” I said with a sigh.

      I rubbed my hands over my face and leaned back in my chair. In the living room, Lacey sang to herself and threw clothes from her curtained room area into the suitcases.

      “I can hide from them because I know how. My apartment is covered in protection spells. Years of layering and learning. Things you don’t know how to do.”

      “I’ll go back to Seattle! I’ll go far away, they won’t find me,” Maia was frantic now, desperate to find something that seemed like a better idea. I shook my head.

      “It doesn’t matter where you go. They’ll find you. You heard that guy, they get their info and their targets from overseas... do you think it’s a coincidence that your mother died in a fire?” Maia blinked at me, I was hitting close to the bone now. “I’d be willing you bet you a whole paycheck that the Malleus, and whoever this Leon Abellan asshole is, were behind it. Do you want to avenge your mother? Others like us?”

      Maia nodded slowly.

      “The only way we can do that is by following this trail... we have to cut off the source of this bullshit, and the only way we can do that is together. You, me, and Lacey.”

      Maia looked into the living room at Lacey, who was agonizing over which broad brimmed hat she’d be taking with her. “What’s her deal anyway?” Maia asked quietly.

      I shrugged. “Lacey is my best friend. She knows everything, which is also why I can’t exactly leave her behind.”

      “You know what I mean, Ophelia. Why is she here, she’s not like... us... so what is she?”

      I leaned forward and rested my elbows on the table. My fingers steepled under my chin. Maia definitely wasn’t ready for that news, and I wasn’t about to sit here and out Lacey for being Laudan. It would be her story to tell, and this wasn’t really the time. Plus, then I’d have to explain Eli, and Spiral... and I wasn’t prepared to do that either.

      “Lacey’s not like us, but she’s definitely not normal. This isn’t the right time...” Not that it would ever be the right time, but this was definitely the wrong time. It was late... or early... and Lacey would need to go to bed soon, and I needed to call in ‘sick’ for work.

      “Not the right time? What the hell does that mean? I need to know what’s going on, and I need to know now!”

      Typical teenager, always me, me, me... now, now, now. She’d have to learn some patience. Starting right now.

      “Look. You can stay here, and help me plan this, or you can leave and just hope that you can stay hidden long enough to clean up this mess. You might live long enough for the Malleus to figure out that their source of income is dead. More than likely, you’ll end up a charred corpse with a charcoal line on a concrete wall to mark your passing.” I paused, letting Maia soak in what I’d said. My words were harsh, but they were supposed to be. She was alone, and in way over her head. She had to know that.

      “You’re an asshole,” she said, her voice shaking just a little.

      “I totally am,” I replied with a smile. “But I’m also telling the truth. You can run if you want. You can go to Houston, Veracruz, Vancouver or Montreal. It doesn’t matter. They’ll find you.” I lightened my tone just a little. “You can’t use your powers yet. You’re vulnerable, and they know it, and they’ll use it to their advantage.”

      “Teach me,” she blurted out the words, and then looked as though she instantly regretted saying them. I crossed my arms over my chest and looked at her carefully.

      “Come with us and I’ll teach you.” Maia looked at me skeptically, and I drew a cross over my heart and held up my hand. “I promise. I didn’t have anyone to teach me, so I had to figure all of this shit out for myself. I’m not perfect, but I’ve been around long enough to teach you how to keep yourself from getting killed.”

      “It’s true, Maia, she’s mega old... like oh my godddd...” Lacey shouted from the living room. I narrowed my eyes in her direction, but Lacey just kept on talking. “You’ll get super old too, Maia. You get like, nine lives or something like that... just like a cat—“

      Maia turned her skeptical gaze to me, “Seriously, nine lives? Isn’t that a little...”

      “Cliché? Probably. I don’t question shit like that.” Suki jumped into my lap and settled herself down. It was past her bedtime, and it was definitely way past mine. I needed to text David and let him know that he’d be on his own at Haven tomorrow... and then I needed to figure out how to ask for some vacation time.

      Maia moved away from the apartment door and came over to my chair, she leaned close, looking at my face carefully. “So... how old are you anyway?”

      “Ohhh my god, Maia, you’re not supposed to ask people that!” Lacey scolded, giggling wildly to herself. I gritted my teeth and forced myself to smile.

      “Three hundred and thirty-something...”

      “Pfffff... Thirty-something,” scoffed Lacey. I was going to give her a piece of my mind later; that was for damn sure.

      “Holy shit,” Maia breathed. “I thought you were, like, twenty-three or something. Y’know... way older than me.”

      I chuckled, it was so easy to forget how much difference a few years could make when you were eighteen. Five years was a lifetime when you had your whole set of lives in front of you.

      “Yeah, well, when you’re three hundred and thirty something and you feel twenty-one, we’ll talk about it again, okay?”

      Maia smiled weakly and sat down on the couch. “I guess I’m coming with you. I’m not staying here to cat sit, and I’m sure as hell not going back to Seattle... or Vancouver,” she said, wrinkling her nose.

      “Good. I’ll take care of everything, we’ll go get our tickets tomorrow, and you just have to help me make sure that Little Miss Loubutin doesn’t bring nine suitcases. We have to travel light. In and out, and back in the Big Apple before anyone notices we’re gone.”

      Maia nodded. “And you’ll train me... you’ll teach me to use whatever it is that’s running around inside me? I felt it when you were torturing that Malleus asshole... like something in my veins wanted to tear itself out of my body.”

      I nodded. “I’ll teach you how to control your power... and we might have to have a talk about finding you a familiar of your own.” I scratched Suki’s ears and she yawned and stretched dramatically.

      Maia’s eyes widened. “I have to get a cat?”

      Well, maybe not a cat, it could be bird like a crow, or an owl... maybe a dog. Or a toad.” I smiled as Maia made a face. “Your familiar will choose you... when you’re ready.”

      “How long have you had Suki?”

      I smiled, she was curious now. “Suki found me a long time ago. I can’t even remember how long it’s been. But I don’t own her, she stays because she wants to. And because I feed her tuna all the time, right?” Suki purred and rolled over in my lap and I rubbed her belly gently.

      “Feeeee - can you look up the weather in Santiago? What should I bring! Are we going to be going out? Can we go clubbing? I feel like I haven’t been dancing in foreverrrr.” Lacey’s whine was equal parts annoying and endearing, and I smiled as Maia rolled her eyes.

      “It’s going to be hot, Lace. So, long sleeves, big hats and long skirts for you,” I said.

      “Are you fucking kidding meeeeee. That’s so unfair!”

      This was going to be a long fucking trip.
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      With the day off work, and Maia and Lacey sleeping the day away back at my apartment, I was able to book direct flights out of JFK into A Coruña without distraction. It was almost too easy... the flights were surprisingly cheap, and I was able to pay with cash, which was even better. Lacey still had her credit cards, but I was trying to wean her off them. I sometimes took for granted that living life below the radar was a difficult transition, and Lacey loved to shop, which didn’t make anything any easier.

      The flight from JFK left after dark, and our connecting flight landed after dark. We could spend the layover inside Madrid’s airport with Lacey wrapped up in blankets and a big hat, and the train ride from A Coruña to Santiago de Compostela was only thirty minutes.

      We would have four days in Santiago to track down this Leon Abellan person, and cut the head off the snake that had hunted me my entire life.

      We were flying out in three days, Lacey needed to tell Bishop, and I needed to tell David... and Eli. Knowing him, he probably wouldn’t care, and I knew he’d come by and check on Suki while we were away.

      Haven might be another story. I’d tried to schedule the trip over a weekend while the café was closed, but he might still pitch a fit. I was the only employee he trusted to close after a long week, and open after the weekend, which made things a little difficult, but he’d just have to suck it up and work a shift or two in my absence.

      

      “Holiday? You’re asking me for holiday time? You called in sick at 3am yesterday and now you want holiday time?” David said slowly.

      “I’ve been here for five years, and I’ve never taken a sick day or a holiday… are you really pulling this drama queen shit on me right now? I don’t have to come back, y’know.” I wasn’t putting up with this bullshit today. David knew better than to be petty with me, but I knew he was angling for something else.

      “I mean, you’re asking me to cover three shifts, Ophelia, maybe more. Not to mention that it’s really short notice. I’ve never had to grant anyone holiday leave before… I mean, if you were a manager… that would make things way easier. I could even pay you for your vacation time.”

      There is was. Ulterior motive.

      “That’s a nice offer, David, really, but I don’t need the carrot of paid vacation. Really. I’ve had five years to save up for this.”

      “What are you going to Europe for anyway? Visiting family?”

      “Something like that,” I said with a smile. I still hadn’t really decided what my explanation would be for going overseas on what seemed like a whim, but it was the easiest option for now.

      “So… can I tell Candace that you’re going to take this nametag home? I feel like I’ve been staring at it forever.”

      David obviously wasn’t going to let this go.

      I let out a dramatic sigh and rolled my eyes. “Look, I’ll make you a deal. Let me go on this vacation, without pay, and I’ll think about wearing that stupid nametag.”

      “Are you serious?” David’s eyes were wide; he obviously wasn’t expecting me to actually agree to it. I’d been dodging that apron and nametag combo for the last year.

      “I’m serious that I’ll think about it… don’t make me change my mind! I’m leaving on Friday night, so I’ll make sure that everything it set up and ready for you to open on Monday morning. And I won’t have my cell with me, so don’t even try to call me and whine about anything.”

      “I don’t whine about stuff,” he huffed.

      “You most definitely do. Should I call Candace and double check with her? I’m sure she’ll remember better than I can…”

      “No, no, we’re square. But you’ll be back in a week, right?” David looked mildly panicked, but I knew everything would be fine; he was just a little high-strung these days.

      “You got it,” I said with a smile as I walked out of his office and back to my place behind the counter. David didn’t need to know that I wasn’t precisely sure when I’d be back. Or if I’d be back.

      Sure, our return tickets were booked, but whether we were able to make it out of Santiago de Compostela in one piece or not was anyone’s guess.

      I had no idea what we might be coming up against, or if we’d even find anything. It might be worse to find nothing at all. A name wasn’t much to go on, and the chance that we were walking willingly into a trap was starting to really bug me.

      It had occurred to me this morning that everything that Malleus had told me might be bullshit, and that I was marching all three of us into a trap that we might not be able to talk (or magic) our way out of.

      It was all well and good to be positive, but I’ve never been what you’d call a ray of fucking sunshine. Pessimism had served me well over the years; I’d spent a lot of time cultivating a ‘vaguely disappointed, but not surprised’ mantra. If you’re prepared for the worst, when it happens, you won’t lose your shit. Lacey was the positive one, I’d let her be excited for all three of us, she definitely had enough to go around.

      Maia was harder to read; she was young, so very young by Hecate’s standards… she was just starting her lifetimes and had so much ahead of her. I only hoped she would be able to live those lives differently than I had. Maybe if we were able to strangle this Leon Alleban snake, she’d be able to live in the open like a normal teenager… well… almost normal.

      As normal as she could? Ugh.

      We’d cross that bridge when we came to it. For now, I had to come to terms with the fact that I was dragging around not just one liability… but two. Lacey was still coming to terms with her Laudan powers, and until she knew what she was capable of, I had to watch out for her. I should really remember to talk to Eli about that before we left.

      I also had to figure out what, and how, to teach Maia how to use her own magic. It had only manifested twice… once when she was panicked, and the second time with a lot of concentration and a familiar in her lap.  We’d have to work on that shit.

      I chuckled to myself. Look at me, trying to come up with lesson plans for a new witch. What the hell was happening to me? After 330-ish years on my own, I’d acquired a best friend, a roommate, and an acolyte. This was getting ridiculous.

      Part of me just wanted to abandon it all and disappear into a new city… but I couldn’t leave Lacey, and I definitely couldn’t leave Maia…

      Ugh. I was getting soft in my middle age. I just needed to distract myself for the rest of the week, as soon as we were safely through security and on the plane, I’d be able to relax.

      Maybe.
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      “I’ve been doing some research on this Leon Alleban person,” Maia announced as I walked in the door on Wednesday night. We were leaving in two days and the apartment was a mess as Lacey continued to freak out about packing. I still hadn’t heard anything from Eli, and Lacey hadn’t been to Spiral or mentioned him at all.

      I dropped my bag by the door and picked up Suki, draping her over my shoulder as I sat down at the table.

      Maia was tapping away on a new laptop and I eyed it suspiciously. I didn’t have a laptop. My television was black and white for fuck’s sake. I liked things simple.

      “Where did you get that?”

      “Lacey gave me her credit card,” she said with a shrug, turning the screen around to face me.

