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Chapter 1

 

 

 

There is something about driving that is both soothing and mind-numbing at the same time. I discovered this as I headed back toward Virginia and Quantico. My name is Agatha Blackmore, and I am a Witch. I'm still a very new agent, but I'm the FBI's first official Witch. That fact alone puts a heavy burden on me. Am I good enough for the service? I spent three years training for this job. I'd like to think during my internship in the field I was able to contribute unique skills.

 

"Can we sing another round? I'm just starting to get the hang of this song!"

 

I winced. "NO! No more singing! Do not make me lock you in the bathroom again."

 

"Why not? It's such a fun song." Fergus my mini-Unicorn and familiar burst into song again.

 

"99 bottles of root beer on the wall..."

 

I almost slammed on the brakes of the RV and carried out my threat. By the Gods, if I had to listen to that for another hundred miles? They would have to take me down from that bottle strewn wall. I love Fergus, but his singing leaves much to be desired. I'm starting to think Chuck taught him the song just to irritate me.

 

My partner and boss, Jack Dalton, usually drives this rig from place to place, but he arranged to take a mini-vacation at his home in Dallas. I hung out in the area for a couple of weeks and managed to find more trouble on my own, but that is a story for another time. Jack hadn't been home for over a year. His wife has more patience than I would have. She just wanted him to herself for a time.

 

"Agatha, are you sure you can handle the rig? It's a bit ungainly." Jack sat in the passenger seat of the Magical Crimes truck.

 

"Grandmother taught me to drive with her Land Rover. I spent time learning to handle Chuck's car. Cat was able to teach me the right way to drive, correcting all the errors I was making. Chuck's Riviera may be old, but it drives like a dream."

 

"A '72 Riviera isn't a class C camper. There is a huge difference between the two." Jack said giving me the eye.

 

"I know that Jack. I'm not stupid. Gram's Land Rover is a relic, but it drives very similar to this except the steering wheel is on the wrong side. The front half of this is just like a truck, right?"

 

"It is. This one has a Mercedes body. It was custom built especially for us and uses diesel instead of regular gas. Remember that for fill ups. It weighs around 54,000 pounds empty. With the modifications and our equipment, you really need the extra power provided by the diesel. You have to take wide turns, very wide turns with it. It's a real beast."

 

I nodded. All spring and summer I had watched as he manhandled the RV around the country. "If I practice, can I drive it?"

 

Jack pursed his lips and looked in my direction again. "Let's find out. Mustang field isn't all that far from here. The area around the runways and hangars is still paved. We can use that to practice on."

 

I wasn't allowed to drive until we got to the old airfield. A sign over the entrance read Mustang Field. All the building looked in disrepair and abandoned.

 

"What is this place?" I peered into one of the hangers as we drove by.

 

"This was a secondary supply and training field during the '40s for the Demon War. Pilots trained here both during and after the war. This was way before the FAA took over and regulated everything. Today only the National Guard uses it along with hobbyists. The developers keep closing in on it. Soon it will be nothing but houses." He drove us past the hangers to the edge of the runways.

 

"Switch with me." Jack hopped out of the driver seat and went around to my side. "Do you need to get out?"

 

I shook my head and hopped over the console and into the driver's seat. After making some minor adjustments, I was ready.

 

"Now. The main runway is 3500 feet long, so lots of room to drive on. There are aircraft turns every thousand feet so use those to turn with. Take it easy. This rig is a tiny bit top-heavy and will tip over with too sharp a turn." Jack mimed turning too sharply.

 

"Is that where the dents up on the driver's side roof came from?"

 

Jack blushed a bit. "It is. I was chasing a rogue and all I had at the time was the rig. I almost had him too. Took a corner too tight and over she went. Lesson learned."

 

"I wondered. Anything else I should know about driving it?"

 

"You've driven with me and have seen me follow the breakdown checklist. Too many people forget about the list and rip out the cables or water or even the sewer pipe. The list is there for a reason. Always, and I do mean always, do a walk around before driving off. Before I had it installed on the roof, we used to have a portable uplink unit. I was in a hurry one night and backed right over it. Command made me pay for that one out of my own pocket. Three thousand dollars is a lot of money! So follow the list."

 

 He watched as I made my first turn and lined up for a second one. "You're right. This is a beast to drive." I could feel the entire weight of the rig as we went around the corner.

 

"Good, you feel it too. Now I want you to make a sudden stop Now!" I slammed on the brakes at forty-five mph, and it felt like the back wheels lifted off the ground. Unlike Gram's little truck, this thing didn't stop right away and actually took more than seventy-five to one-hundred extra feet to stop.

