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      “One venti-triple-shot-extra-hot-no-foam-non-fat-two-pump-no sugar hazelnut-latte for Kim?”

      ‘Kim’ was exactly the person I expected to step up to the counter to claim their drink. The kind of woman who used a fake name that everyone in the office used so that their name wouldn’t be misspelled (even though I added an erroneous ‘y’ to the name just for my own amusement). Her hair was perfect; her makeup was perfect, even her eyebrows were perfect. Even after all this time, I still haven’t been able to master the perfect swoop of winged eyeliner, and I lived through the 1950s.

      It must be exhausting to keep all of that up to scratch.

      I smiled and pushed the high maintenance espresso vehicle towards the woman. “Kym?”

      She took one look at the spelling of the name I had scrawled in sharpie on the side of the cup and rolled her eyes dramatically before swiping the drink off the counter and stalking over to the sugar station to check and make sure that I had followed her very specific instructions.

      “You have a real nice day,” I said loudly, extra sweet, just like her drink. I didn’t hate my job, and I didn’t hate people. On the contrary, people-watching was one of my favorite things to do. They fascinated me, especially as the centuries had turned.

      I know what you’re thinking. What’s a 330-something year old witch doing working a dead end job in a chain coffee franchise? I’ll let you in on a little secret; no one cares about people who work in coffee shops. We’re ‘the help.’ I’ve overheard more shady business deals, relationship failures, and the lamentations of aspiring screenwriters than I’d care to admit. I’ve lost count of the amount of times people have carried on conversations about me as though I’m not standing right in front of them.

      This massive espresso machine renders me invisible, and I love it. Sure, I could have any job I wanted, live anywhere I wanted, but after the lives I’ve lived, I think it’s safe to say that I’ve earned a little down time.

      They say that cats have nine lives, but we do too. The Daughters of Hecate are each given nine lifetimes. That’s almost 730-ish years to do with as we please, as long as we remember to follow the rules and pass down our knowledge to the next generation.

      What sucks is that I’m the last Daughter of Hecate... but I may as well be an orphan.

      Luckily for me, New York is a big city, and I’ve been able to keep a low profile pretty easily by working dead-end jobs, taking cash under the table for double shifts, and keeping my apartment in a no-questions-asked part of town.

      I like it here. I may not have been born here, and I sure as shit didn’t bargain on anything that happened to bring me here, but this place is most definitely a part of me, and it would take a lot of bullshit coming down on my head to make me even consider leaving.

      Survival is my main concern; it has been since I was a little girl. When I landed in New York, the world was a very different place and the city was a mess, but I had a protector and no one knew who I was. The Malleus didn’t exist, and I was safe… well, as safe as I could be.

      Growing up, I was Sarah Smith, the ward of a newly widowed merchant woman. She treated me kindly and I had an interesting, if somewhat pedestrian upbringing. When Dorithie Askew died, she left me with a suitcase full of cash, and the deed to a warehouse that housed all of her trade goods.

      I could have lived a very comfortable life, continued the business, and become a pillar of the community. But I sold everything and gave everyone who knew me the impression that I was going back to England to mourn my dearly departed guardian.

      But I wasn’t leaving, I was disappearing again. If there’s anything I learned from my mother, it was that being a Daughter of Hecate meant that you needed to stay in the shadows.

      We were caught because people were paying attention. I needed to fade into the background to survive, and that’s exactly what I did.

      Unremarkable, with a face that no one could really remember. Even Haven regulars wouldn’t have been able to describe my face exactly. They might remember my red hair, but that would be about it.

      Red like the fire that took my family from me.

      I’d tried to dye it a few times but nothing ever stuck, and it only took a few times of waking up with a ruined pillow and bright red hair to make me give up trying. Hecate wanted me to be a redhead, so that’s what it had to be.

      

      The bell on the shop door jangled, and I turned up the steam on the espresso machine to drown out its cheerful ding!

      “Ophelia! Feeeelia…”

      Mondays. Everyone hates them, except Lacey.

      Lacey was one of my co-workers, a puppy-dog eager young thing who was a student at NYU. She was adorable, if you liked that kind of thing, and if unyielding positivity didn’t make you feel ill.

      She bounded up to the counter and grinned at me, tapping her glitter polished nails on the hardwood counter.

      “Lacey, you don’t even have a shift today, why are you here? It’s like 8am,” it wasn’t that I was annoyed to see her, it was just… it’s always too early for that kind of shit.

      “I know,” she chirped brightly, cocking her head to the side. “I just can’t seem to start my day without one of your mocha’s. There’s just something different about them. You’ll have to tell me your secret one day!”

      Sure kid, my secret is that I’m a witch and sometimes I let my magic do the work when it comes to making a million coffee’s every day.

      Right. I chuckled lightly and cracked a bit of a smile, I did like her, but she definitely wasn’t my bestest friend ever.

      “If I tell you my secret,” I leaned closer and lowered my voice, a dramatic pause looming. “I’ll have to kill you,” I finished with a wink.

      “Fee, you’re the silliest!” Lacey shrieked, giggling with delight. I hated that nickname, but I let her get away with it because she made salted caramel brownies for me when she thought I’d had a tough week. I’d had three batches in the last month.

      I started on Lacey’s mocha, letting a little bit of my magic flow from my fingers into the cup. Hecate wouldn’t mind if I used my magic just a little. It wasn’t strictly breaking the rules; I was just bending them a little.

      Not being able to reveal my powers was difficult, especially in New York. Back in the 80s I got mugged in Prospect Park on my way home from a late shift, and I got desperate enough to lash out with my magic and ended up putting the guy through a wall. I ran home as fast as I could, terrified that someone had seen me shooting a bolt of purple energy into the man’s chest. The whole thing had shaken me up enough to make me realize that if I was going to survive in a changing world, that I would have to be a little more… normal.

      I’ve been taking martial arts ever since, and Lacey’s been bugging me to take her to a class. I’ll give in eventually, but not yet.

      I set her mocha down on the counter and topped it with a tower of whipped cream, just the way she liked it. Lacey clapped her hands gleefully and reached for it with wide eyes.

      “OH, OMG Fee, I almost forgot!” She turned around, and slopped some of the hot liquid over her wrist, causing her to yelp. I tried not to smirk, but I’m sure I did anyway.

      “What?” I asked, almost afraid of what she was going to say.

      “It’s October first! Don’t forget to open the Pumpkin Spice syrups and put out the decorations I brought in!”

      I looked over my shoulder at the boxes she had set out after her shift last night and raised an eyebrow. “Decorations?”

      “Yes! David gave me permission to decorate for the holidays so you’d better not ruin it for me!”

      “Ruin what?”

      “The spoopiest time of the year, silly! Don’t you just love Halloween?” Lacey took a giant mouthful of whipped cream and stared at me with wide eyes.

      Spoopiest? What the fuck did that mean?

      “Uh, ok Lace. I’ll do my best.” I shrugged and made a mental note never to ask Lacey what that word meant. I might look young, but I was definitely too old for that shit.

      A group of new customers rushed through the door, eager to get out of the wind and into the warmth of the shop and Lacey took that as her cue to leave. Her sense of timing was impeccable.

      I plastered a smile on my face and got to work, but my eye was on the box of decorations. How the hell was I supposed to ‘decorate for October’ anyway?

      

      When I had chased the last Wi-Fi-leech out of the shop and turned off the flashing coffee cup shaped neon light, I finally took the time to lean against the counter and catch my breath. I stank like coffee, I had syrup and whipped cream stains on my apron, but I also knew that when I walked out that door I wouldn’t have to think about anything more complicated than what to shove in the microwave for dinner when I got back to my apartment.

      All these office drones, they took their jobs home with them at night, made the families or their pets completely miserable, stared at the ceiling for hours (or drank themselves to sleep) and then got up the next morning to do it all over again.

      My life might not have included an enviable Instagram filter, but at least my day ended at 4pm and I could sleep at night.

      I mopped, cleaned, and re-set the shop for the next day, making sure to create a prominent tower of pumpkin spice syrup within Lacey’s reach. There was nothing worse than a passive aggressive text message full of accusations that I had put things out of reach on purpose.

      The boxes of decorations were still sitting on the floor, like a neatly stacked pile of accusation. I sighed, opened the boxes, and let out a gusty sigh at the contents.

      I pulled out lengths of garlands made of silk leaves in fall colors, fake pumpkins and glass bottles with poison labels.

      I was fine with the garlands, they could dress the pumpkin spice shelf, but the poison bottles were ridiculous and might imply that we were putting poison in the coffee. These people knew what they were drinking already, no need to make an extra point. A string of pumpkin shaped lights could go on the edge of the counter. I pulled out a painted wooden sign that featured a glittery broom and a pair of gold-buckled shoes.

      The witch is in!

      Was that supposed to replace our hideous thrift store OPEN sign?

      “Oh, no. Fuck no.”

      I mean, on one hand it’s hilarious. But on the other, I still wasn’t really used to the idea that being a witch didn’t land you feet first in a bonfire. Maybe I was just being paranoid, but after spending a lifetime hiding who I was; this all seemed a little… too much.

      I set the sign back into the box and picked up a black cat with glittery plastic fur and a bird covered in black dyed turkey feathers.

      “Subtle.”

      I looked at the cat and wondered how Suki would feel if I brought this arched monstrosity home.

      The crow wasn’t so bad. I set him on the cash register at a jaunty angle and stood back to admire my handiwork.

      The shop looked like a Midwest Fall Fair had exploded inside it, which would probably more than satisfy Lacey. The shop’s owner, David, would probably regret giving in to her pleading requests, but that wasn’t my problem.

      I stashed the boxes and let myself out, locking the door behind me as the security system beeped softly. The string of pumpkin lights glowed orange and purple in the darkened shop and I found myself smiling just a little.

      Maybe October wasn’t so bad.
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      My apartment wasn’t in the best neighborhood, but that didn’t bother me. Over the last few centuries I’d collected a few… things. Stuff that I could sell easily for a good chunk of cash no questions asked. A silver pocket watch I’d been given by a very earnest young man in 1880 had given me a bit of a financial buffer after a good auction sale.

      I had a system now. I would pay for the year’s rent up front, in cash, on the understanding that the landlord never asked any questions, and never knocked on my door, which suited me just fine. I don’t open the door for anyone but the pizza guy anyway.

      The brick walk-up was nondescript, and that was the way I liked it. The only thing that had changed in the last fifteen or twenty years was the business on the main floor. It had been a grocery store, a pizza place, and I was a big fan of the Thai family that had just opened up shop. I’ve also developed a weakness for Pho and spring rolls.

      Those last two facts may be intertwined, but I’ll have to do more research. And by research, I mean having food delivered upstairs so that I can eat it in my underwear while telling my cat about my day.

      The paint on the front doors was peeling, there was no way to sneak up on anyone while the hinges shrieked the way they did, and the lock was a little... finicky... but my neighbors don’t talk to me, and I’ve got three walls of exposed brick, and that’s kind of a big deal.

      It was perfect. Well, perfect for me, anyway.

      I unlocked my apartment door with a little dusting of magic, but made sure to jangle my keys to make it at least sound convincing. I didn’t know if anyone was listening, it was a force of habit, and even though I didn’t need keys, I have a bit of an obsession with keys and keychains... the tackier the better, really. My collection is really amazing.

      My apartment was pretty normal; it wasn’t full of incense or candles or spell books like some of the so-called witches I’d met. However, I do have a wicked herb garden and a black cat who seems to have as long a life as I do.

      Suki’s been there for me through a lot of bad shit, and she’s the closest thing I’ve ever had to a friend. My favorite lump of black fur was sleeping on the couch in a very undignified position and couldn’t resist sneaking a photo with my phone.

      As I walked through my apartment, I shed my jacket, scarf and a floppy hat I’d picked up at a thrift store on a whim. My TV, a relic from the 60s that I just couldn’t seem to part with, snapped on. Even though I didn’t need them, I loved those retro rabbit ears. Dick Van Dyke re-runs were the perfect background noise to take the edge off any day. No matter how shitty I was feeling there was something so unshakeably positive about Dick’s grin that never failed to lift any of my moods.

      I scooped Suki up and twirled her around the apartment as the familiar theme song played. She whined in protest, and I planted a noisy kiss on the top of her black head before letting her jump down to the worn hardwood floor.

      Most of the stuff in my apartment had been acquired over my years in the city. I lived simply and traveled light, just in case I had to drop everything at the last minute. My paranoia had served me well enough over the years, and I only kept the best pieces for myself. Everything else was sold online or in auctions.

      

      I had learned how to hide, and I was really good at it now. Up until the 90s it had been really easy to stay invisible. After I had shed Dorithie Askew’s protective influence, I worked as a scullery maid in several prominent houses. No one noticed me farther than commenting on my height, or my red hair. When enough years had passed, I moved on, taking a new name and forging references for my new employers. I won’t say that I hung around with a suspicious group of people, but when you had to survive below the notice of regular society, it was handy to have friends in low places.

      I didn’t need to know how to pick locks, but when you start asking questions, the most interesting people come out of the woodwork.

      Suki stretched and yawned before jumping up onto the back of the couch.

      “Hard life, I know...” Suki winked at me and swished her tail. She couldn’t talk, but most of the time she didn’t need to. I don’t know what I’d do with a talking pet. The voices in my head were bad enough; Sabrina could keep her talking cat.

      I thought about the decorations I’d put up after work. It wasn’t that I wasn’t entertained by October, or by Halloween... but there was something about the very specific American mythology of witches that bothered me more than it should have.

      I’d never spoken to Satan, touched a Tarot card, sacrificed any baby animals, or brewed any potions more potent than a wicked spaghetti Bolognese. Well, no successful potions anyway, and I sure as hell never danced naked in the forest under the light of the full moon.

      Okay, that last part is a lie, but it’s been a while. Plus, if anyone caught me dancing naked in Central Park I’d have more to explain than a little public nudity.

      What I’m trying to say is that it’s all a bunch of bullshit. A few years ago I gave up my search for more women like me. The Daughters of Hecate shouldn’t have been invisible to each other, but maybe I was just looking in the wrong places.

      The last time my witchmark had burned on my thigh had been in Salem. The witch trials had taken a terrible toll on the village, but out of all the names that I read in the records, none of them spoke to me. I felt like I would have known if the young woman who had entered my mind had been on that fatal list. All the “covens” I had found were made up of well-meaning women who desperately wanted what the Daughters of Hecate had... a connection to the old world, whatever that might be. I wasn’t sure if I remembered what that was anymore.

      I guess you could say I’d lost the Faith somewhere along the way.

      I sat down heavily at my desk, it was scattered with newspaper clippings. Despite all of my grumbling about who I was and the paths my life had taken, there was something about my past that I couldn’t quite shake... and that was my fear of, and I’ll admit it, my fascination with fire.

      Fire had taken everything from me, and it was the only thing I really feared, but since the great Chicago fire in October of 1871, I’d taken more of an interest in unexplained fires. Especially those involving female victims. Those names I read in the paper had spoken to me, just a tiny echo in my mind. Even now as I leafed through the clippings, I could hear the names in my ears.

      Margarette Ames

      Pearle Hegan

      Grace Hegan

      Hellen Lamb

      All gone. All killed by the Malleus. I was sure of it.

      The witchfinders that I remembered believed that when witches were burnt that all of their spells would be reversed and the imps that they conjured would flee back to hell, and the black soul of the witch would follow them. Ridiculous.

      What they didn’t know was that when witches burn, we freeze.

      The Malleus were comprised of a new generation of witchfinders. They thought they were doing ‘the Lord’s work,’ but He’s not listening anymore, and these guys were really just the same assholes they’d always been, just with an updated wardrobe.

      The laugh track on the television sounded tinny and sharp in my ears.

      “Shut up,” I muttered, my attention on the newspaper clippings. A headache had begun to form behind my eyes and I wished that I had some beer in the fridge.

      The television picture narrowed to a grey bar and shut off with a chunking click and the faint sound of static.

      It might be something, it might be nothing… but I couldn’t leave it alone. Suki meowed and stretched up to sharpen her claws on my thigh. I flinched, but reached down to fondle her ears.

      “Ouch,” I said with a smile. “You’re the worst.” Suki meowed in reply and sat back on her haunches to stare at me accusingly with her amber eyes. “All right, all right, no more research for tonight. You’re the boss.” I shuffled the clippings back into the red leather album I kept them in and stretched. Suki jumped up into my lap and rubbed her head under my chin.

      Whaddya think,” I asked her. “Do you want some pho?”

      Suki purred.

      That was a good enough answer for me.

      [image: ]

      It was late, or early depending on your life choices, when I heard the living room window slide open. I could feel Suki curled around my head, and her purr vibrated into my skull. I opened one eye cautiously, not really wanting to move. The sky was just starting to lighten, and the air that blew through the open window was cold and fresh.

      “I thought I had to invite you in…” I muttered as I felt the mattress shift.

      “We covered that a while ago,” a familiar voice whispered in my ear. “I mean, what’s a guy gotta do…”

      A pair of cold lips touched my neck and I shivered and flinched away. Suki whined at being woken up and jumped off the pillow in protest.

      “For starters, you could close the window. It’s cold.”

      “Shit, I didn’t notice.”

      The bed moved again, and I heard the window slide shut.

      “You never notice,” I mumbled, shutting my eye and snuggling deeper into the covers.

      

      Eli Maddern and I had been dating on and off for the last twenty years. Considering I wasn’t technically breaking any of Hecate’s rules, you could say that our relationship was unique. Daughters of Hecate were never allowed to marry, we could fuck whomever we wanted and have children, but we weren’t allowed to tie ourselves to men.

      My mother had told me a story about someone she had known, who had broken Hecate’s rules and married her lover, claiming that she couldn’t live without him.

      “Hecate drained her powers away, and took every memory of magic from her mind. Turned her into a shell of a woman,” my mother had told me, her expression stony. “Her husband died the next spring. He fell from his horse; it was no one’s fault. She had to live out all of her long years, nine lifetimes, all alone, and we couldn’t help her.”

      When I was a child that had seemed like a horrifying fate. To throw away every shred of what I had learned, and the life I had with my family for the love of a mortal man. A man that I would outlive. An eternity of being alone had been my greatest fear.

      Yet, here I was, in a relationship, and my powers hadn’t been taken, and my memories were all I had to remind me that I was different. Luckily for me, Eli was different too.

      When we had first met I knew there was something weird about him, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. It wasn’t until he had tried to turn me into a midnight snack that I had realized what it was.

      My boyfriend was a vampire. That was a loophole in Hecate’s rules that I hadn’t anticipated I’d need to fall back on. Sure, he’d live longer than me, and I had to deal with cold hands under the covers in the early hours of the morning, but at least I wasn’t alone.
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      The shriek of my alarm clock always came entirely too early. Haven Coffee was only open during financial district hours, but that meant I had to be behind the counter with my apron on and a smile on my face before 6am.

      Eli was sprawled over the bed, his arm flung across my hip. If you ever had any preconceptions about vampires sleeping in coffins with their arms crossed over their chests, forget all about that shit.

      My boyfriend was a bed hog who snored like a freight train and twitched in his sleep.

      I pushed his arm off and sat up in bed with a sigh. The sun was just coming up, and all of the curtains were open. I shook my hair out of my face and crawled out from under the covers.

      “One day you’ll turn into a pile of dust because you’re a lazy shit,” I muttered in Eli’s direction. He grunted and rolled over, taking most of the blankets with him.

      I gestured vaguely at the windows as I walked to the bathroom and the heavy velvet curtains slid closed. Using magic in my own home shouldn’t have been a big deal. My aunt used to use it to chop onions all the time.

      Eli would be out of commission for the rest of the day, but I was used to that. His supernatural status hadn’t been as shocking as you might think. I mean, I’m an ancient witch descended from an immortal goddess. It’s not like my backstory was any easier to explain.

      We didn’t talk about it, but everything important or shocking had been said years ago. He drank blood. I didn’t age. We were both creatures of a different time trying to make our way in the modern world, and it worked for us. Eli didn’t ask to be what he was, and I’d been this way my entire life, and we were both trying to come to terms with what that meant.

      

      When I opened Haven that morning, I smiled to see the orange glow of the pumpkin lights in the window. There was something comforting about them.

      I went through my opening chores just like I always did and when six o’clock rolled around, the open sign was on and I had my Customer Service Smile™ in place when the first customers came through the door.

      Compliments on the decorations, sneering at the pumpkin spice display, complaints about the sudden turn in the weather, I listened to it all with the same expression on my face. My lunch coverage person started their short shift, and then left before it was time to break out the mop again.

      Typical Tuesday.

      I don’t normally take much notice of any of my customers. They’re all the same. Caffeine junkies looking for a fix, trendy housewives looking for some time to talk to their friends... it took all types to make the world go around. Especially these days.

      But one guy, one guy in particular... he shook me. He looked like any other hipster that took up residence in the shop. Like any other guy who would slink in with a laptop, order the smallest coffee possible and stay for six hours using our free Wi-Fi.

      The difference was he smelled like smoke. And not just any smoke. He smelled like fire.

      Old fire.

      Like dead ashes and baked bones, and it made my blood run cold. My smile was frozen on my face as I handed “Adam” his tiny Americano.

      “Thanks,” he muttered. An obligatory pleasantry. He didn’t even make eye contact with me. He didn’t even realize what his presence meant.

      As he turned away, a vacant look on his face, lost in thought, I knew exactly what he was.

      Malleus.

      

      The guy was plain. With a pinched face and acne scarred cheeks. Nothing special, nothing much to look at. The kind of guy you wouldn’t remember if you passed him in the street. But as he took a seat at a table by the window, I could smell... No. I could feel the café filing up with smoke. It choked me. Filled my nostrils.

      The witchmark on the back of my thigh burned.

      From everything I had read about the Malleus, they sounded like a weekend club for dropout witch hunters. But what I realized now was that they were deadlier than the groups of knitting grandmothers I had hoped they were. The newspaper clippings I collected, all those fires, they were responsible.

      Those women who had died, my sisters in the craft, they were responsible for their deaths.

      When witches burn, we freeze.

      I coughed, holding on to the edge of the counter. ‘Adam’ didn’t look over, though other customers looked in my direction curiously. I tried to smile, but I felt like I was going to throw up. I wanted to leave. I needed to get out of there.

      I turned from the counter and rushed through the stock room towards the back alley fire door, my eyes streaming from smoke that no one else could see or smell.

      “Hey! Where the fuck are you going?”

      I ignored my angry co-worker, and launched myself against the fire door’s lock bar. The door flew open, crashing loudly against the brick wall. The sound echoed up and down the alley, but I was alone, and I was outside, and I was safe. For now.

      I coughed harshly, trying to gasp in as much clear air as I could. My head pounded and my heart raced and I wiped furiously at my face, trying to stop the tears that poured down my cheeks.

      All of the anger and hurt and fury that I had pushed deep down inside me so many years ago came welling back up to the surface.

      Revenge.

      Revenge.

      Revenge.

      Malleus had continued the work that had killed my mother, my aunt, and my sister. Countless other women in England, Europe and the American colonies had died because of their misplaced morality.

      My stomach lurched and I was suddenly grateful that I hadn’t eaten anything more substantial than a banana that day. Vomiting was the worst. I leaned my head against the warm brick wall, trying to calm myself. Just because there was a Malleus member sitting in my coffee shop taking up space didn’t mean they knew about me. When David had given me more shifts, I had taken the time to cast some protective spells over the building, just in case.

      I told you I was paranoid. There was no way that my spells had failed, so I could tell myself that everything was okay.

      Situation normal, all fucked up.

      I took another deep breath, trying to will my headache into submission. It wasn’t really working, but at least my heart rate was starting to slow down. I needed to get back inside; maybe ‘Adam’ would be gone.

      I muttered some calming words and took another deep breath.

      “You can do this. Get back inside before someone Rachel calls David and you lose your job.”

      I kicked a milk crate out of my way and yanked on the door. The smell of coffee floated out and I felt myself calming a little more. The tang of smoke was gone from the air, which could only mean that the Malleus had left while I had been outside having my little breakdown.

      The irritating PING of the ‘where the fuck are you’ bell told me that people were waiting, and that Rachel was pissed. I patted her hip with an apologetic smile on my face.

      “Sorry, I think I had a bad sausage roll for breakfast…” I whispered.

      “Whatever.”

      Rachel looked furious, and order chits were stacked up on the espresso machine. I smiled apologetically and rushed to my position behind the machine.

      As I worked my way through the orders, my eyes swept the room, looking for anything suspicious. The Malleus was gone, and everyone else in the shop was as unremarkable as they should be on a Tuesday afternoon.

      I spent the rest of my shift on edge, Rachel left early claiming she had a headache, and I didn’t blame her. I would have done the same thing. I just wished that I had thought of bailing first.

      By the time 4:30pm rolled around I was a mess of nerves and had a headache that felt like my skull was full of razorblades.

      Not cute.

      Just in case anyone was hanging around waiting or if the Malleus had come back, I went through my closing routine a little slower than usual. The sun had already begun to set as I punched the alarm code and locked the door behind me.

      I looked over my shoulder to make sure that I was alone, before I held up my hand and reached out with my power to check the defenses I’d put in place a few years ago.

      There were cracks around the edge of my protection spells, but that was to be expected, it’s not like I actually knew what I was doing. I’d been guessing and getting lucky in my guesses for years, but it’s not like I had any guidance to fall back on, and my mother and aunt hadn’t been able to teach me everything they should have.

      I was just about to set another layer of protection over the building when I smelled it again.

      Smoke.

      I’m not going to say that I panicked. But I fucking panicked.

      I don’t know if I’ve ever run that fast, but I needed to get my ass out of there. I didn’t run home either. I cut through the edge of Prospect Park, not really knowing where I was going, but looking for anywhere to hide or disappear.

      After 325 years in New York, I know that if you ever see anyone running like they’re being chased by a horde of torch wielding party clowns baying for blood, you get out of their way, and you try to pretend you didn’t see anything. That’s how I was running, and that’s how people reacted.

      “Hey!”

      A voice I didn’t recognize echoed through the park.

      Oh, shit.

      No one ever yelled at you when you were running like a crazy person. My legs were tired, my mouth burned, and my heart felt like it was going to explode. Cardio was not my strong suit.

      “Hey!”

      Despite my better judgment, I turned my head to see who was yelling at me, or were they yelling at a dog? The park was darkening as the sun went down, and the streetlights had just started to hum to life. I was alone.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      I took two more desperate steps, gasping for air, and collided face-first with something solid. With a horribly unladylike grunt I stumbled backwards and tripped over my boots, falling hard on my side on the cracked concrete path.

      That hurt.

      “Hey, Ophelia, are you okay?”

      Eli.

      I didn’t like surprises, but for once I was grateful. I looked over my shoulder again, scanning the trees for anything out of place. But the park was deserted.

      Eli’s pale hand appeared in front of my face, and I grabbed it, hauling myself to my feet. My hip throbbed and my elbow was bleeding, but it was nothing I couldn’t fix with a few herbs, a hot bath... and a nice box of wine.

      “I was just heading out,” Eli said sheepishly. “If I’d known you were going to be off work late, I would have come to pick you up. What happened?”

      I shook my head and laced my fingers through his, “It’s nothing,” I said. “I just got spooked when I was locking up. I’m fine.”

      “It’s not like you to get nervous... are you sure—“

      “Yeah. I know. I don’t know what’s up.” I didn’t want to talk about it. Not here, and not with Eli. We’d been together for a long time... well, a long time for him, I suppose. He was still so young. I had told him a lot, but I had never mentioned the Malleus, or what I knew about them.

      I wasn’t sure if I was ready to tell him.

      Not yet.

      We walked back to my apartment building without speaking, my hand holding his tightly, my shoulder pressed against his. Comforting... solid... real. But how real was this relationship of ours? Two people who weren’t quite human, trying to pretend that we were. It was kind of hilarious.

      I must have chuckled.

      “What?” Eli murmured.

      “Nothing. It’s nothing. It’s just been a weird day.”

      We rounded the corner and the sight of my apartment building filled me with a sense of relief. I could feel the protective spells I’d laid over it sitting in place. Strong and unwavering. I’d be safe there.

      At least... that was what I chose to believe.
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      I should have asked for some time off work. But I couldn’t bring myself to admit that I had been shaken, at least, not to anyone else. David scheduled me for a full week of shifts, including an art show launch on a Saturday night. All things I said ‘yes’ to without really thinking about it.

      What I really wanted to do was forget about what had happened, and throwing myself into work seemed like the best option. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that I should just lock up my apartment and run straight to the West Coast and disappear again.

      Maybe I’d try San Francisco this time.

      

      I went through the motions of my shift work, counting the days as they went by. Each day that passed without sight (or smell) of the Malleus made me feel a little better about laying low.

      Lacey was as chipper as ever, something that shouldn’t have set me on edge, but it did. It wasn’t her fault that I wasn’t ‘getting into the spirit of the holidays,’ but it just wasn’t happening for me. Her ‘Hallowe’en Countdown’ was also giving me a little bit of anxiety. Samhain was a big deal for all of these neo pagan wannabe witches, but it just reminded me of things I would rather forget.

      “I’m going to have a horror movie marathon on Halloween, Fee, you should totally come. I promise you’ll have a great time. You’ll love it.” Lacey was determined, and even though I hated to admit it, but the exaggerated pout she wore on her face was working on me. Now that I knew that the Malleus had a cell, or at least a member, here in New York I was beyond nervous.

      Maybe having some company would be a good thing.

      “Pleeeeease... I promise you’ll have the very best time. It will be quiet, and we can read tarot cards and light candles while we watch scary movies! You like horror movies, right?”

      I did, but only the old ones. I remembered seeing them in theatre, shuddering with delight at Bela Lugosi’s portrayal of the Count, crying as the Bride lit herself on fire rather than be married against her will to the Monster... I probably would have done the same thing.

      “Yes, I guess so. But only the old black and white ones, I just couldn’t get into the newer stuff. If you can promise me you won’t put on anything crazy, then I suppose it couldn’t hurt.” Lacey put her hand over her heart and traced an ‘X’ on her bat-patterned cardigan as a wide smile spread across her face.

      “Oh my SQUEE, Fee, this is going to be the very best, I can’t WAIT!” Lacey squealed and flung herself at me, wrapping her arms around my waist.

      “Okay, okay...” I pushed her away gently and crossed my arms over my chest. “Don’t make me change my mind.”

      Lacey’s dark eyes widened, and I smiled briefly, trying to reassure her. “I won’t let you down, Fee, I promise!”

      I rolled my eyes and turned back to the espresso machine. Lacey chattered on about her plans, but I was only half-listening. It was only a few weeks until Halloween, and that meant I only had a short amount of time to either find an excuse to cancel, or prepare myself for the inevitable saccharine avalanche that she would unleash.

      I didn’t know which option was more daunting.

      [image: ]

      The red leather album sat on my desk. I hadn’t opened it in weeks. And I felt the weight of its wordless accusation.

      That I was running away. That I was trying to avoid my duty to Hecate... but I hadn’t been a good Daughter since I was a child, and the goddess hadn’t seemed to mind. Sure, I was a little ashamed to admit that I had let everything I had learned be pushed to the side.

      Now that Malleus had moved into my neighborhood, this was definitely not the right time to start digging up old bones.

      Rainy nights had always been my favorite. Rain meant that my mother would make a comforting stew, something warm and hearty, and Hannah and I would get a taste of the wine my aunt cultivated in the cellar of our stone house. Those autumn nights had been an excuse to huddle together by the fire while my mother had read from the books that smelled of herbs and old magic. Books that I wished I had been able to bring with me on that deadly day.

      I had done my best to re-write those books. But my memory wasn’t what I hoped that it would be, and I had given up several times, sometimes halfway through writing out a recipe when I couldn’t remember the ingredients exactly. It frustrated me to no end that I couldn’t do this one simple thing. These books were the only link I had to my former life... my only link to my family.

      The books were open on the kitchen counter and I tried my best to remember how to make one of my aunt’s favorite potions, a hangover cure that I was determined to brew before I drank the bottles of homemade wine that were in the cupboard. Don’t judge. It had been a shitty couple of weeks.

      I had all of the herbs, my fire escape was covered in carefully cultivated pots holding everything I needed, and my kitchen was hung with bunches of drying ingredients for the poultices, possets and teas that I had catalogued in the pages.

      My apartment looked more like an ancient apothecary shop than the apartment of a 21-year old coffee shop employee. It was a good thing no one, other than Eli, ever came over, and he didn’t give a shit about them. He was only concerned about the garlic, but he assured me that he only had a mild allergy, nothing serious.

      Eli.

      He had a gig that night, and I still hadn’t decided if I wanted to go or not. His band was a dark synth-fueled concoction that seemed better suited to the underground clubs of the 80s than New York’s modern club scene. I mean, it made sense to me, but I’d met Eli at a very strange time in his life, the beginning of his afterlife actually. He had been a young vampire then, and he was still angry at everything.

      I didn’t blame him. I was angry too. I’d just been angry for a whole lot longer.

      I tossed a pinch of ground bone powder into the pot that was bubbling on the stove and sent a little touch of my power after it. The liquid churned angrily, changing color in an alarming way and sending up an acrid smelling smoke.

      Suki hissed and jumped off the counter, running for my bed and hiding under my pillow.

      “You traitor, I know it smells like shit!” I shouted after her, reaching through the eye-watering cloud to turn on the extractor fan. “So much for that.”

      I reached for my pen and scratched through the last few ingredients. This was one of many failed attempts, and it was starting to piss me off.

      I’d already opened one of the bottles of dandelion wine. This wasn’t an old family recipe; it was something I’d picked up from a girlfriend in the late 60s. Of course, I added a little of my own magic to the batch, and it was one of my favorite things. I hadn’t decided if I was going to bring a bottle with me to Lacey’s Halloween party yet, but I was leaning in that direction. If I was going to get through a ‘Halloween extravaganza,’ I would have to do it on the edge of drunkenness.

      I took a gulp of wine and closed my eyes as the rich liquid slipped down my throat. All the new witches I had met had a fondness for cheap red wine that they would add some of their own blood to as a daring step... it meant nothing, but I know they considered themselves shocking. I’d lost count of the amount of times I’d had to suppress my boredom as they recited their ‘spells’ and giggled over standing naked together in the moonlight in someone’s rented apartment while Stevie Nicks blared on the stereo.