      I gritted my teeth and squinted at the screen. A scan of what looked like a really old map was enlarged, filling the screen. I stared at it for a minute, waiting for Maia to tell me what the fuck I was supposed to be seeing here. I didn’t even know how to react. Suki was purring in my ear and all I wanted was to go lie down.

      “What am I looking at?” I sighed finally.

      Maia sighed with disgust and turned the laptop back to herself, “It’s a map of Santiago de Compostela. I thought you could read Spanish!”

      I sat back in my chair and stroked Suki’s back as she kneaded my shoulder. “I never said I could read Spanish… I just knew what that Malleus was saying. I can’t explain how. I just knew.”

      “Well, that’s not fucking helpful at all, is it?” Maia muttered. “When I searched for Leon Alleban, I didn’t find a person… I mean, I did. But they’re probably not alive anymore.”

      “Where are you getting Wi-Fi from? I don’t have internet,”

      “Your neighbor’s password was pathetically easy to guess…” Maia said causally.

      Kids today. No respect for boundaries. I wondered what else she’d been into today.

      “Ahem.” Maia was staring at me. I glowered at her and crossed my legs under me, moving Suki into my lap. “What I did find, was Doña Urraca de Leon…” She stumbled over the pronunciation, but as soon as she said the name, I felt something twinge in my spine.

      “Say that name again,” I whispered.

      “Urraca de Leon? What… what about it?”

      I felt that electric twinge again, but it faded just as fast as I felt it. A spark, nothing more. “Nothing… what’s the big deal about her?”

      “Seven hundred years ago, the people of Santiago de Compostela tried to burn down the governor’s palace… but get this, it wasn’t because they didn’t like his taxes or anything, it was because of her. The people thought she was a witch… so they burned down the palace.”

      My mouth went dry, and Suki had stopped purring. Even Lacey was quiet in the living room. “Did she survive?”

      Maia shook her head. “As far as I can tell from my research, no one did. The governor was replaced the following month, and the palace was rebuilt on the same spot. They had a daughter, but nothing is mentioned about her other than the year she was born.”

      “Figures,” I muttered. “So, why is this important?”

      Maia shrugged, “I don’t know… it’s just a feeling.”

      “A feeling?” Uh-oh. “Like what kind of feeling?”

      “Like a pinch in my back, but it was nothing, it’s gone now,” Maia said, her expression confused.

      “Well. I guess we have to add the palace to our sightseeing plans,” I said with a sigh. If Maia had felt the same twinge I had, that had to mean something. I didn’t believe in coincidences, especially when it came to Daughters of Hecate. We all had a special link, no matter how faint; and I had to honor that. It could be nothing. It could all be nothing.
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      I’d never traveled out of the United States before… I’d never even been on a plane. Coming to New York had been the first time I’d ever even been anywhere farther away than a light rail ride away from home. Jitters were natural, right? I had plenty to be scared of… it also didn’t help that Lacey was rattling off plane crash statistics as though she wouldn’t be obliterated right along with the rest of us if the damn thing went down.

      “I don’t know why you’re freaking out, Maia,” she said, holding another floral print dress up to her shoulders. I shook my head, not another dress. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d worn one, or even tried one on.

      “I’m not freaking out, you’re just being an asshole,” I said grumpily.

      “I keep forgetting that you’ve never been on a plane, but you shouldn’t be worried. The statistics are so out of control,” she waved her hand casually, dismissing my comment. “You’re more likely to be killed by a cow in a field. Which is actually kind of a frightening thing if you think about it…”

      “You’re hilarious, Lacey…”

      “I’m not trying to be, it’s true. Cows kill more people every year than sharks do, it’s really unfair that they’re demonized in all of those movies. I’m more afraid of cows than sharks.” Lacey huffed, tossing the dress into one f her suitcases.

      “We’re not talking about sharks, Lacey. We’re talking about planes!”

      “Whatever. Do you think I should bring this hat? I don’t know if it’s big enough.”

      I pitched forward on the couch, landing face-first on the cushions so I would have something to groan into. Four paws landed squarely in the middle of my back as Suki jumped up to claim her new favorite sitting spot.

      “Caaaaaat,” I moaned into the couch, and Suki settled herself in the center of my back, purring hard enough to vibrate into my spine. “You’re the fucking worst, I don’t even like cats.”

      “Don’t you listen to her, Suki, you’re a lovely kitten and everyone loves you,” Lacey shouted from the living room. I groaned again and Suki kneaded her claws gently into my back. I grumbled into the cushion and then lifted my face off the couch to look into the living room.

      “Did you talk to your boss like you told Ophelia you would?”

      We were leaving for the airport tomorrow night, which suited me just fine, but Ophelia had specifically asked Lacey to talk to someone named Bishop. Lacey had agreed, but I couldn’t help but notice that she hadn’t really left the apartment since our night at Coney Island. Maybe for five minutes or so, but she was just going downstairs to pick up our Pho orders.

      “Ummm… yeah, I totally did. He gave me the week off, so everything’s cool, I’ll tell Ophelia when she gets home.” Lacey said brightly, but I couldn’t see her face to see if she was lying or not.

      The apartment door closed with a thud and Suki used me as a launching pad to jump off my back to get to Ophelia as she dropped her bag on the floor and kicked off her boots.

      “Tell me what,” she said, stooping to pick up Suki.

      “Thaaaaaat I’m just going out!” Lacey ran by me, grabbing her jacket as she ran past. She blew air kisses at Suki and raced out the door, the laces on her boots flying as she went.

      “Is that really what she was going to tell me?” Ophelia asked with a concerned expression on her face.

      I shrugged and leaned propped myself up on my elbows. “No idea. I asked her if she’d gotten the time off work, and she said she had… dunno what’s up with the sudden exit.”

      “Are you packed?” Ophelia slung Suki over her shoulder and walked to the kitchen, letting her familiar dangle comfortably as she moved around the space, filling a small watering can and tending to the herbs that were growing on the counter.

      I pointed at my duffel bag. “Everything I own is in that bag… so yeah. You could say I’ve been packed for a few years.”

      Ophelia nodded, and opened the fridge, staring at the leftovers inside before slamming it shut and pulling a bottle of wine from the cupboard. She pulled a mug off the hooks by the sink, and paused for a moment before grabbing another one and setting them on the table.

      “Come sit,” she said simply, taking a seat and rearranging Suki in her lap.

      “Why?”

      “We’re going to do some magic.”

      “Oh, shit, really?” I scrambled off the couch, my knees thudding against the floor while I got my feet underneath me and threw myself into the chair across from her.

      “Yeah, really,” she replied, the barest hint of a smile on her face.

      “Okay… okay, okay, okay.” I couldn’t believe it. She said that she was going to teach me, and she was actually going to do it. I couldn’t remember the last time someone had made me a promise that they’d kept. My knee bounced under the table and my fingers drummed on the wood. “So… what do I do?”

      Ophelia smiled and leaned forward, pushing a candle between us. She touched the wick gently with a fingertip and the candle flared to life, burning brightly purple for a split second before settling into a more normal orange glow.

      “Holy shit! Are you going to teach me to do that?”

      Ophelia smiled, “Honestly, I couldn’t do that myself until just a little while ago… it’s been a weird couple of months.”

      “Really? You mean… you were using matches?”

      “Yup. Seems silly to think about it now.” She placed her hands palm down on the table and looked at me. I could feel something start to slip over my shoulders. Relaxation. Calm.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, I wasn’t mad or afraid, I was just curious. I wanted to know how to do everything.

      “You have to relax, I’m just trying to help you. You need to clear your mind. It’s hard at first, and I know you have a lot of shit swirling around in your head right now. You have to tell all of it to shut the fuck up so you can concentrate.”

      “Right. Concentrate. I remember.” I closed my eyes and tried to do what she told me to do. Clear my mind. Right. How did you do that anyway?

      “Palms flat on the table, and look inward. I know it sounds dumb, but it kind of works. At least it works for me.” Ophelia’s voice was soothing and calm, and I tried to slow down my breathing.

      “What am I looking for?” I barely whispered the words, but the image came to me instantly. A spark... a tiny flame like the candle between us.

      “Concentrate. Feel the power inside you. It’s a part of your blood, a part of your bones, it’s in the air in your lungs...”

      “And then what?”

      “Just breathe,” Ophelia chuckled softly.

      I shrugged and did as I was told, but all this breathing was making me feel light headed. And then my face was itchy. I had to crack my knuckles. My arm had started to burn. I needed to pee.

      “Stop twitching,” Ophelia said, her voice tense.

      “I’m trying,” I said, but it came out wrong, and I sounded more annoyed than I was. It wasn’t annoyed... I was bored. Why couldn’t we get to the magic part? “I just... can’t we...”

      Ophelia sighed heavily. “Fine. Open your eyes.”

      My eyes snapped open and I leaned back in my chair, breathing a sigh of relief. “Thanks... that was—“

      “Boring? I know. I’m really shit at meditating too, but I thought if you started there it would be a little easier for me to do it too. I’m still learning.”

      She didn’t smile, but I did. It was nice to know that she was still figuring shit out too. I didn’t get along well with my high school teachers, but the tutors my social worker had assigned me had been pretty cool.

      Ophelia was kind of like them. Older than me, but not by much... and then I remembered how old she really was and my smile started to fade a little.

      “Let’s try something else,” she said. She paused for a moment. Thinking. “Do you have anything from your mother?” she asked suddenly. I blinked at her, and then got up from the table to find my duffel bag. I fished around until I found the package that Becca had kept safe for me. I pulled out a photo and brought it back to the table with me, setting it down in front of Ophelia before taking my seat again.

      Suki put her paws on the table to examine the photo more closely, leaning close to rub her face against it. Ophelia smiled. “Your mother was definitely one of the Daughters. I’m so sorry that she was taken from you. From us.”

      She slid the photo across the table, stopping when it was in line with the candle.

      “Sit up straight in your chair,” Ophelia commanded, doing the same thing herself. I shifted in the chair, following her lead. She held her left hand over the table, turning it palm up. I mimicked her carefully, holding my hand in the same position.

      “Okay. Relax. I want you to bring your power forward into your hand. Like this.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, holding it lightly. Suki purred in her lap, and the candle flame flickered in her golden eyes. Ophelia cupped her hand and flexed her fingers, and then a ball of purple flame enveloped her hand. I gasped aloud, but Ophelia put her right forefinger against her lips in a gesture of quiet, and the purple fire in her left hand pulsed and shrank, becoming a more controlled ball of flame instead of a surging elemental manifestation.

      I blinked in surprise.

      “I... I can do that?”

      Ophelia opened her eyes and smiled, the light of the fire in her hand reflecting on her face. “If you shut your mouth and concentrate, you might be able to get something...”

      I shut my mouth immediately and tried to do as I was told. I reached back into the dark parts of my mind, looking for that little flame again. There. It was small, and icy blue, and I could feel it flowing through my veins like water, coursing in and around my blood, through my limbs; it rippled and fluttered and I tried to will it to take form, like Ophelia’s had. To come through my palm... light me on fire... whatever it took. I had to show her that I could do it. I squeezed my eyes shut tighter, flexing my fingers. Come on. Come ON.

      My hand was cold, goosebumps running up and down my arm. My birthmark... witchmark, that’s what Ophelia had called it. Whatever it was, it burned and itched, the sensation hitting a nerve right behind my left ear, but I stayed still, concentrating. Come on. And then it happened, my hand went ice cold as my power lurched forward.

      “Woah!” Ophelia cried, and I heard her chair scrape backward over the hardwood floor. My eyes flew open and I stared at my hand, which was encased in rippling blue flames.

      “Shit! Shit. Shit. Shit!” I shouted, jumping up and shaking my hand around to try to put out the fire. Stop. Drop and roll... was that how it went? Should I run it under the sink? “Fuck!”

      “Maia!” Ophelia was edging around me carefully, her hands at her sides. She didn’t look worried, I was the only one freaking out. “Calm down, try to control it. Make it smaller. Imagine that it’s a little ball, make it smaller in your mind. If you keep imagining that it’s going to burn down the apartment, it probably will, so just... chill the fuck out.”

      I was breathing hard, holding my hand out in front of me as though it was... well... it was on fire. But my hand was cold, and the fire didn’t burn me. I closed my eyes, imagining the fire growing smaller and rounder. Easier to control. Quieter. My arm shuddered as the flame grew but then I felt my power pull back, withdrawing, and I pulled it with my mind, helping it recede.