 

"It's the weight. Keep a wide distance between cars especially on the highway. You cannot stop on a dime without using magic. Remember that, and you will survive this. Gradual stops are the way to go. Leave plenty of room in front. Semi-trucks are worse than this. Including the bigger Class A rigs. Ask your friend Anastasia about hers sometime."

 

I looked down the runway and had an idea. "Could I use Magick to protect and stop it?"

 

"I don't know. You are the expert in that. Let's try it. If we tip, you get to right it." Jack double checked his seatbelt.

 

Pretending it was a chase, I floored the gas pedal, and the RV surged forward. I could see the turn coming up and focused a spell on protecting the RV and making the center-of-gravity shift and bend with motion. In theory, we should be able to keep all four tires on the ground. I released the spell just as I made the turn.

 

"Whoa..." It was if we were in slow motion. As I turned the wheel, I kept expecting the rig to slide or tip, but nothing happened. We slid around the curve and into the next lane at the top speed of fifty-eight miles-an-hour, which was insane and scientifically impossible. But then Magick was an impossibility too.

 

"Awesome! Agatha that was incredible. What about stops?" I slammed on the brakes to find out.

 

At the speed I was going, a sudden stop should have sent any loose objects flying forward and had us slamming into the windscreen. Instead, we stopped, as Jack later said, 'on a dime.' It was indeed awesome.

 

"Can you leave that spell in place or is it temporary?" Jack released his seatbelt and stepped out to inspect the rig.

 

I really wasn't sure if it was or not. My randomness has faded some in the months since graduation. Both Cat and I think it's because of my newfound confidence and experience. The training the Council gave me did help some. But Grandmother's training is what helped the most. Something to be said for Traditions. I sent a mental thread out to the ward that my spell created. It was still there and as strong as ever.

 

"Jack, it may be permanent. I'll make a point to check each day just to be sure. I'll add it to the checklist." I grabbed the clipboard behind the passenger seat and penciled it in.

 

"Good. You may be ready for the basics. Let's drive some more, passing and parking is next."

 

We practiced all afternoon and the next day driving the RV. He went over each thing step-by-step including how to 'dump' and rinse out the black water tank. Who knew there was this much involved with RV living? I didn't realize until later that he was preparing me for this drive back.

 

"I have good news, and I have bad news, Agatha. Which would you like first?" I was at his house in Dallas, and Jack finally looked like he had gotten a good night's sleep.

 

"How about both at once?" The only bad news I could think of would be the Council of Witches coming after me because of the Dragon I zapped.

 

"It's not all that bad. Don't worry. I've decided to take a small vacation and stay here with my wife for a month or so." He held up his hands to forestall my comments.

 

"Let me finish. You have orders to take the rig back to Quantico. Director Mills wants to evaluate your last few assignments. Plus you have told me of your garden. Don't you have to check on it?"

 

I nodded. The offshoot of The Garden was very important to my future within the FBI. High-quality supplies were hard to find outside of Maine and Mount Untersberg in Germany.

 

"So the bad news is you get to drive the rig home. I will fly over when my vacation is over and join you." He smiled at me.

 

"I thought... I mean... Jack, I..." I couldn't speak for a moment.

 

"You thought your time was up with me, didn't you? Well, it isn't. This is your permanent assignment, full Agent Blackmore. Congratulations. You are no longer a newbie. You still have to answer to me, but you do that anyway. Start packing. According to my calculations, it should take you three to four days of driving."

 

Smiling, I whipped out my cell phone and ran the distance. "Jack." I pointed at my phone.

 

He laughed. "Don't believe those things. Yes, it is about a twenty-hour drive straight through. However, this thing doesn't do super long distances well. You will have to stop for fuel at least three times along the way. Driving that long, especially for a newbie is tedious and very annoying. Take the extra time to go slow and enjoy the trip. Okay?"

 

Looking back over the past couple of days, I could see the value of his extra day theory. If we were pushing to get to a crime scene, that was one thing. I was just headed home. Trying not to go to sleep was the problem plaguing me now. Well, that and a very annoying Unicorn.

 

"Shall we play a game?" I looked down, and Fergus was in the seat next to me.

 

"How did you get up here?" I chanced a look behind me. The last place I saw the little terrorist was on the workstation just behind my seat.

 

"I jumped. So where are we?" He had the almanac open on the seat and was staring at it.

 

"Between West Virginia and Kentucky. When did you start reading?"

 

Fergus pranced about with his head in the air. "I'm a Unicorn I can do lots of things."