      Ridiculous.

      Harmless, sure, but still ridiculous.

      I waved my hand at the smoke, directing it towards the fan.

      A loud knock echoed through my apartment and I dropped my wooden spoon to the floor.

      “Ouch,” I muttered as the hot liquid splashed on my bare foot.

      Who the fuck?

      I wasn’t expecting anyone. Eli always came in through the window unless we were together, and I hadn’t ordered any takeout. Had I?

      Knuckles bashed against the thick wooden door again and my throat closed with fear. The last time I had opened the door to a furious knock; my whole family had been dragged away to their deaths.

      Suki hissed, flattening her ears to her head. She never did that when it was the pizza guy. Great.

      I crept to the door, listening carefully for any clues as to who was outside. I could hear muffled voices, gruff and male.

      I paused and inhaled deeply, expecting the tang of smoke that followed the Malleus around, but all I could smell was my burning concoction on the stove.

      “Who is it?” I called out before cursing myself inwardly for being a horror movie trope. I looked through the peephole into the hallway, coming eye to eye with a uniformed police officer. He was older, with grey at his temples and in his mustache and tired looking blue eyes. His partner was middle aged, and stocky, but he looked bored.

      Fine. Everything was fine.

      “NYPD, ma’am, could you open the door please?”

      It’s nothing, Ophelia. Just a ‘knock and talk,’ you’ll be fine. I looked over my shoulder at the pot on the stove that was bubbling loudly and my kitchen strung with herbs. The pot smelled terrible. Okay, make it quick.

      I pushed back my hair and hoped that I had nothing incriminating on my face as I unlocked the deadbolt and opened the door. The chain prevented it from opening all the way, and I was tall enough to block their view into the kitchen.

      “Hey, good evening officers,” I said cheerfully, trying my best not to be nervous. If things got weird, I could wipe their memories and send them on their way, but I didn’t want it to come to that. “What can I do for you?”

      The older officer crinkled his nose as the smell of my experiment reached his nostrils. Too much goddamn bone powder.

      He touched his nose briefly as if trying to rub away the smell, but I knew he wouldn’t be able to get it out of his clothes for a few washes. That shit clung to you.

      “It’s probably nothing, ma’am, but we’re looking for an Eli Maddern… We had an anonymous tip that he was living in this building. You wouldn’t happen to know who he is? Seen him around lately?” The cop looked at me carefully, and I tried to keep the smile on my face.

      Godammit, Eli, what have you done now?

      I shook my head, “I’m sorry, officer, I don’t know who that is.”

      “Are you sure? Miss…”

      “Askew, Sarah Askew.” I always turned to my oldest names when the cops showed up.

      “Right. You haven’t seen anyone who looks like this in the building?” He held up a photo, it was grainy and dark, but it was most definitely Eli. His pale face stared directly, purposefully, up into the camera, his mouth open wide and his tongue stuck out. That cocky punk bastard.

      I shook my head, “Sorry, officer. I work really weird shifts, and I don’t have much of a social life. I don’t even know who my neighbors are to be honest.”

      “How long have you lived in this building, Miss Askew?” He asked the question casually as he placed the photo back on his clipboard, sliding it under a paperclip with a practiced motion.

      I pretended to think for a minute before replying, “Y’know it feels like forever, but I only moved in last summer… took over a sublet from a co-worker.”

      The officer nodded, “Thank you, Miss Askew, we’ll let you get back to your evening.” He passed me a card, which I took dutifully. “If you see this Eli Maddern character, you’ll give us a call, won’t you?”

      “Of course, Officer.” I smiled and waggled the card in farewell. “I hope you find him.”

      The older man smiled briefly and made as if to turn away but his partner paused, trying to look over my shoulder. I winked at him and then closed the door quickly, locking the deadbolts with a wave of my hand.

      I flicked the officer’s card into the trashcan beside my desk and flopped face down on my bed.

      The only good thing about studio apartments was the fact that everything was within easy flopping distance.

      Suki meowed and walked over my back, settling herself on my butt.

      “You’re no help at all,” I muttered into my blankets. Suki kneaded her claws into my ass in response, her purr vibrating up my spine. I groaned and pressed my forehead into the covers.

      I could hear the cops moving down the hall, knocking on other apartment doors.

      Eli, you’re so stupid sometimes. I was furious with him. He’d grown up on a steady diet of horror movies and vampire fiction, and when he became one, he hadn’t bothered to test whether or not everything he saw in movies was true. He might disappear in mirrors, but I would have to let him in on the fact that cellphone cameras weren’t mirrors, and that he was going to get busted if he wasn’t more careful.

      My long life had made me paranoid and eager to avoid being outed for what I was. He was way too cavalier with his eternity, and it was starting to get on my nerves.
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      The pot on the stove hissed and spat and Suki jumped down to the floor, her tail puffed up and twitching as she looked into the kitchen. I lifted my head off the bed and looked over at the stove. The smoke pouring out of the pot was a ridiculous green color.

      “What is this, the Disney channel?” I muttered and rolled off the bed. What a mess. Hannah would have never let me forget about this mistake. I gritted my teeth and turned off the gas on the burner. The extractor fan was doing a good job of keeping the apartment clear of the worst of the smoke, but I knew that everything would stink for a while.

      I yanked the kitchen window open, grateful for once that my view was the back of another building and not the front windows of another apartment.

      The wooden spoon I had tossed on the floor had turned a sickening black color and was starting to melt the ancient linoleum just a little bit.

      I made a face and picked it up gingerly before tossing it into the sink. I’d deal with that later.

      Suki jumped up onto the table and watched me with wide pale eyes. “You’re loving every minute of this, aren’t you?” Suki ignored me and focused on washing herself. I grunted in annoyance and waved my hand over the pot to diffuse the bilious green smoke a little before leaning over to inspect the damage.

      The liquid was a dark swampy green that was better suited to a Florida bog than my Brooklyn kitchen.

      “Well… so much for that.”

      Could I even flush this? If urban legends about sewer alligators weren’t true, they might be after I flushed this mess. I wasn’t willing to shoulder that kind of responsibility just yet. I took a deep breath and lifted the pot off the stove and reached through the window to put my failed cauldron on the fire escape. Hopefully it wouldn’t affect the plants. I don’t know if I could handle another heirloom tomato debacle.

      At least the smoke wouldn’t do any damage outdoors. Well, not much anyway.

      The extractor fan coughed and I snapped it off guiltily before leaning against the counter and picking up my spell book.

      I coughed with wry laughter and threw the book at my bed. It cartwheeled through the air and Suki watched it with half-interested eyes as it bounced off the brick wall and onto the bed. She jumped off the table with a feline grunt and I went directly to the bed so that she could plonk her ass straight onto the pages of the open book.

      What was it with that cat and putting her butt on paper?

      Suki yawned and I looked at my watch, wiping the steam from the glass face. Eli had a gig tonight. I wondered if the cops would be heading there to surprise him. I wasn’t going to show up tonight, but I’d had enough of cooking for one night and the thought of hanging around the apartment with the lingering smell of my failure wasn’t too appealing either.

      Maybe a margarita would fix my headache.

      I looked down at my leggings and baggy sweater with a sigh. Going out meant I had to put on a bra. And pants. My sweater stank of that horrible green smoke and my leggings had a hole in them.

      “Ugh. Suki, tell me I shouldn’t go out,” I begged my disinterested cat, but she was hunkered down on my book, purring, intent on napping. Her ear flicked when I spoke, but she didn’t open her eyes to look at me.

      With an exasperated groan, I pulled out something different to wear and got dressed. It was a good thing that my wardrobe was already mostly black and grey, the club Eli was playing tonight was a punk holdover that had somehow managed to keep itself afloat. Eli didn’t talk about the owners much, but I had a feeling it had something to do with some very old money, and I’m talking the kind of old that’s older than me, if you catch my drift.

      Black leather was encouraged, and if there was anything I knew how to do well, it was blending in. Sure, the glamor I cast over myself before I left my apartment helped a lot, but it was important that I looked the part too. Eli and others like him (and there were quite a few) could see through my magic. It had unsettled me at first, knowing that they could see me and recognize my face, but over the last twenty years I’d grown a little more comfortable around them.

      But just a little.

      Eli was one thing, he was easy to understand and his motives were simple. He just wanted to play music, and not much else mattered to him, which was fine with me. He came and went through my living room window without any promise of when he’d return, and that was fine with me. Even though Eli didn’t technically fall under Hecate’s rules about making ties with a man, I didn’t feel the need to cage him. I’d been just fine for centuries, and I didn’t miss him when he didn’t show up. But I had to admit that it was nice to have him around sometimes.

      Spiral had been a New York club scene fixture since the mid-70s. It had always been subversive, and always trended a little darker when it came to their events and clientele. The unisex bathrooms were the perfect place for a clandestine (or not so clandestine as the case may have been) hookup, and the dark booths covered in black velvet and leather had hosted more celebrities and wannabe’s than you could count.

      As the century had turned and times had changed, Spiral had somehow retained a lot of its gritty charm, and while I never really felt comfortable there, Eli was right at home.

      I kicked a wad of wet newspaper that clung to the sidewalk in front of the club. The gig was already underway, and I could hear Eli’s growling voice over the throbbing guitar cords. The lineup was long tonight, and I groaned inwardly. The last thing I wanted to do on a windy October night was stand in a line getting sore feet with a bunch of smelly punk kids.

      “Ophelia. It’s been a while,” the bouncer at the edge of the yellow rope that blocked the stairs that led down to Spiral called out. He beckoned to me and I jogged over, my hands shoved deep into the pockets of my ancient leather jacket.

      “Church,” I said with relief, “I know, I haven’t been down in a while, busy busy.” The big man looked me up and down, and raised his eyebrow. He was wearing sunglasses, but if he hadn’t been, I know that I would have been able to see the moonshine in his eyes that marked him as one of the Laudan. The younger members called themselves ‘Blood Outlaws,’ which sounded utterly ridiculous to me.

      Even in the afterlife, youth really is wasted on the young.

      “Eli’s already on stage,” he said unnecessarily as Eli’s wailing shout rolled up the stairway and into the night. The punk kids in the lineup jumped and shouted, jostling against each other.

      “Sounds like it. You’d better let some of these kids in before you have to break up a fight.”

      Church lifted the hook holding the yellow nylon rope and flashed me a toothy smile. I shivered just a little as I saw his fangs in the red glow of Spiral’s neon sign. “I’m counting on it,” he said meaningfully.

      I straightened my shoulders and brushed past him. I shouldn’t let the Laudan make me nervous, but I couldn’t help it.

      I wondered if he could smell the potion I’d ruined on my skin.

      Nothing I had learned from my mother or my aunt had prepared me for the supernatural underbelly of New York. Live music venues like Spiral were everywhere, and the Laudan had been running the underground music scene since prohibition.

      Maybe even before that.

      The club was dark and smoky, and the thrashing cords of Eli’s guitar pounded through the speakers. The floor was packed with kids dressed head to toe in black. Covered in leather, patches, spikes, and safety pins they moved like a restless ocean to the beat of the music. Rising and falling, reaching towards Eli as he writhed and stomped across the stage.

      
        I say I did

        you can't fuck with fate

      

      I rolled my eyes as Eli’s voice thundered around me. I really had to talk to him about these songs. I knew what he was. His guitarist was Laudan, so was their manager, the drummer, the guy behind the bar, all of the security guards, a few of the ‘kids’ in the crowd, even the drug dealer selling cocaine and ecstasy to the kids that crashed against each other in front of the stage.

      Members of the ‘Blood Outlaws’ sat in booths, watching the crowd hungrily. If I were Laudan, I’d tell them to dial it back a bit. It didn’t take a college degree to see that they were up to something.

      The only problem was; they knew exactly what my deal was too.

      “What are you doing here, hitea?” The bartender was surlier than usual, and I narrowed my eyes at him. The low light of the club made the moonshine in his eyes all the more visible, to me at least, and they glittered in the red light.

      “Obviously, I’m here to see Eli perform. Or did you forget that we were dating?” I wasn’t in the mood for this bullshit.

      “How could I forget, he comes here reeking of your majel, it makes me sick.”

      Great, he was one of those Laudan who thought magic was some kind of corruption.

      “You’re just bitter that you can’t suck me dry like these other meat popsicles. Joke’s on you, I’m pretty sure I’d taste terrible anyway.” I drummed my fingers on the dented wood of the bar. “If you’re done calling me names, pour me a vodka tonic.” The Laudan narrowed his eyes at me and muttered something vaguely threatening under his breath.

      “Sticks and stones, asshole,” I murmured, setting down one of the drink tickets I’d lifted from Church’s pocket when I passed him outside.

      “I hope Caden isn’t giving you any trouble, Ophelia,” a voice as smooth as whiskey over ice filled my ears.

      Bishop.

      I swallowed the nervous lump in my throat and turned to face Eli’s band manager. This guy was a big deal, not just in the Laudan community, but also in New York’s music scene. He’d worn many names and hidden behind a lot of human business partners over the years, he could make or break a career, and even though I hadn’t said anything about it, I strongly suspected that Bishop was the one behind Eli’s turning.

      “No more than usual,” I took the drink that the surly Caden slammed down on the bar. “If he keeps flirting with me like this I might start to think he’s madly in love with me…”

      Caden hissed and turned away, his silver-shined eyes on his boss, daring him to say something. Bishop was everyone’s boss down here, and while I knew Caden was looking for Bishop’s support, the possibility that they might get physical made me even more uncomfortable. I could feel the anger radiating off Caden, and the magic inside me rose up in case I needed to protect myself, a warm churning in my veins.

      “Know your place, Caden. Ophelia is welcome here just like anyone else, majel or not.” Bishop’s tone was iron hard, and Caden had no choice but to back down. He glowered at me from behind the bar, as I winked at him and took a sip of my drink.

      I knew I was pushing my luck, but I couldn’t help it. Assholes existed in every species… and Caden was one of them.

      

      Bishop led me to a booth near the stage, but I didn’t stay sitting there for long. I felt exposed here. Word of my arrival had spread quickly, and I could feel the cold glare of several sets of silvery eyes on the back of my neck. They couldn’t bite me, thank the Goddess, but they could still hurt me in other ways, and I didn’t relish being cornered by any of these undead idiots.

      Eli knew I was there too, and I tried to focus on him as he slunk around the stage and yelled into the microphone.

      
        Sage, violet smoke

        Hex me, vex me

      

      Oh shit… this must be the song he said he’d written about me. I drained my drink and wished I’d ordered some tequila to wash it down. I tried not to listen, but my cheeks burned with embarrassment. More Laudan eyes turned my way. The majen who’d witched one of their own was standing right there.

      Awkward.

      A Laudan with a bright green Mohawk jostled me, he hissed, baring his teeth at me as he passed.

      Great.

      I smiled weakly and tried to push my panicked thoughts away. The Laudan could read human minds with no problem, and while I posed more of a challenge to them, the more upset I got, the easier it would be for them to pick up on literally everything I was thinking. And that wasn’t a good thing.

      All at once, something hit me. It was like a punch in the stomach and I staggered against a concrete column.

      Smoke.

      No. No, no, no.

      The smell filled my nostrils, and the sound of crackling wood and snapping sparks filled my skull.

      I gasped for air, feeling my throat start to close. On the stairs, talking to a Laudan I didn’t recognize was a man with pale empty eyes and long silver hair.

      Malleus.
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      The smoke was thick and acrid; it burned my eyes and tears streamed down my cheeks, streaking them with mascara. I put a hand on the column to steady myself, trying to pretend that everything was fine. The last thing I wanted was to draw attention to myself. Not now. Not here.

      “Ophelia.”

      I heard my name as though it was being shouted from a thousand miles away.

      Cold hands pulled me and pushed me through the crowded dance floor. I couldn’t see their faces, tears and makeup blurred my vision. My eyes stung. The heavy beat of the music throbbed against me as I was pulled past the speakers that flanked the stage.

      There was only one way in and one way out of Spiral; and those narrow stairs were blocked the source of my distress. A Fire Marshal’s nightmare.

      A door opened, and the air changed, it was cold, so cold, but my vision began to clear, and my coughing finally eased enough so that I could see what was happening.

      I slumped against the wall, sitting on the freezing concrete floor, my knees drawn up to my chest.

      Kegs of beer and flats of bottles and tall cans lined the cement walls. Overhead, a fan blasted cold air into the cramped space.

      I knew there was someone in the room with me, but all I could see was a set of black clad legs and a pair of shit-kicker bully boots. I reached a shaking hand towards the figure.

      “Eli… I need…” My lips were dry, my throat raw from the smoke. There was no answer, just the sound of the fan as it chugged harder to combat the warm air of the club as it invaded the cold room.

      There was an echoing, metallic clang as the door swung shut.

      I was locked in. Locked in a cold storage room like a forgotten pack of vodka coolers. No fucking way.

      How cliché, how drab, how goddamn infuriating. Witches were burnt at the stake, not turned into popsicles.

      I groaned and tried to get up, but my legs were unsteady and my butt was numb. My teeth chattered, my fingers were aching and my breath came out in white clouds. I blinked my eyes furiously, the stinging feeling hadn’t gone away, but at least my vision wasn’t as blurry. Whoever the Malleus was, he must have moved far enough away… or I was actually safer behind all of this concrete.

      Safer. That didn’t mean anything when it was this cold.

      My legs felt a little steadier and I tried to straighten up, but my head cracked against the low ceiling and I fell to my knees.

      The fan chunked and whirred above me and my breath came out in gasps. I flexed my fingers, trying to keep the blood moving, but it was so cold in that little room and I was thirsty, and tired… The thick metal door, padded with insulation was in front of me and I groped for the handle. There should be a safety plunger, so shit like this didn’t happen.

      My fingers found a hole in the door where the plunger should have been. The metal was bright and sharp. As though the handle had been ripped away recently.

      Fuck. My. Lives.

      I could feel my magic churning in my veins as I pounded my hands against the door.

      “Hey! Anyone!” I had a feeling that shouting wasn’t going to do any good, but damned if I didn’t give it a shot anyway. “I’m in here, you fuckers! Hey!”

      I slammed my shoulder into the door, but it didn’t move. I gritted my teeth. It was dangerous to use my magic when the Malleus were close. There was no telling what would happen if I outed myself. But it was so cold, and I was so tired of all of this shit. The hiding, the running, the paranoia.

      If I went to sleep, maybe I could forget all about it.

      “No!”

      With a burst of lavender light, the door gave way and I fell into the empty air, landing heavily on my chest and elbows.

      “Oof!”

      Fuck, that hurt.

      I looked over my shoulder at the coldroom door. It swung shut with a small click. I rested my forehead on the dirty floor, the heat of the club was oppressive, but the painful tingling of my fingers and toes as my body re-heated told me that was a good thing.

      Music thumped through the club, vibrating through the floor and up into my chest. I lay there panting, trying to figure out what the fuck had happened. My magic had never reared up to protect me like that, and I was a little shaken by it. If I couldn’t control my powers, I was at risk of being discovered.

      Liabilities were one thing, I could avoid those, but if I was a liability to myself? Not cool.

      “Ophelia?”

      Oh, my goddess. Eli.

      Finally.

      I groaned and pushed myself up to a sitting position. My jeans were ripped at the knee, and I could see bright beads of red blood from where I’d scraped over the rough concrete. I rubbed at my face with my sleeve, thankful for the worn in leather that had taken the brunt of my fall, and looked up at my boyfriend.

      “Woah, you look like you got lost on the way to a haunted house,” he said, his expression serious. “Are you okay?” He leaned down to help me to my feet and I accepted his cold touch gratefully.

      “No. I’m not okay. I need to go home… like right the fuck now.” There was no way I was staying here. I had to get out, even just to stand outside in the night air. I needed to get out of this death trap masquerading as a nightclub.

      Eli raised an eyebrow and looked back towards the club. The dance floor pulsed with twenty-somethings all jumping and jostling to the angry cords and I knew that he wanted to be out there too.

      “Eli!” I shouted over the music. “I have to go!” I was getting angry now. I yanked my hands out of his cold grasp. Eli nodded slowly and put his arm around my waist. I knew he was reluctant to leave, but I wasn’t worried about his need to reach out and touch his groupies.

      We edged around the dance floor, heading for the stairs. Eli held me tight against his side, and as much as I hated to admit it, his touch was reassuring and steady. The rest of Eli’s band were circling through the crowd, their moonshined eyes trained on us. Well, the Laudan were.

      Grady was the lone human member of the band, a guitarist that had been brought in a few months ago, and he was doing his level best to get as drunk as possible in a very short amount of time.

      The kid was braced against the bar downing shot after shot of tequila as the bartender watched me with his glittering silvered eyes. Bishop leaned against a poster-covered wall, watching the guitarist. I wondered how long the kid had been a part of the band, or if he knew what was coming for him. Eli had mentioned that their band was finally feeling complete, so it was only a matter of time before Mutually Assured Destruction acquired their fourth supernatural member.

      Gross.

      “Eli, what’s the deal,” a tall, slender Laudan with long black hair wearing a pin and patch covered black denim vest stepped onto the stairs in front of us. He bared his teeth briefly, and I suppressed a shudder. “You really leaving with that hitea?”

      “I have a name, deadhead,” I snapped, gripping the back of Eli’s shirt tightly in my fist.

      “Yeah. I’m leaving,” Eli said flatly, ignoring my comment. His arm tightened around me briefly. The Laudan blocking our way stared down at me as if I’d just crawled out of the sewer, which… fair enough, I probably looked like shit, but I bristled.

      “Oren wants to talk to you,” the Laudan snarled, his eyes never leaving my face. Eli tightened his grip on my waist again. I could feel his anger, but he was hiding it well enough.

      “Later. Now, get out of my way.”

      The Laudan hissed, and stood his ground. Eli lifted his chin, he was tall,  taller than the punk in front of us, but height didn’t matter much when it came to the kind of fights these guys got into.

      “Maybe you didn’t hear what I said, kirnon, Oren wants to talk to you. This isn’t negotiable.” The Laudan reached out and grabbed my arm, pulling me off balance and away from Eli.

      “Hey!” I shouted as I stumbled against the metal railing. I grabbed hold of the metal bar in an attempt to give myself some leverage and twisted my other arm out of his grip in a well-practiced motion. Self-defense class had been good for something after all. I’d have to remind Lacey about her request to join me for a session.

      The Laudan looked at me briefly with an expression of surprise on his gaunt face. I say briefly, because without warning, Eli’s fist had connected with the punk’s jaw, knocking him backwards off the stairs and into the crowded dance floor.

      My initial reaction of self-righteous annoyance was replaced instantly by the knowledge that we were really close to being really dead meat. Eli loomed on the stairs, his hands balled into fists at his sides, fangs bared, ready for more. Performing always amped him up, but this was different. Usually after he came back to my apartment after a gig, he would be ready for a different kind of action, but right now, he was ready to take on the whole club bare handed.

      The Blood Outlaws were out of their seats and moving towards us.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      The band on stage continued to wail, and I couldn’t tell if they were oblivious to what was going on, or intent on providing a soundtrack for the fight they were expecting.

      “Eli... we need to get the fuck out of here!” I whispered the words, but he heard me. He turned with obvious reluctance and wrapped his arm around my waist again and rushed me up the stairs. We pushed past Castle, who had just lifted the rope to let another group of punks through, knocking them aside.

      “Hey!”

      There was no way we were stopping. As soon as my boots hit the sidewalk I started to run. There was no way in hell I was waiting around for anyone to come out and confront us. Besides, if they wanted Eli, they would find him. At least I knew that I would be safe inside my apartment.

      Safer than standing in the street anyway.

      [image: ]

      I ran as fast as I could, my magic pushing me along ever so slightly. Eli, slick bastard that he was, disappeared into the night. If we had anyone on our tail, they would have to choose between the two of us. I knew that he could handle himself against other Laudan, but I needed to get home, and fast.

      I ran my ass off all the way to the subway that would take me back to my neighborhood. I reset my glamor before stepping into the station and joining a group of drunk hipsters who had obviously rolled out of the newest, purposefully grungy ‘dive bar’ after last call. It was late, but this was New York, and there was always someone around, whether you liked it or not.

      I leaned against one of the young women, pretending that I belonged with them. She grabbed a lock of my hair and held it up to her face.

      “Whaddya think,” she slurred to one of her friends. “Should I go red next? I mean, I can never decide.”

      Her friend brushed her bright blue bangs out of her face and gave her friend a long look, considering carefully. I held still, pretending to be invisible while this stranger fondled my hair. If I weren’t hiding from the group of Laudan who were surely on my tail, this chick would never have gotten close to me. I gritted my teeth as another group of people got onto the train. These ones in black clothing and sunglasses. Obvious vampires are obvious. At least to me.

      Shit.

      “Oh, no way, girl. I mean... not with your skin tone,” the girl with blue bangs said carelessly. “Don’t feel bad, Trix, that color only works on like... five people in the world.”

      I rolled my eyes and tried to stay quiet. Better to pretend that I was just a new member of their group, and not a witch who using the overpowering reek of patchouli and white musk to hide from a bunch of punk vampires on public transit.

      Dear, Diary...

      “Do I know you?”

      “Huh?”

      It was blue bangs. I swallowed thickly, my eyes widening. There was no way she could see me. My glamor was perfect. My face should just be a blur to her, a familiar blur, but still a blur.

      “I said, do I know you?” BB turned to another girl in a fashionably worn fringed jacket. “Has she been here the whole time?”

      The girl in the jacket was a little drunker and she laughed gaily and swatted at her friend. “Oh, totally. She’s with Brendan. Right?”

      BB turned narrowed eyes to me. “Really?”

      “Oh, yeah. I’ve been here the whole time,” I managed to blurt out. “Thanks for noticing.”

      BB’s cheeks reddened slightly, and if I were actually the kind of person who would hang out with these girls, I’d know that I’d made an enemy. But I didn’t give a shit. I only needed them for a few more stops and then I was home free.

      My eyes darted to the group of black-clad supernatural douchebags. They looked like vultures. Long and lean, hanging off the handrails and trying to pretend to be everything they weren’t.

      Young, drunk, and human.

      They weren’t fooling me.

      “Do you go to NYU?” It was BB again. A dog with a bone.

      One more stop; that’s all I needed

      “No. I graduated forever ago,” I said, my eyes on the city lights that raced past the window, watching the group of Laudan in the reflection in the glass. It wasn’t a lie. I had graduated forever ago... like before they were born. Before their parents were born. Maybe even their grandparents. That made me smile just a little.

      The train lurched to a stop, and the sinister group of guys slunk off the train without giving us so much as a backward glance.

      Was I being paranoid? Maybe I was in the clear.

      The train took off again, speeding towards my stop. I was almost there. Eli would be waiting for me just like he always was on the nights we went out like this. I mean, not every night was like this. Tonight had been fucked up and I was so over it.

      “What’s so funny?”

      The train slowed, and the billboards came into focus.

      Prospect Park

      Finally. The doors slid open and I flipped up the collar of my jacket.

      “Nothing, BB, I gotta go. Thanks for a great night.”

      “What the fu—“ The door closed on her outraged face and I ran for the exit.
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      Eli was waiting for me, leaning against a garbage can with his arms crossed and a pleasant smirk on his face as though he’d just had the most normal night ever.

      “Hey, doll, have a good ride home?” He drawled, his moonshined eyes glinting in the orange glow of the streetlight.

      “Oh yeah, a real barnburner,” I said bitterly, heading the direction of my apartment building.

      “Come on, Ophelia, don’t be like that,” he jogged around me, full of energy. “Did you like the show? I sang that song I wrote for you...”

      “Vex me, hex me? Yeah, I heard it. No wonder your band mates were pissed at me. I’ve turned you into a shadow of your former badass self,” I laughed. Hello, cynicism, my old friend.

      “Yeah, well, you know how they can be. It’s no big deal.”

      I stopped short, pushing my finger into his chest and bringing my face close to his. “No big deal, Eli? No big deal? Oren wants to talk to you. When was the last time the Blood Outlaws wanted to talk to you, huh?”

      Eli had the good sense to look a little sheepish as my words sunk through his skull. He shrugged and pushed my finger away.

      “It’s nothing. I promise. No big deal, didn’t I say it was no big deal?” His fangs flashed in the sickly electric light, his skin looked strange. It must have been the light. It made everything a little unnatural, and when things were already unnatural, it just made that shit worse.

      A couple walked past us, holding hands tightly and pretending not to be listening to what we were saying.

      “Can you hear them?” Eli asked, his mouth close to my ear. “She’s thinking that she’s glad they don’t fight like that, only after her mother comes to visit and he has too much whiskey after dinner.”

      I pushed him away, “Have you eaten?” I asked sharply. Sharper than I had intended. His skin was warm, and felt waxy under my fingertips.

      “Oh yeah, I ate on the fly...” he said loudly. Louder than I liked.

      “Shut up, don’t be like that.”

      “Be like what, Ophelia? Hungry? Maybe I’m hungry!” Another couple passed us and he lunged at them. “Maybe I could use a snack!”

      “Sorry! He’s been drinking!” I shouted at the couple, as they darted away from us. “You cut that shit out right now! You’re being a freak.”

      He’d never acted like this before, and it was starting to creep me out. I could feel my magic swelling in my veins, but I couldn’t bust anything out in public. Not like this, and especially not after the night I’d had. I still wasn’t feeling great, and having to deal with Eli when he was like this was not how I had planned to spend the tail end of my night.

      “You’re such a killjoy, Ophelia. I’m just trying to have a little fun!” He jumped up on the back of a park bench, balancing easily on the wooden frame.

      “I have to be up at 5am, if you want to hang out in the park being a creep that’s your business, but I have to go home.” I jammed my hands into my pockets and glared at him. “You can either come with me now, or not, I don’t care. I don’t have time for this shit.”

      “You don’t care?” He jumped down from the park bench, his expression confused and a little petulant. Ugh. Younger men.

      “That’s not what I meant, and you know it, but if you’re going to be an arrogant shit, then yeah, I don’t care. I need to go to bed. Tonight was bullshit. I need a bath and a drink. You can go run around being a ghoul on your own time. It’s almost Halloween, people might get a kick out of it.”

      Fuck it, I was mad. And fuck him for pretending that nothing had happened tonight. I had almost frozen to death in that coldroom.

      Witchcicle.

      “Fine,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “Fine? That’s all you have to say? Fine. Fine, fine, fuck you. I’m outta here.” I turned to cut across the park towards home. Furious.

      “Ophelia... stay with me.”

      Eli was at my elbow, holding my arm too tight, his hand was around my throat, yanking my head to the side, exposing the vein.

      No. No, no, no. Not again.

      His mouth opened, the feeding hiss that I remembered so well echoing in my ears. I could feel his teeth...

      “Fuck you!”

      I planted my palm in the center of his chest and pushed.

      The flash of purple light that had accompanied my escape from the coldroom earlier that night lifted him off his feet and flung him into the grass a few feet away from me.

      He lay there, groaning, but I didn’t run over to see how he was feeling. I ran the opposite direction, straight towards my apartment. Rage, hurt and confusion filling my legs with determined power.

      I raced up the stairs to my floor and didn’t even bother with the pretense of jangling my keys before opening the lock with a quick burst of magic. The door slammed behind me and I ran to the living room window. I had left it open for Eli, but fuck him.

      I slammed it shut and threw the latches.

      He might be a vampire, but he couldn’t open my locks. Permission was one thing, but he could still be locked out. I slammed the curtains shut with a wave of my hand and began to tear off my clothes, throwing them on the floor and on the couch.

      Suki was sitting on the table, her tail lashing the air. I knew that she could sense my moods, even when I was confused about how I was feeling she always seemed to know what was up. This mood wasn’t hard to judge, and I had a feeling that she had been alert and waiting for my return for a little while. I went over to the table and pressed my forehead to hers.

      “Tonight sucked, you should have said something,” I said accusingly. Suki yawned and jumped down from the table, her tail twitching. She stared at the living room windows, covered by the thick blackout curtains. “Don’t worry, he’s not coming in here tonight. I’m pissed.”

      Suki meowed her tiny meow, satisfied by my answer, and padded towards the bathroom, pausing to rub against the doorframe. I smiled, grabbed a new bottle of dandelion wine from the rack and followed her, kicking my black jeans onto the bed as I went. A bath would fix me right up, and that bottle of wine wouldn’t hurt either.

      The sound of the hot water rushing into the tub drowned out the noise Eli was making on the fire escape. I knew he was pacing, but I didn’t give a shit. He was probably angry at me, but I was angrier at him.

      It had been a long time since the night we had met. That was also the last time I had used my magic on him, before I had admitted that I needed to get into marital arts… I hadn’t meant to put him through that wall, and it had been an unbelievably lucky thing that no one had been around to see what happened. I couldn’t take that chance again.

      I set the bottle of wine down on the tiled floor next to the tub. I tipped the contents of a little wooden box into the water. Dried rose petals from my spring harvest. I may as well steep myself like a tea bag in an attempt to wipe away all of the stress that had landed on my threshold in the last few weeks. I had been really happy with my uneventful little life.

      Being remarkable was only interesting for so long, and the novelty had long since worn off.

      I stirred the bathwater with my fingers and let a little magic trail out into the steaming liquid.

      “You’re worth it,” I murmured before pinning my hair on top of my head with some chopsticks that had come with my dinner last night.

      I twisted the cork out of the bottle of wine and stepped into the tub. I eased myself down into the water with a sigh and took a drink from the bottle. The tub was too short for me, but I’d gotten used to the fact that these buildings had been built in a time when being tall was an anomaly, it was a small price to pay for living in an apartment that had a bit of character.

      The chill of the wine slipped down my throat and I felt my muscles slowly begin to relax and unknot themselves from the stress of the day.

      What had happened tonight? I was just minding my business, waiting for Eli’s gig to be over. I would have happily ordered more drinks (there were at least four more drink tickets in the back pocket of my jeans) and sat in that booth for the rest of the night. Typical band girlfriend stuff. At least they didn’t make me sit at the merch table.