      “Good... that’s it,” Ophelia’s voice sounded far away and I opened one eye carefully to check on my progress. The flames were smaller, but it was nowhere near being a round ball, I’d just flattened it a bit.

      I gritted my teeth and concentrated harder, imagining a ball. What was the last ball I’d held? A tennis ball at Becca’s apartment. That would have to do.

      I squinted at my hand, watching as the flames that covered it began to shrink and rotate, rounding and flexing into the shape I was imagining. I wondered if my mother had been able to do this.

      I stared at my hand in disbelief as the blue flames took shape. The light of my magic reflected blue against my skin. My magic. My power.

      Suddenly, Ophelia’s smile faded and she looked towards the apartment door as it opened.

      “You have to meet her, she’s just the greatest thing. Fee’s going to teach her and everything, just like you’re teaching me... Oh...”

      Lacey stumbled into the apartment with her usual grace, but I wasn’t looking at her, I was staring at the tall, lean figure that loomed above her as he brushed his dark hair out of his eyes.

      Eli Maddern. Eli. Fucking. Maddern was standing in the apartment, and my hand was on fire.

      Fuck my life.
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      Oh, shit.

      I’d almost forgotten about Eli. And I’d definitely forgotten to tell Maia about how I’d been able to get her backstage at M.A.D’s concert… Shit.

      She was standing in the middle of the kitchen, her chair knocked over onto the floor, her mouth hanging open and her eyes wide and staring. And her hand was still on fire.

      “Maia!” I hissed, hoping that she would snap out of it. Thankfully, she wasn’t stupid, just star-struck. She waved her hand frantically, before slapping it against her thigh. I sighed and looked down at Suki, who was watching Maia’s antics patiently. “Go help her,” I said quietly, and Suki walked over and wound herself around Maia’s legs. At the cat’s touch, the blue flames that had engulfed Maia’s hand and forearm began to fade, and then disappeared into tendrils of teal smoke. Maia looked at her hand incredulously, her cheeks flaming red with embarrassment.

      “Thanks,” she muttered, reaching down to stroke Suki’s back gratefully.

      “Eli, this is Maia. You met her at Spiral the other night.” I said hesitantly. He was unpredictable, and I hoped that he didn’t just assume that I’d told Maia everything about him, and the band… and Lacey.

      Eli smiled, that signature smile that was on every album cover and promotional photo. “I remember,” he said smoothly, closing the apartment door behind him.

      “You’re… you’re…” Maia looked at me frantically, trying to put the pieces together. “But why are you here? What…”

      Oh, goddess. This was way more painful than I had expected.

      “Let me explain this really quickly. Eli and I are… well.” Okay, maybe it wasn’t an easy explanation. I took a deep breath. “Eli and I are dating, and he kind of lives here. I got Lacey her job at Spiral because the owner owes me a few favors. Got it?”

      I was terrible at explaining shit. This was why it was better when I was alone… no explaining, and Suki didn’t ask any questions. Well, she asked less complicated questions.

      “Uhhh… did we interrupt something?” Lacey’s powers of observation continued to serve her well. I should really remember to ask Eli when the good Laudan powers would kick in an help her out a little.

      “Nothing, it’s nothing. Ophelia was just trying to get me to meditate and stuff…” Maia stammered, her eyes still fixed on Eli.

      “Nothing? Girl, I don’t know if you realized, but your hand was on fire. It was blue! That’s so cool. Fee’s is purple, I wonder if you’ve all got different colored magic. What color do you think mine would be, Suki?” Lacey scooped up the cat and carried her like a baby into the living room, tickling her stomach with her fingers while Suki purred loudly. I shook my head and looked at Maia, frozen in place.

      “Maia, pick up your chair.” I said quietly. The girl hesitated for just a second and then leapt to pick up her chair and set it at the table again.

      She sidled over to me, her hands clenched at her sides. “So… it Eli a… is he like you? Like us? Because that would be really—“

      “Impossible. Really impossible. There’s a reason we’re called Daughters of Hecate. The goddess is childless, a virgin goddess, so she bestowed her powers on mortal women. Women who could carry on her legacy through their daughters. Eli is…”

      “Something different,” he said with a smile. I shot him a look that I hoped he would take as a sign to keep his mouth shut about what he was. I wasn’t quite ready for Maia to freak out about that just yet. Especially since we were leaving for Spain sooner than I cared to think about.

      “Sorry to interrupt your lessons, but I had to talk to you. Lacey tells me that you’re going on a little trip,” Eli said. He sat in the chair that Maia had just righted and propped his boots up on the edge of the table as I glared at him.

      “We are!” Maia said excitedly. “We’re going to Spain… Santiago de Compostela.”

      I groaned inwardly. So much for not telling Eli everything.

      “Really? Lacey said you were going to Florida.”

      “Sorry!” Lacey shouted from the living room.

      Fantastic.

      “Why would she say we’re going to Florida?” Maia asked me quietly.

      “Go help Lacey pack. She’s got three suitcases going right now, and she’s only allowed to bring one. A small one. Go help her edit,” I said, shooing Maia away. She left reluctantly, and I knew she wanted to talk at Eli. There would be time for that later.

      “How much does she know?” Eli asked quietly, tilting his head in Maia’s direction.

      “She knows what she is, but she doesn’t know anything about Lacey, or you… and I’d like to keep it that way for as long as possible. It was hard enough for me to get her to believe that she was in danger.” I sat heavily on the couch, suddenly feeling exhausted.

      “I find it hard to believe that you would ever be in danger, Ophelia.”

      I’m not. It’s her. She’s all alone, and her powers have just started to manifest in a real way… not just in an ‘oops did I do that?’ kind of way. It’s scary, and disorienting when you don’t have anyone to help you through it. And to top it all off, she’s like candy to those Malleus assholes. I have to stop it.”

      “How are you going to do that?”

      I stared at him for a minute, wondering if he was trying to rile me up on purpose. But he looked genuinely confused. Lacey really hadn’t told him anything. That was new.

      “I have a name, and a location… we’re going to cut off the head of this particular snake. That means no more of these idiots hunting us and making life more difficult than it already is.”

      “Right.” Eli took a toothpick out of his pocket and slid it between his teeth. I hated it when he did that. But it was better than his cigarettes. “You can’t take Lacey with you, you know that right?”

      I blinked at him. “What do you mean I can’t take her? I have to take her. She’s coming with us.” There was no way I was leaving Lacey here. No way in hell.

      “Bishop would never allow it. Laudan’s don’t travel out of the country without his express permission.”

      “That’s bullshit!” I said as quietly as possible. “What the fuck is that about?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t make the rules, Bishop does. But if I had to guess, I’d say it’s because he has to get the permission of the other clans for her to hunt there. She will be hunting. You can’t pretend she won’t be.”

      I grimaced and leaned back against the couch cushions.

      “You’re leaving tomorrow, right?”

      I nodded grimly.

      “Well, I could cover for you. Bishop doesn’t have to know until you’re on your way back, right? You’ll only be gone for a few days.”

      I launched myself off the couch and into his arms before he could properly react, and his boots clattered off the table, his heels hitting the floor with a crash.

      “Do you mean it?” I asked quietly, my hot cheek pressed against his cold one.  “I’ll only say something if he asks.”

      I kissed him quickly and untangled myself from his arms. “Thank you. I promise I’ll bring her back in one piece.”

      “You’d better. You’ll have to keep a close eye on her while you’re abroad. Being close to the elder clans can be a little dicey… and I don’t know how she’ll handle it.” Eli’s tone was full of concern, and I looked at him carefully.

      “Elder clans? Don’t tell me I have to deal with more of that Blood Outlaw shit… I’ve had enough of that bullshit.”

      “If you keep a close eye on Lacey, you won’t have to worry about it. Everything will be fine, just… don’t let her go wandering, okay?”

      “Fine. I won’t let her go wandering.” I gestured towards the living room, where I knew Maia was sneaking glances our way. I could feel it. Her curiosity; and even a little twinge of jealousy. Silly rabbit. “Go talk to Maia. She’s a big fan. I’m sure she has some wonderful things to say about the new album. I know you can’t get enough of that shit.”

      Eli got up from his chair and planted a firm kiss on my forehead. “You’re right.” He flashed me a smile, showing his sharpened teeth. I couldn’t help the way my stomach flipped when he did that. Show off.

      

      By the time I went to bed, Lacey had narrowed down her wardrobe to one and a half suitcases and Maia and Eli were sitting out on the fire escape smoking and talking about music. I knew that Eli could talk until dawn, and Maia seemed to be perfectly happy being a night owl. If she’d been the kind of teenager who had any kind of respect for proper sleeping hours it would have been impossible to keep Lacey’s secret. Lucky me.

      

      ***

      My alarm went off just as Lacey was pulling the blackout curtains closed and I groaned as I turned it off. Suki jumped off my chest as I rolled over, stretching languidly on the floor before trotting over to rub against Lacey’s legs.

      “Don’t be so grumpy, Fee. You’ll be able to sleep on the plane.” Lacey chirped, smiling brightly as she arranged the curtains to cover every inch of the windows. She leaned out to the fire escape, “Come on your guys, it’s really late and Fee’s just getting up for work. Bedtime.” She pulled her head back through the window to look at me briefly before turning back to the curtains that surrounded her bed. “They’ve been talking all night. You’d think he was someone famous or something. Ridiculous.”

      I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and chuckled. She would never believe me if I tried to explain that Eli actually was kind of a big deal. I didn’t have the energy.

      Lacey shook her head at Maia’s misplaced hero worship and then pointed at the suitcase at her feet. Suki sat on top of it and fixed me with her golden glare. She knew something was up. “Look! I’ve got it down to one!” Lacey exclaimed proudly. I eyeballed the smaller bag next to it and raised an eyebrow. “Okay, okay! One and a bit. Can I bring the little one as a carry on? Pleeeeeease? I’ll put it under my seat and I won’t whine about not having any legroom, pleeeease?”

      I shook my head and stood up. “Fine. Bring the little one too, but if I hear anything about your legs being cramped during the flight, I’ll stuff you in the overhead bin.”

      Lacey clapped her hands gleefully. “Have I told you today that you’re the best? Because you’re the bestest ever, Fee. This is going to be so great, I’m so excited!”

      “Lacey… you do remember why we’re doing this, right? It’s serious. We aren’t taking a fucking vacation.” It was way too early for this. Wayyy too early.

      “Of course I do! I just think we’ll have some time to stop at some tourist spots and take some photos… I mean, we should have time to do that, right?” Lacey looked as though she was on the verge of a pout, and I threw up my hands in frustration.

      “Fine. Whatever. If we somehow manage to survive this trip and still have some time left before our flight, I promise I’ll take you nightseeing.”

      “Nightseeing?”

      “Obviously. We won’t be going at lunchtime, now will we?”

      Lacey paused for a minute, and then burst out laughing. “No, definitely not.”

      “Eli told me that I need to watch you while we’re overseas. Promise me that you won’t do anything crazy, okay?” I still wasn’t quite sure what Eli’s vague warning had meant, but I was cautious enough to cover my ass.

      “Crazy?” Lacey blinked at me curiously. “Define crazy, because I definitely plan on shopping and taking selfies whenever possible.”

      “Just… stay close to me, all right? Can you do that? I don’t need to babysit you and Maia. I need you to help me keep her safe. There’s no telling what’s waiting for us there.”

      Lacey nodded gravely, “Of course. I’ll do my best not to be a burden.”

      “You’re not a burden,” I sighed and wrapped my arm around her shoulders. “I just don’t want you getting into trouble either. I have a feeling we’re walking into…”

      “A trap?”

      I grimaced, “I hope not. I hope it’s nothing. I hope it’s just a bunch of dirty guys in a basement.”

      “Ew… really?”

      “You get my point.” Maia tumbled through the window, her toe catching on the ledge as she stepped into the living room. She sprawled on the floor, her face reddening as Eli folded his long frame through the window. He smiled down at her briefly before helping her scramble to her feet. They smelled like cigarettes, and Maia’s eyes were shining and wide. Hero worship was a helluva drug, and Eli had a way of talking to you, a way of listening that made you feel as though you were the only person in the entire world whose opinion he cared about.

      I wondered if he’d been half as charming before he’d been turned. I pushed Maia gently towards the couch, “I have to go to work. We’re flying out in less than twelve hours and you should all get some goddamn sleep. Be packed and ready to go, I’ll be coming here with a cab, and we’re going straight to the airport.”

      Lacey clapped her hands excitedly and bounded through her curtains and into her bed. Suki jumped up on the couch next to Maia and stepped into her lap, her tail curling against the young witch’s shoulder.