 

It was all I could do not to shake my head at him. "Why do you want to know?"

 

"I want to poop in every state. Can we stop for a rest?"

 

Why oh why did I even ask him. "Sure, why not. Look (at)on the map and tell me when the next stop is. It should be a little green bed or triangle next to the highway."

 

"What road are we on?" Fergus trotted across the map stopping on West Virginia.

 

"Don't worry about the map, there is a sign for one." I pointed out the window. Then I realized he couldn't see over the dashboard or even out the window.

 

The rest stop was typical of many along this route. Well, paved, lots of parking and a nice tourist information center was the norm. I parked the RV in the truck parking area and scooped up Fergus.

 

"I will take you outside and let you do your business in a moment. I have my own inside." I placed his struggling form into my ever-present shirt pocket.

 

After taking care of much needed bodily urges, I tried to find a nice soft patch of grass for my Unicorn to graze in, which made me sound insane.

 

"Go do whatever. I'll keep an eye out for hawks and cats." I set him down in a large patch of clover.

 

"Cats! Where!" Fergus looked in all directions at once.

 

"Nowhere. Just eat and whatever. I really and truly don't want to know."

 

There was a picnic bench nearby, so I sat and watched him prance around chasing off a couple of bumblebees.

 

"Those things can sting you, you know."

 

"My horn is more powerful." He swung his head back and forth shaking it.

 

Why did I shrink the insane Unicorn? Wasn't there a nice normal one I could have been given? I tried to not look like the crazy owner of a Unicorn.

 

"What'cha doing?"

 

Fergus's voice behind me scared me half to death with a fireball instantly forming in my hand. "Yaaaah! How the hell did you get up there?"

 

Standing on the top of the picnic table, Fergus looked up at me. "I jumped. I'm ready to go now."

 

Regaining my composure, I nodded. "Sure. Let's go." I scooped him up and headed back to the RV not even thinking about how he got up there in the first place.

 

Remembering what Jack told me to do, I did my walk around before starting up. The RV looked fine as far as I could tell. I remembered doing the 'clean and fix' spell back at school and thought I might have to do it again before too long. We were looking a bit ragged along the edges. Checking beneath it was last on my list. I looked underneath the front and spotted a shadow that seemed out of place.

 

"Can't we leave?" Fergus was growing restless.

 

"No. I have to check something first." I reached into one of the outside compartments and pulled out a flashlight. For Jack or me they would open, but anyone else would find themselves stuck to the side of the rig. Gotta love Magick!

 

I shined the light under the rig in the direction of the shadow I saw. There was a sudden movement, and I could hear the clicking of nails on the concrete as well as what sounded like horns?

 

Running around to the other side, I witnessed what looked exactly like a Jackalope scurrying across the parking lot, its horns bouncing as it leaped.

 

"Did you make more of those things?" Fergus looked up at me from the top of my pocket.

 

I let out the breath I was holding. "No. I didn't."

 

Climbing back inside I deployed the sat dish and fired up the internet. Several search words got me a Tennessee Newscast that was rated as a hoax. 'Jackalopes Fact or fiction?' More research turned up a Kentucky hunter that swore he was attacked by bunnies with horns.

 

All I could think was please, please, let them be some other Jackalopes and not mine. How did they get all the way to Kentucky and West Virginia?

 

Locking everything back down, I ran through the list real quick and got back on the highway. The school was only a couple of hundred miles, and I was going to push straight through this time.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 

 

Pulling in off the highway, I couldn't help but think that I was coming home. This place has been the closest thing to home for me for many years. Now that I'm a full agent I could go back to Maine if I wished. Agents of the FBI were considered as a neutral party by most in the paranormal society. I was the first Witch to hold that position, but the rule should still be in effect. Thinking about it, I'm not sure my Aunt Camilla would be pleased, but truthfully I didn't care.

 

Watching for movement, I scanned the tree line as I drove in. My Jackalope sighting in West Virginia and Kentucky must have been a fluke. Or at least I hoped so. No sign of the little buggers around here. Our dorm room was gone, so I assumed the RV was where I was staying for now.

 

"You again." The blond receptionist glared at me from behind her fort-like desk.

 

"I'm here to see the Director. Do I need a badge?" I smiled.

 

"Congratulations on your status as a full agent, Agatha. You can head right in."

 

"Wow, no insults? I've been gone too long. Believe it or not Melissa, I've missed you."

 

"Hardee'har har. Get moving before I have you dragged out of here." Melissa and I buried the hatchet over a year ago but we still liked to antagonize each other.