      I leaned my head against the tiled wall and took another sip of wine. The bartender. I hadn’t seen him before, and that was saying something. New vampires weren’t exactly a common thing, and from what Eli had told me, the Laudan were very particular about who they turned. I snorted, remembering the look of the kid who had tried to block our exit from the club.

      Judging by the quality of the Blood Outlaws, those strict ‘clan rules’ were made to be broken.

      But why would a Laudan report me? And why report me to the Malleus when they could do just as much damage to me, if not more, themselves. Why outsource?

      There was a thud on the fire escape and the unmistakable sound of scratching at the window.

      “Fuck! Off!” I shouted, knowing that my voice would carry through the apartment and through the walls to Eli’s sharp ears.

      I wasn’t getting out of this tub for anyone. Especially him. He could sit on the fire escape all night for all I cared. If I thought about it hard enough, I could probably make it rain. He deserved it. Then again, I didn’t want to draw any more attention that I already had, and any expenditure of magic, especially on a scale like that, was bound to bring the Malleus running right to my door.

      Maybe just a little wish for rain. The goddess could listen if she wanted to.

      I sighed and took another drink. I didn’t even know if my spells were working anymore. The cracks in the protection spells I had put over the shop had been bigger yesterday, and tonight on the train my glamor had slipped. Fully slipped. That blue banged hipster chick had seen my face. She would be able to identify me… and my subway stop.

      Shit.

      If only I had been able to resist that parting shot. My smart mouth was going to get me killed one day, I was sure of it.

      The bathtub steamed and I tried to force myself to relax.

      There was nothing I could do about the bad attitude that shitty bartender at Spiral had towards witches; but if he had called me into the Malleus, that meant he had a connection there, which meant he could have had Eli followed. That was the shittiest part of all of it.

      Eli had become a liability, and I didn’t know what to do with that information.

      Living the way I had for so many, many years had made me paranoid. Trust was hard, and I had put aside a huge amount of that fear the night I had given in to temptation and invited Eli into my living room window. After thirty-five years, it looks like it only took one good scare to make me ready to drop him like a sack of wet leaves. How’s that for loyalty.

      Then again, as a Daughter of Hecate, I was expected to have loyalty to two things. My family and Hecate’s laws. My family was dead, and in the 330-something years I had been alone, Hecate had never spoken to me. That meant I could only be loyal to one thing.

      Me.

      I took another long drink of wine. Grimacing as the bitter liquid slid down my throat. Maybe it was time to move on to mead. Dandelion was too bitter... even for me. And that was saying something.

      [image: ]

      I spent a good four hours in the tub. When the water got cold, I drained a little, added more hot water and little magic, and stayed right where I was. Wrinkled fingers and limp hair be damned. The only time I got out was to run, dripping water everywhere to grab another bottle of wine and then jump back into my rose petal filled bath.

      When I did finally go to bed, it was more to do with the fact that I was bored than anything else.

      Ugh.

      Boys.
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      I woke up to Suki nibbling on the end of my nose. It was her favorite way to wake me up for her breakfast, which meant that the sun had only just come up.

      I had nothing to do today, and no reason to leave the building, it was ideal. Except for the fact that my boyfriend was discovering his predatory side again, and not in a good way.

      Suki walked in a circle over my chest, meowing her little meow. “Ow,” I murmured, pushing her away gently. How did cats always know exactly where to step to cause the most discomfort? Little fiends. “Fine. Fine, fine, fine. I’m getting up.”

      Suki jumped to the floor, landing with a little feline grunt that always made me laugh. I pulled my blanket around my shoulders and shuffled to the kitchen to get her breakfast.

      When she was purring happily, her face shoved into her bowl, I flicked open the living room curtains to see what kind of damage Eli had done to the inhabitants of my fire escape. I kept some of the bigger pots of herbs out there, and a small Japanese maple. Eli had brought it home for me one autumn night a few years ago; he told me that the leaves matched my hair and that was why he had liked it.

      Everything looked untouched, and I flicked the latch and slid the window up. A deep orange rose, probably snatched from the Cranford rose gardens, rested on the window ledge. Its petals were wet, and the deep green leaves were shone in the early light of the morning.

      Eli would have to do better than this to get himself out of the doghouse, but it was a start.

      I had slept soundly, and dreamlessly for once, thanks to that dandelion wine. And the earplugs I’d shoved in my ears to drown out the sound of Eli pacing on the fire escape hadn’t hurt either. I’d be having some serious words with him about boundaries when I saw him tonight.

      If I saw him.

      The last time we’d had a fight he had disappeared for three weeks, He claimed he had decided to follow one of Bishop’s other acts down to New Orleans, ‘tag along and show some solidarity,’ he’d said.

      Bullshit, sez I.

      I knew he was sulking. This would probably be no different. Then again, I wasn’t sure if this fight would be as easy to forgive.

      The last time we’d had an argument, I had found him on my couch with one of his groupies, it’s not what you think, he really was planning to bite her. But they had fallen into a deep philosophical conversation about new wave punk and its meaning to society, and I was not in the mood for entertaining guests. After a brief ‘meeting’ in the kitchen, I had stormed over to the couch, pulled the surprised young woman to her feet, wiped her memory, and pushed her out of the apartment.

      The lecture I’d given Eli about bringing ‘takeout’ to my apartment hadn’t been well received, but I’d been mad as hell. The only takeout allowed in my apartment was the stuff I ordered online. Period.

      If he was going to sulk, let him sulk. He had been an asshole.

      I rubbed my neck where his fangs had grazed me. His grip would have left a mark, but I didn’t want to check. He hadn’t broken the skin, but I didn’t need a reminder of how it had felt when those same teeth had pierced flesh and opened veins. No, thank you.

      Luckily for Eli, the second time we had met had gone much better for him, but he was shit at first impressions, and I still didn’t feel bad about putting him through that wall.

      

      I didn’t see Eli that night, or the night after. I didn’t leave the window open either, but every morning when I got up there was a freshly plucked rose on my window ledge. I shook my head as I added the latest peace offering to the Mason jar on the table before heading out the door and making my way to work.

      Haven was the same as it always was, the little pumpkin lights winked at me from the darkened space, and I couldn’t help but smile. Maybe I should ask Lacey where she bought them. I wasn’t much for celebrating holidays, but I might make an exception for something like that.

      I was supposed to be working with Rachel. She had called in sick for a few shifts specifically to fuck with me, but that was water under the bridge as far as I was concerned. I preferred working alone, and I’d told David that on multiple occasions, but he just wouldn’t listen.

      “I can’t do it, Fee, ‘HR’ would kill me,” he’d said. ‘Human Resources’ in this instance was his wife Candace, and I had no doubt that she was more than capable of making good on her threats.

      I started my opening duties, expecting a flustered Rachel to run in at any second, haphazardly apologizing for being late, just like she always did. But the morning rush began, ended, and began again, and there was still no sign of her. I gave her until lunchtime before texting David to let him know that she hadn’t shown up. It’s wasn’t a big deal, and working alone always made the day go faster, so I wasn’t too pissed.

      David didn’t seem worried either, but while I was in the middle of dealing with a late flood of customers, my phone chimed several times. When I could finally stopped long enough to check it, I had a screen full of messages from Lacey.

      Did Rach show today?

      She didn’t come in on Friday and she didn’t RSVP for my Halloween party... do u think something’s up? Should I bake her something?

      I texted back quickly, something noncommittal about Rachel not showing up for work, and I ignored the baking question entirely. Lacey had what some would call a ‘lovely’ habit of whipping up seasonal baked goods whenever someone was feeling under the weather, or had experienced a particularly bad breakup, and while most appreciated the gesture, it was way too much for me to handle. I don’t know what I’d do if she showed up on my doorstep with a batch of gluten-free, wheat free, Vegan, sugar free, (flavor free) pumpkin muffins. Don’t get me wrong, she was creative with her Pinterest recipe recreations... they just weren’t my thing, and I was pretty sure that I’d lost my sweet tooth about a hundred years ago.

      I finished up my shift, restocked the shelves and left a note in the till to remind David about an overdue supplier invoice that had been delivered by our surly milkman, Vinny. He was my favorite, and I always had a triple shot Americano waiting for him when he came in with our Monday milk order. I could be nice, when I wanted to be.

      Vinny was also a great source of rare vinyl records, but that was our little secret.

      

      The next few days passed uneventfully, Lacey took over Rachel’s shifts, which meant that whenever we had a quiet moment I had to hear all about how her ‘spoopy plans’ for her epic Halloween party were progressing.

      “I never expected that someone like you would feel weird about celebrating Halloween, Fee!” she exclaimed on one such occasion.

      I bristled just a little before putting a neutral expression on my face, “Someone like me?” I asked.

      “Oh, don’t be like that, Fee, I just assume that anyone I get along with this well has to be into the same kinds of things I am! I mean, why else would the universe had brought us together?” Lacey had one of those wide-eyed innocent approaches to life that made it really hard not to find endearing. People talked about old and new souls all the time. And if that was really a thing, Lacey’s definitely still had that new car smell to it.

      “The universe? I dunno about that, Lacey, the need to pay my rent brought me here, and David makes the schedules... I’m not sure what the universe has to do with any of that.”

      Lacey grinned and shook her finger at me, “Don’t you mock the universe’s plans, Ophelia Turner! Something special brought us together, I’m sure of it.”

      I shrugged and left her to her happy fictions. It must be nice to have such an uncomplicated thought process. Meanwhile, I had a boyfriend to confront about his shit behavior, a missing co-worker, and a half-written potion recipe to figure out.

      My day with Lacey was uneventful, as most Thursday’s are, but as we were just about to start giving thirty-minute warnings to the afternoon crop of Wi-Fi warriors when an older woman came through the door. She ordered a chamomile tea, nothing fancy, but I added a little dash of magic to it anyway. Anyone drinking chamomile tea did it for a reason, and it was for that fact alone that I demanded David spend the extra few dollars on loose tea and not a pre-packed teabag that was mostly filler.

      I was just putting the lid on her cup when Lacey’s squeal of joy filled the shop. “I recognize you! You read Tarot cards! I’ve seen you in the park! Oh please... please will you do a reading for me?”

      The woman raiser her eyebrow at me, but smiled kindly in Lacey’s direction and agreed.

      “Fee, could you...” Lacey indicated the earnest hopeful screenwriters (they were always screenwriters) that occupied the last few tables. I nodded begrudgingly as she giggled and followed the fortune-teller to the overstuffed chairs by the ‘take-a-book nook.’

      I’d never spoken to any kind of fortune-teller. Even if it was all smoke and mirrors, the chance that they would actually be sensitive to what was really going on with me was too big a chance to take. I might think about running away to San Francisco when things got weird (and they’d been weird plenty of times), but New York was my home, and I wasn’t ready to cut and run just yet.

      I only half listened to what the older woman was saying to Lacey, but as she began to lay down the cards, my ears pricked up.

      “The Devil,” the woman said, her voice solemn. Lacey frowned and crossed her arms over her chest.

      “If you’re going to launch into some lecture about Jesus, you can forget it,” she said petulantly. Knowing Lacey, she’d been expecting some fluffy prediction about meeting a tall handsome stranger after he ordered a very specifically detailed latte. The woman smiled kindly and gestured at the deck.

      “I merely pull the cards, it is your destiny that calls them forward.”

      Lacy sighed noisily; this was obviously not going her way. I smiled and started putting up chairs at a leisurely pace.

      The fortune-teller fanned out the cards and held them out to Lacey, “You choose the next one, dear. Just remember that there are many, many ways that this card can be interpreted, but everything depends on the pairing.” She held the cards steady as Lacey hesitated, her hand poised to pluck a card from the deck. “Just close your eyes and choose, don’t think about it too much, the cards will reveal the truth.”

      Lacey did as she was told, her freckled nose wrinkling slightly as she tried to concentrate on what she wanted... but not too hard. With a little squeal, she finally selected a card and handed it to the woman who placed it face up on the table between them.

      “The Tower.”

      There was a small silence as Lacey tried to figure out if that was good or bad, but I knew it was bad.

      “The Tower... and The Devil,” Lacey paused, her eyebrow raised skeptically. “So, what does that mean? I’m going to get back together with my ex? He just moved into an apartment downtown, Fee... maybe that’s what it means, what do you think?”

      “I dunno, Lacey. Maybe let the expert tell you. I’m just a coffee wench.” I put up another chair and tried to pretend that the cards Lacey had been given weren’t a dire warning... I mean, not all predictions came true, but the ones that did made everyone’s lives shitty, and I was not into that right now.

      “Well?” Lacey was trying to sound as though she didn’t care, but I could tell that she was nervous.

      “I hate to tell you that this pairing is not as advantageous as I would like, and unfortunately, the young man with pale eyes does not feature in this particular prediction.”

      Lacey’s eyes widened, but she said nothing as the woman pulled the cards closer. The Tower was engulfed in smoke and flames and I could almost hear the crackle of the inferno within. I shuddered briefly and tried to hide my discomfort in straightening and wiping down the sugar station.

      “These cards warn of a dire outcome... a dire outcome brought on by addiction. Addiction takes many forms, child. This is a warning that must be heeded.”

      Lacey laughed awkwardly and tried to get my attention. “They’re just cards, right Fee?” She looked back to the older woman, her eyes wide and pleading, “Can you try again? But this time... no Devils, okay?”

      The woman leaned forward and grasped Lacey’s hands. I turned as Lacey gasped sharply as the woman’s fingers tightened.

      “This is not fair ground hocus pocus. These are predictions, warnings. Do not ignore them.”

      “Ow! Fine! I get the point; no addictions, I get it.” Lacey jerked her hands away and sat back in her chair, her eyes on the cards. “Are you sure you don’t have any rich stockbrokers in there for me?”

      The woman smiled again, but the sentiment didn’t reach her eyes. “There’s no need to worry, my dear. The cards can be fickle. We will draw again.”

      “Fine, but this time I get to choose them,” Lacey crossed her arms over her chest.

      The older woman shuffled the cards back into the deck, mixing them silently before she held the cards out for Lacey to cut.

      She set the deck down and spread it across the table.

      “Choose again,” the woman said graciously. I leaned against the counter, my hands shoved into my pockets.

      The fortune-teller sat back and gestured for Lacey to make her choices.

      Lacey looked at me, and then reached out confidently and slid two cards from the spread. She grinned broadly, obviously pleased with her choices.

      The fortune-teller placed her hands palm down over the cards and closed her eyes briefly, taking a deep breath before flipping the cards Lacey had chosen over with a faint snap.

      The Devil.

      The Tower.

      Lacey stood up from her chair, the legs scraping loudly over the polished concrete floor.

      Silence fell over the shop. Oppressive silence.

      “What the fuck is this?” Lacy said, her voice flat.

      The fortune-teller looked up from the cards, her eyes wide, and I thought I detected a hint of fear in their depths. With quick movements the woman swept the cards into the velvet bag she had produced them from and pulled her carpet bag over her shoulder.

      Lacey was freaking out, barely noticing the woman’s discomfort.

      “Nope. Nope, nope, nope. I’m done. Thank you so, so much for your time and your creepy predictions, but if you don’t have any bad boy billionaires in those cards, I think we’re ready to close up, right, Fee?”

      “Sure, I’ve been ready to go home for about an hour now…”

      I didn’t have time to escort the woman out, she fled the shop before I could say anything.

      “What the fuck was that about?” I asked.

      Lacey shrugged, seemingly unaffected by anything that had just happened. “I don’t know why I expected anything special from some carnival sideshow… gypsies, amirate?” Lacey chuckled but I didn’t laugh. The whole exchange had unnerved me, but I wasn’t going to tell Lacey. I just wanted to get home. And I wanted to be out of here before the sun went down.
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      “Can you believe that, Fee? What a ridiculous party trick.”

      Lacey had spent the better part of the last half an hour ranting about the cards she had drawn from the fortune-teller’s deck while I counted the till. She didn’t have to stay, but she seemed unwilling to leave me alone. Usually when our shift ended, Lacey was out the door before the last chair had made it on top of the counter.

      “You’re the one who asked, Lacey,” I said flatly. Stating the obvious wasn’t really my style, but she was starting to get on my nerves.

      “I know, but I was hoping for something a little more... I dunno, country fair oriented, you know? The kind where a spoopy old woman in a black lace shawl and a bad fake accent tells me what my future husband will look like and how many children I’m going to have.” She groaned dramatically and slumped in one of the overstuffed chairs. “Maybe I’ll just go home and read my own cards. I never draw anything that dire when I do it myself.”

      If you want something done properly, do it yourself, right? I chuckled and counted the cash one more time.

      Lacey jumped up from her chair, “Fee, will you let me read the cards for you on Halloween? Pleeeeease.” She hopped up and down on her toes, her hands pressed together in mock prayer.

      “Oh, no thanks, Lacey. I’m totally cool not knowing what’s up with my future.” If I wouldn’t let a professional draw my cards, there was no way I’d leave it to an amateur. Plus, what if she got lucky? What if my magic felt particularly inclined to exert some kind of influence over the cards… I wasn’t going to take any chances. I was also about 75% sure that I would be coming up with some excuse for missing her party anyway. Her obsession with these cards might push me to 80%.

      “Are you sure?” Lacey’s eyes were huge and pleading, but I wasn’t going to budge.

      “Totally sure,” I said, scratching at my arm. “I think I might be allergic to that pumpkin spice air freshener you’ve been spraying everywhere.”

      Lacey gasped, covering her mouth with her hands, “Oh, no! You can’t be! Please tell me you’re joking! I mean, this is the pumpkin spiciest time of the year and if I can’t… would you be ok with some candles? David would let me light candles, wouldn’t he?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. You know how customers can be… remember that one woman who complained about Rachel’s perfume and now we’re not allowed to wear anything at all? Plus, fire hazard.” I was fucking with her, but I was in a snippy mood and I wanted to go home. It was getting late, Eli would be getting up soon, and he was almost the last person I wanted to see right now. Almost.

      I plucked the can from underneath the counter and held it out to her, wiggling it in my fingers.

      Lacey pouted, grabbed the can and shoved it into her bag. “Fine,” she muttered. “But you have to promise me that you won’t tell David I was spraying it in here, I know he’d pitch a fit and I need this job… promise meeee!”

      “Fine, fine, I won’t say anything,” I said, leaving Lacey alone as I went into the office and slid the till into the safe that David had sunk into the wall. The safe was mostly for show, and I wasn’t sure that he even remembered the code. I closed it gently, being sure not to let it lock.

      David’s desk was always a mess, and I’m sure he wouldn’t know what was on it if I asked him, but a bright pink post-it-note was stuck to his computer screen.

      Rachel?????

      I knew that she had missed a few shifts, but that wasn’t uncommon this time of year. I didn’t know Rachel very well, but exams and college events seemed to occupy most of her time when she wasn’t at work, and when she was at work she was always talking about some club, fundraiser, or rally she was part of.

      College seemed much more tiresome than it did when I was there. Could you get a degree in fundraising? Maybe I should apply again… after 127 years my skills could probably use some upgrading.

      I pulled the post-it-note off the computer screen and noticed that there were more notes underneath. David was notorious for not returning phone calls or emails, and he had a habit of only hiring people that brought in a printed resume and shot the shit with him.

      
        Constable L. Brandon came in AGAIN re: Rachel. Call him back please!!!!

      

      A phone number was scrawled below. A cop was asking about Rachel? Oh, shit. That was never a good sign. The last time a cop had been in Haven it had been a completely benign encounter, something coffee related I think, but that was years ago.

      How many times had this Constable Brandon come in? I replaced that post-it, making sure to leave the one with the cop’s number exposed. I’d have to remember to ask David about it tomorrow.

      “Fee, come ON!” Lacey’s whine traveled back to the office and I grabbed my jacket and bag from the office floor before closing the door behind me. Of course, now that she wanted to leave we had to be quick about it. Typical.

      I checked the back door and had just flipped off the light when I heard a choked scream from the front of the shop. I gripped my bag tightly and ran down the hallway towards the sound.

      “Lacey?!”

      She was frozen in place, staring out the window of the shop. The sun had gone down while I was in David’s office, and I swallowed thickly as I saw Eli’s pale face at the window. He must have startled her.

      “Lacey, are you okay?” I said gently, putting my hand on her arm. She jumped slightly, keeping her eyes on Eli’s ghostly form. He looked even paler than usual, but he was haggard, with dark circles under his eyes. A cigarette dangled from between his lips and I made a face.

      “I’m… I’m fine,” Lacey said quietly, finally dragging her eyes away from my boyfriend. “Who is that? I think I’ve seen him around before, but I’m not sure…”

      I patted her shoulder and held out her jacket, “It’s fine. He’s waiting for me.” Lacey took her jacket, her face brightening instantly.

      “Waiting for you? Fee, do you have a boyfriend and you didn’t tell me? You’re the worst!” She punched me lightly on the shoulder, her face a mask of mock outrage. “And here I thought we were the best of friends!”

      “Sorry, Lacey, he’s not my boyfriend. Just a friend…” I wasn’t telling her shit. She would assume that Eli and I were an item anyway, but I had no intention of confirming those suspicions.

      “Whatever, Fee. I don’t believe you anyway.”

      Typical.

      “Okay,” I sighed, “can we go now? I’ll set the alarm.”

      Lacey nodded and headed for the door, her wide eyes still on Eli, who was lounging against a parked car. He looked like he had stepped out of a crusty punk album cover from the 80s, which suited him perfectly. Dangerous and dark, and possibly on enough drugs to kill a giraffe. I knew he wasn’t high, but he sure as hell looked the part.

      I hit the alarm code and followed Lacey out the door, locking it behind me with a confident click.

      “I… I’ll see you tomorrow, Fee,” Lacey stammered. She waved awkwardly and raced down the street away from us. She lived in the other direction, but Eli’s presence had obviously spooked her enough to make her forget her bearings.

      “Bye,” I said absently before taking a deep breath and turning to face my shitty boyfriend. “Great job. I wish I’d known you were coming, I could have warned her first.”

      Eli shrugged, he’d given up caring what people thought of him around the same time he had come to terms with his particular version of the afterlife. He knew he was intimidating to look at, and I knew that he liked it.

      “What are you doing here?” I wasn’t pleased to see him, and it looked like he knew it too. He shoved his hands into his pockets as I headed in the direction of my apartment.

      “Do you really let her call you ‘Fee’?” he asked, as though I hadn’t even said anything. “I thought nicknames weren’t your style,” he said casually, falling into step with me. I stopped walking and grabbed him by the elbow.

      “What the fuck is going on with you, Eli?” I was mad, and if he was going to act as if nothing had happened, he was going to get it with both barrels. “Where were you when all that shit was going down at Spiral? What the fuck is going on with you and those idiotic Blood Outlaws? Why does Oren want to see you so badly and why the fuck did you try to bite me? What the hell are you doing hanging around outside my work? You’re acting like a ghoul and you better plan to stop this bullshit, pronto!”

      Mad. Mad. Volcanic mad. I could feel my power crackling in my veins, and I knew that if he were dumb enough to try to lay a hand on me, I’d end up launching him through a store window without a second thought.

      Eli looked around nervously, but I didn’t care if anyone else was around. I wanted answers.

      “Ophelia, can’t we go home and talk about this?”

      “Home?” I coughed incredulously. “Home? You mean my home?” I crossed my arms over my chest and stared at him, seething.

      Eli hung his head and his shoulders slumped just a little. I half-expected him to kick an invisible rock in his attempt to look sheepish. I groaned and rolled my eyes.

      “Look, I’m sorry. I’ll explain everything… just not here,” he glanced around again and I reluctantly realized that this might not have been the best place to talk. Those Blood Outlaw douchebags could be anywhere, Bishop’s pets could be anywhere…

      “Fine. Fine, you can come back to my place. You explain yourself, and then you get the fuck out, understand?” I kept my voice as brittle as I could. He owed me an explanation, and I didn’t owe him shit.

      “Deal,” he said with a quick smile. The brief glimpse of his fangs put me on edge again, but I allowed him to drape his long arm over my shoulder and pull me close as we walked towards my apartment building.

      

      The walk was uneventful enough, but I could tell that Eli was distracted, which made me nervous.

      Were we being followed? What the fuck was going on?

      There was someone in the hallway when we came in, an older gentleman that I didn’t recognize. I had to fumble for my keys to get the door open. I could feel the man’s eyes on my back, and I fought the urge to turn around and snap at him. I don’t like being stared at, and today was the wrong day to test my self-restraint.

      I was used to not recognizing my neighbors, but stuff like that was starting to bother me. I paused and looked over my shoulder, but the man had let himself into another apartment before I could get a good look at him, the door slamming shut behind him.

      I stood in the hallway, my heart pounding as I stared at the door and tried to remember who lived in number 6.

      “Ophelia... come on,” Eli said quietly, and then pulled me into the apartment.

      

      Eli didn’t stay the night, and our conversation was shorter than I had expected. He apologized again and tried to explain away his behavior by blaming it on the band.

      Eyerolls for days.

      “Seriously? You’re blaming this on the band?” I took a drink from the bottle of wine and stared at him incredulously.

      He had the good grace to look a little embarrassed. “Yeah. Bishop wants us to tour a new album, and I’m not ready to go into the studio again...”

      Fair enough... the last time he’d gone into the studio he’d walked out a Laudan.

      “He’s pressuring us pretty hard, and the rest of the guys are on board... but I don’t know.”

      I looked at him carefully, “What about your new guitarist?” The only human member of the band had only been around for a few months; I didn’t even know his name.

      Eli sighed, “Grady’s into it, but I don’t think he knows what signing that recording contract means, and I don’t know if I can tell him.”

      That would explain why the Blood Outlaws were keeping such a close eye on him. If Eli spilled the proverbial beans to the new guitarist, they’d have a very different problem on their hands that didn’t include a moody lead singer.

      I wasn’t sure if I believed that this was the root of his fucked up behavior, but it would do for now. Accepting his apology wasn’t difficult, but I wasn’t ready to let him back into my bed just yet.
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      I woke up to Suki sitting on my chest chewing on my nose, and my phone vibrating with text messages. I wasn’t due to go into the shop until ten, so getting texts this early in the morning was more than a little annoying. Especially with the headache that was hovering behind my eyes. I shouldn’t have drunk that second bottle of wine after Eli had left.

      I groaned as my phone vibrated off the stool I used as a bedside table and clattered to the floor. Suki meowed her tuna breath into my face and I pushed her away.

      “Are you sure you’re not just a demon in a cat skin?” I muttered as I sung my legs over the edge of the bed. I stared at my knees for a minute, trying to decide if I was going to throw up or not. Nope.

      My phone buzzed again, clattering on the floor. I grunted and picked it up, rubbing at my eyes with the back of my hand.

      Where ru?

      What time r u in?

      Lacey. Dear goddess, she never stopped. Another vibration.

      FEE. U HAVE TO GET HERE. SHIT’S UPSIDE DOWN.

      “Upside down?” I muttered.

      I texted her back quickly as Suki yowled for her breakfast. I needed a shower, some lavender tea to get rid of this headache, and then I’d go in. It was still way early; she must have been caught in a rush. Knowing Lacey, everything would be calmed down by the time I got in, and David didn’t like paying me for extra hours.

      Thirty minutes later, with lavender tea in a double-walled mason jar I’d swiped from a hipster bar down the street and my hair in braids I was walking towards the Haven and Lacey’s ‘emergency.’ But when I got there, it really was an emergency.

      The shop was full of people, but I was frozen in the street as I stared at the hand painted plate glass window... or I would have stared at it, if it hadn’t been shattered all over the sidewalk and into the shop.

      “Oh, holy shit.”

      Understatement of the century.

      “Fee! Oh my god, where have you been?” Lacey’s strangled shout came from inside the shop and she burst through the door and flung herself into me. She wrapped her arms around my waist and buried her face into my shoulder.

      “It’s so horrible,” she sobbed. “I got here and the window was broken, so I called Dave and he... he...” Lacey’s words were lost in her choked gasps.

      I hated shit like this. I didn’t cry. I hadn’t cried in years... and when I say years, I mean years. I patted Lacey’s shoulders awkwardly as her tears soaked through my shirt. Why did she have to cry?

      “Come on now, Lace, it’s just a window. Dave will get it fixed and we’ll get a few days off work. No big deal.” Come to think about it, I could use a few days off, this might work out better than I had expected.

      “No! You don’t understand!” Lacey lifted her tear-streaked face and rubbed at the mascara running down her cheeks. With the amount that Lacey cried, she should really invest in some waterproof mascara.

      “Fee. It’s Rachel,” Lacey said haltingly.

      Dear, goddess, girl. Spit it out.

      “What about Rachel? Did she finally show up for a shift? I know she was supposed to open this morning,” I said, trying to get her to move things along. I could see David talking to a cop inside the shop and a few of the other coffee girls wiping at their faces as they huddled with David’s wife, Candace.

      Uh-oh. Something else was up. Something serious. Even from out here in the street I could feel everyone’s fear and terror. I grabbed Lacey firmly by the shoulders and gave her a little shake.

      “Lacey. What happened?” I could feel a little prickle of fear climbing up the back of my neck.

      “Rachel,” she snuffled. “She’s dead. The cop was calling David when her roommate reported her missing,” she snuffled. “This was the last place she was seen alive.” Lacey took a shuddering breath, her tear-filled eyes burning into mine. “They found her in the park, Fee. My god, I can’t even imagine...” Lacey dissolved into sobs again, leaning against my hands.

      More tears, great.

      But my heart was beating fast. First the window... that was bad enough. Who the hell would put a rock through that window? Then it dawned on me.

      Bastards.

      Why the hell did Eli have to come to the café? He’d obviously been followed. Those idiotic Blood Outlaws were behind this. It probably wasn’t too much of a stretch to guess that they were the cause of Rachel’s death too.

      I pulled Lacey against me and let her cry a little longer before I tugged her into the shop and turned her over to Candace.

      

      The cop was taking statements, and I gave mine reluctantly. Rachel’s last shift had been with me, and she had left early, angry. I told them what I knew, but it wasn’t much, and they didn’t ask me for too much extra information. David took the cop to his office and bore the brunt of the interrogation while Candace tried to console the rest of us. They were treating the window like a break in. Whoever had done it had used one of the tall metal stools to smash every single breakable thing on the shelves to smithereens. The air was thick with the sugary smell of the pumpkin spice syrup as it dripped out of the broken bottles onto the wood floor behind the counter. That shit would be sticky for weeks.

      I was still trying to process what had happened, and the girls weren’t saying much, but there were whispers about how Rachel had been found.

      “In the rose garden... she’d been stabbed.”

      “I heard they found her by the duck pond... a jogger tripped over her leg.”

      This was why I wasn’t a jogger. They always found the most horrible shit. Traumatized joggers, it could be a movie trope all on its own.

      “The rose garden?” I asked suddenly. “The one in Prospect Park?” The girl who had said it was one of the newer casual staff members at the cafe, a round girl with a kind face and dark brown hair. She nodded carefully, suddenly shy; I don’t think I’d ever even talked to her before today, just nodded on my way out after a long Friday shift.

      “Yeah... I think so. The cop wouldn’t say much... but it seems likely. She lived pretty close by.”

      Of course she did, we all did. I had to get to the park. And fast.

      “If you’ve given your statements, you can go home,” said Candace, interrupting my furious thoughts. “David’s going to handle all of this mess, and we’ll get that window replaced as soon as we can.” Candace smiled kindly, wrapping her arms around the waists of the two young women closest to her. It really was a family here, and Candace was our mother hen. “I think it’s safe to say that you can all have the rest of the week off. Ophelia, I’ll be in touch with you to organize schedules once we’re ready to get rolling again, okay?”

      “Sure thing, boss lady,” I said with what I hoped was a reassuring smile. I didn’t know if I’d still be here in a week. San Francisco was sounding better and better by the minute. Suki would like it there. Lots of sunbeams to curl up in on the left coast. Maybe I could finally get that elusive loft apartment I’d been chasing for decades.

      I’d have to make a decision. Fast.

      “Just remember, girls, if you need me...”

      “You’re just a beep away!” everyone finished Candace’s sentence in muted unison, except for me. I tried not to roll my eyes. Acting like a twenty-something might have made Candace feel better about herding these cats every day, but I just found it tiresome. It was hard to pine for youth when it was all such a very, very goddamned long time ago.

      We filed out of the shop as the door of a glass repair shop van slid open. Candace wasn’t kidding about the window. We’d all be back at work in no time. Maybe even before Rachel was buried.

      That was a shitty thought.

      A small hand grabbed mine, and I looked down at Lacey’s pale face. Her eyes were red from crying and her nose was running just a little. She sniffed and wiped at it, as though she could hear my observation. “We’re going to Pat’s to get a drink... do you want to come with us?”

      I looked at the group of girls leaning on each other, each one wearing a mask of barely maintained calm.

      “It’s a little early, do you really think Pat’s going to want to pull pints and listen to you sob this early in the morning?” The owner of the dive bar down the street was always excited to see us in his shitty establishment, but I didn’t think he’d be cool to see us even before his gin-soaked regulars rolled up for the day. “I think I’ll pass... I have something to take care of.”

      “Are you sure, Fee? I mean, you were the last one to see Rachel,” she swallowed hard, “...alive.” She looked at me beseechingly and squeezed my hand. “Please... just one drink.”

      I shook my heard firmly. One drink with this group, teetering on the brink of loud sobbing and hand-wringing. I don’t think so. Of course, the news of Rachel’s death had hit me hard. But I hadn’t known her for very long, and to be honest, she pissed me off more times than she made me smile. I didn’t wish death on anyone (okay, that’s a tiny lie), but I needed to find out what had happened... and why. And then I was going to run like hell.

      [image: ]

      Prospect Park was one of my favorite things about this city, and this neighborhood had been my haunt for decades. It had filled me with inspiration to watch the city build up around me, and as the years had passed I had developed a healthy addiction to progress… although some things left a bit to be desired. The Laudan I’d met through Eli were different. The elder among them held on to their traditions and their penchant for the dark, drafty and gothic while the younger members of their clan embraced the changes the same way I did… then again, there were bad eggs in every batch.