      Everything would be fine. I had to keep telling myself that. Maia’s discovery of Doña Urraca de Leon had unsettled me more than I wanted to admit. I had been thinking about her a lot in the last few days, this warrior queen who had been burnt alive by her people. There was no doubt in my mind that she was one of the Daughters. But why were the Malleus using her name, and if it was all just a coincidence (not fucking likely) who was behind their orders?

      I grabbed my coat and closed the apartment door behind me carefully. What the hell had happened to me in the last year? What the fuck was I doing? After 330-ish years alone I was making friends, teaching a new witch how to use her powers when I hadn’t had a proper lesson in almost 320 years, and flying overseas to put a stop to something that didn’t even concern me? Ophelia of a year ago would have just put more protection spells over her apartment and pretended that nothing was going on.

      If it doesn’t affect me, what the fuck should I care, right?

      But this felt personal. The Malleus had hunted me for years, and I knew how to avoid them. But they’d killed so many Daughters, lit so many fires, and ruined so many lives. How could I let this go on? If Maia and I were the only ones left, they would never stop hunting us, and I couldn’t let her live in that world.
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      Predictably, getting to the airport and through security was the worst part of our journey. Despite her assurances that she was all packed and ready to go, when I arrived with the taxi, she wasn’t fucking ready at all. While Maia dragged Lacey and her gear out of the apartment building, I ran upstairs to make sure that Suki had fresh food and water, and that the note I’d written for Eli about watering the plants and feeding her was somewhere prominent.

      “We won’t be gone long. I promise that if he forgets to feed you, I’m going to kill him again,” I muttered to Suki, cuddling her close to my chest.

      “Hopefully it won’t come to that, although I’d like to see you try.” Eli was sitting on the window ledge, smoking.

      “Smoke that shit outside, you asshole. I have to go. This place better be immaculate when I get back. That means no parties, no groupies and no eating.” They were old rules, but ones I felt like I had to reiterate every five years or so.

      “Promises were made to be broken,” he quipped, taking a drag on his cigarette.

      “You’re gross, I have to go. I’ll see you in a few days. Remember, not a word to Bishop. I can’t deal with any Laudan bullshit right now. If he finds out, I’ll apologize to him, or whatever other penance I have to do when I get back. Better to beg forgiveness than ask permission, right?”

      “I’m not sure that’s the right attitude when it comes to Bishop, but we’ll have to wait and see.”

      He could be such a cryptic bastard, and I always wondered if he knew how infuriating he could be. Did he know more than he let on? Maybe. Maybe not. Either way, infuriating.

      “I’ll text you from the airport.” I hugged Suki tightly and set her down on my bed. She jumped down and followed me to the door, clearly not ready to let me go just yet. “I’ll be back soon,” I whispered, reaching down to scratch the top of her head lightly.

      “Keep an eye on Lacey.”

      “I already said I would!” I shouted, flinging open the apartment door and slamming it shut behind me.

      

      We breezed through security, which was no easy feat at the most innocuous of travel times, but for some reason, everything went according to whatever plans I’d tentatively made in my head. Lacey and Maia followed the script and answers I’d given them when the customs official questioned us, Lacey kept her lavender tinted glasses on at all times, and Maia was quiet and reflective. I knew that she was nervous, I could feel it coming off her in waves, and I tried my best to reach out and calm her with my own power.

      I wanted to talk to her about what she’d been thinking and feeling when that blue flame had erupted from her hand. I knew how I had felt as a young girl when my mother had helped me pull the power from my veins and my magic had first manifested in a crackling burst of purple smoke and lightning.

      I had been terrified, transfixed…, and entranced. Humbled and horrified that this power existed inside me, that it was running through my veins and filtering my blood and causing my heart to beat and my hair to grow. It was strange and wonderful and completely fucked up. Maia was probably feeling something very similar, and while I’d had someone to talk to about it… three someone’s who had all experienced the same thing. Maia only had me, and I wasn’t the greatest communicator.

      Not that I wanted to talk on the flight, talking about how she’d felt about her experience with that blue flame wasn’t exactly the best topic for public conversation. And I didn’t like the look of the elderly couple seated in front of us. We also spent the nine-hour flight separated by Lacey, who had to sit in the middle seat. She was the smallest anyway, and thankfully, she’d remembered what I’d told her about whining about having no legroom. Maia watched old movies and ignored us, but with every bump of the plane and every small patch of turbulence, I saw her go pale and clutch the armrest with a white-knuckle grip. So much for trying to keep her calm. As long as she could keep herself under control enough to keep her magic from sneaking out, that would be ideal. The last thing we needed was a magical tantrum at ten thousand feet.

      I just wished that Lacey would stop watching vampire movies.
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      “I don’t know if I ever want to fly ever again…” Maia wasn’t looking too good. Lacey had spent the layover in Madrid pretending to sleep under a blanket, but now that the sun had set, she was full of energy again.

      “Don’t be silly, how do you plan to get back to New York?” she chirped, setting her bags down on the edge of the train platform.

      “I haven’t figured that out yet,” Maia muttered as she flung herself down on a nearby bench and moaned pitifully.

      “She’s just being dramatic, Fee. It wasn’t that bad,” Lacey said quietly, pulling a fan out of her bag and opening it carefully. “But it’s really hot…”

      “We’re in Spain; Lacey… of course it’s hot. I don’t anticipate that changing anytime soon.”

      We’d come through the last leg of our journey just as easily as we’d begun it, and while Lacey seemed to be pleased with this fact, I couldn’t help but feel a little unsettled. Travel never went smoothly… ever. Even the shortest journeys I’d taken always come with a few hiccups. But not this one; and considering just how much could have gone horrifyingly wrong, I was stunned at how simple everything had been. I was definitely uncomfortable with that.

      The train was due to arrive any minute, and a cold sweat rippled over my body. Something was definitely not right. Santiago was just shy of thirty minutes away by train, and there was still plenty of time for things to go straight to hell. The platform was beginning to fill with tourists and other travelers, and I scanned the crowd carefully. I didn’t know what I was looking for, but I knew that I would know exactly what it was as soon as I saw it.

      Couples, families, a group of nuns in their painstakingly starched finery… none of them caught my eye, although one of the nuns looked at me strangely, pausing for a moment before clutching her rosary beads and moving on to catch up with her sisters.

      I smiled briefly. The pull of my magic affected some people a little differently that others. Most people didn’t notice, but a few did. Sometimes it was just because they were sensitive to Hecate’s call, or they’d had a brush with magic at some point in their past… maybe even a past life. Old wounds could resonate through centuries of rebirth if they were deep enough.

      There. I felt it, a tiny electric shock that ran up the side of my leg. I looked around wildly, trying to find that sensation again. The scent of ash and smoke his my nose… It was faint, but it was there.

      The train whooshed into the station, blowing my hair across my face and obscuring my view. I pushed it aside and let out a frustrated breath. Lacey jostled against me as she stood up with her bags. At least she was eager to get moving. Maia was still lying on the bench, groaning quietly with her eyes closed.

      “Come on, Maia! We’re almost there! I’m so excited. I want to go for a walk, maybe get something to eat…”

      I gave Lacey a sharp look. “What?” she asked innocently. “Aren’t’ you hungry?”

      I was hungry, but I wasn’t about to let her joke about eating when I knew damn well what she’d be looking for to curb her own hunger. I scanned the crowded platform again as they moved towards the train. The feeling of the electric spark was gone; the smell was gone, replaced by aromas of espresso, tired travelers and the sunbaked streets of the city.

      Maybe I’d imagined it.

      I pulled Maia to her feet and we stood in line for the train. As our tickets were checked and we were ushered on board and set loose to find our seats, someone crashed into me. A tall teenager with an even taller backpack, and his eager faced friends apologized quickly before pushing ahead, but I was rattled. The feeling of unease that had settled onto my shoulders when we’d touched down in A Coruña wasn’t helping, and neither was that whiff of smoke I’d smelled earlier.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Maia stiffen, and I followed her gaze to a group of young men who were arguing over a set of seats at the front of the car with the teenager who had bumped into me earlier. The argument was getting heated, and suddenly, one of the group reached out and grabbed one of the young men by the strap of his backpack and jerking him to his feet.

      As the younger man yelped in surprise and his friends jumped to their feet, I noticed that the sleeve of the man holding him had been pushed up to reveal something I didn’t expect to see. A tattoo.

      I heard Maia’s breath hiss through her teeth as she recognized it. A blacksmith’s hammer. Dark and thick.

      Malleus.

      “We have to go, we have to go now,” I said sharply. Lacey hadn’t seen any of it, she was busy trying to get herself comfortable in her seat.

      “But, Fee, we just sat down!”

      “We’re not staying here, get up now.” I didn’t have time for this shit. I pulled my bag over my shoulder and pushed Maia ahead of me. “Into the next car, go!” Maia nodded. She was trying to be brave, but I could see a glimmer of fear in her eyes. “We’ll be fine. I promise.”

      I really needed to stop making promises I wasn’t sure that I could keep. Old habits die hard.

      “Lacey!”

      “I’m comingggg,” she whined, pulling her suitcases behind her through the aisle. I took the bigger one and took off through the crowd of people still trying to find their seats. I pushed my way through, seeing that Maia was already in the second car. It was still too crowded for my liking, and thankfully, she kept going.

      The third and fourth cars were more sparsely populated, but Maia was on a mission to find the last car. I looked over my shoulder to see Lacey trapped between passengers as she struggled to pull her bag through.

      Maia was two cars ahead of me, and I couldn’t see her bright red hair through the crowd of passengers anymore. Panic began to knot itself in my stomach. If the Malleus were on board, they would know where to find Maia. I couldn’t leave her alone. Not while danger was so close. If I could get to her, I could cast a glamour, something to hide us until the train arrived in Santiago and we could escape our seats and get into the city.

      I ran ahead, thinking that I would catch up to Maia, and then come back for Lacey. Maia was perched on the edge of a seat in the last car, which was empty save for the two of us. It was a late night train with fewer passengers, which was precisely why I had booked it.

      Maia’s eyes were wide and scared, and I wondered if she was able to smell the Malleus like I was. The air was clear back here, but I knew that the farther forward I went in the train, the stronger the acrid tang of smoke would get.

      “Where’s Lacey?” Maia asked breathlessly, and then she began to cough. A wracking, raw cough that I knew very well.

      Shit.

      “Ophelia!”

      I turned to see Lacey, running down the aisle towards me, pulling her suitcase behind her. She just couldn’t let go of that damn thing.

      But she wasn’t alone, behind her were two men dressed in black striding quickly up the center aisle of the train. As Lacey pulled open the door to our car, a heavy hand landed on her shoulder.

      “Lacey!” I shouted, lurching out of my seat towards her, but my legs were tangled in the bags, and I fell heavily to the carpeted floor. Maia coughed and spluttered, overwhelmed by the Malleus’ presence and I couldn’t do anything to help her.

      I scrambled to my feet as Lacey whirled to face her attacker, and then the lights on the train went out and the car was plunged into blackness.
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      I couldn’t breathe. There was smoke all around me, but I couldn’t see anything. No grey tendrils, no black clouds, but it was there. It was definitely fucking there. It stung my eyes and clung to my lungs and I couldn’t stop coughing, couldn’t stop choking. The air was hot and sour and thick and my eyes were streaming.

      Lacey’s voice shouted for Ophelia, and I struggled to get control of myself, but I couldn’t. Everything was blurry, and all I wanted to do was breathe. And then everything went black.

      I gasped in a huge breath of air, coughing as it hit my lungs unfettered by the smoke that had filled the air only a moment ago.

      I blinked wildly, trying to get my eyes to adjust to the darkness faster. I could hear muffled screams and cries of laughter from the passengers in the other cars, but the rattle of the train over the tracks filled my ears and echoed all around me. Suddenly, I heard a thud, and something shuddered through the car.

      A purple flash illuminated the car for a moment as Ophelia’s power surged into her hands. My mouth fell open as the purple light played over her features. Her eyes were dead black, and dark water streamed from her mouth, dripping down her chest and onto the carpeted floor of the train. Her wet hair hung lank against her face, clinging to her neck and cheekbones.

      What the fuck was going on?

      I rubbed at my eyes as the train lurched again and Ophelia was back, looking the way she always did, her face turned to where Lacey had been in the doorway of the train car. Ophelia edged forward, her hands held out in front of her, energy crackling at her fingertips, ready to lash out at whatever was hidden in the dark.

      There was another crash, and the sickening crunch of breaking bone and tissue. “Lacey!” Ophelia called out, her power surging in her palms, lighting the car more brightly in their lavender glow.