 

Smiling, I walked down the hall. Many of the office staff and security gave me surprised looks along the way. I guess the news was out that I was back!

 

"Agatha! Welcome back. We have so much to talk about." Director Mills was standing near her receptionist's desk as I approached.

 

"Hi, Director Mills." Looking past her I could see one of the B's sitting at the desk.

 

"Beatrice? Did you get a promotion?"

 

The twin in question pointed at herself. "Me? No. I'm just filling in for the moment. Do you have Fergus with you?"

 

I smiled and silently fished him out of my pocket and handed him over. Fergus and his women. He seemed to attract them.

 

The Director stared at the tiny Unicorn prancing around on top of the desk for a moment. "Let's go in my office."

 

Little had changed as I stepped inside. A few new certificates and awards now graced her 'I love me' wall, but overall, it was still the same. "Have a seat Agent."

 

Sitting I smiled at her. I wasn't used to the title yet.

 

"How were your Probi assignments?"

 

"Incredible. Do you need me to report on them?"

 

She chuckled at me. "No, it's not necessary. I've got both the official and unofficial reports right here."

 

Arching an eyebrow, I asked. "Unofficial reports?"

 

"As an Agent, you will find that some experiences are not worth giving specific details to the higher ups, but your fellow Agents might find them humorous or educational. Jack and I were both taught to make two reports. One official and one not so. He slipped me a few of the unofficial ones. You do good work, Agatha. Both my bosses and I are very impressed. So much so I have both good and bad news for you."

 

My eyes widened a bit. What sort of new could this be?

 

"It's not that bad! Don't freak out." Director Mills sat up straighter in her chair.

 

"Jack has decided to take a leave of absence from the Bureau for a while. His reasoning is so he can spend more time with his wife and get his head on straight. I called him, and he claimed the Fae mission shook him up." She looked at me questioningly. "Do you know what he's talking about?"

 

Thinking for a moment, I knew. "Jack did ask Anastasia in forensics how many of his cases involved the Fae."

 

"What did she tell him?"

 

"I'm not completely sure. He was mumbling about the Fae after we got to his house. I called and asked Ana myself."

 

"You did? Did she answer you?" Director Mills leaned forward in her chair.

 

"Sort of. Anastasia said that someone or something was blocking his memory of the cases involving the Fae. Her lab had investigated over a dozen Fae cases involving Jack. He never remembers them after filing his reports. This one, however, he remembered. Or at least he remembered the highlights of it."

 

The Director nodded her head. "I can see that. OK for me that explains a few things. I am aware of the existence of the Fae. I have to be to have this position. Most people in Washington don't believe they either exist or affect our lives. I imagine they would prefer it stay that way. Anything else?"

 

I almost asked about Anastasia, but that really was something for much later. "Concerning Jack? No."

 

"Hmmm. Ana is an enigma around here. She is older than just about everyone and is a force of nature when she wants to be. I ask because she is involved in what happens to you now."

 

My mouth dropped open. "Uh, what?"

 

"Jack is unique in the Bureau. He's the only Agent with years of experience in the paranormal at the Bureau. With him unavailable, we don't have anyone to supervise you."

 

"Oh." I closed my mouth and was suddenly worried.

 

"There is a plan, but I thought you should be given a choice first." The Director's tone changed to one of a more serious nature.

 

"There are those in positions of power that believe the Magical Investigations Division should be expanded and enhanced. Jack has done his duty for many years unaided and alone, but the future is now."

 

"So... What does that mean for me? I'm getting a new boss?" I looked at the Director.

 

"Not exactly." Director Mills opened her desk and pulled out what looked like FBI credentials and tossed them to me.

 

I snatched them from the air and stared at them in disbelief. It was my picture, a shield, and the words: Special Agent in Charge. "You're kidding?"

 

"No. Not so much. It's a pilot program. Or at least that is what I am being led to believe. Between you, me, and the walls, I think this was their intention all along after recruiting you. You won't be alone."

 

"I won't be?" I could only stare at the shiny new badge. The newness still hadn't worn off my other new badge.

 

"No. This will be a team effort from now on. A demon, a dragon, the Fae, and a cult are too much for one Agent to handle on their own. Even if that Agent is a kick-ass Witch." She smiled at me and laughed. "You did good work this year Agatha you should be proud."

 

"Everyone keeps telling me that. I still wish Jack were along."

 

"Jack will be fine. He's like that motorized rabbit. Nothing stops him. We or I should say Washington, has assigned you a small team. In addition to your RV, there will be a portable lab with techs to run it. They have assigned two investigators as well as a facilitator. The facilitator is an older Agent with media, public relations, and tact. He will be your liaison with local law enforcement and other Government entities. You, however, are the one that is ultimately in charge of the whole thing."