      Now, Prospect Park had a new layer, and it wasn’t one I liked. I could smell death under the spice of the roses, and it made my skin crawl.

      There was a chill in the breeze that snatched at the ends of my braids and I tugged my coat around me tighter as I approached the rose gardens. I loved this park. The grass on the other side of the garden was my usual reading spot on a summer day.

      This was where I had first met Eli, at midnight on a day just like this. Crisp and clear. The wall I’d put him through had been repaired, but I remembered the way it had crumbled as he’d hit it, and how surprised I’d been when he jumped up as though I’d hit him with a wet noodle.

      But now there was police tape crisscrossing my favorite sanctuary, and a crowd of people had gathered to look. The body had been removed in the early hours of the morning, and it had rained. I could smell it all. I felt like I could see her, Rachel, running down the path, away from her attacker. He had come out from behind the gazebo, hidden in the shadows, avoiding the patches of moonlight.

      Maybe she’d known him. Maybe she’d met him at a club downtown and was taking him home… maybe he was a friend, someone she’d trusted, not a stranger at all. I shivered in the sunlight.

      “She was stabbed, you know,” a gravelly voice floated towards me and I looked down sharply to see one of the homeless men who frequented the park sitting on the grass. He was sorting through a pile of stuff he’d collected, his attention on the garbage and not on me.

      “Jeff,” I said, walking closer. “You freaked me out, man. I didn’t see you there.” I knew everyone in this park. Jeff had been on the streets for a long time, and he wasn’t a junkie either. He just didn’t like paying taxes. At least, that was what he told me.

      “Sister Sarah, pretty as ever,” he said, flipping through some papers. Jeff didn’t know what I looked like; he just knew I had red hair and that my name was Sarah.

      “What happened here, Jeff? Did you see anything?” I knew the cops would never ask him for a statement, so it was possible that he’d been in the right place at the right time.

      “No. No. Saw the body though. Those roses will be nice and fat come winter. She fed them good,” Jeff grunted, snapping a match to flame with his blackened nails.

      I flinched back just a little, but not enough that he would notice. Fire still made me jumpy, sue me.

      “Nice assessment,” I replied.

      “Ask me? Didn’t look like no stabbing I’ve ever seen. And I’ve seen plenty of them. Over simple things. Cigarettes, someone looking at someone else the wrong way… sleeping in the wrong spot. A stabbing for every holiday,” Jeff giggled to himself and blew out the match.

      “I get it.” I looked over at the roses as they shuddered in the breeze.

      Didn’t look like no stabbing I’d ever seen…

      “Wait,” I leaned down to get closer to Jeff, trying to keep my voice quiet. “If it didn’t look like a stabbing, what was it?”

      “Hmmm… dunno about that, Sister Sarah. Could have been a dog, a big dog… or maybe one of those werewolves. Did you see that movie with the werewolf?” His voice trailed away as he tried to remember which werewolf movie he was talking about.

      “Oh yeah,” I replied, “Totally saw it.” My eyes were drawn to the group of people crowded at the edge of the police tape. They were all watching the forensic team that was sweeping the area.

      Except one.

      A young man, pale and gaunt, with a dark hooded sweatshirt pulled up over his head was looking at Jeff; looking at us. I stood up, challenging him with my gaze. He blinked quickly, and slid a pair of mirrored sunglasses over his eyes.

      Laudan.

      I hate being stared at.

      I didn’t hesitate; I walked as quickly as I could towards the small crowd, intent on confronting him. The crowd moved around me and someone crashed into me, knocking me off course. I looked around angrily for whoever it was that had jostled me, but it was impossible to know. The crowd wasn’t large, but it was packed tightly as people fought for a better view.

      I tried to find the Laudan again, but he was gone.

      “Shit,” I muttered, scanning the crowd.

      The dark hooded sweatshirt appeared to my left and I lurched forward, slamming my hand down on the wearer’s shoulder. I gripped the slim shoulder tightly and yanked him forward.

      “What the—“

      I was staring into the face of a frightened young woman; her wide eyes were clear and blue, with no Laudan draga mark visible. They always tattooed the eyes of their favorites, their human shields. It was subtle, but it was there, a small violet mark in the corner of the eye. I let her go and backed away, my hands held wide.

      Then it hit me, the smoke. Just a tendril at first, I thought it was another match. Something Jeff had lit and then allowed to burn out on the concrete. I looked over my shoulder to where I had left him, but he was gone.

      My eyes started to water, and I began to gasp for breath.

      No. No, no, no. Not again.

      Not now.

      I was disoriented, stumbling against others in the crowd as I tried to get my bearings. I had to get home.

      “Bruja...”

      It was just a whisper in my ear, but it was enough to get my feet moving.

      Malleus.

      I fucking ran. I did my best to take the long route, the one I had planned and run so many times before. The one that I’d designed to throw people off my tail.

      Anyone.

      Even Malleus.

      I ran until the smoke cleared, until my magical wards and protection spells began to reveal themselves to me. Purple shimmers here and there that only I could see. I would be safe at home with Suki.

      I rounded the last corner, slowing my pace just a little so that I wouldn’t look suspicious to anyone milling around. I put a smile on my face as the owner of the Pho place came out to sweep the sidewalk in front of the restaurant.

      Everything was normal. Super normal.

      Smile.

      I dug in my bag for my keys, making a show of covering the magic I used to open the outer door. Jingling my keys loudly.

      All systems normal.

      The door closed behind me and I leaned against it, letting out the breath I didn’t know I had been holding.

      I was home. I was safe.

      But I’d feel a whole fuck of a lot better once I was inside my apartment. The bannisters glowed with the purple light of my magic. Protection spells that I’d laid and layered over the years.

      Almost there.

      I could feel my heartbeat slowing, and I could hear Suki yowling to be fed. She always knew when I was home.

      Number 5.

      I laid my hand against the deep green door and breathed a little sigh of relief and lifted my keys to the lock.
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      I heard the front door of the building slam, and jangled my keys as I slid my magic into the lock instead. Suki meowed loudly.

      “I’m coming, bratcat, have a little patience, it’s been a fucked up day,” I murmured.

      Just as the apartment door began to open, I heard a cold, arrogant voice call out, “Such a shame. Did you know that corpse in the park, witch?”

      I grabbed the door handle, pulling the door shut as a fit of coughing overtook me. As I doubled over, a tall man with broad shoulders and biceps that strained against his woollen sweater came up the narrow stairs.

      Four more men came up behind him, and I tried to get control of my breathing. I felt my magic swirl through my veins, and the smoke in my lungs dampened, allowing me to breathe a little clearer. I gasped for air, leaning against the wall. Malleus. They’d found me after all.

      Five men to take me down. That seemed unfair, even by their standards. But I couldn’t use my magic, if they believed that I was human, they might leave me alone, maybe even forget about me. Another falsely accused witch.

      I put my keys between my knuckles. The head of Haven’s  long, heavy deadbolt key was braced tightly against my palm, the rest of the keys adding weight to my fist.

      Single girl defense 101.

      The narrow hallway was a dead-end, and I had nowhere to go. If I fled into the apartment, they’d break down the door, and I couldn’t let that happen. There was no telling what these fucks would do to Suki, and there was no way I would leave her.

      I put a smile on my face, playing innocent, “Can I help you? This is a private building and there are no drugs or valuables in my apartment.” That was a lie, but I’d heard it in a movie once.

      “Nice try bruja. We know who you are.” The one who spoke, obviously the leader, indicated beckoned the two closest thugs forward.

      “Get her! Make it quick,” he growled quietly.

      Shit. This wasn’t a negotiation.

      The two men advanced menacingly. The closest one made a sudden lunge and managed to grab my wrist; I dropped my bag and lashed out with the key that was trapped in my fist.

      I was lightning.

      I was Wolverine.

      I was pissed.

      Guided just a little by my magic, the key connected with his left cheek and dug in deeply, cutting a ragged furrow in his face that gushed blood. I should have blinded him. The man screamed and fell to the ground, and I wasted no time in putting my boot into his throat as hard as I could, sending him sprawling.

      My viciousness had surprised the second man, and he couldn’t slow his momentum in time to stop himself from tripping over his comrade. He landed heavily at my feet and I kicked him squarely in the jaw, stomping down hard.

      A loud, satisfying crunch told me that this particular asshole was probably out of the fight.

      “Come on guys, I’m just trying to get into my apartment, it’s been a really shitty day. You should just go home now and pretend you didn’t even come here tonight, ok?” I looked down at the two guys groaning and bleeding on the hallway carpet.

      That would be fun to explain to the building manager in the morning.

      The leader gritted his teeth. Two of his men had been put down quickly and quietly. I could see that he was entertaining second thoughts. Blood dripped off of my key and down my hand. My palm itched where the metal had dug into my flesh when it had connected with my attacker.

      “You bruja bitch!” he exclaimed. A loud click echoed in the now quiet hallway as the Malleus leader flicked open a long switchblade. The two other thugs pulled collapsible batons from under their jackets and flicked them open with a loud snap. The three thugs advanced down the hallway, a bit more cautiously this time.

      “You’re going to come with us, bruja. We have some justice waiting for you,” the leader yelled.

      I knew what Malleus’ justice meant. Fire. Fuck that noise.

      “Justice? I don’t know what you’re talking about! I’m going to call the cops! You guys are insane!” I obviously had no intention of digging in my bag for my phone, but I wanted the person listening at the door of Apartment 4 to know exactly what was happening. I could hear their frightened breathing, and I couldn’t blow my cover. I had to live here for fuck’s sake.

      They came at me head on, filling the hallway with their bulk, the leader with the switchblade in the center. I backed up a few steps away from the two I had felled, but I was very aware of being pinned against the end wall of the hallway.

      The man to my left moved forward, swinging his baton at my head. My magic reacted faster than I did, and I managed to duck the swing, but as I moved, the other baton-wielding thug kicked me in the stomach.

      It hurt, he’d pay for that, but the man was off balance so the kick wasn’t as powerful as it could have been.

      Small mercies.

      I gasped, trying to get my breath back and fighting to remain on my feet. If I fell, I was finished.

      The leader with the switchblade was hanging back, waiting for his two followers to wear me down. I kicked out at the one who had swung the baton at my head, striking him on the inside of his left knee. The knee buckled and he went down, but I knew I’d just stalled him.

      The asshole who had kicked me in the stomach had regained his balance and swung wildly at my head with his baton. I ducked one swing, then a second. As the second swing whistled past my head, I crashed my open palm, still holding my blood soaked keys into up into his chin. As he reeled, I drove my knee into his groin as hard as I could. The wounded Malleus let out a long, moaning gasp of air and fell heavily on his back on the hallway floor, his baton clattering to the ground and rolling out of reach.

      One down.

      Two to go.

      The thug I’d kicked in the knee was just getting to his feet as I turned. He winced as he put weight on the leg, and I knew I’d done some damage. He swung an angry, quick punch at my face, and I moved too slowly. His knuckles connected with my lip, splitting it. I tasted blood, and I felt my magic swirl within me.

      Suddenly any trace of fear that I’d had inside me disappeared. Replaced instead by a crackling inferno of rage.

      Feinting a strike toward his eyes, I kicked his left knee again, much harder this time. An extra push from my magic made all the difference, and I smiled as his joint cracked.

      He dropped to the floor again, this time yelling in pain. As he hit the floor, I kicked him in the side of the head; the force of the blow caused his head to slam into the brocade wallpaper. He groaned and sighed wheezily, and then lay still, his face pressed unflatteringly against the wall, out cold. I’d have to remember to snap a selfie with him before I went back into my apartment.

      The leader stood frozen in the hall; he’d watched the fight unfold in disbelief. I knew what he was thinking… this was impossible. She’d taken out three armed men.

      “Look, asshole, all your buddies are down and bleeding. Someone has to have called the cops by now. You may as well run away while you have a chance!”

      I couldn’t hear the person in Apartment 4 anymore; they’d better be calling the fucking cops. I should really make good on my personal threat to meet all of my neighbors in person.

      “Not a chance, bruja. You might not be using your magic, but I know exactly who you are,” he said menacingly, the knife held low and to the side. He was tense, ready to spring. “You can’t run from us anymore. None of you can.”

      I shrugged and spat a mouthful of blood onto the floor; there was obviously nothing more to say.

      The Malleus leader lunged, slashing at me, my magic pushed me out of the way just in time, but not fast enough to prevent him from scoring a hit. I felt the knife blaze across my ribs.

      If that blade had been witched, I’d be really mad about it. With a smile on his face, he pulled the knife back and slashed across my body, trying to open my stomach, I was ready for him this time, and I spun out of the way, hitting the wall with a grunt.

      He was on me in a second, pinning me against the flocked wallpaper. His cologne choked me as he pressed his mouth close to my ear. “I can smell the magic in your blood, bruja, you can’t lie to me,” he grunted. He ground his pelvis into my hip and I felt my stomach churn as his other hand roved over my chest and found the wound in my side. He chuckled and pressed his fingers into the wound, making me scream with pain.

      “Gotcha,” he breathed and brought the knife up, pressing the blade against my cheekbone. I winced as the edge of the weapon broke the skin ever so slightly.

      That was enough.

      I stomped down hard on his instep, and jerked my head back to connect with the bridge of his nose. I loved the sound of breaking cartilage.

      The man stumbled back, his hand covering his face, but I saw the blood pouring down his chin and I smiled with bloodied teeth.

      “No, means no, you piece of shit. Take that back to your pyromaniac boss.”

      Oh, shit… me and my big mouth.

      A gleam of triumph lit the Malleus’ eye; he knew the he’d gotten to me. Confident now, the man changed tactics, he roared and lunged, thrust the blade straight at me, high and to the right, trying to catch me off guard. The coward.

      His wild move gave me the opening I needed. I pivoted on the ball of my right foot, and twisted out of the knife’s path. I grabbed his arm tightly and used his momentum to push the blade away and slam him into the wall. An extra push from my magic gave me the force I needed to drive the toe of my boot into the bundle of nerves in his inner thigh. With a shout of pain, his leg gave out and he slid down the wall.

      With a little smirk, I gestured with my hand and let my magic slam his head into the wall. I wasn’t touching him any more than I had to. It would take forever to get the smell of his terrible cologne out of my nostrils.

      All five Malleus thugs lay in the hallway, in various states of pain. Some nursing broken bones. I wiped the blood from my lip with the back of my hand and reached down to pick up the switchblade. It wasn’t a bad little weapon, and I’d been in the market for a new one. Releasing its mechanism and folding it back up; I tossed it into my bag.

      “Handy.”

      One of the thugs groaned and I nudged him with my foot.

      With a little help from my magic, I dragged each of the thugs down the stairs, relishing each thump of their heads on the wooden stairs as we descended. I left them in the alley beside the building. Judging by their groans, they’d be awake soon enough, and by the time the cops got there, they’d already have disappeared. It wouldn’t do any good to have them arrested. Malleus had their fingers in everything, and there was no telling who their boss was.

      They were disposable, so there wasn’t even any point in interrogating the leader. He probably didn’t even know who had hired him. They were parasites that fed on ash and misplaced Faith.

      Disgusting.

      I climbed the stairs back to my apartment carefully. Suddenly feeling each of my wounds keenly. My jaw hurt, my ribs throbbed and I could feel blood crusting on my cheek.

      I heard a scuffle from behind the door of Apartment 4.

      Right. The witness.

      I pressed my hand to my side, trying to force myself to tear up.

      Come on, Ophelia. Cry. Make it believable.

      I practiced a few lines in my head: I was so scared! I don’t know who they are! Did you call the cops? Please! Help me!

      Right.

      I knew that my lip was still bleeding, and my cheek stung. I definitely looked like I’d been through the shit. I took four short steps to my mysterious neighbor’s door and hammered my fist against it.

      “Help! Oh my god, is anyone home?” My voice choked with unshed tears, gasping and desperate.

      The door opened to reveal an older gentleman in a red velvet blazer with matching slippers.

      “Oh! Oh, my dear! What happened to you?” He seemed genuinely shocked, but it was in his best interest not to let on that he’d been watching through the keyhole. I knew he’d seen, and heard, everything.

      I raised my hand and touched my palm to the tip of his nose; I closed my eyes and let my magic wash through me.

      Forget.

      The man blinked and stepped back, as though seeing the bloodstains on the wall and the carpet in the hallway for the first time. Which, as far as he remembered, was exactly what was happening, every other memory he’d had in the last twenty minutes fading away like mist.

      I lurched towards him, my bloodstained hands outstretched, my eyes pleading and my face tear-streaked.

      “Please help me! You have to call the police!”

      The man looked confused, but once he saw the bodies in the hallway, he sprang into protective action, he patted my shoulder warmly and led me into his apartment. I told him the precise version of the story that I wanted the police to hear.

      “I was just coming home from work, I’ve had the most awful day, and these men, and they followed me. They attacked me, and I don’t know what they wanted. There were five of them, they cut me with a knife and tried to drag me away but I sprayed them with mace and they ran!” I took a shuddering breath and covered my face with my hands, “I was so scared!”

      The older man’s eyes filled with concern at my narrow escape. “My poor dear,” he said softly, “you were lucky to escape with your life.” He picked up his phone and dialed 9-1-1.

      I’d like to thank the Academy.

      

      I spent a few minutes with my benefactor as he spoke to the police. He was even was kind enough to provide a clear description of five men who looked nothing like my attackers (typical), and a cup of scalding hot, improperly steeped tea. He passed me the phone to give the tired sounding police officer my details, and insisted that I was fine, ‘just a little shaken up.’  I didn’t need a visit, or an escort to work. Everything was just fine, I’d been ‘spooked.’ Nothing more.

      After handing the phone back to my makeshift rescuer, I thanked him for the tea, and promised to check in with him in the morning to let him know that I was all right.

      I plucked my bloody keys up off the floor; knowing that I was being watched by my new friend, I slotted the key into the lock, opened the door, and with a smile on my face I took one last look at the bloodstained carpet. I’d deal with that shit in the morning. I needed a fucking drink.
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      I was in the bath again. Chamomile flowers floated in the steaming water and I lay still, trying to take stock of my injuries.

      The punch to the jaw had split my lip, and I knew it would be bruised when I woke up in the morning. Everything that hurt now would hurt like a motherfucker in a few hours.

      I winced as I took a sip of wine. Inspecting my wounds had been the least annoying part of this evening, but it also hadn’t been the most pleasant. My bloodstained shirt lay on the bathroom tiles. That had been a bitch to pull off. The Malleus’ blade hadn’t cut too deeply, but the damage the leader had done when he’d shoved his fingers in the wound were what worried me.

      My body was covered in bruises from where I’d parried blows and taken hits. My shoulder felt like it was on fire.

      I sank down in the bath, groaning as I tried to find a more comfortable position. Damn this short bathtub, there was no way to get all of me into the bath. I needed an aquarium tank.

      But there was something else.

      All of the protections, all of the wards. They should have kept the Malleus out, confused them, at the very least they should have led those bastards astray. But they’d failed.

      Something must have been degrading my spells. I remembered the cracks around the spells I’d cast over the coffee shop. And the choking ash that had accompanied the first Malleus that had come in. I had nearly given myself away. So easy. So vulnerable.

      Furious tears sprang to my eyes and I dunked my head underwater.

      Fuck.

      I was too complacent. It had been too many years since I’d had to run for my lives. Too many years since I’d been in hiding. I’d used my magic; I’d taken a lover. I’d flouted Hecate’s Laws, thinking that there would be no punishment.

      Maybe this was it.

      I sat up in the tub, wiping water out of my eyes and smoothing down my hair. I needed to fix my shit. And fast.

      If one group of Malleus had been able to follow me here, who would be next?

      I got out of the tub as it drained, bracing myself against the bathroom wall, being careful to avoid kicking over the bottle of wine beside the bathtub. I’d done that too many times to count, and I had the scars on the bottoms of my feet to prove it.

      I looked in the bathroom mirror, touching the dark bruise that was developing on my lip and chin. It looked like I would be adding more scars to my collection. The cut on my cheek had already sealed over. It would heal quickly. My mother used to tell me that when we were injured, Hecate would heal us quicker than those who had not felt her touch. I’d never been injured gravely enough to test that theory; I just assumed that I was a quick healer.

      I twisted gingerly to examine the wound on my ribcage. The Malleus had purposefully opened it wider, doing more damage than his knife had. The wound was raw and had begun to bleed again.

      “Lovely.”

      I opened my medical kit and set it on the edge of the vanity. I knew that I needed stitches, but I wasn’t sure that I’d be able to do it myself.

      Suki was in the bathtub, rolling around in the damp porcelain, purring.

      “For once,” I said. “I wish you were a shapeshifter. I could really use an extra set of hands.”

      I decided against stitches. I could poultice this with no problem. I knew I had fresh yarrow in the fridge, dried hanging from one of the lines in the kitchen. It would do the job. Maybe a sprinkle of cayenne pepper.

      Besides, I still wasn’t sure if the blade had been poisoned. Or worse... witched.

      I knew that the Malleus were witchfinders. But that didn’t mean they were above using magic. That was the only explanation I could come up with for the way they had been able to bypass my ward spells.

      I grunted as I pinched the wound shut and placed a wide bandage over top. I had to re-set my spells. When they were in place, I would feel safe enough to make my poultice and get started on the tiresome business of healing.

      

      It was well past 2am, and I stood in the hallway in my bathrobe, my hands raised and my lips moving silently as I re-set my spells. I had started with the building foyer and the front door. The banisters. The mailboxes. The third creaky stair, and the fifth. The landing.

      I stripped away all of my old workings and laid new foundations. New protections. By the time the sun was rising, I was laying the final layer over my front door. I pushed it open gently and reached down to gather Suki into my arms. She purred loudly and draped herself over my shoulder, kneading her claws into my bathrobe. I muttered my final spell over my familiar before kissing the top of her head and cuddling her tightly.

      “It’s just you and me, fuzzbutt, I promised that I won’t let anything happen to you.” I rubbed Suki’s ears and she gnawed affectionately on my shoulder. This little troublemaker had been with me for a long time, and I hoped that her lifetimes were just as long as mine. I knew that she was a gift from the Goddess, and even if she was the only one I ever received, I would be eternally grateful.

      I gave Suki one more squeeze and then set her down on the bed. My furry friend yawned and stretched and I grabbed a new bottle of wine from the wine rack and opened the fridge.

      All of my herbs and roots were arranged carefully, and everything I needed was within easy reach, which was a good thing, because every time I reached for something else, the knife wound flamed with pain.

      I drank my wine and mashed my yarrow root, letting some of my magic flow into the paste as I went. Every little bit helped, and no one liked being in pain, least of all me.

      With my poultice mashed and applied, the comforting coolness of the herbs soothing the heat of the wound. Suki was curled against my ribs, adding her own special brand of healing magic to the equation. After a few bottles of wine, and the general ‘what the fuck’ nature of the day, sleep was all I wanted, and for once, it came easily.

      [image: ]

      The smell of the pottage was what woke me, or maybe it was the sound of Hannah’s laugh. I sat up, listening to the crowing of the rooster outside. I was home. Home in England.

      “Hannah! Hannah, come now, inside with those eggs!”

      My mother. I swung my legs over the bed, my bare feet hitting the uneven wood floor. I slid down the ladder; it seemed so much shorter now that I had grown into my height. Maybe I was taller than my aunt. Taylor women weren’t petite; it was part of what made us stand out. Tall and brazen, with their flaming red hair, my aunt and my mother had been the talk of the town whether they wanted to be or not. My throat tightened as I saw my aunt bent over the fire, stirring the pottage that was always bubbling there.

      I knew what came next, the sharp knock at the door. My mother’s head whipped around, her red hair flying as she stared at it with surprise on her face.

      “Were you expecting anyone?” my aunt asked.

      “No,” my mother murmured in reply. I was frozen on the ladder that led up to where I had my bed.

      “No!” I shouted, running forward to stop her from opening the door, but my hand passed right through her arm. Tears ran cold down my face, and my heart hammered in my chest as the stranger outside bashed their fist against the heavy wood door again.

      But I couldn’t stop her. I couldn’t stop her from placing her hand on the iron latch and pulling the door open. I couldn’t stop the rush of people who pushed their way into the house. I couldn’t stop the men from accusing my mother of witchcraft. I couldn’t stop them from dragging my sister by her hair across the floor. I couldn’t stop the man who hit my mother across the face, knocking her to her knees as she tried to pull Hannah into her arms.

      I couldn’t do anything.

      I heard a thump outside, and looked quickly to see a small redheaded child duck down below the window.

      Me. Hiding. Staying alive.

      The tears poured down my cheeks, and my heart hammered in my chest as I watched as my mother, my aunt, and my sister were dragged away.

      I reached out, uselessly, desperate to slow their progress, desperate to make it all stop.

      But the door slammed shut behind them, bouncing open again on the dented latch. The contents of the pottage cauldron had been spilled over the floor, the eggs Hannah had been collecting were broken and the door to the garden was open, letting the chickens inside.

      The world spun.

      I opened my eyes, blades of grass tickled my eyelashes, and I breathed in the fresh scent of the garden. The chickens burbled and clucked around me, picking at my hair and tugging at my clothes. One pecked a freckle on my ankle.

      “Ow.”

      I sat up and the birds scattered, flapping and squawking irritably at being interrupted. The house was quiet, but I knew why it was quiet. It was empty and I was all alone. Little Ophelia, secret and alone. Protected by my mother’s magic.

      There was a roar from the marketplace and I got to my feet carefully, wincing as a bolt of pain lanced up my side. The crowd in the marketplace cheered again and I lurched to the garden fence.

      I knew what was coming.

      Just like in all of my dreams, I could touch the surface of the objects around me, I could open doors, push objects, but people… a small knot of women walked past me, and I reached out to touch them, but my hand passed through their flesh as though they were made of smoke.

      I followed them, even though I knew the way almost as well as I knew the streets of Brooklyn. As the market opened in front of me, the smell of spilled beer, pigs and horses in their pens, and cooking meat that hit me first. Transporting me back through the centuries. I was 9 years old again.

      On the platform that had been built expressly for this purpose, a figure with a long, gaunt face and a curtain of moonlight colored hair stood with his hands raised as women stepped forward one by one to accuse my family of witchcraft. Cursing their crops. Witching their babes to die in the their cribs.

      The tears came again, cold and furious, and I struggled to stay silent. I wanted to shout, to scream for them to stop. To run to the platform and untie the ropes that held my mother to the stake.

      The torches were thrust into the dry bundles of sticks that had been piled at the feet of the accused, and my mother’s voice echoed in my head.

      “Run.”

      I was rooted to the spot, unable to move as I watched the flames catch and lick hungrily at the bottom of her dress.

      “RUN.”

      “RUN!”

      The crowd jostled and moved, elbows that would have jabbed into my side melted harmlessly away like smoke where they touched me.

      My eyes filled with tears as I stood still, staring at the platform. The man with long silver hair and pale eyes glared out over the crowd, his arms stretched wide as the fire began to climb. The smoke stung my nose and I covered my nose with my hand, trying to block it out.

      I knew it was a dream. It was always the same dream, and every time, the smoke hit me, making me choke. I would cough, I would wake up, and I didn’t want to give in this time.

      Tears streamed down my face, and my throat was hot, everything blurred… and then something crashed into my hip, knocking me off balance.

      I stumbled, looking around to see what had happened, and saw the back of a red head as it bobbed through the crowd, pushing people out of her way, her hair flying behind her as she ran.

      It was me.

      I was running away. Running away to live.

      There was a shout from the platform, and I looked back to see the witchfinder, his hand raised, finger pointing in the direction I had gone. His pale green eyes were hard and cold and they filled me with fear, just like they had when I was 9 years old.

      Tall men in dark cloaks and hard boots ran after me.

      A woman stepped forward from the line of judges. She had long, loose black hair that blew in the hot wind the fire created. Her eyes were dark. Endlessly black, like her hair. She stood near the witchfinder, speaking to him quietly, her lips barely moving.

      I was transfixed by her, the way she moved, the way the men on the platform reacted to her: deferential, reverent. It was unexpected, almost improper, but she seemed not to notice them at all. They were nothing.

      My aunt was screaming, engulfed in flames. My mother’s head lolled against her chest, overcome by the smoke, and I sobbed aloud as what she was experiencing washed over me the same way it had when I was a child. I wanted to run away, I wanted to follow the path I had taken to the docks and fling myself into the bottle green water and never surface.

      The woman on the platform stepped away from her companion, coming closer to the crowd, her eyes scanning for something. It was as though she did not even register the tragedy playing out so close to her. She was looking for someone… for something.

      I was deeper into the dream than I had ever come before. Each time I had run, I had followed my child-self to the docks and jumped into the water, waking just as the cold liquid closed over my head.

      The fire surged, wrapping itself around Hannah’s waist and nipping at the ends of her long red hair. Hair the same color as the flames that would consume her.

      “Hannah!” I screamed, unable to stop myself in time.

      I clapped my hands over my mouth, but it was too late. The woman on the platform opened her pale lips wide, revealing sharp white teeth and a mirthless grin. She pointed at me, triumphant. Her black, fathomless eyes devoured me. She had seen me. She had caught me, and I would burn next.

      Her hands stretched towards me, and all at once she was standing right there in front of me, her hands wrapped around my throat, squeezing tighter and tighter. I tried to fight her but my hands passed through her shoulders and through her face as though they were made of smoke.

      “Daughter of Hecate…” she hissed the words into my face and her breath smelled like ash.

      

      I sat up in bed, coughing, soaked in sweat.

      My hands were shaking and the knife wound in my side throbbed. The witchmark on the back of my thigh burned and itched.

      I hate that dream. It had been years since it had been that intense.

      I pressed a hand to my side, groaning to feel warm wetness there.

      “Great,” I muttered. The sheets were stained with blood. It looked black in the half-light of the early morning and I shuddered. “Fucking great.”

      Suki stretched languidly on my pillow, purring and flexing her paws.

      “I bet you had the best dreams ever, didn’t you?”

      My familiar yawned and rolled off the pillow. She rubbed against my back briefly before jumping down to the floor and padding to the kitchen to stand by her food dish.

      I rubbed my hand over my face and sighed. “Fine. Business as usual. I know the drill.”

      No rest for the wicked.

      Or the eternally paranoid.
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      I spent the next few days dodging calls and texts from Lacey and the other girls while I tried to figure out what my next move was going to be. After years of feeling safe and invisible in New York, the last few weeks had been riddled with nightmare after nightmare. Had I blown my cover somehow? Had I gotten too complacent? It could be anything. Maybe it was that last whiff of magic I’d put into someone’s triple white chocolate peppermint latte that had done it. I’d been lazy about hiding my magic in the last decade.

      My glamour had slipped on public transit for fuck’s sake.

      I was getting sloppy. I needed to reboot myself, start over somewhere new.

      What would I pack? I didn’t need much; it was Suki who was high maintenance. It had taken me years to get established enough that I could function mainly unseen. David paid me under the table at Haven, I only took cash for the things I pawned or sold to private antique dealers, I paid cash for my rent; my phone was on payment cards I bought from the bodega on the way to work. Even my power bill was in someone else’s name. I just went into the bank and paid it cash.

      I was a ghost and that was the way I liked it. Moving would make everything harder. Resetting all of my old patterns in a new city would be tough enough, but I’d adapted to the world as it changed and found new ways to stay hidden. San Francisco was unfamiliar, and Las Vegas would be even worse. I know Eli would prefer Vegas… it was the perfect place for a vampire, after all.

      But Eli was busy being an asshole. I hadn’t seen him in three days, and while I barricaded myself in my apartment trying to figure my shit out, he’d only come by once, leaving a rose on the fire escape like he always did.

      I would have softened a little, if it wasn’t a rose off the same bush that the cops had found Rachel’s body under.

      I mean, it might have been a coincidence, but I had a sneaking feeling that it totally fucking wasn’t.

      My knife wound was starting to heal properly, and I packed the poultice with an extra dash of cayenne pepper to keep the bleeding down. Every morning I’d wake up to blood stained sheets, and I was getting tired of washing everything on my bed every goddamned day. The building laundry room wasn’t my favorite place to hang out at the best of times, but I was especially jumpy about it now.

      I could have just whisked the stain away with my magic, but I was gun shy, and the thought of using it for anything mundane made me nervous as hell.

      Over the last few days I had tried to distract myself by working on my spell book, but I was still too nervous to try another potion. The last one had been a disaster, and I didn’t need to do any advertising, especially when it was highly likely that I was being watched.

      The boots I’d put to the Malleus that had tracked me to my apartment should have been enough to keep them away, and if it wasn’t, the new wards and blinder spells I’d dropped over the building should do the trick.

      It didn’t matter if they knew what I was. If they couldn’t find me, they couldn’t burn me.

      I was sitting in the living room window, balanced comfortably on the ledge as the sun went down, my book on my knees and a bottle of wine beside me. It was just easier to drink and then go to bed. It guaranteed no bad dreams… Well, fewer bad dreams, anyway.

      The rose Eli had left me the night before was sitting in an empty milk bottle I’d left on the apple box that served as my makeshift patio table.

      I touched the petals briefly, wishing that I had the power to see what it had seen in that garden. The petal glowed briefly under my fingertips and I released it, my eye on the fading color as it absorbed the magic I’d left behind.

      Humans had fingerprints, but we Daughters left a different kind of mark. A hint of magic on everything we touched. It faded quickly, evaporating or being absorbed by the object or animal we’d touched. It was as though life, even the air around me was hungry for magic.

      It used to terrify me, and when I was younger, I had worn gloves everywhere, which was fine for the time period, no one had asked any questions. But as I’d grown older and the centuries had ticked by I realized that the world wasn’t a very magical place; and I couldn’t be afraid of sharing the goddess’ touch, even in a small way.

      “Hey.”

      Eli.

      His voice had startled me, even though I tried to pretend it hadn’t. “Where the fuck have you been?”

      Good job. Casual. I was the worst at this.

      “Busy. Bishop’s been riding us pretty hard about the new album. I’m still not sure if I want to do it yet.”

      I made a face. “Busy? That’s convenient. If I asked Bishop about it, what would he say you guys have been doing?”