      Where there had been three figures in the doorway before the train had plunged into the tunnel, there were three huddled shapes on the floor. “Lacey?” Opehila’s voice was desperate.

      There was another crunch and I heard Ophelia gasp as she stepped back just a little. The train rushed out of the tunnel and the lights flickered back to life, revealing Lacey pushing herself to her feet, bracing herself on the bodies of the Malleus that had tried to grab her. My mouth fell open as I saw that her face and chest were covered in dark blood.

      Ophelia rushed over to help her friend, the purple glow fading from her hands as she reached down. “Are you hurt, what the fuck happened?”

      Lacey looked down at her chest, wiping at the blood that stained the front of her dress. She frowned delicately and looked at the bodies on the floor. Their blood was beginning to soak into the carpet and she wrinkled her nose at them before looking up at Ophelia.

      “Oops.”

      “Oops?” Ophelia cried. “Oops! Nothing about this is an ‘oops,’ Lacey! What the fuck are we going to do with this mess? We’ll be at the station in a few minutes, and we have to get the fuck out of here!”

      Hold the fuck on.

      “What the high holy fuck just happened here???” I shouted. Lacey was covered in blood, there were two dead bodies in the train car with us, and no one was addressing the fact that Lacey had done this all on her own with no weapons and no magic and no help.

      Lacey’s eyes widened as she looked over at me and then back to Ophelia. “You didn’t tell her?”

      “Tell me what?” I shouted again. I couldn’t seem to control the volume of my voice anymore. Everything was shit. Everything was scary. The pale blue carpet was turning dark indigo where the blood was soaking into it and I couldn’t breathe, and everything was closing in and oh, god we were in the train station.

      “I’m sorry, Maia. I’ll explain everything later,” Ophelia said in a rush, as she strode towards me quickly, her hand raised and her fingers glowing with magic.

      “Noooo fuc—“ I didn’t even get the sentence out of my mouth before a wave of magic hit me. My mouth dried up and my vision blurred and Ophelia tucked her shoulder under my arm and lifted me out of my seat. I couldn’t move or say anything, but I could see and hear everything that was going on. It was the most infuriating thing in the world not to be able to react to what was being said and not have any of the million questions crashing around in my head answered, and worst of all, I couldn’t run the fuck away. All I wanted to do was run the fuck away.

      Lacey tugged the bodies away from the door and shoved them into two seats at the back of the car, arranging them as though they were sleeping against one another. It was almost convincing, and the black clothing they wore hid the worst of their wounds. Lacey pushed against one of them, and his head lolled back, revealing the gaping wound in his throat before she tugged his turtleneck over it and patted his forehead gently.

      I couldn’t scream. I couldn’t rage. I couldn’t throw up. I couldn’t do anything but watch helplessly as Ophelia cast a glamour over the bloodstains soaking into the carpeted floor and slung my duffel bag over her shoulder. Lacey changed out of her dress and cleaned the blood from her face and neck as though she’d done it a million times.

      With a bright smile on her face, she led the way off the train. Ophelia slung her arm around my waist and dragged me along. Anyone who saw us would assume that I was drunk or asleep, or a charming blend of the two. They didn’t know how fucking angry I was. Or how fast I was going to run right the fuck away from these two nutcases the minute Ophelia let me loose.
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      They’d propped me up on one of the hotel room’s double beds, and I was surrounded with pillows and suitcases to keep me upright. This was bullshit.

      “Maia,” Ophelia’s voice was calm and soothing. But I was anything but calm or soothed. “I’m going to lift this binding spell, and you have to promise me that you’re not going to freak out. We’re going to explain everything.”

      “How do you know she’s promised not to freak out? Can she blink or something?” Lacey asked. “Maia! Blink twice if you’re not going to yell or throw things!” she shouted at me before Ophelia pushed her back into a chair.

      “She can hear you just fine Lacey, stop being a spazz.” Ophelia pushed her hair away from her face and put her hands on her hips. “Maybe it’s better if I do all the explaining before I let you loose. That way I can get it all out and you can decide if you’re going to lose your mind or pass out or whatever the hell you want to do to deal with this.”

      She shook her hands and took a deep breath.

      “You asked me a little while ago if Lacey is different… like us. And I lied to you. Lacey is…” she paused, as though trying to figure out how to say what she had to say. If I could have rolled my eyes, I would have.

      “Just say it, Fee!” Lacey blurted out. “Fine, I’ll say it. I’m a Laudan. A vampire. I can’t go out during the daytime, I can’t get tattoos, and I can’t go to Florida anymore…” she pouted briefly, her face falling the same way it did every time she remembered that little fact. “But I’ve got some wicked amazing powers, I’m gonna live for a really long time, and I have a cool job, and Eli is teaching me all the stuff I have to know…”

      Ophelia made a strangled noise and Lacey clapped a hand over her mouth. “Ohhh… shit. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      If I hadn’t been frozen, I would have fallen over.

      Eli. Eli was one of them? A vampire? A… oh, holy fuck.

      “Maia… I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, I’m sorry I lied to you,” Ophelia said quietly. “I’m going to lift the spell now, and I’m just gonna let you… do whatever you have to do…”

      She lifted her hands and I felt a weight lifting off me, like a heavy blanket had been pulled back. Feeling rushed back into my arms and legs, and it felt like my whole body was full of pins and needles as my blood flow returned and I was finally able to move. I launched myself off the bed, throwing pillows and suitcases aside as I did. My boots hit the floor, and my legs gave out underneath me, pitching me headfirst onto the tiles.

      Ophelia bent to help me, but I swatted her hands away and scrambled backwards across the floor, stopping when my back hit a wall that held the tiny refrigerator. I slid up the wall carefully, using it to steady myself as the numbness started to fade from my legs.

      “You…” I said, pointing at Lacey. “You could have told me a million times in the last few days that you were… that you’re a… I can’t even say it! It’s too fucking stupid! I don’t believe it. I can’t! We hung out all the time, you never left the apartment! I mean, I didn’t think you did…” I couldn’t believe it. I wouldn’t.

      Lacey just nodded. “I know, I think you’re really cool, Maia! I mean, I’ve always been a night owl, so this wasn’t such a big deal, y’know? And I’d never feed on you. I can’t, actually, Laudan’s can’t feed on Daughters. I mean, that’s what Eli told me, so it must be true. I’m the same person you met at the club, I’m just… a vampire.” Lacey’s purple hair was in braided pigtails, and her t-shirt bore glittery letters that said “Sparkle Baby,” how could she be a vampire? She was just like me… well, not just like me, but close enough.

      “I thought we were friends,” I managed to stutter.

      “We are friends! You’ve got some magic in your veins, and I’m just a little bit undead… nothing’s different, Maia.” Lacey said brightly, and then she smiled and I could see her teeth. They were sharp, like Eli’s, like the bouncer at Spiral. I gasped aloud, lurching against the wall.

      “Everyone at the club… they’re all… they’re all…” I gestured wildly, unable to say the word. That stupid fucking word. Ophelia nodded.

      “Not all of them, but the ones in charge of everything are. Eli, the band, the bouncers… they run the underground club scene in New York. They’ve got their fingers in everything.”

      “The... the whole band?”

      “Well, not the whole band, but by the time we get back Grady will have signed his contract—“

      “Shut up, Lacey,” Ophelia hissed, and Lacey shut her mouth.

      “I… I can’t deal with this right now… I feel like I’m going to throw up, or pass out. Or throw up and then pass out…”

      The room started to spin, I needed some air, I needed to go outside; I needed to get away from them. Ophelia stepped towards me again, and I flung out my hand, anything to keep her away. There was a flash of blue light, and Ophelia stumbled back against the dresser that held the small television. Lacey jumped up to catch the TV before it fell, and they both stared at me with wide eyes.

      “Maia…” Lacey said quietly, edging towards me.

      “Stay away from me! Both of you!” I shouted and ran unsteadily for the bathroom, throwing myself inside and slamming the door shut tightly. I locked the door and leaned against it, my heart hammering in my chest as my throat tightened and my eyes itched. No. Don’t fucking cry.

      I slammed my fist into the door.

      “Maia?”

      “Leave me the fuck alone!” I shouted into the doorjamb as I turned on the fan. The ancient metal ductwork above my head chugged to life and started to hum, drowning out the sounds of anyone in the hotel room. It sounded like a jet liner about to take off, which was exactly what I needed.

      I looked in the mirror. It was cracked in three places and the silver was starting to wear away at the edges. It looked as shitty as I did.

      My hair was dirty, my face was splotchy and I looked like I’d been traveling for weeks instead of just one day.

      I planted my hands on the vanity and stared into my own eyes. Could I see the magic in them yet? Was it like the movies where my eyes would glow when I was about to use my powers? How fucking ridiculous.

      I needed to decide what the fuck I was going to do. More importantly, I needed to think, and I did my best thinking in the shower. At least that was something I could accomplish without talking to anyone.

      The water pressure wasn’t great, and the water itself wasn’t all that hot, but it was better than some of the baths I’d had in the past. As the water soaked into my hair and beat against my shoulders I tried to make a mental list of everything that had happened in the last few weeks.

      I’d turned eighteen. I’d never left Seattle before that day, and then I’d put myself on a bus to New York to see a band play. A vampire band, I reminded myself with a shiver. Then I’d been chased by a bunch of thugs that wanted to kidnap me and burn me alive and rescued by a young woman who told me that I was, of all things, a witch... and that I might be eighteen, but if I played my cards right, I’d have almost 800 years left to live on this earth.

      I’d seen magic, I’d seen it come out of Ophelia’s hands, felt it hit me as she wielded it, and felt the birthmark, the witchmark, on my arm burn and itch when it happened or when something was about to go really fucking sideways.

      If I’d been able to accept that... why couldn’t I accept that Lacey was, what she was. She didn’t ask to be a vampire. Just like I didn’t ask to be what I was.

      I stood under the water until my fingers started to prune, and I still wasn’t sure if I’d figured anything out.

      With a towel wrapped around my hair and a bathrobe belted around my waist I leaned on the vanity again and leaned into the mirror. I stared at my reflection for a long time, trying to see something in my face that gave away what I was. But I didn’t see anything.

      I pulled up the sleeve of the bathrobe and looked at my birthmark in the mirror before holding up my left hand and closing my eyes, willing my power forward. Begging it to show itself, to confirm everything that I’d been struggling to normalize.

      I felt the pull of the magic, and an itching in my fingertips as the power surged forward. I opened my eyes as my left hand was engulfed in a gentle rush of blue flame. It rippled around my fingers, and the blue light reflected onto my face, making my eyes glow silver in the mirror. I closed my fist and let out the breath I’d been holding and the flames extinguished as gently as they’d appeared. I looked down at my hand, turning it over to examine every part of it before pulling down the bathrobe sleeve again. In the mirror, my eyes were the same as they’d always been, the silver sheen gone, replaced only by the muddy blue they’d always been.

      Fine. I could do this. I didn’t really have a choice anyway, did I?
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      Lacey and I waited in the hotel room for what seemed like hours while Maia raged in the bathroom. She shouted, she threw things, but after a short period of silence, the shower turned on, and I settled into a chair to wait it out.

      “We freaked her out a little bit, didn’t we?” Lacey said haltingly.

      “Yeah, maybe just a little. I should probably have warned her first...”

      “How would you have done that? She’s totally in love with Eli, and I thought we were off to a super great friendship too... she reminds me of a little sister I never had.”

      I didn’t say anything, but I knew that Lacey could tell that I felt the same way.

      “She’s going to be fine, Fee. I know she will be. And if she’s not, we’ll tie her up and put her in the closet until it’s time to fly home...”

      I laughed shortly, it was a tempting idea. It would definitely keep her out of harm’s way until we could get all of this shit figured out.

      The fan in the bathroom snapped off suddenly, and quiet descended on the room. The bathroom door opened and Maia stepped out. She was wrapped in a bathrobe and a standard issue hotel towel was wrapped around her red hair.

      “Maia... I just want to say—“ But I didn’t even get to start my apology before she interrupted me.

      “I’ve done a lot of thinking. And if you expect me to be okay with all of this... bullshit... then you can’t tell me not to freak the fuck out. I’ve never seen any of this shit before. So if you’re going to be rocking out any more crazy news, lay it on me right now.”

      I smiled just a little, “There’s nothing else.” That wasn’t a lie, she knew everything I did. Maia looked over at Lacey, who shrugged and chewed on her fingernails.

      “Fine.” Maia crossed her arms over her chest. “I’ll get dressed, and then we’re going to go find some food. I’m starving and it’s not quite midnight.”

      “Works for me!” Lacey leapt out of her chair and wrapped her arms around Maia before she could flinch away. Trapped in Lacey’s embrace, Maia could only make frustrated faces and grunts.

      “I’m glad you’re not scared of me,” Lacey said breathlessly, finally letting Maia go free.

      “Scared? I’m more afraid of the bathroom fan,” said Maia, gasping dramatically for breath.

      “Okay, now that we’re all settled, let’s get our shit together and get something to eat.”
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      “Be careful,” I said, watching Maia as she tried for the fifteenth time to open the hotel room curtains. Lacey was covered in blankets, so the sunlight that flooded the room with every attempt was doing my hangover more damage than anything. “Concentrate. Visualize what you want to do, and then relax into the motion. This isn’t about forcing something to happen, it’s about willing it to happen.” I rubbed my temples and sighed, trying to find of the best way to explain what was happening. “Think of it this way: you’re exerting your will on the object and your magic is just doing it for you.”

      Maia’s freckled nose wrinkled as she tried again. This time, the curtain slid back slowly, catching every few inches before moving again. She knew what she wanted to do, but it was making her brain shut up that was the problem. It had taken me a while to figure it all out too, but I’d grown up in a different time and instant gratification wasn’t something I was overly concerned about.

      Maia, however, was used to getting instant results, and she’d knocked the curtain rod down more than once in her hurry to get it right and move on to something else.

      Maia slumped back against her chair in defeat. “Can’t we try something else?” she asked, with a hint of a whine in her voice that for some reason irritated me more than it should have.

      “I’m not moving on to anything else until you make that work. Try it again. This is all about building blocks. Once you get this, other things will make more sense.” If my headache would go away, I might be in a better mood, but that just wasn’t in the cards right now.

      Maia let out a furious sigh and aimed her focus at the curtain again. This time, she pushed too hard and the entire curtain rod came tumbling down with a crash. The sliding glass door that led to the patio slid open with a violence that almost lifted it off its track.

      I groaned audibly as Maia dropped her hand to her side and rushed out of her seat to pick up the curtain. The lump on the bed that was Lacey didn’t move. Sleeping like the undead.

      “I’m sorry, I’m just... I’m just frustrated.” Maia closed the sliding door carefully, squinting up at the afternoon sun. “Maybe if I got some fresh air, y’know, clear out the cobwebs...”

      “You can’t go out by yourself,” I snapped. Maia’s shoulders slumped just a little as she hung the curtain rod back over the door. Shit. This headache really was taking its toll.

      “I’ll try again...” she said, sitting back in her chair and lifting her hand again.

      “No. No, I think a walk and some fresh air would do us both some good,” I said with a sigh. I should really have apologized for snapping, but she had to know how annoying she was being.

      Maia looked relieved as she grabbed her bag and I pulled the curtains shut with a flick of my wrist. Maia let out another frustrated sigh as she watched the curtains slide smoothly along the bar to block out the sunlight. I should have said something encouraging, but my head was pounding and I suddenly wanted more than anything to get the fuck out of there.

      As we stepped into the midday heat, the pressure of my headache seemed to lessen just a little, which was more of a relief than I was willing to admit.

      “Where should we go?” Maia asked. She was trying to be cheerful, but I could tell that she was disappointed in herself and feeling more than a little dejected in her inability to grasp what I was trying to teach her. She’d figure it out, but it might take some time. If her mother had been able to teach her at a younger age... maybe things would have been different.

      “Where was the palace? The one you said was burnt to the ground.” It seemed like as good a place as any to start.

      “The palace? I mean, it’s not the same one, but the original palace was nearby. It’s across from the Cathedral... it’s not far from here. That’s why I booked it, don’t you remember?” Maia seemed hurt that I hadn’t been paying attention to the travel plans that she and Lacey had arranged. All I’d done was buy the tickets, everything else was a blur. I tried to give her a reassuring smile, but my headache surged again.

      “Right... this way, then?” I turned, not waiting for her to agree with me, it just felt like the right way to go.

      The streets were narrow and paved unevenly, but my footsteps were sure and I was convinced with each passing moment that we were going in the right direction.

      “Ophelia! Wait!” Maia ran to catch up with me and tugged me down a side street. “This way, where are you going?”

      “It’s not this way,” I said through clenched teeth. My headache was getting worse. Maybe it was the heat, but everything was pissing me off. My bad was too heavy on my shoulders, the tag on my tank top itched, my boots were tied too tight. Everything was bullshit. I shook off Maia’s hand. “You go that way if you want, but I’m going this way.”

      “But, you said I couldn’t be alone...” Maia mumbled.

      “Then you’d better follow me,” I said sharply, turning and heading back in the other direction, away from the Cathedral and the throngs of tourists I knew would be filling the square.

      “What’s going on?” Maia called after me as she jogged to catch up again.

      “Nothing. We just have to go this way.”

      “Why? It’s literally the opposite of where we’re supposed to be going!”

      I gritted my teeth, I hated being questioned all the time. Was this what it was like to have a teenager in your house? “Look, I don’t know why I’m going this way, I just have a hunch... something’s pulling me this way. It’s hard to explain, you wouldn’t understand.”

      “Why wouldn’t I understand?”

      Shit.

      “I didn’t mean it like that, you’re just... you’re just not as sensitive to this shit yet.” This was not the conversation I wanted to be having right now.

      “What if it doesn’t happen? What if I’m just not cut out for this... what if I’m not supposed to even be a Daughter?”

      I stopped in my tracks and turned to Maia, grabbing her by the arms and staring into her face. “Listen to me. No matter what’s happened to you in the past, no matter what happens in the future, you were always meant to be a Daughter of Hecate. She chose you.” I pulled up the sleeve of her shirt to expose her witchmark. “See that? That means you’re one of us, and because of that, you’re my sister.”

      Maia’s eyes filled with tears and I felt my headache start to pound in my ears again. Sharply over my eyes this time. I gritted my teeth against the discomfort.

      “You have the same magic running through you as I do, the same power hidden in your blood. You just need to trust that it’s there, and know... know it more that anything that it’s there for a reason. When I was younger my aunt told me that Hecate doesn’t choose just anyone. Remember that, it’s helped me get through a lot of bullshit. The goddess doesn’t make mistakes.”

      I released her and turned to walk down the street again. Maia stood there for a moment, thinking about what I’d said, before I heard her boots thudding on the paving stones as she ran to catch up with me again.

      We walked in silence along the busy street until the amount of tourists on the sidewalk began to dwindle and the shops gave way to residential houses, tall stone structures that rose two and three floors above us. There were bars on the windows and the nondescript grey stones were dusty and muted, as though the sun had baked all the life out of them.

      I turned another corner, pulled by something I couldn’t explain, when I felt it. A sharp pain in my leg as my witchmark began to burn. Beside me, Maia slapped her hand over her left arm. She’d felt it too. She looked at me with wide eyes, as though understanding why I’d been pulled in this direction.

      We stood in front of a three-storied house, but unlike the others on this street, it was ruined. The door had been brightly painted once, but now it hung chipped and heavy from its broken and rusted hinges.

      The windows behind the black painted bars were broken and covered in a layer of thick grime. I peered through the bars, but the interior of the house was dark and I couldn’t see anything more than some rotted timbers that had fallen from the ceiling above. It was derelict, abandoned... but still, there was something inside that was pulling me here. My head pounded, and I gasped sharply as it intensified, leaning heavily on the window bars as I tried to bring my blurred vision back into focus.

      “This is it... this is the place. We... we have to go inside,” I gasped, holding on to the bars tightly.

      “Now? You want to go in here right now? Fuck no. Fuuuuck no,” Maia replied. She was nervous, there were people looking out of their windows at us. Two lost American tourists poking their noses where they shouldn’t.

      “Can’t you feel it?” I whispered. “She’s here. I know she’s here.”

      “Who is?” Maia was agitated now, she wanted to leave, but I knew that if we left now, we’d have to come back. There was no way we weren’t coming back here.

      “Urraca de Leon... she’s here. Or, at least, a piece of her is here. She was a Daughter, I can feel it now. The people, they burned the palace because they thought she was a witch. They were right...”

      “You’re freaking me out, Ophelia, I want to wait for Lacey to be awake. I’m not going in there without her.”

      “Are you afraid?”

      Why did I say that?

      “Yes! Yes, I’m fucking afraid,” Maia whispered harshly, “and you should be too! We’re getting out of here, now!” She pulled on my arm, dragging me away from the house and the ruined door. My headache began to fade, but the burning sensation in my leg didn’t. This was the place.

      I allowed Maia to lead me down the street, my legs were heavy and unwilling to move, but I made them. She made them. I could feel her pushing me with her magic, and even if she didn’t know she was doing it, she was starting to believe.

      Somehow Maia was able to find the way back to our hotel, it was closer to the Cathedral than I’d remembered, and as we approached the pealing of the great bell rippled through me. My headache was almost gone, just a thin layer of fog hanging over my forehead.

      “Lacey will be awake soon, and then we can go out again. I promise we’ll go out again,” Maia said as she pulled me through the lobby of the hotel.

      I nodded blankly. The sun was just about to set, we’d be able to go back soon. Maybe then we’d be able to get the answers I was looking for.

      And if Urraca de Leon was still alive—but she couldn’t be.
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      We waited in the hotel room for Lacey to wake up. The jet lag hadn’t hit her like it had hit us, lucky shit, and as soon as darkness began to sweep over the city, the lump of blankets in the middle of the second double bed began to move.

      “I’m hungry,” Lacey announced as she sat up. Her face had been creased by her pillow and her hair was a mess. It was hard to be annoyed with her. Maia looked a little uncomfortable with Lacey’s pronouncement, but she was still getting used to the idea that Lacey was hungry for more than a chicken skewer and pita bread.

      “Lacey, get up. We have to go out,” I said shortly, pulling my jacket off the back of a chair.

      “Out? But I just woke up!” she whined, stretching and yawning dramatically. Maia’s eyebrows shot up as she spied Lacey’s fangs in the dying sunlight that was peeking through the curtains, but she didn’t flinch.

      “Ophelia found something, but I didn’t want to explore it without your help,” Maia blurted. She was nervously shredding a napkin left over from our takeout meal the night before.

      “Ugh. Fiiiiine,” Lacey said, throwing off the blankets and bouncing out of bed. “I’m taking a shower and then we can go. I love the way this city smells at night, have you noticed? It’s like jasmine and something else I can’t quite place...”

      “Have your shower, and then we’re leaving. But hurry up!” I snapped.

      Lacey shrugged and padded to the bathroom, shutting the door behind her. As the jet liner fan roared to life I sat heavily in a chair and rubbed at my temples again. My headache might be gone, but I still felt weird.

      What was going on? I never snapped at Lacey.

      “Are you okay?” Maia asked.

      “It’s nothing,” I said sharply. “I just want to get moving again, we’re wasting time.”

      “Wasting time? But we just got here—“

      “Do you want to sit around in this hotel room for the next three days drawing on maps and walking through dead ends, and probably running into a bunch of Malleus assholes while we do it? I wasn’t planning on having to face off against a bunch of thugs in broad daylight. You know they’re here. I know you saw them in the lobby.”

      Maya stiffened at those words. Great. That meant she hadn’t noticed.

      “There were three of them waiting for us, two outside, and one in a chair by the concierge,” I said flatly. The protection and masking spells I’d put over the room had done their job, otherwise I was sure that we would have come back to a scene I didn’t even want to think about. Lacey was vulnerable during the day... I saw the realization dawn over Maia’s face.

      “I don’t need to tell you what might have happened, do I?”

      Maia shook her head vehemently, and I smiled grimly. “Good.”

      Lacey burst out of the bathroom, freshly washed and dressed and ready to go. Maia ran over to her and wrapped her in a tight hug and I felt the knot in my stomach loosen just a little.

      “What’s the matter?” Lacey laughed, patting Maia’s back nervously.

      “It’s nothing. I’m just... I’m glad you’re here,” Maia said. She smiled, but I could see that it was an awkward sort of smile, and I wondered what she was really thinking.

      

      We walked through the hotel lobby together, and I knew that Maia was looking at each of the people milling around, searching for any telltale signs that they were Malleus. But I knew there were none here. They’d left before we came downstairs. I don’t know how I knew, but I  was sure of it.

      The setting sun hadn’t dimmed much of the heat that radiated from the streets, but the temperature was more comfortable. Lacey seemed to be perkier than usual, and she skipped ahead of me, arm in arm with Maia as they headed in the direction of the house we’d found only a few hours ago.