      Eli was the shittiest liar, and his shoulders slumped immediately. He leaned against the fire escape stairs. Suki jumped down from her place next to me on the window ledge and wound herself around his legs, purring loudly.

      “You’re a dirty traitor,” I said to her.

      Eli reached down and picked up my cat, holding her gently and rubbing her ears just the way she liked.

      “You can talk to Bishop if you want, but I’ve been out doing... other stuff.” He looked a little guilty, and I wondered what ‘other stuff’ meant.

      I got up from my seat on the window ledge and flicked it closed with a small gesture. I leaned over the fire escape railing and looked down at the street below. The streets were starting to thin out as people made their way home after a long day downtown. A group of young men lounged against a building across the street. They were trying to be inconspicuous, but as with many supernatural beings, they failed a little obviously at being human.

      Blood Outlaws.

      “What are you doing hanging out with those deadheads? They’re not your type,” I said casually. Eli scrubbed his thumb under Suki’s chin one more time before she started to squirm and whine to be put down. She was my familiar after all. He set her down gently and she jumped up on the window ledge, her wide eyes fixed on me.

      “I thought I’d give them a chance, they’ve been really keen to recruit me,” he said, and he sounded more than a little defensive. Still so human.

      “Of course they’re keen, Eli! You’re a newbie, a freshie. The clan hasn’t had time to get you used to following the rules,” I said, not willing to back down on my attitude. This would be tough for him to hear, but I was the only one who would be able to say it. “You should stick with Bishop or you’re going to end up staked out on the tarmac at JFK waiting for your last sunrise.”

      Everyone connected with the Laudan knew that story. It had been Bishop’s conversation opener on my first night at Spiral. That exact scenario had been played out in excruciating detail, starring the last leader of those idiot Blood Outlaws, but no one liked to talk about it... except Bishop. He talked about it as much as possible just to fuck with the group’s new leader, Oren.

      I didn’t like Oren, or any of the Blood Outlaws. Not at fucking all.

      “They’re taking me hunting, new neighborhoods. New blood.” Eli didn’t even seem phased by his comments. And to make matters worse, it sounded like he’d been rehearsing these exact lines.

      I scooped Suki up off the window ledge and flipped the window open with a small gesture. I pushed Suki inside and slammed the window shut with another flip of my finger. The locks snapped into place and I stepped forward, placing my hand on Eli’s chest. I knew that he could feel my power swirling just below the surface of my skin.

      I hoped that he could feel my anger and disgust. I’d held out a hope for the last ten years or so that I’d be able to help wean my undead boyfriend off the hunt for living blood... but that obviously wasn’t going to happen now. He’d had a taste for it. That explained why he’d started acting like such a creep. It even explained the flashback incident in the park the other night.

      I know that I’d been irrationally mad at him, but then again... it didn’t seem so irrational now.

      “So, what now? Have you been promised buckets of ‘Groupie blood’ to help you on the road to stardom? Is that Bishop talking?” I leaned back and then pushed forward quickly and spat over the railing. I smiled as someone below swore loudly, the echo bouncing off the buildings. “Or those Blood Idiots?”

      I could admit it. I was mad... but mostly with myself. I was finding it way harder than I’d anticipated to not harbor a little jealousy for little punk girls that comprised Mutually Assured Destruction’s fan base. The punk scene wasn’t really my bag, I’d met Eli by accident... a drive-by fanging if you want to get specific. He’d just bitten off more than he could chew when he met me.

      “Oren said you’d be like this. He said you’d be upset,” Eli was pouting like a child and I was beginning to really doubt my attachment to this Laudan.

      “Oh, really? Oren knows how I feel, does he?”

      Shit. I was mad. This had hit a nerve; one I didn’t think I had anymore. I stood back from the railing and leaned against the window, trying to forget about the fact that every single nerve in my body was tingling with magic and ready to explode. I knew that it didn’t care what was in the way of my anger, but I did. That goddamn Japanese maple was between Eli and me. I’d taken really good care of that thing.

      I sighed heavily.

      “So, what happens now?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      I groaned audibly. Of course he was playing dumb. “Fucking hell,” I muttered. “You know exactly what I mean.”

      Laudan could read human minds, and I knew that even if Eli couldn’t read all of my thoughts, he could sense what was going on inside my head. He wasn’t stupid either.

      Eli nodded, “I know what you’re thinking, but I’m not going anywhere. Oren says that we need to weather the coming storm...”

      “Coming storm?” I snorted. “If you’re already speaking in Biblical terms, I’m not sure you’re really listening to what I’m thinking at all. I think you’re being an idiot. Bishop will tell you the same thing.” I gestured quickly, and the window slid up. I could hear Suki meowing in the kitchen. “There’s a reason why he’s been in charge of all of you idiots for so long.”

      “Idiots? Do you really think so little of us? We are Laudan.” In the blink of an eye, Eli was pressed against me, pushing me back against the railing of the narrow fire escape. The whole structure shuddered, and I felt panic start to seep into my body.

      Stay calm. Don’t set him off. You’re not immortal.

      “I’m just saying... you don’t have to go with them. They prey on street people, Eli... not just those cute groupies that hang around your mosh pit... junkies, vagrants... do you really want that shit in your body?”

      I was being cruel, but I was also trying to be honest. I didn’t know what drugged blood would do to a Laudan. But from the look in his eyes, I knew he was nervous to hear these things listed aloud.

      Eternal life was a sensitive thing. What use was living if your body was dying?

      “You’re not seeing the bigger picture,” Eli hissed in my ear.

      “Bigger picture? From over here it looks like you and your ‘Outlaw Daycare’ friends want to go cause some unrestricted mayhem. Are you trying to start a war?”

      Eli pulled back and looked at me strangely.

      “Maybe we are,” he said simply. Eli’s expression softened and then he disappeared over the railing.

      I was frozen in place, listening to the Blood Outlaws as they whooped and smashed things, transformed and screeched, and ran in the direction of Prospect Park.

      I ducked through the open window and into my apartment, slamming the window shut with a brief gesture.

      My boyfriend had joined a rogue vampire group.

      I’d been attacked by witch hunters in front of the door of my own home.

      I was supposed to go to a Halloween party in ten days...

      Everything was shit.
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      Everything was going to shit, and I was tired of sitting around waiting for things to happen. If Eli was going to be out with the Blood Idiots all night, that would give me a chance to talk to Bishop. He didn’t trust the Laudan delinquents any more than I did, and he’d probably be pissed that they were distracting Eli from his band commitments. If Mutually Assured Destruction was about to go into the studio again, he wouldn’t want anything to fuck with that, and I had a feeling that those douchebags would do exactly that.

      I had to talk to him. The question was, would he want to talk to me?

      The wound in my side would have to be re-bound, walking into a Laudan den while bleeding wasn’t the smartest idea, but I had to go. If this Blood Outlaw situation wasn’t nipped in the bud, it would get out of hand fast.

      I worked quickly to refresh the poultice on my ribs before binding it tightly with a length of black fabric. The more layers between my blood and them, the better.

      The path I took to the subway was different than my usual route, but I figured I should be a little more cautious. I’d developed habits that could get me injured, or worse, burnt.

      The train rattled toward the city, and I checked my glamour in the windows. Red hair, black jacket… fine, but the reflection of my face was blurred – as though someone had smeared Vaseline over the window. Perfect.

      The last few days had shaken a bit of my self-confidence, but now that I was out of the apartment and back on the streets I loved so much, it began to come back.

      A light rain began to fall as I exited the subway, and I picked up my pace. Spiral’s red neon sign flickered and hummed and I could hear the faint sizzle of the drops hitting the hot tubes of light.

      It was early, but the line of leather-clad punks waiting to get in already snaked down the street. Church stood with his arms folded over his chest, bathed in the red light. It gave his already imposing figure a more sinister cast, turning him into a scarlet gargoyle looming overhead.

      “Hey,” I greeted the big Laudan casually, trying to squish down my nervousness. “Is Bishop in tonight?”

      Church regarded me thoughtfully, his eyebrow raised behind his dark glasses. Eli wasn’t playing tonight; I didn’t really have a reason to be here. Instant suspicion. Seconds ticked by, and I started to fidget.

      “You owe me some drink tickets,” he said. His fangs glinted and I swallowed hard and then shrugged nonchalantly.

      “I didn’t think you’d notice. Besides, I only used one.”

      Church smirked and jerked his thumb over his shoulder, “Bishop’s here,” he said gruffly. “But if he has time to talk to you I’ll be really fucking surprised.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “You’re welcome,” he replied pleasantly. “No drink tickets this time.” He unclipped the rope to let me pass and I flashed him the fakest smile I could manage.

      Descending these stairs was always a lesson in patience. I’d seen more than a few people, eager to get to the bar or the dancefloor slip, trip and tumble on that deathtrap. At least one person had been taken to the hospital with serious injuries. One hand on the rail. Eyes on the stairs. The last thing I needed was another injury. I was nervous enough about being wounded in this place.

      A bartender I didn’t recognize was working the taps, a busty young thing with bright green hair and a safety pin in her nose. Punk Stereotype #46, at your service. She turned her moonshined eyes toward me and smiled.

      “Can I get you a drink, spice?”

      I wrinkled my nose, “Spice? That’s a new one.” I fucking hate nicknames.

      The Laudan shrugged, “Well, you don’t look like one of the ‘everything nice’ types.” She looked at me carefully, more than a hint of flirtation in the curl of her lip, “Am I wrong? I’m not usually wrong.”

      Oh, boy.

      “Look, I’m not here to play around. I’m here to see Bishop.”

      The vampire’s eyes narrowed and she set down the glass she was holding. “Bishop’s not here. You’ll have to come back later.”

      “Cut the shit. Church told me he’s here, so you call him, and you tell him that I’m waiting. It’s about Eli.” I was getting really tired of this crap.

      “Hitea,” she murmured. “So, it is true. I didn’t think…”

      “It’s none of your fucking business. Call Bishop and get me a beer.”

      With her silvered eyes holding mine, she picked up the phone and held it up to her ear. She said a few words into the receiver. Quietly, so I couldn’t hear, and then hung up. Without breaking eye contact with me, she reached under the bar and pulled out a beer, snapping off the cap on the edge of the bar with a practiced motion.

      “Go sit over there,” she jerked her head, indicating a booth at the side of the dancefloor. “Bishop will send someone for you,” she finished flatly, setting down the bottle with a defiant thunk.

      “Cheers, big ears,” I said, taking a swig. She glowered at me and I smirked.

      I win.

      The velvet-upholstered booth was dark and inviting, but I didn’t want to get comfortable. Spiral was the last place I felt like I could relax. The surly bartender might be gone, but if I was right (and I was usually right about this shit) and he’d been the one who had locked me in the coldroom and called in the Malleus… I’d have to keep my eyes open. Cowards like that rarely acted alone. It also didn’t help that I was here gunning for the Blood Outlaws. That definitely wasn’t going to earn me any friends, which was just fine by me; I didn’t have time for pen pals.

      Speaking of that motley band of douchebags, there were none to be seen tonight. They usually lurked around the edges of the dancefloor, or lounged in booths watching the writhing mass of humans hungrily. Tonight, however, the only Laudan were carefully placed, and all wearing the same dark sunglasses.

      Odd.

      There was no band playing tonight, with their star act preparing to go into the studio, Bishop had expanded his repertoire and turned to DJ’s brought in from overseas to appease the crowd. The punk aesthetic stayed firmly in place, but instead of new music blasting out of the speakers, the crowd writhed and crashed against each other to familiar genre mainstays. It wasn’t my thing, but even I could appreciate a little Sex Pistols every now and again.

      I don’t know how long I sat at that table, but I was focused on picking at the edge of the formica table, or rolling my empty beer bottle back and forth between my hands.

      I looked up as someone slid into the booth across from me.

      “Bishop,” I said. “Thanks for not keeping me waiting.”

      The Laudan smiled, showing his fangs. “You’re a sharp one, Ophelia. That’s why I like you.”

      “You don’t like me, Bishop.”

      “That’s not true,” he looked hurt by my comment. “If I didn’t like you, you wouldn’t be sitting here right now, and Church wouldn’t have let you through the door. I tolerated your presence when we first signed Eli, but I’ve grown fond of your sharp tongue and caustic temperament.” Bishop was a confident figure, broad shouldered and lean fingered. He was a businessman, and he liked strength. Lucky me.

      “Why are you here, Ophelia,” he asked, lacing his fingers together on the table in front of him. His silvered eyes held mine firmly and I shifted a little in my seat. The music pumped and throbbed around us, and I tried to organize my thoughts.

      “Where the Blood Outlaws tonight?” I asked. It seemed like the best way to start. Bishop hadn’t been expecting that approach. His gaze scanned the dancefloor quickly and then slid back to mine.

      “Out, I suppose. They’re Oren’s problem, not mine.”

      Figures.

      “I hate to break it to you, Bishop, but they’re about to be your problem too.” I picked at my nails, a bad habit I hadn’t been able to break in 330 years. He waited for me to continue, knowing full well that I was stalling. “Eli’s better than this. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. You should have told him what would happen when he signed that contract.”

      Bishop sighed and spread his hands. The flashing lights from the DJ booth made the dark stones in his cufflinks glimmer darkly. “So, this is about Eli.”

      “Look, if it was just about Eli, I wouldn’t be here. He’s a big boy, and he can make his own decisions, but you’re his manager, aren’t you supposed to manage him?” I sat back against the velvet upholstery and tapped the table with my nails. “The cops paid me a visit a little while ago. They had Eli’s photo. Do you know anything about that?”

      Bishop shifted a little in his seat, “Yes. I knew about that. We’ve spoken with Oren—“

      “Obviously that’s not enough.”

      “Look, Ophelia, your concern is... touching... but it’s really none of your business. The Blood Outlaws are a necessary evil. We like to think of Spiral as a place for all the freaks to feel included.” He gestured to the dance floor with a paternal smile on his face. “It’s why you’re welcome here too, hitea.” His smile faded and I tried not to flinch at the use of the word.

      “Save it, Bishop. If these kids knew what you are, I don’t think they’d be so keen to line up for hours to spend their money on your overpriced beer.” I nudged the empty beer bottle with my thumb. “This was almost ten bucks. Why do you think I steal drink tickets from Church’s pocket every time I come here?”

      Bishop shrugged, “Costs of doing business, Ophelia, you understand.”

      “Are the Blood Outlaws part of the cost of doing business too? What are you going to do when they turn on you?” Bishop raised and eyebrow, his expression bored, but I continued anyway. “Haven’t you watched any vampire movies, Bishop? The young and strong always turn on the old and weak. How long do you think it’s going to take for Oren and his ragged-ass followers to decide that they don’t like the way you do business?”

      “I think this meeting is over,” Bishop said tersely.

      “Your bartended called a Malleus hit on me the other day. I was locked in the coldroom. I could have died in your club, Bishop. What happened to everyone being welcome here?”

      “I said we’re done here,” he snapped. I let out a frustrated breath and stood up.

      “Fine. We can be done. For now. But if you don’t do something about your junkyard dogs, I will. And you won’t like it.”

      Bishop smiled, seemingly amused by my bold statement. He shook his head and gestured for me to leave. A firm hand closed over my arm, just above my elbow.

      “Time to go, hitea,” a voice spoke close to my ear. Church. He’d come down from his perch at the front door to escort me out. I jerked my arm out of the Laudan bouncer’s grip and glared at Bishop.

      “I can see myself out,” I spun around and put my finger in Church’s face, the tip of my fingernail touching the end of the bouncer’s long nose. “Don’t call me that again.” I reached out with a little bit of magic, letting it arc between my finger and the Laudan’s face. He jumped back with a little yelp and I smiled sweetly.

      “I’ll see you boys at Eli’s next gig, make sure you have some drink tickets for me, okay?” I winked at Church and made my way through the throng of moshing punks and climbed the stairs to the exit with my back straight and a calm expression on my face. I was in charge. I was cool and collected. I was fine. Everything was fine. No one needed to know that my stomach was a hot ball of panic and that I wanted nothing more than to take off running as soon as my boots hit the concrete of the sidewalk.

      I jumped over the yellow rope blocking the entrance and stood in the red light of the neon sign for just a moment before zipping up my leather jacket and pointing my boots in the direction of the subway. I didn’t want to admit to myself that I was nervous being out here at night, but I was. And that meeting I’d just had with Bishop had probably put a great big target on my back.

      Situation normal, all fucked up.
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      I’d be lying if I said that I wasn’t hoping that Eli would be waiting for me at the subway entrance at Prospect Park. Just like always. But his usual spot under the street lamp was empty. The butt of a cigarette smoldered in the gravel, and I kicked at it. Maybe he had been here. Then again, I could just be projecting. He’d been so different lately, strange. I wanted my Eli back.

      I shook my head and shoved my hands into the pockets of my jacket. Maybe I was getting attached to him. That was never a good sign. The talk I’d had with Bishop hadn’t settled my nerves at all. Sure, he’d listened, but he hadn’t given me any answers, or promised to do anything about the Blood Outlaws. I could only hope that I’d given him something to think about. The Laudan who had turned Oren had been staked out on JFK’s international runway for treason... if I’d been in charge, I would have done a purge of the entire clan to root out other dissenters. But Bishop hadn’t bothered. He’d been satisfied that Indigo’s (second) death had been enough of a warning to anyone who was looking for a change. Oren was promoted to his current position as leader of the Blood Outlaws securing his loyalty.

      It wasn’t my problem. It was Bishop’s.

      Not my circus, not my monkeys... but if those monkeys started fucking with my life? It was suddenly very much my problem.

      I could smell the rose garden, and while it extended the time it would take me to get home, I felt like I needed to touch them, to push my face into the blooms and try to forget everything shitty that was happening right now.

      Fat chance.

      My boots crunched over the gravel as I passed familiar landmarks. I passed couples on their way to dinner in the restaurant in the park, people coming home from work in the city, bored kids with nothing better to do than harass each other and ride their bikes through the gardens... little shits. It took all kinds to make a city, and New York was full of every kind, even here on the fringes.

      “Hey! Get out of the roses!” I shouted. It was a half-hearted shout, but the kids hooted and shouted at me as they rode past, making me jump as they passed a little too close for comfort. “Assholes,” I muttered. I reached out to touch the abused rose bushes, offering a silent apology as I brushed my fingers over the dark leaves. The plants soaked up the magic of my fingerprints as I caressed them, and I took a moment to bend down and push my nose into a fat orange flower and inhale the thick spicy scent.

      “Ophelia Turner, champion of the rose gardens...” A voice floated out of the dark and I straightened quickly and stepped away from the flowers.

      I squinted into the dark, thrown off balance by the pale light of the streetlights.

      “Eli?”

      No answer.

      It couldn’t be anyone else. “Eli, stop lurking, you shit, you’re the worst stalker, I hope you know that. An embarrassment to every creep that came before you.” I crossed my arms over my chest and put an unimpressed expression on my face. It wasn’t hard. I was unimpressed. But I was also nervous, and I couldn’t explain why, which was even more infuriating.

      “Nervous, pussycat?” The voice called again. When I didn’t respond or flinch, a dark chuckle floated out of the reach of the light I stood under. I could feel my magic surging inside me, pushing at me to run, to get the fuck out of there.

      “Eli, quit playing around. I don’t have time for your bullshit tonight. I have a headache and I want to go home,” I snapped. It was true, I did want to go home, and the seed of a serious migraine was beginning to settle behind my eyes.

      “How was the DJ? Skylar says he’s shit.”

      “Skylar? Who the fuck is Skylar?” I wasn’t jealous, or was I? Could that be the rude little bartender who’d flirted with me before she’d figured out what I was? She looked like a Skylar. “Funny, she didn’t say anything to me. I thought he did an okay job. The kids didn’t seem to mind.”

      “Bishop says we’ll all be replaced by DJ’s pretty soon. No one wants the raw power of a live act anymore. Too many imperfections in a live performance... people complain that it’s not the same.” I knew it was Eli, and I also knew that he wasn’t alone... but that didn’t matter. I wanted to see him.

      “People complain even if you’re perfect... are you thinking of quitting the band? You’d make a great DJ, Eli... we could go on a tour of the west coast...”

      “Do you really want to leave New York, Ophelia?” He paused, but I didn’t answer. I heard him sigh in the darkness before he continued, “I don’t think I could leave. Not now. Not when we’re going into the studio soon. I couldn’t do that to Bishop. I couldn’t do that to the band.” I’d heard the hesitation in his voice. He knew what he was supposed to say. How he was supposed to feel. “Why were you at Spiral tonight?”

      Cut to the chase.

      “I had to see Bishop. I’m worried about you,” I replied. There was no sense lying. If he was with Oren, or any of the other Blood Morons, I wanted them to know what was up. I heard laughter in the trees.

      “Worried about me? Why are you worried?”

      I could see him now, just an outline at the very edge of the lamplight. A long, lean silhouette, his hair spiked and wild just the way I liked it.

      I shrugged, “Women’s intuition.” Keep it simple, stupid.

      Eli chuckled and stepped to the edge of the light, “Intuition... that’s pretty rich coming from you.” He was paler than I’d seen him before. Gaunt... ‘looking the part’ they might say. The allure of death around the eyes. He was beautiful, and my heart ached just looking at him.

      “I’m going home, Eli,” I said, extending a hand towards him. “Will you come with me?” He stiffened slightly. It had been twenty years since I’d expressly invited him into my apartment. After the first time, it was always implied and had turned into a bit of a joke between us. A Bram Stoker holdover that never failed to make me laugh.

      “Home? That’s rich. You’ve locked me out for how many nights in a row now?” he said, stepping forward just a little. As he came into the light cast by the streetlamp, his companions materialized behind him. The Blood Outlaws. All of them. No wonder they hadn’t been at the club, they’d been out showing my boyfriend the sights. “I don’t think so. I’m not quite ready for bed yet.”

      Over Eli’s shoulder, Oren, the leader of the group grinned at me. Malicious and feral.

      Fuck, I hated him.

      “Fine. You go play with the Lost Boys tonight, I’m going home,” I said shortly, turning on my heel and marching down the path. I counted my steps as my heart hammered in time. One. Two. Three. Four... and I resisted the urge to break into a jog, and then into a run, and then into a sprint. There were way too many of them, and if I panicked I’d be finished.

      I had to pretend that I was confident.

      Dangerous.

      Because I was. I mean, I could be. If I wanted to. I shouldn’t have left my boot knife at home. Hindsight is 20/20, right.

      I jumped and choked back a scream as something brushed over the back of my neck, moving my hair aside as it passed.

      “I’ll walk you through the park,” Eli said into my ear, winding his arm through mine.

      “I hate it when you do that,” I hissed. Hesitating briefly before allowing him to put his hand in my jacket pocket to grab mine and pull it free.

      “You hate everything, Ophelia,” he said with a quick smile.

      “I do not...” I said, feigning hurt at his comment.

      “Well, you say it often enough, someday you’re going to believe it.” Eli was full of these little nuggets of teenage wisdom. I hated and loved him for it. Knowing that Oren and the rest of his stooges were listening in, I didn’t know what I could say. They would hear everything, and that was the last thing I wanted.

      “You didn’t answer my question, Ophelia. What were you doing at Spiral tonight? I usually have to beg you to come down... and even then you only come down on nights that I’m performing, and you always come late...”

      Fuck.

      I shrugged. “I was tired of being cooped up in my apartment.” I didn’t owe him an explanation, and I definitely didn’t owe one to Oren. I could hear the Laudan following us, whispering in the dark.

      “What’s with the escort? I can take care of myself, you know.”

      “Sure, I know that. I just want you to get home safe,” Eli said. He didn’t seem nervous or uncomfortable, but something wasn’t right.

      I stopped and pushed my finger into his chest. “Hey, I don’t need rescuing. I’ve been just fine without you for a really long time.”

      Eli looked down at my finger and then down the lighted path that led through the park. “Whatever you say,” he said absently.

      “What’s going on with you?” This was getting tiresome.

      “It’s nothing,” he replied. I narrowed my eyes and stabbed my finger into his chest again.

      “Look at me when I’m talking to you! What the hell, Eli. You’ve been just fine hanging out with Bishop, feeding on the groupies… they knew what they signed up for. But ever since you’ve been hanging around with these Blood Outlaw assholes you’ve been different, and I’m getting bored of this ‘new you’ bullshit. ‘New you’ is a dick.”

      Eli met my furious gaze briefly, and then looked into the darkness over my shoulder. “That’s too bad, Ophelia. Oren has shown me what being a Laudan is actually about.”

      “Eli, you’re feeding on innocents!” I gestured at the rose garden behind us. “You murdered her, Eli. Her name was Rachel. I worked with her, you fucker!” I pushed my finger into his chest, but he didn’t move, he just swiped my hand aside.

      “I’m not surprised that you don’t understand. Oren has helped me to see that I’m more than just an accessory in Bishop’s plans. He only makes deals that benefit himself.” Eli’s hands tightened into fists, and I felt my stomach twist. “I feel like I finally have a purpose, I know what I’m supposed to be.” His fangs flashed in the lamplight and I took a step back.

      “What you’re supposed to be? What was wrong with just being yourself?” This was not going well. Not at all. The whispers in the dark behind me were getting louder.

      “Everything,” he snarled, his lip curling over his fangs. He turned away, his long strides taking him away from me.

      “Bullshit! You’re nothing like Oren. You don’t have to be.” I was shouting, and I didn’t need to be, but I couldn’t help it. The whispers in the dark were oppressive, like the sound of thousands of leathery wings. I turned and shouted into the darkness, “You are SO lame! Pick another vampire cliché why don’t you!” That might not have been the smartest thing to say, but I was irrationally mad and scared at the same time, and I hated feeling this out of control.

      I could hear Oren laughing in the dark. Taunting me. The sound swirled around me, and I could feel my magic pumping in my veins.

      “You assholes,” I muttered.

      All at once, the whispering stopped, the laughter stopped. I looked around quickly, turning in a circle. The park was quiet except for the faint rumble of the subway and the hum of the light above me. I was alone.

      I groaned and ran down the path in the direction Eli had gone. The streetlights flickered, and the cold wind that rattled through the bare branches of the trees overhead bit at my cheeks and my ears burned with the chill. The only sound was the soles of my boots hitting the path and the occasional scuffed crunch of the leaves underfoot. October had arrived with a vengeance, and I knew we’d have snow by Halloween, if not before.

      A scream cut through the silence.

      Eli.

      I ran harder, my heart pounding in my throat. I rounded a corner, hoping that what I thought was happening was just my imagination working in overdrive. But it wasn’t.

      Two figures were grappling in the soft glow of the streetlight. Eli in his black vest covered in patches and safety pins had his arm wrapped around the throat of a young man almost the same height as him. He had grabbed his victim from behind, and had almost overpowered him. As I ran harder, Eli released the young man’s throat and grabbed a handful of his hair, yanking his head to the side to expose his throat.

      “Eli! No!” I screamed, hoping that he would listen to me. I watched in horror as he plunged his fangs into the other man’s neck. Shit. The whispers in the dark started again, and I fell to my knees. Eli’s victim sagged in his arms and Eli dropped him to the ground. I could hear him breathing hard, and I could smell the blood that spilled from his victim’s throat onto the path. I also heard something else... cops.

      “Eli...”

      I had to get him out of here before the cops arrived, but the blue and red lights were already flashing over the trees. I dragged myself to my feet and ran over to him. I tried not to look at the body on the ground; it was too late for him.

      Eli was standing stiffly at the edge of the light cast by the streetlamp. His fists curling and uncurling at his sides, his face tilted up towards the stars. His mouth gaped open wide, and his chin was covered in blood.

      I reached out a tentative hand to touch his shoulder, “Eli... Eli we have to go.” I tugged at his jacket, but he didn’t move. I pulled harder. “Eli! We’re running out of time!” He turned suddenly, throwing me off balance.

      His eyes were wide and dark. Red and black. Blood and death. Fuck. “Eli, come on!” Panic rose inside me and I saw that the cop cars were coming across the grass in our direction. The corpse on the ground was still, and I could see the blood sinking into the concrete. “You’re in a fuckload of trouble if we don’t get out of here.”

      I reached for him again, but he grabbed my wrist and held it tightly, his terrifying red-black eyes burning into mine. “Hiteaaaa,” he whispered. I tried to pull my wrist out of his grip, but his fingers were like ice. I twisted my arm desperately and gritted my teeth. I’d never seen him in the grip of the blood before, and I never wanted to see it again.

      “Let me the fuck GO!” My magic surged, and he hissed in surprise at the sudden pain in his hand. With a grunt, he threw me away from him, and I stumbled and fell to the concrete. He snarled and advanced on me. I skidded backwards on my ass, trying to get my feet underneath me.

      The cops were running over, shouting, their weapons drawn.

      Where were the other Laudan?

      “Eli, you have to run! You have to get away, Oren’s abandoned you!”

      Eli turned on the advancing cops, his face a twisted mask of anger, and arms spread wide. His mouth opened, showing his fangs.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.
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      I couldn’t let this happen. If he killed one of them, or did anything remotely undead-ish... there was no telling what would happen. What if they tried to put him down with bullets? There would be no explaining that away. It would take more than bullets to take him down.

      The cops were focused on Eli; they hadn’t even noticed me yet. I gritted my teeth and raised my hand. If I knocked him out, they might treat him like a drunk and take him into custody. I reached out with my magic, trying to put him to sleep. His mind was deep in the grip of the blood he’d drunk, and I tightened my hold on it, willing him to sleep. His steps faltered, and he lurched to the side, shaking his head.

      I pushed harder, biting down hard on the inside of my cheek. I’d never seen him like this, and I was fighting for control over something I didn’t understand.

      “I said freeze!” shouted one of the officers again, leveling his firearm at Eli’s chest.

      All it would take was one shot, maybe two, and it would be painfully obvious that they were dealing with a very different kind of suspect. I pushed again, throwing more of my magic into my concentration. Eli stumbled forward and fell to one knee, he roared in anger, his teeth flashing in the light, and then he was lying face down in the grass at the edge of the concrete, out cold.

      I collapsed onto my back, breathing hard.

      The cops swarmed the scene, cuffing Eli and shoving him into the back of a waiting cruiser. He’d be able to cool off and shake off the grip of the blood in jail. Nice and easy, like any other drunk. By the time they’d be able to question him, he’d probably be long gone. Bishop would know what to do.

      I lay on the concrete like an exhausted starfish, staring up at the flickering streetlight. Damn him. Damn Oren. Damn Bishop. I was having such a nice little life. Now everything was fucked up. I squeezed my eyes shut, hoping that I could forget everything and just sink into the concrete before the cops came over to question me.

      “Fee! Fee! Oh my godddd!” The sound of frantic footsteps and the familiar voice made me open my eyes.

      I sat up painfully, “Lacey?” Sure enough, my co-worker’s eager face was pressed close to mine as she fell to her knees beside me and wrapped me in a tight hug. “Lacey what the fuck are you doing here?”

      “Miss?”

      Too late. Cops. Lacey clung to my arm like a barnacle, jabbering about what she’d seen as the officer led us towards the paramedics.

      “He was drunk! He must have been drunk, I just saw him run up and attack that man. He jumped right on his back and hit him, and then I screamed and called 9-1-1. If only I’d called sooner...” she trailed off into a dramatic wail, and I patted her hair ineffectually as she buried her face in my shoulder.

      The cop turned to me, “Did you know this man, Miss?”

      “Askew. Sarah Askew,” I said confidently. I’d deal with wiping Lacey’s memory later. “No, I didn’t know him. I was just walking home, and I saw him attacking the man. I tried to stop him, but I was... I was too late.”

      “Did he say anything to you?” The officer wasn’t writing anything down, but I didn’t have much to say.

      “No. Nothing.”

      Lacey opened her mouth as though she was going to say something, but I glared at her and she leaned her head against my shoulder again, tears running down her face. The last thing I needed was her asking a stupid question in the wrong company. Lacey obviously recognized him as the guy who’d been lurking outside the coffee shop, and she definitely knew that my name wasn’t Sarah Askew.

      Lacey watched with wide eyes as a sheet-covered stretcher was slid into the back of the ambulance beside us. She burst into a fresh bout of noisy tears and I did my best to comfort her.

      The officer asked us a few more questions, and then we were escorted to my apartment with the promise that we would contact her if we needed to talk.

      Lacey lingered outside my front door, and I didn’t invite her in. The last thing I needed was an intrusion. I needed to figure out what I was going to do about Eli... about myself. Bishop would have heard about what happened by now, and I hoped that he would be quick about securing Eli’s bail. The Laudan should have a slush fund for things like this. I hugged Lacey quickly and unlocked the door of the building and stepped inside.

      “Go home and have a couple glasses of wine, you’ll feel better in the morning, Lacey, I promise,” I wasn’t super sure that it would help her, but it’s exactly what I was going to do.

      Lacey’s eyes filled with tears, but she nodded and tried to blink them away. “Okay, Fee... can... can I call you in the morning?” Her voice quavered just a little, and I smiled.

      “Of course you can,” I said softly. “Now, go home and get some sleep, it’s been a shitty night for all of us.”

      That was the understatement of the year for sure.

      Lacey nodded, her lower lip trembling. I was not good with criers. It was always so awkward for everyone involved. Especially me.

      The door swung closed and I waved at Lacey through the window. Her shoulders slumped and she turned away, heading in the direction of her own apartment, which wasn’t too far away. At least, I didn’t think it was. I shrugged and walked up the stairs, my fingers trailing over the bannister.

      The spells I’d cast showed some signs of cracking, as though something had crashed against it. A different kind of magic.

      I paused reaching out to gauge the extent of the damage. There were cracks starting to show around the edges of the spell. What the fuck was going on? Did my magic work like those ‘90s commercials said? ‘Use it or lose it?’

      No, that didn’t make any sense. My magic came from Hecate... from the moon. I could have ignored the power inside me my entire nine lives, and its potency wouldn’t have dimmed at all.

      My phone buzzed in my jacket pocket. Shit, I’d landed on it really hard back there in the park. I pulled it out, wincing as I saw that the screen was webbed with cracks. Fuck.

      “Lacey?”

      I could hear snuffling on the other end of the line and I held the phone away from my ear and sighed. Great. Here comes the guilt trip.