      Maia might not have been able to get a handle on her powers, but she was good with directions and she remembered every twist and turn, every side street, and every other detail of the route we’d taken.

      The familiar itching burn of my witchmark alerted me to the fact that we were close, and my headache began to pound in my temples again. We’re coming.

      “You want me to go in there?” Lacey asked, making a face. “It smells like dead rats in there.”

      “Oh god... does it really?” Maia was looking for any reason not to go inside. But I wasn’t about to let that happen.

      “At least they’re dead rats,” I said through gritted teeth. “We’re going in. Come on.” I pulled at the door, making enough of an opening for Lacey to scramble through. Maia hesitated, and then ducked into the darkened entryway. I looked quickly over my shoulder, making sure that none of the nosey neighbors were watching, and then I followed. I knew that the Malleus would find us eventually. If this was where their orders were coming from, the place would be crawling with them in no time.

      There was no way that this was going to go well, we had to hurry.

      It was dark and musty in the entryway, and there was a metallic clang as Maia tripped over something.

      “I can’t see anything,” she said, kicking the metal object away in the dark. It clattered against the fallen timbers I’d seen earlier and hit one of the peeling plaster walls. “Do we have flashlights?”

      “Shut up,” I whispered. I pushed my magic forward, allowing the purple flame to envelop my hand. The cold fire cast a violet glow over the room.

      “Oh,” Maia said, I watched as she closed her eyes and felt her magic shift as a pale blue flame rippled over her left hand.

      Lacey could see everything, and she picked her way through the debris of the ruined living room and hallway. A set of stairs opened in front of us, leading to the second floor. Several of the stairs had collapsed, and it looked dangerous, but I knew we had to go up there.

      “Ugh, don’t come in here... I found the dead rats,” Lacey said, her voice echoing around us. Oil paintings, covered in years of dust and grime hung askew or had fallen from the wall, chunks of plaster and wood had fallen away to reveal the skeletal frame of the inner rooms of the house. It looked as though no one had lived here for years.

      Crockery and china was smashed on the floor in front of a giant wooden cabinet, and my boots crunched through the carnage as I made my way to the stairs.

      “Are we really going up there?” Maia asked, her voice trembling just a little.

      “I’m going upstairs. You can stay with Lacey if you want, but I’m going up.” I set my boot on the first stair, taking a deep breath before putting my weight on it. One at a time.

      The railing shuddered under my hand as I made my way up the stairs, and I paused at the landing, turning to see that Maia was making her way gingerly up the stairs behind me. She was braver than she thought she was. That was a good thing.

      I climbed higher, stepping over another broken stair, and I swallowed hard as I dodged the body of the biggest rat I’d ever seen. It was mummified, desiccated and twisted by the heat, its teeth bared in a terrifying death grimace. Maia’s thin gasp of horror told me that she’d avoided stepping on it just in time.

      As I reached the top of the stairs, a jolt ran through me, a familiarly painful tug on my spine... the same feeling as the night I’d met Maia. It couldn’t be.

      Maia stepped on to the landing behind me, and I heard her suck in a sharp breath of the stale air. “Did you feel that?” she asked. “It feels like my ribs are about to crack open...”

      “This way,” I said grimly, turning down a hallway that was hung with rotting tapestries, half fallen to the uneven wooden floor. In front of a huge pair of ornately carved doors was a massive hole, likely where the timbers that had fallen into the living room had come from. I peered down in to the room below, hoping to catch a glimpse of Lacey. I could hear her moving around, but I couldn’t see her.

      Maia dodged the hole and pushed at one of the doors. She was as eager as I was to discover what was hidden inside this house. My wild hope that it would be nothing at all had disappeared as soon as I’d set foot on the staircase.

      The door creaked loudly, and Maia pushed harder against the ancient hinges, forcing them to move. I could feel her using her power to help her push, and the flames that encased her left hand dimmed just a little as she used her magic.

      Suddenly, with an angry screech, the door gave way, slamming into the wall and throwing Maia off balance. I leapt over the hole in the floor, trying to catch her before she fell, but her momentum carried us both to the dusty floor.

      We lay in a heap for a moment, Maia moaned, untangling her legs from mine and trying to get to her feet.

      The room was dark, and in the center was a massive bed covered with a canopy of what would have been at one time an opulent gold material, but now it was dark and covered with years of grime. Books, stacked in piles taller than I was flanked the bed. Books that hadn’t been touched in years. A scratching noise filled my ears and my headache surged forward again causing me to sway just a little on my feet.

      Maia pulled me to my feet, and with a shaking hand, she pointed at the bed. As my eyes adjusted to the light thrown by our magic, I saw her.

      In the center of the bed, draped in lengths of rotting brocade was a hunched figure. Her long white hair cascaded down her shoulders and pooled around her on the bed. Her fingers were stained black and she wrote with a feathered quill, the nib scratching over the paper of the book she wrote in endlessly.

      “Mis hijas perdidas...”

      My lost Daughters.

      The crone’s voice was soft and dark, like burned paper curling in the flames of a forgotten fire. “He estado esperando...”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19 ~ Maia

          

        

      

    

    
      The smell was overwhelming, and I was trying my best not to choke. Jasmine, the rotting fabric, and the dust... it was all too much. The old woman in the middle of that massive bed just kept on writing. She didn’t look up, and she didn’t smile, she just kept writing. I didn’t understand a word that she’d said, but Ophelia stepped closer, pulling her elbow out of my grip.

      “You’ve been waiting?” she asked.

      “Yes,” the old woman said, and her voice was smooth and dark. “I have been looking for you, my lost Daughters.”

      “Lost? We weren’t lost. We were doing just fine in New York, we didn’t know anyone was looking for us.” Ophelia sounded confused, but she was curious.

      Curiosity killed the cat.

      “Ophelia... we should go. We should get Lacey and go,” I said quietly, hoping that the old woman wouldn’t hear me.

      “Where will you go, preciosa? Back to America? Hiding and staying out of sight?”

      “How did you—“

      “I know much more than you think, Ophelia Turner... I know all about you. But you, Maia Hickson.” She gestured at me with her quill and I felt a shiver run up my spine. “You are unknown to me... who was your mother?”

      “It doesn’t matter, she’s dead,” I said flatly.

      The woman shrugged and returned to her writing. Ophelia took another step closer to the bed, holding up her hand to cast more of her violet light over the strange woman on the bed.

      “Urraca de Leon?” she asked quietly. “We’ve been looking for you, we believe—“

      “Doña Urraca de Leon was my mother. She died over nine hundred years ago, burned to death by her own people.” The woman’s voice was calm, but full of anger. “They hated her because she would not be ruled by her husband... they called her bruja and set fire to her palace, leaving her to die. I was an infant. Ripped from my mother’s arms and taken away by a servant. She delivered me to my aunt. I am Magdalena de Leon Abellan. She raised me to be a proud Daughter of Blessed Hecate.”

      That name. Oh, shit. Shit. Shit.

      “You’ve lived so long,” Ophelia whispered, and I tried desperately to do the math in my head. Nine hundred years... impossible.

      “Ophelia... we have to go. Please, we have to go.”

      The woman on the bed set down her quill and closed her book carefully, and the ancient leather creaked in protest.

      “No, no. You cannot leave. You must stay here with me, preciosa. You will both stay with me. I will teach you, train you. You are both so alone, so frightened. I will help you. Great Hecate speaks to me, oh yes, I have heard her voice since I was a girl. She has told me many things...”

      Magdalena de Leon Alleban set the book she’d been writing in atop the pile next to her on the bed and turned her black, black eyes on me. The purple light from the fire in Ophelia’s hand glittered in the old woman’s gaze, and I felt a thick cloak of dread falling over my shoulders. The heat in the room was suddenly overpowering and the room tilted just a little.

      Ophelia wasn’t listening to me, she was standing almost close enough to touch the ancient witch.

      “You’ll teach us?” she asked quietly, and I could feel Ophelia’s sorrow, her pain at being alone for so many years. My heart ached for her. It would be so wonderful to have a guide... someone older, wiser, someone able to reveal all the secrets of our magic.

      The old woman reached out, a small red flame flaring to life in her palm. Ophelia stepped closer and took her hand, the purple flames crawling across her fingers to snake up the old woman’s arm. As the red and purple flames twined together something inside me snapped tight, like a rubber band.

      “Lacey!” I shouted, turning to run out of the room and down the hall, but as I turned, I was overcome by a coughing fit... that same cloying smoke that had affected me so harshly in the train car was in my nose, invading my lungs, smothering me. In the doorway stood three men dressed in black.

      Malleus. They’d found me. Found us.

      

      Coughing and spluttering, I crashed to the floor on my knees in front of them. I gasped for air, but found only smoke and ash. It coated my tongue and stung my eyes, but Ophelia didn’t do anything. She was standing by the bed, smiling down at the old woman, letting the red flames of the crone’s magic wind up her arm and tangle in her hair.

      “Tomarla,” the old woman said, not to me or Ophelia, but to the Malleus, and they moved forward to pluck me off the floor. I kicked weakly, trying to keep them away, but they were too fast and too strong, and I couldn’t breathe and couldn’t see through my desperate tears.

      “Ophelia!” I choked out, but she didn’t turn, and I watched in terror as the red smoke that was curling around Ophelia’s throat tightened. She smiled and opened her mouth, and the red smoke poured inside, as though she were inhaling it in deep breaths.

      “No,” I coughed again. I was getting light-headed from lack of oxygen and my throat was raw from coughing. The room spun and I sagged between the two goons that held me.

      “Do not be frightened, hija. I have been searching for you for a long time... three hundred years. I thought you had escaped me, but now you have come to me freely. For nine lifetimes I have devoted myself to the service of mighty Hecate... but nine lifetimes is not enough to understand everything that we have been given” The old woman was speaking quietly, conversationally, as though Ophelia had asked her a question.

      “I have lived more lives than I should have because of my devotion to her, each Daughter I take, each Daughter who has wasted her gifts... they pass to me. You have wasted your gifts, Ophelia Turner, and now they will be mine to use in service to the Goddess. She will reward me and bless me for my efforts on her behalf.”

      I squirmed in the Malleus’ grip, trying to twist free, but I was too weak and they were so strong.

      “Ophelia!” I tried to shout her name, but it came out strangled and quiet. The room blurred in front of my eyes as I coughed again. The witch on the bed gestured vaguely at the men holding me, and they dragged me forward.

      I would be next.

      She would drain my powers... but I’d only just found them. No. No, I wouldn’t let her take them from me. I couldn’t. I struggled again, kicking wildly and hoping that my boots would connect with something other than air.

      I was thrown to the dusty floor, knocking over a pile of dust-covered books. A heavy boot, planted in the middle of my back held me down, my face pressed into the corner of a thick leather bound book.

      I gasped for breath, trying to roll away, but the boot ground down harder. “Don’t move bruja, Doña Magdalena will be with you soon.”

      The red glow from the crone’s magic illuminated the floor and I struggled harder as the boot pressed down. I heard something in my back crack and I cried out in pain.

      All at once, the foot on my back was gone, the pain and the pressure disappeared. I gasped in a lungful of air, the smoke and ash had cleared and I could breath again. I rolled over onto my back, coughing as the fresh air hit my lungs.

      I heard a guttural growl, and I sat up straight, scrambling back, away from the sound. I crashed into the foot of the bed, hitting my head against the ornate wooden carvings. I rubbed at my eyes, trying to clear them of the tears that had blurred everything.

      As my vision cleared and the room stopped spinning I saw Lacey, crouched over the bodies of the Malleus, she was breathing hard and gore dripped from her hands and face. My mouth dropped open in shock as she dove on one of the bodies, ripping at the throat of the fallen man.

      My stomach churned and I turned my face away, trying to ignore the wet, ripping sounds that accompanied Lacey’s feeding. I wrapped my hand over the edge of the bedframe, using it to pull myself up to my knees. The ancient witch was holding Ophelia suspended in the air, the red smoke of her magic coiling around Ophelia’s body like red snakes.

      “Ophelia! Let her down! Put her the fuck down, now!”

      Doña Magdalena de Leon Alleban didn’t even look in my direction, and that pissed me off. I might be new at this witch thing, but I had just as much power as Ophelia did, I just didn’t really know how to use it... but I wasn’t going to let that stand in my way. I stood up and held my hand out, trying to concentrate on pushing all of my power at that awful old woman on the bed.

      “Piensa otra vez, preciosa…” she said, her voice piercing my ears and making me stumble.