      “Fee? Fee, I’m so sorry, I just... I don’t want to be alone tonight. I could really use some girl time.” She paused. I knew what was coming next.  “Would it be okay if I came over?”

      Shit.

      “Yeah... yeah, okay, Lacey. You can come over. Buzz Apartment 5 when you get here,” I said with a sigh. I knew I shouldn’t be inviting anyone over right now. It was a really bad time. Oh shit... my apartment was also full of drying herbs and other, um, accessories.

      “Oh. Em. Gee. Fee, you’re the bestest ever. I don’t know what I’d do without you. I’m so happy that we’re friends,” Lacey gushed.

      Were we friends?

      “Sure, Lace. It’s no problem. I’ll see you soon.”

      Great. The only visitor I’d had in my apartment in the last twenty years had been Eli, so it was safe to say that my apartment wasn’t exactly baby proofed. I had a bunch of shit to put away, and no time or space to do it in. Certain things could be explained away, but there were a few other things that would have to be hidden... and fast.

      Luckily for me, my apartment was small, but that also came with the unfortunate side effect of having literally nowhere to hide anything. Books I could shove under the couch, and a few sensitive papers were shoved under my mattress. The box of antique trinkets that I sold and auctioned for my rent money was moved to the top of a high bookshelf. It was a good thing I didn’t have much in the way of sensitive material, but what I did have was pretty important... at least to me. It might not mean anything to someone like Lacey, but I couldn’t just leave my spell books lying around.

      My buzzer echoed in the room, vibrating a wine glass on the kitchen counter. Dear goddess, I hated that thing. I hated myself for jumping when it went off, but it happened so rarely that when it did go off, I was always surprised.

      I looked around the apartment, there wasn’t much else I could do... it wasn’t perfect, but it would have to do. Besides, I planned to wipe her memory before I sent her on her way. Suki sat on my bed, watching me with feigned interest.

      “Do you want to go greet our guest?” I asked her. Suki meowed loudly and jumped down from the bed. “Of course you do.” My familiar sat by the door, purring expectantly. She loved guests, and I suspected that she would leave me for the pizza guy if he asked nicely.

      I sighed and punched the buzzer that unlocked the building’s front door before pulling my apartment door open just enough for Suki to wind her way out into the hallway.

      I paced nervously, and opened a bottle of wine. After the way today, and especially tonight, had gone, I needed it.

      “Oh my GOODNESS what a spoopy little muffin you are!”

      I rolled my eyes and took a drink. It was a good thing Suki couldn’t talk, although I was curious about what she’d have to say about being called a ‘spoopy muffin.’ I smirked and pulled another wine glass out of the cupboard.

      The apartment door pushed open and Lacey marched in with Suki draped over her shoulder.

      Traitor!

      “Oh my squee, Ophelia Turner this apartment is amazing!” Lacey gasped, setting Suki down on the floor and pushing the door closed. “Somehow it’s exactly what I pictured your apartment looking like!” She moved towards the kitchen with her hand outstretched, reaching for my drying herbs. “Ohhh, what are these? What are you making? What is this?”

      Oh my fuck, I just wanted her to stop trying to touch things and sit down. I shoved my full wine glass into her hands to try and distract her and steered her towards the couch.

      “Those are herbs. I grow them on my fire escape. I drink a lot of... tea.” I hoped she wouldn’t ask any more questions. I mean, I did drink a lot of tea, but some of these herbs had more important uses... like keeping the wound on my ribs closed.

      “Do you make bath bombs? You should totally make bath bombs,” Lacey said excitedly. “I have a friend in Georgia who makes bath bombs, but she buys all of her ingredients and it’s soooo expensive, but if you grow your own it would be so much better and oh my god, I could help you set up a website—“

      “Lacey... I’m not making bath bombs,” I said with an exasperated sigh. I held up the wine bottle and waved it back and forth. “I make wine.” I smiled and poured some into my own glass.

      Lacey stared at me and then at her wine glass with wide eyes. “Ohhh... smart kitty.” She took a tentative sip and then another bigger gulp. She sighed and leaned back against the couch cushions, tucking her legs up underneath her.

      Suki wound around my legs, and I leaned down to stroke her ears.

      “How long have you had her?” Lacey asked, sipping at her wine again.

      “Suki? She’s been with me for a really long time...” That was an understatement, but Lacey didn’t need to know how much of an understatement it really was.

      “I’m so jealous, I’ve always wanted a cat. They’re like the perfect witchy accessory,” Lacey announced. I raised an eyebrow and Suki flicked her tail and stalked off to the bed to make herself comfortable on my pillow.

      She wasn’t anyone’s accessory.

      I smirked and shook my head and sat down on the couch next to Lacey. “Suki’s the closest thing I have to a best friend, I don’t know what I’d do without her,” I said. “Are you okay? Tonight was a little... fucked up.” Call it what it was, there was nothing to sugar coat.

      Lacey looked into her wineglass and was silent for a moment. “It was really scary. Just watching that guy... he just attacked the other guy, they didn’t know each other or anything I don’t think. This is the kind of stuff my mother warned me about when I said that I wanted to move here.” She shook her head. “Maybe I’m not cut out for the city.”

      “It’s a pretty brutal place... I’ve lived here a long time, and it never really gets any easier.” Lying by omission wasn’t the worst sin I’d committed. I’m sure Hecate would forgive me.

      “Is that why you gave the cop a fake name when you gave your statement tonight?”

      Shit. That didn’t take long.

      “Yeah, well... I like to have an uncomplicated life. Sarah Askew has come in handy a few times over the years. You know, when those horrible guys at the club ask you for your number and you give them a fake one instead?” Lacey nodded emphatically. “It’s just like that,” I said. I mean, it kind of was. Wasn’t it?

      “I get it, Fee. I’m glad you don’t lie to me,” Lacey said, taking another sip of wine.

      Hoo boy.

      [image: ]

      It was late, and I had hoped that Lacey would have left by now, but we were four bottles of wine deep, she was drunk, and my fingers were starting to tingle. It took a lot to get me drunk. And when I say a lot, I mean a lot. But I was starting to feel it. I had to be careful. The last time I had been really drunk it hadn’t ended well for the people I’d been drinking with... my memory spell had been a little too strong, and some of them had forgotten a lot more than I’d intended.

      “Fee... you have to be honest with me. That guy. The guy I called the cops on. You know him, don’t you.” It wasn’t even a question; Lacey was staring at me with a serious expression that looked almost sober.

      I sighed and poured another glass of wine. May as well lean in to whatever was happening here. “No, Lace, I don’t know him. I told you that already.”

      “No,” she replied. “That’s what you told the cops... I’ve seen him hanging around Haven waiting for you. Is he your stalker, Fee? A jilted lover? Please tell me he’s a love-sick suitor that you won’t give in to and now that you know he’s dangerous your heart is truly at war—“

      My laughter drowned out whatever she was going to say next. I laughed so hard that I spilled my wine. “Oh, wow, Lacey. You read way too many badly written, sloppy romance novels, don’t you?” Lacey looked a little put out by my guess, which meant I was right. Which made me laugh harder. “No, no, don’t answer. I can tell.”

      When I finally got control of my laughter, Lacey was glaring at me. “Oh, come on, Lace. It’s just a joke.”

      “I’ll have you know that those novels are a very important part of my life,” Lacey huffed.

      “As long as you don’t use them as a guideline for your romantic expectations...” I paused, watching as Lacey’s face fell just a little. Oh, shit... she was one of those. I should have guessed. “But hey, maybe there’s a badboy billionaire out there for all of us, right? A jerk with a heart of gold who’s just waiting for the right woman to break his curse and show him what true love is?” It was gross, and I felt sick just saying the words, but Lacey brightened just a little.

      “Do you really think so, Fee?”

      I took a sip of wine and grimaced. “I guess so.”

      Lacey seemed satisfied by that, but she also knew that I hadn’t answered her question properly. “So... this guy. Do you know him?”

      I sighed heavily and set my wine glass down on the coffee table. I was going to wipe her memory after this anyway...

      “Yeah, Lacey. I know him. He’s my boyfriend.”

      Lacey’s mouth dropped open in shock. “Shut. Up.” Silence settled between us and then she squealed and punched me in the arm. “I always knew you had a thing for tortured souls, I just knew it!”

      I rubbed my arm and glared at her, Lacey stopped giggling immediately and covered her mouth with both hands. “Sorry,” she mumbled.

      “He’s been hanging out with this new group of guys, and I don’t trust them... I think they’re leading him down the wrong path, and I can’t stop him, I can only watch as he just does dumber and dumber shit.”

      Lacey’s eyes were wide, “Oh my god, Fee... like drugs?”

      “Yeah, Lace... something like that.” Omission. Omission wasn’t lying. It was just protection.

      Lacey put her hand on my arm, and stared into my eyes. “I’m so sorry, Fee. But it’s not your fault. He’s making his own decisions, even if they’re shitty ones.”

      I nodded, even if she didn’t know what I was talking about, her words helped just a little. More than I could tell her. “Thanks, Lacey. I think I needed to hear that.” I took a deep breath and held up my hand, “I’m sorry, honey.”

      Lacey looked at me strangely, “Sorry? Sorry for what?”

      I smiled and pressed my middle finger gently between her eyes and felt my magic surge within me.

      “Forget,” I said quietly.
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      Lacey stayed the night, I didn’t feel bad about setting most people loose after wiping their memories, but somehow, I felt a little guilty thinking that it would be just as easy for me to let her go wandering Brooklyn’s streets in the early hours of the morning after a wipe.

      After the wipe, Lacey had seemed disoriented, unsure of how she’d gotten to my apartment. She remembered being in the park, but what was about it, so I just went with that.

      It didn’t bother me that she was staying over, and we were supposed to show up at the café tomorrow morning anyway to get our work schedules for the coming week. Lacey seemed to accept that without much difficulty. I was always nervous after performing a wipe. Men were easier; they seemed more than willing to give up their memories.

      She was passed out on the couch now. I draped a blanket over her and put her wine glass into the sink. Five empty bottles stood on the counter. I’d have a headache tomorrow, make no mistake. Thankfully, I was only a little unsteady on my feet. I walked to the living room window and slid it open with a small gesture. Drinking made my magic a little more potent, as my blood thinned; the power flooded my system more powerfully. At least, that’s what I guessed was happening. The few times I’d made any real headway (or mistakes) with my magic had been after a few bottles of wine. Research.

      The sky was starting to lighten, but sunrise was still a little way off. I stepped out onto the fire escape and leaned against the railing. I trailed my fingers over the dying petals of the wilted rose he’d brought me.

      “I’m sorry, Eli,” I murmured. The problem was, I was sorry, but he was Bishop’s problem now. I wasn’t babysitting anyone; besides, I had enough to worry about without having a blood drunk immortal on my hands.

      “What are you sorry about?”

      I jumped, startled by the voice, “Shit!”

      Eli was perched on the railing, balancing easily on the balls of his feet as he crouched on the thin piece of wrought iron.

      “What the fuck are you doing here, Eli?” I lowered my voice and pulled the window closed behind me to muffle the noise. Lacey might have been drunk, but I didn’t know what she could hear, and I definitely didn’t want her to hear this.

      “Bishop bailed me out,” he said. He was lying. He had always been a shit liar. I pressed my lips together and stared at him darkly.

      “Uh-huh. So. Now what?” I asked, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear what he’d planned. Chances were, he hadn’t planned anything. If I knew Eli, and I definitely did, he was just going to make it up as he went along.

      “I think I’m going to head down to NOLA. Come with me. It’ll be a nice vacation from all of this.” He looked so sincere, and I was tempted. Really tempted.

      “New Orleans, huh? I mean, what better place for a witch and her Laudan lover to hide out, right? Anne Rice would lose her mind if she could hear this.” I smiled, hoping he would do the same. I wanted my old Eli back, not this imposter.

      Eli chuckled weakly, and I caught the barest glimpse of his fangs.

      “The sun’s about to come up... can I come in?” he asked.

      “Oh, shit... No. I don’t think so.”

      Eli’s expression hardened, “Oren said you’d be like this,” he said. His voice was bitter, and I felt my magic surge just a little. This was not the right time for him to be a douchebag. I was so far from being in the mood to deal with this shit.

      “Pardon me? Oren said I’d be like what? Upset? You’re goddamn right I’m upset, and you can tell him he was right, too. I’m sure he’ll love that. You attacked a civilian. That’s now how Laudan operate. I mean, correct me if I’m wrong, but jumping on people in public and biting them isn’t exactly the best way to ‘blend in,’ now is it?” Eli hated it when I used air quotes, and I used them as often as I could, specifically to piss him off.

      “Those are Bishop’s rules,” Eli scoffed, dismissing my statement with a wave of his hand. I bristled. No one dismissed me.

      “I’m pretty sure that when you signed your contract to Spiral that you were also signing on to follow Bishop’s rules.” I narrowed my eyes at him, “Has that changed in the last few days?”

      The color of the sky over Eli’s shoulders told me that dawn was coming.

      Red sky in morning; sailor, take warning.

      “Let me in, Ophelia. The sun is coming up,” Eli knew what time it was.

      “Where’s Oren now, Eli? Isn’t he your figurehead now? Should he be taking you to a safe house or something? Finding you food? Taking care of you while you come down from your feeding?”

      Eli looked down at the toes of his boots. “Bishop wouldn’t even talk to me. I was just released. They said my bail was paid and that I shouldn’t leave town.”

      I chuckled. Telling Eli what to do was a surefire way to get him to do exactly the opposite. However, the fact that Bishop didn’t talk to him was a little bit... odd. Something wasn’t right.

      “What do you mean Bishop wouldn’t talk to you? Bishop’s supposed to be looking after you. He’s your manager for fuck’s sake.”

      Eli shrugged and jumped down from the railing, landing lightly on the fire escape. He stepped towards me slowly, his pale hand extended; palm up... a penitent figure, “Can we talk about this inside?”

      I looked over my shoulder at the couch where Lacey was sleeping. Eli’s gaze followed mine, and when he saw who was on the couch he recoiled, his back hitting the fire escape railing, the impact strong enough to shake the plants.

      Lacey stirred in her sleep, rolling over but not waking up.

      “What is your damage, Eli?!?” I whisper shouted, gesturing angrily for him to be quiet.

      “She... she...” he stammered.

      “I know. I know; she was in the park tonight while you were busy being an asshole. She called the cops. But you got yourself arrested. It’s not her fault you’re trying to run away.” I paused briefly, reaching out to touch Eli’s arm. He jerked away from my touch.

      “Look,” I said, pulling my hand back and trying not to feel hurt that he had flinched. “You don’t have anything to worry about. I wiped her memory. She won’t remember much about tonight except the fact that we drank a lot of dandelion wine and talked about how stupid romance novels are. Your little secret is safe with me.” I was trying to be funny, but he didn’t laugh.

      Strike three. You’re out.

      “You don’t know what you’re playing with, Ophelia.” Eli looked over his shoulder, the red light of the approaching sunrise tingeing his features. “Are you sure you won’t come with me?”

      I didn’t hesitate, “No. I won’t come with you. I’ve got shit to do here.”

      “Serves you right,” Eli said. He sat on the railing, looking at me for just a moment.

      “Serves me right? What the shit is that?”

      Eli didn’t answer; he just flipped backwards over the railing.

      I ran forward hoping that I wouldn’t see him sprawled on the pavement, knowing that he wouldn’t be.

      Of course, there was nothing on the sidewalk below. The street was quiet.

      The sun broke over the buildings, the deep red of the sunrise staining the buildings in gore. I heaved a deep sigh and gestured for the window to open. It slid halfway and stuck, straining against the ropes. Surprised, I relaxed, wondering if my anger had caused it to jam. It had happened before, and I had been trapped on the fire escape in a rainstorm for over an hour until I’d finally calmed down enough that my magic relaxed and let me in.

      I struggled to get my breathing under control. Eli was Bishop’s problem. The Laudan had paid his bail, so he must have known what was happening and been able to explain enough of what had happened away to get Eli out of there. I didn’t care what had gone down. The fact that he’d gotten Eli out of police custody made it worthwhile. I owed Bishop a bottle of wine; that was for damn sure.

      Now my problem was Lacey, who was currently snoring on my couch.

      [image: ]

      I woke up to Suki gnawing on my wrist with her sharp little teeth. After Eli had disappeared over the railing, I’d climbed into bed, knowing that I wouldn’t get much sleep. The nightmare I’d just woken up from did help either.

      In my dream I was running through the rose gardens, desperately trying to get to the subway, I knew I’d be safe inside the subway car. Safe from what? I had no idea. But whatever it was, it was chasing me, and the rose garden path kept twisting and turning, taking me farther and farther away from the subway station until finally I was alone under a flickering streetlight, the orange glow making the concrete look surreal underneath my feet. Everything else was dark, and the roses looked black in the unnatural light.

      I knew I wasn’t alone, and that was the worst part. I could hear whispers in the dark, and the crunch of hard-soled boots scraping against the concrete. My mouth was dry, my heart was jumping in my chest like a caged animal, and my head felt like it was going to explode. Even in a dream that was a shitty combination, because whatever ‘dream Ophelia’ had experienced, I had to deal with in real life.

      Why did I have a headache?

      Oh wait... dandelion wine. My magic might have protected me from the worst effects of the alcohol, but the older I got; the more the little annoyances crept in. When I was 200 years old, four bottles of wine would have been nothing. But at 330? That was a headache.

      But it hadn’t been the headache that had woken me up; in my dream Eli had materialized out of the dark. He didn’t reply when I called out to him either, he just bared his fangs and grabbed for my arm, trying to pull me close. His breath was hot and damp on my skin and even though I struggled, his cold fingers dug into my arm painfully as he dragged my wrist towards his mouth. Before I could do anything, faster than a rattlesnake he sank his fangs into my flesh. I felt the sharp pain as they broke the skin heard him growl as the blood began to flow—and then I was awake and Suki was gnawing on my wrist.

      I sat up and rubbed my face, as Suki jumped on my shoulder and chewed on my hair. I pushed her off gently, “I’m fully aware that if I died in my sleep that you’d eat me before your food ran out; stop rubbing it in.”

      Suki grumbled and jumped down from the bed, pausing to stare at the couch where Lacey was sprawled on her back, still asleep. Her eyes were half open and she was snoring lightly. I smirked; I’d enjoy reminding her about this for the next few weeks.

      I rolled out of bed and got dressed quickly. We were just going to the café, so I didn’t feel the need to fuss over my appearance. I piled my hair on top of my head, washed my face and then fed Suki, making as much noise as possible as I did it. I bashed cupboard doors, dropped a metal bowl and made a huge deal of putting the empty wine bottles underneath the sink.

      Lacey groaned from the couch and I smiled as she sat up and held her head in her hands. “Ohhhh my godddddd,” she groaned.

      “Rise and shine, Lacey. David’s expecting us to be at Haven by ten,” I said brightly. I threw her a bottle of water from the fridge. “You’ve got twenty minutes to get your shit together, and then we have to go.” Lacey took a drink of water, grimaced and then fell face first down onto her pillow.

      “Do you think they’ll notice if I’m not there?” she groaned into the pillow. “Tell them I died... I feel like I’m dead.” She lifted her face out of the pillow, her expression miserable. “Was that really just made out of dandelions and flowers and stuff?” she whined. I nodded, a smile on my face.

      “Yup. Prospect Park dandelions and a couple of oranges,” I said happily. Lacey made some more unhappy whining noises before finally kicking off the blanket I’d given her and stomping to the bathroom.

      I puttered in the kitchen, hoping that the spell I’d used on Lacey last night hadn’t been too strong. She seemed fine, just hungover. The hangover was a good thing, it would hide any remnants of the memory wipe, a spell hangover felt pretty similar to a self-induced one, so it would all be easy enough to explain away.

      I heard the squeal of the bathroom cupboards. Lacey was looking for aspirin. Unfortunately for her, I didn’t keep any. Over the counter drugs don’t work on me, so there was no need to keep them in the apartment. I relied on my herbs and my magic to keep me balanced. Lacey would just have to suffer.

      “Come on, Lace, we have to go!” I shouted. Lacey’s reply was just a string of whiney noises but she shuffled out of the bathroom and flung herself on the couch to tie her boots.

      “You shouldn’t have let me drink so much,” Lacey pouted. “What were we drinking about anyway?”

      “You called me and wanted to hang out, we talked about Rachel a bit. I know you were sad that her parents wanted a private funeral,” I said quietly. It was a bit of a lame story, but she might buy it.

      “Yeah, that was kind of shitty…” Lacey said absently. She picked up her phone, and I had the sudden thought that she would see that she had called the 9-1-1 before she’d called me... I wouldn’t be able to make up a story about that.

      “Ugh. Of course my phone is dead,” she groaned and threw the offending electronic into her purse.

      Close call.
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      Despite the fact that I wasn’t really responding to any of her questions, Lacey kept up a bubbly stream of conversation for the entirety of our walk. I took us on a different path through Prospect Park that didn’t take us past the rose garden Rachel had been found in. Not to mention the fact that if I took her through a location that important so soon after a memory wipe it could shake some of my magic loose. It needed time to permeate her memory, and I didn’t need any of that sliding away and making room for her to ask the same questions about Eli that I wasn’t willing to answer, or lie about.

      “Oh my god, Fee! The window!” Lacey exclaimed, pointing ahead of us, a broad smile on her face. In the few days since we’d been on imposed holiday David had replaced the window, and a sign-writer had re-painted Haven’s cartoonish logo in bright teal and cream colors. “I love the colors,” Lacey said excitedly, “so trendy right now.”

      Great. Trendy was my favorite.

      David was in the middle of explaining a new buddy-system policy when we arrived.

      “... from now on, we’ll do out best to make sure there are two people on every shift, and that you live near each other so that we can be sure that everyone gets home safe. Make sense?”

      David was trying to keep things light, but everyone knew what he was thinking. If Rachel hadn’t left the café alone that night, she might still be alive.

      I wondered if he was trying to be subtle about blaming me for letting her leave alone. Sure, that might have been my own tiny sense of guilt rearing its head, but it was hard not to feel a little bit singled out. Even if he didn’t mean it that way. Shit happened. A lot. Especially in New York, especially to women walking alone at night.

      Everyone felt the weight of what had happened, and the girl who had taken Rachel’s position looked really uncomfortable. I hadn’t bothered to learn her name yet, but I still hadn’t decided if I was going to stick around or not.

      Lacey, however, seemed to have forgotten why everyone was so somber.

      “Oh my squee, Fee! David, Fee and I live super close to each other, will you be scheduling all of our shifts together?” Lacey wrapped her arm around my waist and bounced on the balls of her feet. “Pleeeeeeease, David?”

      David raised his eyebrow and looked at me. He knew I’d rather work alone, but his new scheduling policy meant that I’d have to kiss my quiet morning opening shifts goodbye. I rolled my eyes and shrugged. “Whatever works, David, you know I don’t care.”

      Lacey squealed and released me long enough to clap her hands gleefully before hugging me tightly again. The other girls looked on with what seemed like envy and I sighed heavily before gently extricating myself from her grasp. Lacey didn’t seem to notice, and wound her arm through mine instead leaning against me every so often or squeezing my arm and smiling happily.

      Fantastic. Maybe inviting her up to my apartment last night had been a bad idea.

      

      The meeting didn’t drag on long, and I stayed behind with David to help him work out the new schedule based on his new rules. It was decent of him to care about his staff, but if I was being targeted by the Blood Outlaws, my co-workers were going to suffer whether they were in pairs or not. I had to do something, I just didn’t know what.

      Lacey had stayed behind as well; I could hear her chattering on to David’s wife about her Halloween party plans while she re-arranged the decorations that had been destroyed by the vandals. I wondered again if my spell had been a little too strong. What if she’d forgotten Rachel entirely? No more magic when you’re drinking. This was why it was better for me to stay hidden. The more I put myself out into the world, the more bad shit seemed to happen around me.

      “Ophelia,” David’s voice shook me out of my thoughts, and I shuffled the schedule papers in front of me to cover the doodles I’d made on the corners while I hadn’t been listening to him. “I’m serious about offering you that management position,” he was saying.

      I hated this discussion. He started it every year around this time, and every year I had to shut him down.

      “You’ve been here for a few years now, and you’ve always been really reliable and level-headed. Casey says you’re an ‘old soul,’ and the other girls need someone like you around to keep them grounded.”

      Old soul? Buddy, you don’t know the half of it. I covered my mouth to keep from laughing out loud. Oh, Casey. I took a deep breath and stood up from my chair, handing him the schedules.

      “Thanks David, but you know I’m just happy that you guys take care of me. I mean, my situation is a little… special,” I said warily.

      David lifted his hand, “I know, and I know you don’t want to talk about it, but Casey and I are always here if you need us. Besides… did I mention that the management post comes with full time hours and a medical plan?”

      If I’d really been the age I said I was, and hadn’t been blessed/cursed with my long lives and magical powers, I’d totally be tempted, but I didn’t need that shit. I hesitated like I was interested, and then shook my head.

      “You guys are awesome, but I’m totally fine with the way things are. No change is good change as far as I’m concerned.” When they’d hired me, I’d told David a very vague story about personal hardship and hiding from a stalker ex-boyfriend who used to be a cop… I needed a job, but I needed to be untraceable. David had needed an employee, and he didn’t hesitate to ignore the fact that I didn’t give him a social security number. I took a lower wage, and was paid in cash every week. It suited me just fine, and it was working out pretty well for David too.

      Well, until the Laudan decided that I was on their intimidation list. But David didn’t need to know that. It didn’t change the fact that I felt just a little bit responsible for the broken front window.

      David reached over to a pile of teal aprons and threw one at me, “Suit yourself, but if you ever change your mind, I have a manager’s nametag waiting for you…”

      I unfolded the apron and raised my eyebrow at the freshly embroidered Haven logo. Teal was not my color. I tried to smile, but it probably looked more like a grimace, “You’ll be the first to know.”

      David waved me away and I folded up the apron and took a deep breath before stepping into the shop.

      “Fee! Oh my god there you are,” Lacey called, her head buried up to the shoulders in a box full of decorations that had appeared out of nowhere. “Come and help me! Casey just brought out this box; I’d forgotten I’d brought it in!”

      I looked over at Casey, who shrugged and used the opportunity to flee our company for the safety of David’s office.

      Great.

      Lacey emerged with a length of glittery orange and black garland clutched in her fists and a massive grin on her face. She held out the decoration towards me eagerly. “Come on, Fee, it’s almost Halloween and I’ve definitely decided that you need a little more pumpkin spice in your life.”

      This whole thing was getting really old, really fast.

      I took the garland and held it gingerly as she dove back into the box, “Now, where did I put those spiders,” she muttered.

      The floor was littered with plastic ghosts and candy corn decorated plates. She threw a plastic bag full of cotton webbing at me and cackled gleefully.

      “What are you standing there for?” She pointed at the brand new shop window, “Get those spider webs going, lady!”

      Spider webs? This was too much.

      “Look, Lacey, we don’t have to be here until tomorrow morning. Can’t we do it then? I’d really like to go home and go back to bed. Aren’t you still hungover?”

      Lacey shook her head and beamed up at me from her seat on the floor. “No way, I feel amazing. I think we need to have girl’s nights more often, don’t you? Maybe it was the dandelion wine… do you make it yourself? Or maybe it was all the herbs, your apartment is really amazing, you know.”

      I nodded absently and set the decorations down on a table. Was she really not hungover anymore? I found that hard to believe. She’d drunk more of the wine than I had, and I still had a light headache lingering behind my eyes. I looked at Lacey carefully. She’d been totally worse for wear only a few hours ago, and I was having a hard time believing that she felt as ‘amazing’ as she said she did.

      My nose itched and I sneezed, it was that damn pumpkin spice spray again. The can was sitting on the floor beside her. Goddammit.

      “Lacey, didn’t I tell you that I’m allergic to that spray? Can you cool it with that while I’m here?”

      “Oh my goddd, I’m so sorry, I totally forgot!” She stuffed the aerosol into her bag with a sheepish expression on her face.

      “It’s fine, just… don’t spray that shit around me when we’re working together, okay? Casey doesn’t seem to mind the candles. But I’m vetoing the spray.”

      “Thank you, Fee, you’re the best,” Lacey exclaimed, pulling a massive autumn colored candle out of the seemingly magically packed box. I’d had enough.

      “I’m sorry, Lacey, I can’t stay and help you decorate, I’ve got some errands to run, and we have to be back here early tomorrow. Grand re-opening Latte special, remember? I pointed to the hand-painted sign on the window that would ensure that we would be slammed for most of the day.

      Thanks, David.

      “I wouldn’t forget that in a million years! Do you want me to meet you at your place tomorrow morning? We can walk together! I don’t really want to walk through Prospect Park alone that early in the morning…” Lacey’s eyes were wide and pleading and I felt myself soften just a little.

      If she remembered that the park was a bad place to be, then my spell had done its job, crisis averted.

      “Yeah, okay. Text me when you’re on your way. I’ll be ready.” I shoved my new apron in my bag and pushed the shop door open.

      “Oh! Wear your hair in braids tomorrow, Fee, I have some maple leaf hair-pieces that will look SO GOOD with your red hair, you will just die!”

      I rolled my eyes and walked out the door, not bothering to answer. I didn’t mind that Lacey thought we were the bestest of friends, but there was NO way I was getting into any Girl Scout hair braiding circles or matching BFF bracelets or breakaway necklaces. No way in hell.

      As I trudged homeward, I thought about how Lacey was acting. It wasn’t weird or off-putting; it was just… not my style. It might not hurt to do a little separation spell when I got home. The last thing I needed was someone obsessing over me. The closer people got, the more likely it was that I’d slip up or they’d see something they shouldn’t. I could only wipe a mind so many times before it did real damage, and I didn’t want to hurt anyone. Hecate might be able to forgive me a lot of little indiscretions over the years, but something like that might not go over so well. Accidental or not.

      I stopped in the rose gardens on my way through the park; having Lacey with me this morning meant that I hadn’t been able to stop. But it was important that I did. Rachel had died under these bushes, and I owed it to her to do something, even if it was a small gesture, to recommend her to the goddess on her journey.

      Believe what you want, but as surely as the evangelical doorknockers liked to tell me that the Devil knew who I was; Hecate knew everyone’s name too, especially if it was recommended by her Daughters. I knew the precise bush she had been found under. The grass had been torn up by dozens of heavy boots. The marks left by the wheels of the stretcher that had carried Rachel away were still clearly visible. The impressions shallow where the stretcher had come in and deeper as it had gone out. The semi-permanent impression of death.

      Death was semi-permanent, wasn’t it? It made the deepest impact, the deepest crater in the lives of those it touched closely; the shock waves resonated through their circle of friends and family. But, eventually, the sharpness of the wound dulled, the scars faded, and as those who knew the deceased died and made their own ripples of sadness, the sting faded away more and more with the passing years.

      The luxury of a human life, to be so impermanent. I thought about Rachel as I stepped around the shrine that had sprung up around the bush. Candles in jars, cards, fake flowers that were ironically out of place in a rose garden. Notes from people who hadn’t even known her. Or maybe they did, and I was the asshole.

      I pulled out my silver pocketknife and clipped the blood red blooms from the bush. New growth seemed to have surged in the last few days, and I shuddered as I thought about what Jeff had said as he hunched in the dirt.

      “She fed those roses good…”

      I pictured Rachel’s face as I cut another rose. Her blond hair always tied up in the same style on top of her head, the way her mouth looked when I told her to do something she didn’t want to do, the sound of her exaggerated Los Angeles accent and the way she over pronounced her “S” that always made me cringe. Like a snake that had forgotten its last thought.

      I was really (really) shitty at this. I was supposed to be focusing on positive things. Come on, Ophelia. You can do it. Just for a few minutes.

      Positive. When Rachel had first started at Haven she’d been really nervous, she hadn’t known how to make a good shot of espresso, and couldn’t foam milk without making a giant mess. But she’d learned. She’d learned that just because someone asked for four pumps of syrup it didn’t mean they actually wanted four pumps. Three and a half, maybe. But no one wanted four. She’d been fast on the till, mostly pleasant to the customers, and she could count change properly, which was more than I could say for Lacey.

      She hadn’t been a bad person; she’d just been average. She was average at her job, average at school… and she would have been average if she’d stayed in California too. She was just… there.

      I sliced the final blossom from the bush and began to scrape off the tiny thorns with the edge of my knife. I worked quickly, people were looking at me, but it was mostly with looks of mild disdain than anything. Stealing flowers from a public garden wasn’t exactly the most excellent thing to do, but I needed them.

      My phone beeped loudly and my knife slipped suddenly, slicing into my finger. The blood welled up immediately, and the dark green leaf glowed faintly as it soaked up my magic.

      “Ow. Fuck,” I muttered, sticking my finger in my mouth. There had already been enough blood spilled on the mud under my feet, and I wasn’t about to add mine to it. I pulled my finger from my mouth and pressed it against my jeans. It was a small enough cut, nothing to worry about, but it was annoying. I wiped my knife on my jeans and snapped it shut before sliding it back into my bag.

      My phone beeped again and I gritted my teeth. If this spell was going to work properly, I had to stay focused on Rachel.

      I’d deal with my phone when I got home.
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      My phone beeped and buzzed the whole way home, and I had a hard time keeping Rachel in my thoughts. I dropped my keys twice while trying to get in the front door and the kindly neighbor who had called 9-1-1 after the Malleus had attacked ended up letting me in. Thankfully, I had wiped his memory enough that he had a faint notion of who I was, but couldn’t quite remember my name. That’s precisely what I wanted out of our relationship. Vague recognition, but nothing concrete. Perfect.

      He admired the roses I’d picked, and then left me in the hallway. I waited for his door to close, and the sound of his heartbeat to move away from the door before I dusted my lock with magic and pushed the door open.

      Suki was sitting on the table waiting for me. I set the roses down carefully and gathered her up in my arms as she purred and kneaded her claws into my shoulder. I carried her to the kitchen and deposited her on the floor, perusing the rows of jars and infusions I’d created over the years. I chose my ingredients carefully.

      Orange oil I’d infused myself for anointing, fresh rosemary plucked from my fire escape garden for remembrance, ground holly leaves, cypress and yarrow, and some beeswax candles I’d made last winter – I needed them all.

      Yarrow… after all the poultices I’d made for myself, my supply was getting low. My wound had finally begun to heal properly, but it was still painful. Goddamn Malleus.

      When I’d been a maid, I’d stolen a silver bowl from one of the houses I worked in. Not because I needed it, but more for spite than anything. The lady of the house was from Boston, a society wife with tacky taste and a mean streak when it came to dealing with her servants. She didn’t miss it any more than she noticed that I was gone. Good riddance to her, she’d been dead for more than a hundred years, and I had this perfect little bowl for my workings.

      I set my ingredients down on the table and set the roses inside the bowl. A tiny silver spoon, a gift from Mrs. Askew, was my preferred measuring spoon, and as I tipped the ingredients into the bowl, I kept an image of Rachel in my mind. The last time I saw her, the last time anyone had seen her alive, she had been annoyed with me, but she had also been worried about exams. Probably because she hadn’t made any plans for studying. It was as if she’d known she wouldn’t need to do it. Her blue eyes had been clear and uncomplicated, just like her.

      One of Suki’s long whiskers, which she graciously shed all over the apartment for me to collect, completed the circle of the spell and I dropped it into the bowl.

      My phone beeped on the bed and I gritted my teeth.

      Infernal electronics.

      I looked at the plastic clock on the wall. Felix the Cat told me that I still had a few hours before sundown. This could wait until the moon had risen.

      I set the bowl aside and gathered my ingredients to return them to their shelf, leaving the orange oil behind.

      Suki jumped up on the table, purring, to inspect my handiwork. “Does it meet with your approval, madam?” I asked, rubbing her ears gently. She rubbed against my hand and settled herself gracefully beside the bowl. She’d watch over it until it was time. “You’re the best assistant money can buy, Suki.”

      My phone beeped again. And I swept it off the bed with an annoyed groan.

      “Whaaaat. What. What. What,” I muttered at it, scrolling through my missed messages. A few of the girls from Haven had set up a group text chat, and half my notifications were taken up with that. Fantastic. Just what I needed. Contact with my co-workers outside of work hours. I barely tolerated them during work hours. This was going to get annoying fast.

      Buried in all of that was a long string of messages from Lacey.

      She’d sent some photos of the shop and her decorating handiwork, and I had to admit that it all looked pretty good. She’d spread the spider webs over the newly replaced window, giving it a creepy vibe that wasn’t quite mellowed by the purple bat lights she’d strung around the frame.

      I could see her reflection clearly in the mirror that hung beside the door. Her expression was happy, almost crazed, and I wondered how much coffee she’d indulged in while she was working.

      The next text threw me off a little bit:

      
        I almost forgot, I know I’m seeing you tomorrow, but from the look of your apartment you’ll have everything we’ll need to complete one of the fun little things I’ve planned for my Halloween party!

      

      And another one just a few seconds later:

      
        Can you bring: Ginger, chickweed and dandelion leaves????? Oh! And some of that dandelion wine... that was deadly stuff!

      

      “Chickweed?” That was a really specific set of ingredients… and that particular combination seemed really familiar, although I couldn’t quite place it.

      She’d warned me that she’d be asking me to bring some ingredients to her party, but I thought she’d meant margarita mix or something else suitably basic witchy.

      I’d seen Lacey’s Pinterest page, it was full of drinks that looked like movie witch potions and Halloween themed snacks. A witch that Martha Stewart would invite for tea.

      I shrugged and checked my herb jars. I had everything she’d asked for, but there was still something about it that made me uneasy. I still had a few hours before moonrise, so I took my time and separated out the ingredients into some spare jars and set them aside. I stared at them for a moment, trying to pull together the combination in my head, but it wasn’t coming to me.

      Fuck. Use it or lose it.

      Unbelievable.

      I pulled two bottles of dandelion wine out of the wine rack and placed them next to the herbs. Lacey’s party was only a few days away, and the new batch of wine I had fermenting in the closet would take at least another week to cure. If I didn’t set these aside now, chances are they’d be gone by the time the 31st rolled around.

      Speaking of which.

      I pulled another bottle of out the wine rack and poured myself a jam jar full of the dusky liquid. On the table, Suki meowed loudly. I took a sip of wine and walked to the living room window. The moon was just beginning to crest over the buildings and I smiled.

      “Right on time, Suki.”

      

      I sat at the table, and Suki stepped into my lap to add her own help to my spell. Instead of curling up as she usually did, she sat still, her eyes fixed on the silver bowl that held the roses I’d picked earlier. She was my touchstone, focusing my magic, my energy, exactly where it was needed.

      I don’t know what I’d do without her.

      The beeswax candle was lit with the flick of a match, and I dripped some melted wax onto a well-worn spot on the table before setting it firmly in place.

      The ceramic dish of sea salt I kept on the table at all times came in handy now as I created a thick circle of the coarse grains on the dark wood of the table.

      I lifted the silver bowl carefully in both hands, set it in the middle of the circle, and spread my arms. I straightened my shoulders and cleared my mind. The magic in my veins surged forward. It had been so long since I’d done anything like this, and I realized that I had missed the feeling of this power. Maybe that’s why Hecate had been so quiet, seemed so unreachable… Maybe it was because I’d stopped reaching for her.

      But those were thoughts for another time. I had work to do. Sure, I was mostly doing this out of guilt, but it was necessary. If nothing else, it might make me feel better about the whole shitty state of affairs I was currently in.

      I took a deep breath and poured the orange oil into the silver bowl. Holding that breath and the image of Rachel in my mind, I picked up the roses and turned them over so that the flowers were head down in the bowl. I let my magic flow through my fingers and into the stems of the flowers as I swirled the ingredients, using the roses as my mixing spoon. I let out my breath slowly, counting to six as I did so.

      Hecate, see her, Hecate find her, Hecate guide her.

      Over, and over I repeated these words in my mind, coaxing the magic forward, and reaching out with my power. With each swirl of the flowers I felt the slow thud of my heart, the rumbling purr of the familiar in my lap and the vibration of the magic in my veins. A dark purple glow seeped from my fingers into the stems of the roses and down into the petals.

      When each velvet petal had been enveloped by my magic, I lifted the roses from the bowl and held them over the candle’s flickering flame.

      See her, find her, guide her.

      See her.

      Find her.

      Guide her.

      The candle flame reared up and caught the edge of one dark red petal, curling around it and changing it. I could smell the burning herbs, the tang of the rosemary strong in my nostrils. Suki’s purr was deafening in my ears and my mind throbbed with the repeating words. The roses were soon fully enveloped in flame, shrinking and blackening and pulsing with power. I could feel forgiveness and acceptance wash over me and I stopped my silent chanting. A tear slipped down my cheek, but I didn’t wipe it away. I could only stare at the burning roses in my hand.

      Rachel didn’t deserve to die the way she did, and if I could do something to recommend her to the Goddess, that took a little bit of the sting off the guilt that loomed in the back of my heart. I couldn’t apologize, I couldn’t take it back, but I could do this, however small and selfish it was.

      I dropped the roses into the silver bowl and watched them burn. The flame was orange and purple, and crackled with my magic. There was orange oil on my fingers, and I wound them around a strand of my hair, anointing it with the oil, before tucking it behind my ear and wrapping my arms around Suki kissing the top of her sleek head.

      We sat there together, watching the roses smolder, while I drank my wine and the candle burned down to nothing.
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      As the red light of dawn spilled over my apartment building, I buried the ashes of the burned roses in the roots of the Japanese maple I kept on my fire escape. The wind had tugged most of the leaves from the tree’s branches, but I gathered a few to dry and grind for my supplies.

      I braided my hair and put it up. Lacey had asked me to wear it in braided pigtails, but it had been a long time since I was twelve years old, and that wasn’t fucking happening. I knew I’d have to deal with her pouting, but it was a small price to pay for keeping my pride.

      Halloween was only a few days away, and I tried to prepare myself for the fact that Lacey would likely not be able to shut up about her party, and the re-opening promotion was on all day.

      Fucking Wednesdays. Why did it always have to be on a Wednesday?

      Considering what I was, and what I knew, I should have been more superstitious, but I just couldn’t get behind it. I mean sure, certain things were definitely real and not at all irrational. I also didn’t believe in luck; but Wednesday just seemed to be my bad luck day. My phone beeped angrily.

      
        RISE AND SHINE

      

      I sighed. Lacey was right on time. I also really needed to change my text tone to something less obnoxious.

      “Don’t eat it all at once, fatty,” I said fondly as I loaded up Suki’s food bowl. She meowed happily in reply and stuffed her face into the food.  I smiled and headed out the door, and then out into the early morning light.

      “Ophelia!” Lacey’s shout echoed off the buildings and I forced a smile onto my face. It was too early to be cheerful, but I was going to do my best.

      

      By the time 430pm rolled around, my face was hurting from smiling and the smell of pumpkin spice was giving me a headache.

      “Lacey, I’m not going to ask you again... have you been spraying that horrible pumpkin shit spice around again?” I rubbed my forehead and leaned on the counter.

      Lacey turned innocent eyes to me, “You told me you were allergic!” She held up her fingers in a Scout salute, “I promise I haven’t sprayed it once...” I narrowed my eyes, and she paused. “I promise I haven’t sprayed it more than three times today?”

      I groaned and pulled my apron over my head. “You’re the fucking worst sometimes, you know that?”

      “But only sometimes!” Lacey sang in reply as she danced around the counter and started to put up the chairs. “So, did you get my text last night? Do you have all the stuff I asked for?”

      I sighed and started cleaning the espresso machine, “Yeah, I’ve got it all. I mean, I was expecting you to ask for Midnight Margarita mix or some infused vodka... I’ve got that stuff too, y’know. I make a killer vanilla bean vodka.”

      “No way, that’s kid’s stuff. I mean, we’re going to watch some movies and try to read each other’s palms, but I want to try something else too... and I have a feeling you’re the perfect person to help me!”

      I didn’t like the sound of that.

      “Why am I the perfect person?”

      Lacey giggled and smiled, “Because I needed a redhead in the group! You’re the only redhead I know!”

      I coughed, “You need a redhead?” That just sounded stupid, whatever she was doing, it was stupid, and definitely not worthy of my paranoia.

      “Of course! I’m the brunette, Danielle is the blond, and now you’re my redhead!”

      “Wait, are there only going to be three of us at this party?” This was starting to sound weird again. This was why I didn’t go out, or have any friends. People were weird.

      “No, silly! No one else will be allowed to touch anything we’re doing, it would disrupt the circle.” Lacey seemed very certain about what she was saying, and I started to wonder if she’d learned everything she knew about witchcraft from Pinterest and Live Journal.

      “Whatever you say, Lace.”

      [image: ]

      Halloween was only a few days away, and Lacey had begged me to let her take the two days before it off. It didn’t matter to me, but with David’s new buddy system rule, it made my life a little more annoying because I had to train a new girl.

      I remembered training Rachel, it had been just as annoying, and it made the guilt in my heart flare up just a little more. The new girl was a decent space filler in the schedule, but I had made a decision early on that I wouldn’t entangle myself in human lives any more than I already had.

      It was time for me to sink back into the shadows and disappear... assuming there were any shadows left to hide in.

      

      Halloween had never been anything special to me. When my mother had been alive, we had baked oatcakes and gave thanks for the harvest as we prepared our stores for the winter months. Samhain meant something different for us. It had been a long time since I’d carried out the proper rituals, and even now I struggled to remember everything that I was shown. I should have taken more time. I should have paid the proper respect to Hecate’s traditions... to her rules.

      I’d woken up the last few mornings feeling different, maybe it was because I’d been using my magic more, or it might have been because the moon was almost full. Either way, I was enjoying the feel of my powers in my fingertips and how it was absorbed by the plants on my fire escape. I took extra time to caress them and push some encouragement into their growth as I prepared them for winter.

      I also missed Eli. I hadn’t seen him in almost a week, and no one had been able to give me an answer as to where he was, or what he was doing.

      I went to Spiral to talk to Bishop, but Church hadn’t been at the door, and the new bouncer was taller, and surlier and wouldn’t let me through the rope. The whole way home I’d been convinced that I was being followed. Watched. Stalked.

      After that, I didn’t visit the club anymore, but Bishop wouldn’t return my calls either, and the silence from the Laudan's was making me even more nervous than usual.

      I’d followed David’s advice in a round about way, staying in at night, and not talking to strangers as much as I usually did. I had gone from feeling invincible and untouchable to nervous and paranoid. I thought I saw the moonshined eyes of Laudan everywhere I turned, and I came inches away from having a total breakdown after someone blew cigarette smoke in my path.

      The Blood Outlaws visited my fire escape almost every night... at least, I’m sure it was them. I heard them pacing, and when the sun came up, I found cigarette butts smashed into the roots of my maple tree.

      Assholes.

      Between Eli, Bishop, the Blood Idiots and the Malleus, I felt fenced in, trapped... they knew where I lived, they knew where I worked, and they knew who I cared about. None of those things was good. Not in the slightest.

      I was fucked, it was Halloween, and the moon was full... at least, it should have been.

      

      Everything that happened on that Tuesday was strange to me. The air felt different, the concrete felt different under my feet. Suki was curled on my other pillow, and she didn’t get up for her breakfast, which was so unlike her that I was almost worried.

      There was a static charge to everything, and it felt like there was a storm brewing just off shore. I used to be able to predict these things before they happened. Dorithie Askew, my guardian, called me a ‘weather witch,’ which had always made me laugh nervously. Mrs. Askew knew that I was special, but she didn’t know how close she was to the truth.

      I walked to work with my head down that morning, counting my steps on my way through the park.

      One hundred two, one hundred three, one hundred four... who needed a fitbit, right?

      The herbs and bottle of wine felt heavy in my backpack. I’d packed a change of clothes just in case... but just in case of what, I wasn’t sure.

      The moon was out early, faded and pale in the cold blue sky. It should have been full, but to me, it looked smaller, almost half. But from the way the magic was singing in my veins, I knew that it was full. I knew that the Goddess was with me, even if she was quiet.

      The day at the shop passed by quickly enough, groups of children in bright costumes and capes came in, herded by harried looking parents. David had left bags of miniature candy bars (the good kind) in his office, and I was happy to hand it out, especially to the little girls whose green-painted faces were covered in big smiles and the ones who were wearing pointed hats with a certain attitude that I liked. Maybe I was getting into the witchy spirit after all.

      The end of the day rolled by quickly, and I was glad to see the last of Haven’s regulars heading out the door. Lacey had texted me her address a few days ago, but I wasn’t due at her door for another few hours.

      I hated being early almost as much as I hated being late.
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      The sun was setting earlier, and the street in front of the café looked like it had been stolen straight out of a Halloween special. The wind blew sharply, scattering dead leaves across my path and swirling them through the café door as I pulled it closed. The new girl and I walked together for a few blocks before she waved goodbye unexpectedly and took off down a side street.

      So much for the buddy system.

      I pulled my jacket around me and tried to ignore the fact that I could smell snow in the air. Weather reports had been threatening a storm all week, and I could feel it brewing, or maybe that was just the magic in my veins straining to get out. I felt this way every full moon, and this one was no exception.

      As I passed into the residential blocks, costumed children ran shrieking around me, racing against their friends and siblings to be the first ones to the front doors covered in decorations and maniacally cackling plastic skeletons. It was hard not to get into the spooky spirit when almost everyone in the neighborhood was reveling in it.

      The streets weren’t crowded, but I wasn’t used to seeing this many people outside after dark, like Vegas, in New York it was very rare that you were ever alone, there was always someone heading somewhere or doing something, no matter how late or early it was. But in the last few weeks, crowded spaces had begun to make me nervous.

      I don’t want to say that I was paranoid. But I was fucking paranoid. Everywhere I looked, I thought I saw the silvered shine of Laudan eyes, or my throat closed as the smell of smoke somehow threaded its way through the crowd. Today was no different, or maybe I was just on edge. I hadn’t been sleeping well, I’d been drinking too much (ok that wasn’t new), and everything was going to shit.

      Someone bumped into me, knocking me to the side.

      “Hey!” I turned to berate whoever it was, but they were gone, lost in the crowd. “Watch where you’re going,” I muttered to no one.

      Children in costume ran by me shrieking, a frantic looking mother following close behind. She looked up to apologize and I recoiled as I saw her moonshined eyes.

      Laudan.

      I spun away from her, into the path of a man on a bike, “Watch it!” he shouted, and I saw a flash of fangs as he spoke.

      No way. Not here. Not in public. They wouldn’t dare.

      “Hitea…” someone hissed the slur only a Laudan would use. That was the last straw, I bolted. I pushed children; I knocked grown men out of the way. I’m not proud, but I had to get the fuck out of there. Move, or be moved.

      My boots pounded against the concrete, the wind rushed in my ears, and I could hear laughter from the alleyways, above me, beside me, pushing me forward, turning me down unfamiliar streets, urging me faster.

      They were herding me.

      It dawned on me as I rounded another unexpected corner.

      “Turn left, hitea…”

      “Fuck!” I shouted, skidding to a stop. I pressed myself against the wall of a building; I pulled out my phone, nearly dropping it in my panic, trying to get the map app to calibrate. I knew New York like the back of my vibrating hands. The pin I’d dropped on Lacey’s apartment address wasn’t far away. It blinked steadily, urging me onwards. Almost safe.

      Could I go home? No. It was too far, and I didn’t want to run that gauntlet again. Not again. My magic throbbed in my veins, begging to be let out. But I couldn’t do it. Not in public. I rubbed my temples trying to calm the headache that pounded there. It was too much, everything was too much.

      And then it hit me; smoke. Choking and thick.

      Malleus.

      My eyes stung and my throat burned. I looked down at my phone, blinking away tears as I tried to get my bearings. I was so close to Lacey’s apartment. I could do it.

      “Bruja!” The shout came from behind me, and I didn’t turn to see who had uttered it. I didn’t need to. I remembered that voice. He’d have a nice scar that he’d want payback for, and I wasn’t sticking around for that shit.

      I ran, not caring who I ran into, or how manic I looked. I was a witch on a mission, and the sooner I got inside Lacey’s building, the better.

      Another group of trick ‘r treater’s scattered in front of me, and I shouted a quick apology as I pushed against them, fighting to get through. The smell of the smoke had lessened, and my lungs were burning with the invisible smoke that accompanied those misguided bastards.

      It wasn’t as old a building as mine, but it was in shitty shape, and the plaster façade was peeling in places that might make a new investor wary. I pressed my hand against the cracking surface and tried to take a breath. The sidewalk was still crowded, but that didn’t mean I was safe.

      The doors. I had to get inside; I pulled out my keys, jangling them like I did at home to hide the fact that I was using my magic to open the lock. The deadbolt glowed faintly purple, and the opened with a heavy chunk.

      I slipped inside and shut the door hard, making the glass shake. Like a child who really sucks at hide-and-seek, I leaned against the wall behind a plant. My eyes scanning the people that passed on the sidewalk carefully.

      There.

      A pair of moonshined eyes turned my way, peering into the apartment lobby but not seeing me. I shrank back against the wall, my chest heaving, and my breath wheezing in my throat.

      As I struggled to get my breathing back under control, I scrolled up through my texts messages again, looking for Lacey’s apartment number.

      I paused on the photos she had sent me. The decorations did look good, I hadn’t told her. I zoomed in on the photo, looking again at her reflection smiling happily into the mirror. But there was something not quite right about it.

      I zoomed in closer I saw that her eyes were black, not just dark. Fully black. I felt my magic flood my veins. And terror.

      Those were eyes I’d seen before. Eyes I thought I’d never have to see again.
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      Those black, oily eyes had haunted me my entire life. They belonged to the woman who had burned my family, the one who had chased me to Salem. She was responsible for the deaths of countless women, Daughters of Hecate and those who had been unfortunate enough to be accused.

      I knew those eyes, and I couldn’t help the rush of fear and anger that swept through me.

      The picture on my phone flickered as my magic surged. I fumbled with my phone, dropping it to the threadbare carpet. Muttering curses, I dropped to my knees to retrieve it. A stifled a cough, covering my mouth as I choked.

      A shadow fell over the glass door and I turned my head ever so slightly to see a pair of black paratrooper boots. Steel toed and heavy. I remembered what they’d felt like as they had slammed into my stomach.

      Malleus.

      I flung myself back against the wall, trying to hide as much of myself as possible behind the plant. I was inside, he couldn’t get me, I was safe. I closed my eyes and tried to control the affect the smoke had on me. I could feel my lungs clearing and my eyes slowly stopped itching. It was different when I was scared, when I was running… caught off guard like a frightened rabbit. That was when they could get me. I couldn’t control my reactions. But when I had time, I could overcome it.

      I opened my eyes and peered through the fronds; it was the same black-clad asshole that had led the attack in my apartment hallway. He was speaking into a cell phone, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying. His left cheek was marred by an irregular red slash. I smirked.

      You’re welcome, shithead.

      The stairs that led up to the apartments were on my right, and I inched towards them. If I stood up, he’d see me, and I had a feeling he didn’t have any qualms about putting his boot through a plate glass window to get me.

      My heart pounded and I closed my eyes, willing him to turn away.

      A fist thudded against the metal frame of the door and my eyes snapped open. The Malleus was turning, looking out into the street.

      I took my chance and scrambled up the stairs and onto the landing out of sight. I sat there for a minute, collecting myself. Trying to breathe.

      I heard footsteps coming down the stairs and I got to my feet, brushing whatever was on that gross carpet off my ass as I did so, and then smoothing my hair and putting a neutral expression on my face as a child dressed as a firefighter careened around the corner.

      “WHEE-OOO WHEE-OOO,” he shouted, crashing against the walls, and my legs, as he went.

      “Sorry,” muttered his mother, holding a small firehose in her hand as she followed the boy down the stairs.

      I paused for a moment longer, listening as the woman tried to calm her son and get the door open.

      I waited until I heard the door slam shut before running up the stairs to the third floor. These older buildings only had a few apartments per floor, and #12 was just at the edge of the landing. The carpeting on the stairs was worn and ripped in some places, but Lacey had put out a welcome mat that I recognized from a shopping app she was always shoving in my face.

      
        Bats Welcome!

      

      I rolled my eyes. If this was what the modern world thought witches were all about, I might be safer than I thought.

      The brightly painted broom sign that I had refused to put up in Haven’s window proudly proclaimed that ‘The Witch’ was ‘IN.’

      I placed my ear against the door and held my breath, listening for a voices, a heartbeat, anything. But all I could hear was music… the ‘Extra Special Spoopy Playlist’ she’d been talking about for days, no doubt.

      I let out my breath and knocked gently on the door, and then a little harder. My second knock pushed the door inward with a click of the handle releasing.

      The smell of Chinatown sandalwood and vanilla incense hit me like a fist to the face and I sneezed. Trust Lacey to have an apartment full of that junk. I braced myself, knowing that the apartment would look like the shameful lovechild of a Genie bottle and a 50s trailer decorated by a lovesick teenager.

      At least, I thought that’s what I thought I would see.

      Instead, I saw an apartment that had been ripped to shreds. The gauzy scarves printed with silver stars and crescent moons were there, but they had been used as fuel for the remains of a fire that had been started in the middle of the living room rug. Every single kitchen cupboard was open, the contents spilled over the peeling linoleum. Chairs were upended; plates of Halloween cupcakes were smashed and smeared over the walls.

      The walls.

      The wallpaper had been ripped away, carved with knives or scissors… scissors. A long pair of sewing scissors lay open on the floor, their blades shining in the flash of the orange pumpkin twinkle lights that were draped around each of the high windows that looked out over the street below. The sheers were shredded, probably with those same scissors, and I could see the half-moon shining through them.

      “Lacey?”

      It was stupid to call her name. I knew she wasn’t here.

      The speakers were blaring out the final notes of the ‘Monster Mash,’ and I snapped it off before the next song could start.

      I walked carefully through the small apartment avoiding little landmines everywhere. The carpet had been ripped back from the bedroom floor, and I could see drawings on the hardwood, scraped in charcoal taken from the fire in the living room.

      There was obviously something very fucked up going on in here… something I never would have expected Lacey to be capable of. There was only one type of magic in the world, but it was the wielder who made it light or dark. I could feel it crackling in the room. It filled the air and ran through the floorboards, and I could feel my own magic stirring in response. But it wasn’t the same.

      I would have known if Lacey was a Daughter of Hecate… I would have known. I mean… how could I have missed it if she was?

      Lacey’s bedroom was just big enough for her bed, and the room was covered in band posters, including a hand drawn one for Eli’s band. Mutually Assured Destruction’s first album release. That was vintage.

      Lacey’s bed was just as destroyed as the living room, the pale pink comforter torn to shreds and the feathers spread everywhere. Charcoal and other dark smears marred the sheets, the pillows and the walls. I could smell pitch, oil, and charcoal.

      “Lacey… what did you do?” I asked the silent room.

      I turned on the flashlight on my phone to get a better look at something on the floor. The black marks that looked like random footprints or dirt were something else. I got down on my knees to examine it closer, and the smell of oil and charcoal hit my nose again. The marks were letters. A spell? It couldn’t be. Every spell she’d ever shown me had been pure bullshit meant to conjure more money for someone working minimum wage or a boyfriend who would stick around for longer than three months.

      But there it was, the beginnings of a spell… a drawing down… an invocation.

      Oh, shit.

      Had Lacey gotten lucky and actually conjured something? I mean, that happened on paranormal ‘reality’ shows all the time; some wide-eyed weekend practitioner happened to find an actual spell and pronounced everything properly and *foosh*, instant conjuring. Easy enough in the world of film and television. But in real life? No way.

      I mean… it wasn’t possible. Was it?

      The stereo snapped on, distracting me with an instant flash of annoyance as Vincent Price’s voice filled the room.

      Of course… A Halloween party staple, a bunch of people pretending to be zombies. At least it wasn’t the ‘Time Warp.’

      A pale stone glowed in the beam of my flashlight and I reached under the bed to grab it. The stone was smeared with more of the black charcoal paint, a symbol I recognized. The symbol of Hecate. I sat back on my heels, holding the stone under the light, wondering what the fuck was going on.

      “Your body starts to shiver…”

      I didn’t hear the front door of Lacey’s apartment open, I didn’t hear the sound of the boots moving over the floor, I didn’t hear anything. I just saw a flash of bright white light, and then my face hit the hardwood and everything went black.
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      I woke up in the back seat of a car. Staring into the garbage littered foot wells with my head pounding, and my entire body burning with anger.

      I’d been here before. Not in this car, mind you, but it had been just as stupid, there was just as much fast food garbage in the back seat, and I was just as pissed off. How could I have been so stupid?

      My hands were tied in front of me with zip ties, and one of Lacey’s gauzy moon printed scarves was between my teeth. Irony tastes like shit in case you’re wondering.

      Everything hurt, my shoulders burned, and the tape around my ankles was loose.

      Wait. My ankles were loose. I kicked my feet slowly, loosening the tape that was supposed to be securing me even more. As for the zip ties, the Malleus were as dumb as they looked. I could make short work of the thin strips of plastic, but they should have known that. Maybe they did know that. If I escaped, would they do something more permanent? Or did they just want to slow me down before I could escape. That would explain the headache.

      I must have grunted, the Malleus in the front seat looked back at me and poked me with a heavy wooden baton. That would definitely explain the headache. I fixed him with a glare. He smirked at me and said something I didn’t understand to the driver. He chuckled in response and I rolled in the back seat as he took a sharp left turn.

      Where the fuck were we going?

      I felt like I was in a bad movie. Bumbling thugs taking the heroine to her death. Was that me? Was I the helpless heroine waiting to be rescued? Fuck that noise. No one was rescuing me.

      I closed my eyes and concentrated, I felt my magic pulse forward, heating my skin and softening the zip ties around my wrists enough that I could flex and widen them. I pulled my hands out carefully, trying to hide my motions. My feet were working at the duct tape around my ankles. One foot was almost free.

      I was ready. All I needed was for the car to slow down, then I could kick the door open, zap the thugs with a bit of magic and run for it. I braced myself, waiting for the car to slow. A stop sign would do the job nicely. I just needed to get into a public place. The Malleus were stupid, but they weren’t dumb enough to pull anything in a crowded place.

      Unfortunately for me, these assholes had seen the same movies I had.

      Without warning, the driver stomped on the brakes, the tires screeching on the asphalt. I was thrown to the floor, wedged between the seats. My arms were trapped underneath me, and I struggled to get free.

      Before I could get my bearings, the rear car door opened, and I was yanked unceremoniously from the dirty floor and tossed onto the wet pavement. I sprawled clumsily, my shoulder hitting the ground hard. I felt the wound on my side open up again. Fuck. That had almost healed. I gritted my teeth and tried not to cry out in pain. I rolled to my side, trying to curl into a ball. I knew what was coming, but I wasn’t fast enough.

      A boot belonging to the Malleus leader, one that I’d seen through the apartment lobby window, crashed into my stomach. I cried out in pain and anger. Bastard. That was the last time he’d touch me. My backpack was dropped on the concrete beside me, and I flinched as I heard one of the glass bottles break. I could smell the dandelion wine as it filled the backpack.

      “We’re not done with you yet, bruja,” grunted the leader. His foot connected with my stomach again and I groaned in agony, my cheek scraping against the wet pavement. Of all the shit ways to go down, I was going to be beaten to death in an abandoned parking lot.

      Dear, Diary...

      “Wait! This wasn’t part of the deal.”

      The other Malleus. And from the sound of the leader’s grunt, he was taking all the fun out of their kidnapping.

      “This little bruja cut my face, she owes me,” he said roughly. I saw him through blurred vision, two of him looming over me.

      “Yeah, I remember, it’s an improvement,” the other one chuckled. “Our orders were to deliver her unscathed. That’s the only way we get paid.”

      Paid? Wait...

      “Paid?” I spat out the word. “I can pay you. Just tell me what they’re paying you, and I’ll double it... more if you want!”

      The Malleus above me laughed harshly. He leaned down and grabbed my jacket, lifting me off the ground and bringing me close to his face. I flinched away from his hot breath as he laughed.

      “You think this is about money, bruja? We know what you are. Our currency isn’t money... it’s ash.”

      He dropped me to the ground, and the truth of his statement hit me just as hard as the pavement.

      Ash.

      They were paid in dead witches.

      “Fuck you,” I muttered.

      “Oh, no... I think you’ll find you’re the one who’s fucked,” he said. The Malleus laughed and left me there, lying on the wet pavement as my phone beeped with the alarm I’d set for midnight.

      Nothing good happens after midnight.

      I lay still, waiting for something to happen. Anything. The Malleus got back into their car, the tires skidding just a little as they peeled away, leaving me alone.

      I sat up painfully, not knowing how to process what was happening. I looked around, wondering where the fuck they’d dumped me.

      I could hear seagulls and smell the ocean; a long low warehouse was to my left. If the broken windows and graffiti were anything to go by, the place was deserted, or ‘on hiatus’ while the owners got their financial shit together. Fucking hell, had they taken me to Jersey? Ew.

      At least I was alone. I pulled my hands out of the melted zip ties and threw them over my shoulder before yanking the remainder of the duct tape off my boots. If the leather was damaged, I’d be pissed.

      “Hey, hey... look what the cat dragged in.”

      Well. Maybe not alone. Even worse, I’d know that voice anywhere.

      Oren.

      He walked out from between two buildings his hands spread wide.

      “Little hitea, so far from home—“

      “Look, Oren. I’m getting really tired of being called names,” I cut him off. I got up from the pavement and brushed off my hands, trying to ignore the stinging in my palms where they’d been scraped. “What the fuck are you doing here anyway?”

      “That’s simple. We’re here to get rid of you, hitea. I’m tired of smelling you on one of our members, I’m tired of seeing you at Spiral, I’m just tired... you understand, don’t you? After so many years pretending to be one of these pathetic human creatures... aren’t you just... tired?” He stepped closer and I watched as the rest of the Blood Outlaws dropped out of the trees, jumped down from the rooftops and stepped out from behind the smaller outbuildings that flanked the main warehouse.

      I was fucked.
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      “Admit it, hitea, you’re tired. You’ve been walking among these humans for how many years now? A hundred? Two?” Oren paused, looked at me carefully. “Longer?” He smirked and I hated him even more. “Longer than two hundred... ouch.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice dramatically, “I know how women like to keep their secrets… I promise I won’t tell Eli.”

      “Y’know, Oren, I always thought you’d look best in the early morning light. It would really do your complexion justice,” I said with a bitter smile.

      Oren flinched. He could talk about my age all he liked, no skin off my nose, but Laudan were easy. They knew their weaknesses, but there was no hiding from them, and I knew that the barest mention of Oren’s predecessor would set him off.

      “Do you think Valaine saw it coming?” I was going to lean into this, if Oren wanted to kill me, if he wanted to set the Blood Outlaws against me and my magic it would come at a price. A price he wasn’t going to want to pay. It was midnight. Hours before dawn. But I could make it count.

      “You don’t deserve to say her name,” Oren spat out the words, fixing me with a heated glare. Goddess be good, he was so predictable. I smiled coldly.

      “And you didn’t deserve to take her place,” I replied brightly, picking up my backpack and unzipping it. I made a face as I plucked out the shards of glass from the broken wine bottle. The other one seemed unharmed... maybe it would last the night.

      Maybe I would last the night. I tossed a large chunk of glass into the dark, relishing the sound it made as it smashed against the concrete.

      “So, kids. What happens now?” I asked. I was fully prepared for a fight. There was no one out here, and I would be free to use my magic. I closed my eyes and allowed my power to come forward as the Blood Outlaws surged towards me. “Come on!” I shouted. I hadn’t been that eager for a fight in months... years maybe. Ever? It didn’t matter. I was a simple creature. All I wanted was to kick Oren Hayward in the face, drop him into a puddle, and then gloat about it to a stranger who didn’t know what the fuck I was talking about while I downed shot after shot of cheap bar whiskey.

      Oren bared his fangs and hissed at me. He was mad.

      Good.