      “No!” I shouted, closing my eyes tightly. Something roared inside my head, like the rushing of water, a great wave crashing on the shore. And then all at once, everything went blue. Blue light flashed behind my eyes and I felt my magic swirling and churning inside me. It surged forward, making me stumble, and I opened my eyes, wincing as the sound grew even louder, and then I realized that it wasn’t rushing water that I was hearing, it was flames.

      The old woman’s bed was engulfed in blue flames, they rippled up the curtains, and through the ancient books. My fingers sparked with blue fire, the tendrils of flame twining up my arms and around my face. The fire that touched me was cool, but the flames that ripped across the old woman’s bed were hotter than anything I’d ever felt, and I stumbled backwards, covering my face with my arms as the fire surged upward, fed by centuries of dust and dirt, the rotted fabric feeding the flames and pushing them higher.

      The red smoke of the witch’s magic uncoiled itself from around Ophelia’s throat. She slumped to the floor, knocking over another pile of books as she fell.

      “Ophelia!” Lacey ran forward, dragging her friend away from the blaze. “We have to get out of here!” The blue light turned Lacey’s face into a ghoulish mask, the blood on her face and dripping from her chin was inky black and I recoiled in horror as she reached for me.

      On the bed, Magdalena de Leon Alleban began to scream, her voice echoed in the chamber and I covered my ears as her voice reverberated in my head. She grabbed for the books on her bed with desperate hands, and without thinking, I ran forward, grabbing the one she had been writing in when we had entered the room. Doña Magdalena’s hand, her nails sharp and stained with ink, scratched at my arms, the nails digging into my flesh. I screamed in pain and Lurched backwards, falling away from the bed as the pale blue flames roared higher.

      I heavy hand fell on the back of my neck, pulling me away from the blaze. “We have to get out of here!”

      Lacey. I held the book tightly to my chest and scrambled to my feet. Everything hurt. Everything was burning. The old woman on the bed was engulfed in flames, and her scream vibrated through every fiber of my body. It shattered windows and shook the floor as we ran. Lacey tugged Ophelia with her, jumping over the hole in the floor and pulling her down the stairs.

      As we ran, I set fire to the shredded wallpaper, the rotted tapestries in the hallway, the oil paintings on the walls. The house was an inferno of pale blue flame by the time we stumbled through the entryway and squeezed ourselves through the broken front door and into the street.

      I could hear the faint wail of sirens approaching, and I looked desperately down the street where the neighbors were beginning to come out of their houses. Doña Magdalena’s screaming was deafening, and a gout of blue flame erupted from the second floor windows, knocking us off our feet and onto the cobblestones.

      I propped myself up on my elbows, trying to push myself to a sitting position. The heat from the fire pushed me back again, and I covered my face with my arm.

      “Maia!” Lacey was pulling me away, dragging me by my arm. “The cops are coming, we have to get out of here!”

      Ophelia coughed weakly, shaking her head. “What happened?”

      “Not now!” I said. The sirens were getting closer, and I looked back at the house, the roof had collapsed and pale blue flames were shooting through the holes that had been made by falling timbers and tiles.

      I tucked my shoulder underneath Ophelia’s arm and supported her weight as we ran down the uneven streets back towards the hotel. Emergency vehicles flashed by us, and we ducked around corners to avoid them. My heart hammered in my chest as we pressed ourselves against a stone wall.

      Lacey rang the bell at the hotel doors, waiting for the night manager to open the door. I closed my eyes, hoping that the sleepy man would just open the door and go back to dozing in his office and wouldn’t notice that Lacey was covered in blood. All I wanted to do was go back to our room without having to answer any questions as we stumbled unsteadily through the lobby.

      The hotel doors buzzed, opening slowly, and we ran through the entryway. Ophelia’s shaking hand opened the hotel room door with tendrils of lavender smoke and we fell through the door together and collapsed on the carpet.

      The leather bound book that I’d taken from Doña Magdalena’s bed was clutched against my chest. Lacey went into the bathroom and I heard the water running as she washed the Malleus’ blood off her face and hands.

      Ophelia lay on her side, gasping for breath beside me. Her eyes looked strange, and her dark red hair was darker than it had been, but it might have been the light. Maybe I was seeing things. All that smoke... it couldn’t be anything else.
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      I didn’t remember much from the last day, I remembered teaching Maia to open the curtains, and going through the door of the ruined house... but that was all. Maia and Lacey had been reluctant to tell me what had happened, but when they did, I was stunned at my own weakness.

      “I... went to her willingly?” Fucking hell.

      Maia nodded slowly. “You swallowed her magic... you’ve been sleeping so much... I was worried that you wouldn’t come back to us. You really can’t remember anything?”

      “No. Just the sound of her voice. She told me that she had lived more than her nine lifetimes... that she was taking from me everything that I had misused. She accused me of being ashamed of my power, hiding from it.” My hands clenched into fists. “All these years. I haven’t been hiding from my power. I’ve been hiding from her... from her thugs. She’s been killing Daughters, taking their power... that’s why she’s lived so long. But we’re the last of the Daughters. If she could take our power, take our potential... she would be able to live forever.”

      “Our potential?” Maia looked confused.

      “Everything we haven’t used, everything we might do with our magic... every unused incantation, every misplaced prayer. She wanted it all.” I shook my head.

      “It was Maia who broke her hold on you,” Lacey said. “She lit the whole place up. Burnt her in her bed. I wish you could have seen it, you would have been so proud of her. It was kind of epic.” Lacey smiled encouragingly at Maia, who looked more than a little pleased with herself.

      “You did?”

      She nodded. “I don’t know what I was trying to do, but whatever it was, the fire just kind of... happened.”

      “Well, whatever it was... thank you. She almost had me.”

      Maia blushed just a little, and then she held up a black leather book. “I took this from her,” she said, changing the subject smoothly.

      “It’s full of names... that’s what she was writing when we found her. Look.” Maia opened the book and handed it to me. She touched the singed page lightly with her fingers, tapping a name.

      Turner

      “This is you... your family. Isn’t it?” she asked. I looked down at the page in disbelief, tears filling my eyes as I read the familiar names. Ellyn Turner. Hannah... my mother and my sister. There were lines drawn through the names, all except for mine. One shuddering line for each dead Daughter.

      Maia turned more pages. “She has my family too...”

      Hickson.

      “My mother... my grandmother... but my name was missing. She was writing it in the book when we arrived. See where the ink is smudged?” Maia’s voice shook slightly as she said these words.

      “Look at all the lines...”

      “What do you want to do, Maia? I know I just want to get back to New York, and back to my quiet little uncomplicated life.” I was also really fucking tired, and we were just about to get even more jetlagged, which I was not looking forward to.

      “These are family trees... what if we’re not alone? Couldn’t we find out if these women had daughters of their own? I mean, we live a long time, right... there could be more, more women in hiding. Keeping their powers a secret.” She flipped more pages, stopping on another page, a long lineage with all names but one crossed out.

      Vivienne Surette - La Nouvelle-Orléans 

      “New Orleans? Are you fucking kidding me? No way, I just want to go home. Home to New York, back to work at Haven. Back to boring old mocha’s and lattes and mopping the floor and chasing screenwriters off our free Wi-Fi.” I wasn’t in the mood for this bullshit.

      “How long is it going to take for the Malleus to figure out that Doña Magdalena is dead... ugh, I hate saying her name. All these names, what if they’re next? You can’t tell me that you’re willing to let them die because you want to go back to slinging coffee for corporate assholes,” Maia said bitterly.

      “Ooohhh, no. You’re not pulling that shit on me. We’re going back to New York, I’m going  back to work, and I don’t give a shit what you decide to do. If you want to go gallivanting around the Louisiana swamps, you can be my guest, but I’m not fucking doing it.” I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned back against the pillows I’d been propped up on.

      Lacey bounced on the edge of the bed. “Really, Fee? I’ve always wanted to go to New Orleans... besides, Eli keeps talking about going there and finding other Laudans. Musicians, like him. I think he’s getting tired of New York...”

      I groaned and rubbed my hands over my face. Was this really happening right now?

      “Look, I’m not making any decisions right now. When we get back to New York, I promise I’ll listen to whatever you have to say... but right now, I just want to sleep, and then I want to get the fuck out of here and never smell this city, or dead rats, ever again.”

      “Fine,” Maia said as she pulled the book from my lap and held it against her chest again. “But I’m not letting this go.”

      “Fine.”

      “Fine.”

      Maia stared at me, unblinking, and I felt her magic swirling towards me. Good. She was finally ready.

      “Fine! You two are awful!” Lacey shouted, and her laughter broke the tension that had been hanging between us. “Fee, I think I should talk to Eli about what happened... I kind of... um... ate a lot while I was here. I don’t think that’s normal. I feel like I’ve gained a thousand pounds. Can vampires go on diets?” Lacey looked genuinely concerned, but I couldn’t help but laugh at her.

      “You’ll definitely have to ask Eli... I am uniquely unqualified to answer that question.”

      Lacey frowned, holding her stomach gently. Maia clutched the book, glowering at me from her chair.

      Let her stew about it. I wasn’t saying shit. I knew she wanted to go to New Orleans, and I also knew that she couldn’t go alone. Doña Magdalena’s words tumbled through my mind, wasted potential. Her accusation that I had been hiding from my magic... what if I had been? That was my business. I’d been alone, with no one to rescue me when things went to shit. But now I was responsible for more than just myself. And if Maia was right about that book, and if she was right about the Malleus, I had a duty to my sisters.

      I couldn’t think of anything I wanted less than that responsibility... but I had a choice. I could hide from the world again, hide from who I was. Go back to ‘slinging coffee’ in a hole in the wall café in Brooklyn. I liked that hole in the wall. I liked singing coffee and mopping floors... it was simple.

      But nothing that had happened in the last six months had been simple, and I’d seen things that I couldn’t erase from my mind; heard things that I couldn’t stop thinking about...

      Maybe my mind was already made up.

      [image: ]

      “I’m no good at steaming milk! Why the fuck do you keep making me do it!” Maia cried for the fourth time that day. Her face was a mask of anger, resentment and a petulant refusal to see reason.

      “If you don’t keep doing it, you’re always going to suck at it. Just suck it up and try again,” I said with a smile.

      The café was closed, but David had let me use it to train our newest employee, a completely cranky teenager who was pissed off that I’d woken her up early to drill her on espresso protocol and high-maintenance drink creation.

      “I could have gotten my own job, you know,” Maia grumbled from behind the espresso machine.

      “I know, but this way I can keep an eye on you. Besides, you have enough bad habits as it is, I don’t need you adding more to the list. You’ve only been here for a few months and I’m pretty sure you’re getting some New York attitude.”

      “Fuck you, I’ve always been like this,” Maia scowled.

      “Your espresso sucks. Do it again.”

      Maia swore and threw the cup into the sink, spraying coffee up the wall.

      “I’ve got nowhere to be today. The more you fuck up on purpose, the longer we’re going to be here,” I said through gritted teeth.

      Maia grumbled something I couldn’t hear and busied herself at the coffee grinder.

      We’d been back in New York for a few weeks, and David had held me to my promise to take that goddamn manager’s nametag. It was sitting on the bathroom shelf at my apartment. Mocking me with every glint of the light it reflected.

      I hadn’t said anything to Maia or Lacey, but I was still feeling the effects of the ancient witch’s magic. Her voice echoed in my mind during my quiet moments, when I zoned out while mopping, or when I was watering my herb garden. Her words haunted me. Her accusations cutting just as deeply each time I heard them. The wounds she’d given Maia were healing, but she’d have scars... I couldn’t apologize those away, couldn’t pretend that nothing had happened, which is what I desperately wanted to do.

      The book Maia had taken sat on my kitchen table. Maia read it every night, flipping the pages and taking notes, researching names on Lacey’s computer. There would be no forgetting what had happened, and nothing I could say or do would convince Maia to forget what she’d said she wanted to do.

      “I’ve been thinking,” I said casually, flipping a chair off one of the tables and scraping it across the tiles. “We should go on a road trip...”

      Maia stared at me over the coffee machine, her eyes wide. “You said you hadn’t made a decision yet... are we really going to go?”

      I nodded, but didn’t reply. Maia pressed her lips together and focused on the milk she was steaming, determined not to fuck it up this time.

      I waited as she finished the drink and placed it on the counter.

      “I’ll let David know that you’re starting on Monday,” I said. “Let’s go the fuck home.”

      [image: ]

      Ophelia, Lacey and Maia’s adventure will continue in the swamps of New Orleans in Daughters of Hecate: Book 3 ~ Power of Three.
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