      Being mad would make him sloppy. Bishop had told me all about this ‘pretender’ to the Blood Outlaw throne. He had been Valaine’s pet. Her human lover. Something frowned upon by the Laudans. It was one thing to have a human pet to do your bidding during daylight hours, but it was quite another to fuck your pet and then turn them. Even the Laudan had standards, and Valaine had sidestepped all of that to get what she wanted. Bad move for her.

      “So, what are you going to do, Oren?” I taunted him, stalling until I could figure out what I wanted to do. Sure, I could run, but where the fuck was I going to run? The road was deserted and dark, the industrial park was quiet, and beyond the warehouse, there was just water… and there was no way I was swimming in that shit. Nothing good came out of that water, and I (magic or not), wasn’t about to take my chances on a casual dip.

      “Come on, Oren… I’m getting bored. This is the part where you tell me all about your little plans to overthrow Bishop and take the Laudan leadership for yourself.” It was a bold statement, but I had a feeling that was what was at the heart of the Blood Outlaws anyway. Valaine had been more than just a run of the mill undead pervert with a fetish for human flesh; she’d also been a rebel, and that didn’t sit well with Bishop. Unfortunately, taking down Valaine had turned her into a martyr for the Blood Outlaws. They didn’t really have a place in the Laudan world, and I’m pretty sure Bishop didn’t actually know how much their ranks had grown in the last twenty years.

      Bishop might have tolerated their presence at Spiral, but if he didn’t know what was going on right under his nose, he was a fool.

      Oren looked stunned for just a moment, but it was enough to tell me that my guess had been right. He was gunning for Bishop’s position, and all the money and power that went with it. I laughed.

      “Oh my goddess, that was way too easy. Do you really think you’ll be able to get what you want out of all this? Do you really think the Council will support you if you take Bishop down? Poor little dragă, you’ll never be more than that, and you know it,” I sneered at him.

      “You don’t know me, hitea!” he shouted at me, his face paler than usual in the strange light cast by the buzzing floodlights that surrounded the buildings. “You don’t know what I’m capable of. You think you know everything there is to know about Laudan… I’m going to rewrite our history, remake our rules.”

      The whispering in the dark became louder as the other members of the Blood Outlaw crew stepped forward into the light.

      Shit. There were way more of them than I had expected.

      Male and female, punks and goths, and a few that looked like they’d stepped out of a downtown Macy’s. Equal opportunity. Eli had told me that a certain amount of the groupies and kids who filled the mosh pit at Spiral were there for a purpose… they were willing volunteers, offering themselves to the Blood Outlaws and band members in the hope that they might be turned. Bishop had a strict policy about turning these Feeders, but apparently, Oren had decided that rules were for sissies.

      The warehouse was to my left, and as the Laudan materialized out of the shadows, I realized that they were cutting off my escape route. Up until that point, bolting down the service road screaming my head off and hoping for rescue had totally been an option. Not so much now.

      Even if I lashed out with my magic, I didn’t know what I could really do, and even if I managed to do something to Oren, I wouldn’t be able to keep up with the rest of these deadheads.

      Emboldened by the presence of his followers, Oren stepped towards me. “You’re outnumbered, hitea. Even with your magic, you don’t stand a chance. It would be easier if you just gave in. Surrender…”

      “Thanks, Captain Obviouspants, but I don’t work well with this whole power balance shift stuff. And if you think you’re going to be able to turn me to your side, you’re sadly fucking mistaken. I have other problems that don’t involve you to take care of… you’re not special. Did your mother tell you that you were special? I know Valaine did. I’m sure when she turned you she told you that you were different… but you’re not. You’re just an asshole with delusions of undead grandeur.”

      I pulled the last piece of broken wine bottle out of my backpack and threw it at him. My aim was notoriously shitty, but for some reason, this particular chunk of glass flew right where I wanted it to. It spun through the air and embedded itself in Oren’s shoulder with a satisfying thunk.

      Well. That was anticlimactic.

      Oren looked down at the shard of glass that protruded from his shoulder and laughed.

      Fuck.

      He wrapped his hand around it and pulled, I took a little bit of pride in the fact that it took him a little bit of effort to get it out. I took a few steps back, inching toward the warehouse. If I could get inside, it might buy me some time. Emphasis on the ‘might.’

      Oren threw the chunk of glass to the concrete, and I flinched just a little as it shattered. His shoulder was wet with dark blood, but he didn’t seem worried about it.

      What a waste of time that was.

      “You’re going to regret that, hitea,” he growled, his fangs gleaming in the light. “I know you’re hard to kill, but I know exactly how I’m going to do it… it won’t be pretty, and then when I get tired of playing with you, we’ll turn you into kindling.”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      “Oren!” A voice I knew very well echoed against the buildings.

      Eli. What the fuck kind of Deus ex Machina shit was this anyway?

      “What the hell are you doing, Oren? Ophelia’s not a part of any of this,” Eli said as he stepped out of the darkness of the road to stand between the Blood Outlaws and me. I could run now, but the thought of abandoning Eli to these assholes was too much to bear. I couldn’t let him die protecting me.

      “Bullshit, Eli. This hitea has been influencing you since the beginning. I’ve watched it, we’ve all seen it. She’s holding you back. Bishop is holding you back. It’s time for you to break free of your chains, Eli… it’s time for you to join us. Think of it, all the power, all the freedom… you can do whatever you want. I’ll make you a star.”

      I burst out laughing. “That has to be the most pathetic enticement I’ve ever heard. Oren, you’re terrible at this! If I were Bishop I’d be embarrassed that I’d let you get this far along in your delusions.” I edged towards the warehouse again. Just a few more feet and I’d be at the door.

      Oren bristled, but tried to ignore me, but I saw the corner of Eli’s mouth twitch. He was still my Eli, somewhere in there.

      “You don’t need to kill her to get me to join you, Oren. You’ve taught me a lot about what it means to be a Laudan… and I believe you have my best interests at heart. I want to be better, I want to be powerful.”

      A broad smile spread over Oren’s face and he stepped toward Eli with his hand extended. Eli took it, and I felt the brush of something cold over the back of my neck.

      “And you will be. You’ve made the right choice, Eli,” said Oren warmly, shaking his hand. “But we’re still going to kill the bitch. Loose ends. You understand.”

      Eli didn’t flinch; he just nodded, gripping Oren’s hand longer than necessary. The Laudan nearest to me weren’t paying attention to me, but that wouldn’t last long. All Oren needed to do was give the order, and I was charcoal.

      Without warning, Eli yanked hard on Oren’s hand, pulling him close. He whispered something I couldn’t hear into the Blood Outlaw leader’s ear and then leaned down, his mouth opened wide.

      “Oren!” someone in the crowd shouted, but it was too late. Eli’s fangs were in Oren’s throat, ripping and tearing. Dark blood spilled down the leader’s shirt, splashing onto the concrete. There was a scream of rage, and all hell broke loose.

      Bishop and the elders materialized out of the dark, coming to Eli’s rescue. Bats swooped low, transforming in mid-air to attack the mob from inside its ranks. Laudan against Laudan. Punks vs suits. Screams and roars filled the air; dark blood splattered the buildings and the concrete. One by one, the Blood Outlaws fell to the elders.

      Eli dropped Oren’s limp body to the concrete and turned to face another rebel who lunged for him.

      “Hitea! This is all your fault!” It was the bartender who’d called the Malleus on me. He was covered in blood that wasn’t his own, and I braced myself for whatever was going to come next. Magic crackled in my palms, and I waited for him to charge. I would be able to get at least one good hit in, but that was probably it.

      He roared, his mouth opening wide, but the charge never came. I must have blinked, but in that time, the bartender’s head had been crushed under the heavy boot of one of Bishop’s followers. Church.

      “I always hated him,” he said before turning his attention to another Outlaw.

      I smiled weakly. Friends in low places.

      The fight was intense, and I could feel the tide turning. There would be no way to break Eli out of his blood rage now; I just had to let it happen. Also, I had to get the fuck out of harm’s way.

      A body crashed into the side of the building, leaving a bloody smear as it slid to the ground.

      Quickly.

      I turned my back on the battle, hoping that they would all be too preoccupied to notice me. The sliding door was open just a little, but not enough to slide my ass through it. Figures.

      I looked desperately at the melee, and then leaned my shoulder into the door. My boots slid on the concrete, but I felt it move just a little. I pushed harder and felt my magic lend its own pressure. The door screamed on its hinged and moved a little more. I threw my backpack inside, and squeezed through. It was a tight fit and I had to push a little harder to get inside and in my desperation to get away from all that vampire bullshit I forgot to check my surroundings.

      I fell heavily on the concrete floor that stank of motor oil and seawater and otter shit. It was a boat shed. Not a warehouse. Illuminated by the light that spilled from the open door, I saw boats in various stages of abandoned repair suspended from hooks or balanced on cinderblocks. A scrapyard. Shredded plastic floated against the sides of the boats.

      I stood up painfully. Everything hurt.

      The noise of the Laudans outside was muffled somewhat, and I scrambled to push the door closed. Another body crashed into the door just above my head, and I bit my lip sharply to keep from crying out in surprise.

      Don’t give yourself away. You just have to wait until dawn. That’s it.

      Stay in the boat shed, drink your wine and wait for the vampires to get tired of killing each other. No big deal. Typical Tuesday night.

      The door hit the end of its track with a thud and I breathed a sigh of relief. The building was dark and cool. The body that had hit the door as I had closed it was blocking some of the light that illuminated my boots. It was also bleeding, and a thick black puddle was beginning to form under my heels.

      I leaned against the metal and wood door and closed my eyes, waiting for my heart to stop pounding. The muffled noise from outside had dulled to a comforting roar. I could handle this, and tomorrow, I’d be giving Bishop a piece of my mind.

      “Ophelia.”

      My eyes flew open and I squinted into the dark. I knew that voice, but it sounded different.

      “Lacey?”

      The clack of two rocks striking together echoed in the building and a fire blazed to life. It crackled and smoked and I narrowed my eyes as someone stepped into the firelight.

      “Happy Halloween.” A man wearing a black robe stepped forward, dragging Lacey with him. She struggled weakly and reached out to me.

      “Ophelia!”

      Ah, fuck.
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      “You’re right on time, bruja. I knew the Laudan wouldn’t be able to hold up their end of the bargain.” The man sneered, and I saw the scar on his cheek. I gave him that. I could do it again.

      “That’ll teach you to make deals with immortal children posing as adults,” I said with a shrug. “You don’t scare me. I’ve kicked your ass before, and I’ll do it again.” I pointed at Lacey. “What the fuck did you bother bringing her here for? It’s not as if she’s my friend or anything, we just work together. You should have taken my cat. I actually give a shit about my cat.”

      I’d apologize to Lacey later, but this was how it worked in the movies. I had to play it cool. Pretend I didn’t care. I’d never let her get hurt, but they didn’t have to know that. I hate liabilities, and Lacey was a giant fucking liability.

      It was going to take a really big memory wipe to fix this.

      “You don’t understand anything, do you, bruja?” The man said, a gold tooth glinting in the firelight. The blaze flared, growing taller and throwing sparks into the rafters. There were more men in black cloaks gathered around the edges of the fire.

      “I understand that you’re all a bunch of crazy assholes chasing orders from hundreds of years ago. What I don’t understand is why you do it? Whose bright idea was it to burn women as punishment for being themselves, huh? Who came up with that brilliant plan? Some of the women you burnt weren’t even witches. Do you even feel bad about that? Your Intel is bullshit, your methods are antiquated, and you should be embarrassed to even be seen with these idiots.”

      “You’re missing the point, bruja, we don’t burn indiscriminately, and our orders come from someone greater than the ones who instructed our forefathers,” the man’s tone was reverent, as though he was speaking about the Pope.

      I snorted and leaned down to pull the bottle of wine from my backpack. I opened the cap and flicked it towards him. It bounced off his chest and onto the boathouse floor.

      “You, my friend, are delusional. Why has everyone lost their minds?” I took a drink and set the bottle down on the floor. “Lacey, do you want to go home? I want to go home. I’m covered in oil, there’s blood in my hair that doesn’t even belong to me, and it’s after midnight. Nothing good happens after midnight. Family rule.” I looked at the Malleus, holding his gaze firmly. “You want a witch? I’ll give you one.”

      He dropped Lacey to the floor and balled his massive hands into fists. I smiled just a little.

      Magic crackled in my palms and I took three quick steps forward and planted both hands on his chest. Power arced into his body, and he was lifted off his feet and propelled into the side of a forgotten fishing trawler that was balanced on cinder blocks before crashing to the concrete. The boat groaned, shuddering under the weight of the impact.

      The Malleus leader’s scream of pain and surprise was cut off abruptly when I reached out with my magic and pulled the boat down on top of him.

      I dusted off my hands and looked at the rest of the morons in cloaks. “Well?” I asked brightly, “Who’s next? If you all come at me one at a time, that would be super helpful.”

      A thick, dark chuckle bubbled up from Lacey’s slumped form and I leaned down to pull her up. “Lacey, come on, we have to get out of here.” She allowed me to pull her to a sitting position, but I couldn’t pull her to her feet, she was suddenly too heavy for me. It was impossible. She was five foot nothing and shouldn’t have weighed more than a prize winning pumpkin, but I couldn’t move her.

      “What the shit,” I muttered, tugging on her arm. Lacey turned her head, and I saw that her face was marked with scratches, as though she’d dragged her nails over her cheeks.

      But it was her eyes that made me step back. Those black, black eyes. Eyes that made the magic in my blood freeze solid.

      I stumbled back, tripping on my own feet and falling on my ass on the concrete. Lacey swayed and her mouth opened wide – impossibly wide as a plume of dark, inky smoke spilled out, pooling on the floor in heavy tendrils. The dark mist formed into a vaguely human shape, growing taller and more solid as the vapor poured out of Lacey’s mouth.

      As the figure materialized, Lacey slumped to the ground, motionless. I reached out with my magic, desperate to know that she was still alive.

      There. A pulse. But it was so faint.

      “Ophelia Turner.” The voice was thick and rich, ancient but vibrant, and it filled me with a terror that I couldn’t explain.

      I looked back at the smoky figure and watched with wide eyes as it took on the shape of a woman. “Traveler of the Path. Torchbearer. Daughter of Hecate…”

      The mysterious figure lifted her spectral hands to her face and in a smooth motion, wiped away the smoke to reveal porcelain skin, and pale lips, the tendrils of smoke that framed the perfect face became strands of thick dark hair, and in the blink of an eye, the woman from the witch trials stood before me. Cloaked in the inky smoke she stared at me with her black eyes, a soft smile on her full lips.

      “You,” I choked on the word. “You killed my mother, my aunt… my sister…”

      “Witches, Ophelia. I killed witches,” her tone was matter of fact, casual.

      “My sister was a child!” I shouted, dragging myself to my feet. “She was a child and you killed her, I watched you laugh while they burned.”

      “It was a day like any other, to you, their deaths were the most important event in all your long lives… to me it was nothing. A stepping-stone. A necessary detour. But you, Ophelia Turner,” She lifted a ghostly finger to scold me. “You escaped. I thought I’d found you in Salem, but you slipped through my fingers. Safe in New York.”

      I shook my head, my teeth gritted in anger. “What are you doing? Why are you hunting me? I’m nothing.”

      “Oh, no, Ophelia. You are everything.” The woman came closer, her hand outstretched to caress my cheek. Her fingers were cold, and the black smoke swirled around our bodies as I recoiled from her touch. “You, and your mother, and your sister… every single Daughter of Hecate who died screaming in the fires of the witchfinders served a purpose. Of course, there are always innocent casualties along paths to immortality.”

      My eyes flickered to Lacey, sprawled on the floor. The black smoke that made up the edge of the strange woman’s cloak trailed over Lacey’s legs and wound through her fingers.

      “You’re insane. What will killing Daughters do for you, for anyone? I don’t know anything, I can’t give you anything. I don’t even remember the proper rituals… if you’re trying to piss off the Goddess; you picked the wrong Daughter to use to get her attention.”

      The woman smiled, her black eyes glittering in the firelight. Something else caught my eye, over her shoulder, one of the Malleus reached a torch into the blaze and set it to the plastic that had covered the boat I’d pulled on top of their leader. A fitting end, I guess. But I wasn’t too keen on the torches… or the fires that were now being lit all along the edges of the boathouse.

      I could make a break for it. I could run for the door, I could dive into the scummy water that lapped at the edge of the dry dock. I eyed the oily water briefly before reconsidering my options.

      Ew. Maybe not.

      “What are you trying to prove, anyway? What happens when you kill all the witches in the world? Do you get some kind of trophy? Are you Queen of the Witch Hunters now? I’ll let you in on a little secret, these guys are fucking useless, you don’t want to be their Queen.” I was getting tired of this guessing game. Why did these villains always want the hero to guess what the fuck their grand plan was? I didn’t have time for this.

      The woman laughed and passed her misty hands over her face again, wiping away the familiar face I hated. The one that replaced it was different, and yet entirely similar… pale, with empty black eyes and lips painted black with charcoal. Her breath smelled like death and ash as she pushed her face close to mine.

      “You think too small, Khthonia, my goals are much loftier,” she hissed, pulling the smoke that made up her cloak around her tightly. I felt my throat tighten as I watched the flames move higher up the walls. Everything about this place was flammable. The oil on the concrete, the water, the paint, the gas cans… this place would go off like the Fourth of July, and there was no way I was going to be able to get Lacey out in time.

      “Do you know what day it is?” the woman shouted. I raised an eyebrow. Seriously?

      “It’s Halloween. You’re fucking crazy, and I’m getting the fuck out of here,” I said. Magic sparked in my palm once more and I stepped forward, planting it in the middle of the woman’s chest, prepared to blow a hole in the side of the boathouse with her body.

      But instead of connecting with solid flesh, my hand passed straight through the woman’s chest and, propelled by my weight, I stumbled forward, skidding to a stop beside Lacey’s prone form.

      “You are foolish, and ill prepared for what awaits you. Tonight is Trioditis, the Crossroads of Hecate. Your mother should have taught you these things, but even if she did not, your blood remembers. You carry more memory in your veins than you deserve, and you have misused your gifts. I can smell the corruption of your lives and everything that has yet to pass, and with it all the ways in which you have disgraced your Goddess. Her servants are not worthy of their powers.”

      Did she just call me corrupt? Unworthy?

      “Hey! Who the hell do you think you are? You can’t talk to me like that–“

      Ah, shit. Me and my big mouth again.

      The woman opened her arms, her cloak of dark mist spreading like wings, a blast of hot wind pushed me back, towards the fire that was burning steadily behind me.

      “I am the daughter of Chaos… forgotten and shunned by my own daughters. Surpassed. I should command your reverence. I should be deserving of your fear. In the old ages, humankind trembled in gratitude under the light of the sun, and when he fled before me, they cowered in my shadow. Until she came into the world.”

      “Wait a minute, do you really expect me to believe that? You gave birth to the moon and now you’re pissed off that no one cares about you anymore? Wake the fuck up, no one cares about anything anymore! Do you think these people are going to cower in front of you? These people only cower when their cell phone batteries die or they don’t get coffee before 8am. Your priorities are all out of whack.” I sounded confident, but I was fucking terrified.

      It all sounded crazy, and if I didn’t know anything about the ancients, or what they believed, I would have moonwalked out of there laughing. But I knew who this was.

      Nyx. Goddess of Night. The literal representation of everything dark and evil in the ancient world. Hecate’s birth had been an accident, devastating to the primordial goddess who seethed in front of me. The light of the moon had given humans the strength to conquer their fear of the darkness; they had raised Hecate up, supplanting her mother in their worship.

      My mother had told me that the Goddess had hidden with her shame, forgotten and alone, but it was becoming really clear that she had remained hidden to plan her revenge, and she was playing the longest game imaginable.

      “If I cannot command reverence, I will create it. Without the moon, darkness will prevail once more.”

      “Yeah, but that only works for like twelve hours, your plan is sounding shittier all the time. I mean, you’ve had a lot of time to think about this, and this was all you could come up with? Twelve hours of dominance… I mean, have you been to Vegas? I hate to break it to you, but those lights never go out.”

      “Silence!” A blast of hot air blew me another step back, another step closer to the flames. “In taking the Daughters of Hecate from this earth, I am not only conquering the moon, but my darkness will soon swallow the sun. He is already my prisoner.”

      “I hope he’s got a safe word,” I muttered. The fire was closer now, and I was getting desperate for a backup plan.

      I lashed out with my magic, trying to buy myself some time, but the goddess burst into mist and reformed, closer. Ashes and death followed her and I choked on it as she wrapped her smoky fingers around my throat.

      “You are the last of the Daughters of Hecate. I have spent countless centuries hunting your kind, searching you out, and delighting in your deaths at the hands of those you trusted. Humans are so easy to manipulate, so easy to turn, and now you have no one left. You are all alone, Propylaia.”

      I gasped as her fingers tightened around my throat.

      “When the Daughters of the Moon are taken in fire, the breach is opened. As the moon used to eclipse the sun, so I shall take her place and blot him out forever,” the words were a chant, and they echoed through the roar of the fire.

      The boathouse spun in front of my eyes and the smoke was choking me just as surely as the goddess was. Her words repeated in my head. You cannot hurt me when I am in this form…

      I looked down at Lacey’s inert form, the way the tendrils of the goddess’ misted cloak wrapped around her legs and caressed her head.

      The goddess’ fingers tightened and then relaxed, dropping me to the floor. “It is time for you to go to your family, Ophelia. They’re waiting for you.” The goddess’ voice filled my ears and echoed in my head. The fire had almost reached the ceiling, and the heat shimmered all around us.

      I could see them in the fire. My mother, my sister, my aunt. Their arms were open wide, their hair the same color as the flames, the same color as mine. Tears filled my eyes and spilled over my cheeks. It would be so much easier. It would all be so much easier if I could be with them.

      I looked at Lacey again, lying cold and still on the hard concrete. You cannot hurt me in this form… I gasped again as the realization hit me, it all seemed too easy.

      “Come on, really???” I shouted incredulously. It was simple; so simple. Old laws for an old goddess. I stared at Lacey’s body, knowing what I had to do. I could feel her pulse, it was faint, but it was still there.

      As though she could hear my thoughts, the goddess turned on me. “You won’t do it,” she cried. “It’s against Hecate’s laws. You will be punished for the death of an innocent!”

      I smirked and uncurled my fists as my magic surged forward, “If I’m the last of Hecate’s Daughters, that means I make the laws, and you can go fuck yourself.”

      I launched myself forward, landing on the concrete next to Lacey’s body. “I’m sorry, Lace,” I whispered as I laid my hands on her shoulders and unleashed all of my power into her inert body.

      The scream of the goddess shook the boathouse, knocking trawlers and sailboats off their cinderblocks and bringing them crashing to the concrete below. The fire raged and roared as I struggled to my feet, pulling Lacey’s lifeless body with me.

      

      The door of the boathouse was wreathed in flame and there was no way I would be able to get it open without burning the shit out of myself, which meant that I only had one option left. The water.

      The oily surface reflected the red-gold glow of the flames and my eyes burned with the fumes and smoke. The wooden doors were fully ablaze and the flames would reach the water soon enough.

      I walked down the concrete ramp and gritted my teeth as I stepped into the water. The sloped concrete was slippery with algae and I struggled to keep my balance. An echoing crash rippled through the boathouse as some of the ceiling beams came away, opening a hole in the roof.

      Fuck.

      The rush of fresh air fanned the flames, beating them higher and hotter. I pulled Lacey tight against my side and took a deep breath. All I had to do was swim under the boathouse doors and we’d be safe. Or at least, safer. A flaming piece of wood crashed into the water, igniting the oil.

      Shit. Now or never.

      The oily water closed over my head. I squeezed my eyes shut and felt a rush of heat as the flames rippled over the surface of the water. I kicked hard, propelling us forward through the water, hoping that I’d swum far enough. I reached up, feeling the edge of the wooden door above my head, and the heat of the fire through the water that sheltered us.

      Just a little farther.

      My lungs screamed in agony, but I wanted to get as far away from the building as possible. When it collapsed, I didn’t want to be anywhere near it.

      Stars burst behind my eyes and I kicked for the surface, my magic propelling my tired muscles onward.

      My head broke the surface of the black water and I gasped loudly, drawing in the breath that my lungs had been demanding. I coughed and spluttered, weighed down by Lacey’s body.

      I had to get to shore.

      The boat shed was engulfed in flames, and I could hear the timbers inside groaning and snapping. I pulled Lacey towards the shore. A man-made jetty constructed of smooth round stones and concrete blocks. Water streamed from Lacey’s mouth and nose and my heart shuddered to see her looking so pale.

      An explosion bigger than anything I’d ever seen ripped through the boat shed and I covered my face and sheltered Lacey’s body with my own as the wave of heat washed over us.

      I slumped back against the concrete block and drew my knees up to my chest. My heart was pounding in my chest and everything hurt.

      Sure, I’d won... but what had I won?
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Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Lacey’s body lay beside me, the light from the inferno in front of us flickered over her body and I fought to keep my tears from falling. It was the smoke, dammit. Smoke in my eyes.

      You are all alone, Propylaia.

      The goddess was right. I was alone. I looked up into the night sky, the full moon shone brightly, illuminating more than the fire ever could. I wiped my face and closed my eyes, tilting my face up to the light of the only goddess that deserved my attention.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I’m sorry that I haven’t been worthy of your favor. I’m sorry that I haven’t been worthy of... anything...”

      Literally anything. Fuck my lives.

      I guess I’d have to shape everything up if I was the last Daughter.

      “Ophelia!” Eli’s shout echoed over the water and I opened my eyes. Holy shit, he’d actually survived.

      “Here!” I tried to shout, but my voice was weaker than I thought. Damn that smoke. I reached out and laid my hand on Lacey’s shoulder. The water had been cold, and we’d been under for a long time. I didn’t mean to hit her with as much magic as I had.

      “I’m so sorry, Lacey. You deserved better. I really was coming to your Halloween party... I even brought wine.” I pushed a lock of wet hair away from her cold cheek. I smiled sadly and wiped at her face with my fingertips. “You were a decent drinking buddy, and you could made a killer latte.” I took a deep breath. This sucked. “I’m going to miss you.”

      “Ophelia, why are you wet? What the hell happened? Were you in that building?” Eli was standing at the top of the jetty looking down at us.

      At me.

      “It’s a long story,” I said quietly, looking at Lacey’s body.

      Eli made his way down the jumble of stones and concrete to where I was waiting. He was covered in blood, but I could smell that none of it his own. Small mercies.

      “What the fuck happened to you?” I asked, still not entirely sure that I could trust him.

      “Power struggle. Bishop wanted me to find out what was going on behind the scenes, so I went undercover.” Eli shrugged and opened his arms. I raised an eyebrow and eyed his blood-crusted shirt.

      “Undercover Asshole, maybe. You can’t explain that away. You killed people... innocents! Is Bishop willing to overlook that?” I wasn’t really mad at him anymore, but I couldn’t just let him believe that he was in the clear just yet. Tonight had been more fucked up than anything I’d ever experienced, but I still couldn’t bring myself to run into his arms like some fragile flower.

      “Bishop and I have an understanding. Everything’s cool, okay?” He seemed contrite, and I wondered what had gone on while I’d been trying not to get scorched by an ancient deity.

      “Fine. Look, I’m freezing, and I’ve got... a lot to deal with.” I looked down at Lacey’s body. “Can you help me out?”

      Eli nodded and picked up Lacey’s body, cradling it gently in his arms. “Let’s go,” he said. I took a deep breath and followed him up the rocks, ignoring the way my body screamed every time I moved.

      The path Eli had chosen led us back to the boat shed complex. The outbuildings were severely damaged, and bodies of the fallen Laudan littered the ground. I recognized a few of them.

      Blood Outlaws.

      Black pools of their supernatural blood had sunk into the concrete, and I swallowed thickly. There was no avoiding what had happened here tonight. Bishop stood under one of the floodlights, wiping his hands on a handkerchief. He tucked it back into his blazer pocket as we approached.

      Eli looked at me carefully, and then laid Lacey’s body on the ground. “She’s alive, you know,” he said quietly.

      I fell to my knees beside her, my heart pounding in my throat.

      “Alive?” I laid my hand on her forehead. “Lacey?”

      “Do you want her back?” It was Bishop who had spoken. I looked up at him with tears streaming down my face. I didn’t have to say anything. He let out a gusty sigh. “You know she’s seen too much. This isn’t something you can take away with a mind wipe. This goes deep. She’s been tainted.” He paused and looked at me carefully.

      “Tainted?”

      “If she goes to the hospital, none of us will be safe. She’s been exposed to things she doesn’t understand,” Bishop’s voice trailed away and I knew that I had to make a choice. Let her die, or... or she would expose us all. I couldn’t risk that, and neither could they.

      “Do it,” I said.

      “Are you sure?” Eli could never resist adding his two pennies. I hate pennies.

      “I said, do it.”

      Bishop didn’t say anything; he slid his arm underneath Lacey’s shoulders, lifting her closer to him. Her head lolled back, exposing her neck. Bishop opened his mouth, impossibly wide, his fangs gleaming in the eerie halogen light. I turned my face away as he bent his head towards her neck. I couldn’t watch.

      The boat shed burned unchecked, the flames roaring out of control as the wind fanned them higher and hotter.

      Eli crouched beside me, wrapping his arm around my shoulder just as another explosion shuddered through the building. The doors I’d swum under not long ago flew into the water. I flinched against him, shielding my face from the blast of heat from the explosion.

      “Time to go home?” He asked gently. I turned a tear-streaked face to him and nodded.

      “Yeah, it’s definitely time to go home.”
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      I was sitting on my fire escape as the sun set over the city. A glass of wine sat untouched beside me, and Suki was curled in my lap. It had been two days since all of that bullshit at the boat shed, and I wasn’t sure if anything would ever be back to normal... ever.

      I reached over my shoulder and peeked through the blackout curtains and into my apartment. The lump of blankets in the middle of my bed was Lacey. She hadn’t moved since Eli had brought her in.

      ‘She might wake up, she might not...’ he’d said.

      ‘What do you mean?’ I’d shouted, ‘Bishop said he’d bring her back!’ It was irrational of me to shout at him like that, but I didn’t know what else to do.

      Eli left her with me, she might wake up, and if she did, she would be a Laudan... just like them. If she didn’t... then I’d have to deal with whatever shell the goddess had left behind.

      Suki purred in my lap and I rubbed that special spot in front of her ears. I looked down at her and smiled, this would always be the same. I knew I could count on that. “You and me, kid,” I murmured. No matter what Nyx had said, I knew that I’d never be alone as long as I had this furry little demon in my life.

      “Fee?”

      Oh shit. She was awake.

      I plucked Suki off my lap and gave her a quick kiss on the top of the head before setting her down on the window ledge. “I’ll be right back,” I whispered. Suki yawned and stretched before sitting down obediently.

      I slipped through the window and closed it with a flick of my fingers. A similar motion lit some candles I’d placed in strategic places around the room. Eli had warned me that Lacey’s eyes would be sensitive after the change. Candlelight was best. The candles sputtered to life and I smiled. Magic could be very handy when it was used properly. Since that night, I’d resolved to use my magic more often, even for little things... use it or lose it, right?

      “Lacey?”

      I heard a groan from the bed as my friend moved under the blankets. She was my friend. I knew it now. Gross.

      “Lacey... come on, it’s time to get up now.” The lump on the bed groaned again and I peeled the blankets away to reveal Lacey’s familiarly pale face. She turned her gaze on me and I tried not to flinch as her moonshined eyes met mine.

      It had worked. She was Laudan now.

      Hoo boy.

      “Hey... morning,” I said, smiling gently as Lacey sat up. She rubbed her head the same way she had after the last time she had spent the night on my couch. I wished that I could have told her that this hangover was my fault... but this time her hangover was an ancient blood hangover...

      Not my fault.

      Well, maybe a little.

      “How are you feeling?” I didn’t know what to expect, Lacey hadn’t been herself for weeks, maybe even months... and now she was something else entirely. There wasn’t a manual for this shit.

      “A little rough... What happened, Fee?” Lacey’s voice was soft, confused... and I didn’t know how to explain anything to her. Literally nothing.

      “What do you remember?” I asked her.

      “Little things... Rachel. The rose garden in the park...” She paused, looking around the apartment. “Why am I here? Did something happen?”

      I shook my head, “No... I mean, shit’s a little... well. Things are a little different. Lacey, do you remember anything weird happening in the last few weeks? Anything at all?”

      Lacey looked down at her hands, her brow furrowed in deep thought. After a long moment, she looked up at me, her eyes full of concern and half-remembered thoughts. “I... I was trying out something I’d found online. A spell... I think it was an invo... invitation?”

      Invocation. Of course it was.

      “Whatever it was, I did it, and then I felt super gross, I threw up, and then felt a little wonky for a few days... After that everything felt a little weird. I started having bad dreams. Blackouts...” Lacey’s voice trailed away and then she was back to her old bubbly self... the Lacey I remembered.

      “Oh! Oh, my God, Fee! I’m so sorry that my Halloween party didn’t go the way it should have. It should have been so super fun. I want some coffee, and I’m starving…” Lacey stretched and yawned, her fangs glinting in the candlelight. I took a deep breath and crossed my arms.

      “Lace, I’ve got some bad news for you…”
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        Ophelia’s story continues in Moonlight Burns - Book 2 in the Daughters of Hecate series.
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      MOONLIGHT BURNS - BOOK 3 OF THE DAUGHTERS OF HECATE SERIES.
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      My name is Maia Hickson, and fire seems to follow me everywhere I go. It took my parents, it took my foster home (good riddance), and now I was on my own again. No big deal, I like it better that way anyway. Nothing important ever seems to happen to me, but after twenty years on hiatus, my favourite punk band is finally releasing a new album. They’re not touring and I’ve got just enough cash to get me to New York. Seems like fate, right?

      

      With her best friend trying to come to terms with being a newly minted vampire, and her boss pressuring her to take a management position at the coffee shop, not to mention the approach of her boyfriend’s new album release party, Ophelia Turner has enough on her plate right now… and she definitely doesn’t have time to deal with anything else, but she might not have a choice.
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