 

I felt my mouth drop open again. If I can't keep it closed something would start to nest in there. "How many people am I responsible for?"

 

All I could think of was payroll and accommodations. The RV could only sleep so many. Where were these people staying and how would I keep them fed?

 

"Do you need a minute or more? It's a bit overwhelming I know." I just nodded and stared at the badge in my hands.

 

"I'll get us some coffee. Just hang out for a bit." The Director stepped out of her office leaving me behind like a stunned potato.

 

The badge still lay in my left hand. I blinked at it for a moment and pulled out my other badge, I kept it in a side pocket. Cat introduced me to cargo pants, and now I wore them everywhere.  Two badges each complete with my information. One said I was an Agent, the other a Special Agent. Advancement in the blink of an eye. Grandmother would say it was a trick or a trap. I had to wonder about it being either. The Witches Council had been trying for years to get closer to the human authorities. This I knew to be fact. Where Grandmother got her information was a mystery to me, but she was always correct. Had all the work I did for the past four years been a sham? Did I get the promotion to further the Council's agenda?

 

I raised my hand to my mouth and chewed on my knuckle. Grams says it's a bad habit, but it helps me think. What to do? On the one hand, it would boost my career in the FBI. But on the other, I might be expected to return the favor to the Council. I would not, become a pawn. That much was entirely clear to me.

 

There was a faint knock on the door, and Director Mills returned to her office. "Do you have any questions for me, Agatha?"

 

I didn't sense any bugs, but I knew from experience that they could be anywhere. Concentrating for a moment, I snapped my fingers, and a shield appeared around the two of us. Most humans wouldn't have seen or heard anything, but Mills did. Interesting.

 

"Is there a problem Agatha?" Director Mills glanced upward and to the side.

 

"I'm not sure. Is there some sort of motive behind this?" I held up the new badge and credentials. "Is the Witches Council involved?"

 

"I assume this is some sort of shield?" I nodded to her.

 

"As far as I know my office isn't bugged but it might be. Before asking you here, I did check with all of my sources. The offer is real. As to what influence the Council has in Washington? Your guess might be better than mine. Jack really is taking a leave of absence."

 

I snapped again, and the shield disappeared. "Sorry. I needed to be sure."

 

"I understand Agatha. Do you want the job?"

 

"Do I have a choice?" I looked her in the eye.

 

"Not really no. Take it or leave it and the FBI. Not my idea by-the-way. They want complete loyalty in this."

 

Still looking her in the eye, I tossed a badge and credentials on the desk. She barely glanced at them. "You won't be sorry. I promise."

 

"Don't make promises you can't keep, Madelaine." The Director inclined her head to me. This promotion almost made us equals. Almost.

 

"Your team is almost all here. The second Magical Crimes Unit is being driven over from Iowa by the head of your Technical team."

 

"Why Iowa?" I tried to remember if we had a large FBI presence there.

 

"It's where the RV plant is. This particular truck was built specifically for your unit."

 

The timing was suspicious. "Was this the plan the whole time? I graduate then run this... unit?"

 

"No. Jack was supposed to be still in charge. We were going to have two teams. You and Jack would run the Division together. Or that is what I was told. This just moves up the agenda a bit and centralizes the team. I won't introduce the others until they all get here. Do I have to mention the Jackalopes or do you already know?"

 

I blushed just a bit. "I sort of saw a couple out on the West Virginia, Kentucky border. I thought I was seeing things but did a little research."

 

"Right. Fish and Game is keeping a lid on most of the sightings, but they have spread across five states and counting. We aren't sure how. Needless to say, the Parks Department is not amused and are about to label them an invasive species and declare open season on them. Do you have any way of controlling them yourself?"

 

My blush deepened in color. "Uh, no? They were created by Magick, so that makes them almost impervious to it. I'm afraid if I do anything more they could end up like Fergus or worse."

 

"That's what I thought. I'll inform Fish and Game. They won't be happy about it all. Your name has been excised from the record but expect repercussions." She held up her hands. "I am aware that it wasn't your fault and that the Witches Council trainer is at fault."

 

I rubbed my forehead feeling the headache coming in full force. "Am I in immediate trouble?"

 

"Not from me. The rest? We need you too badly to just throw away an asset. Don't worry too much about it. The Hunt is scheduled for next week. We have them bi-monthly now. The thought of hunting while in school is actually attracting Were's here."

 

"At least that's something. Has there been any trouble at my lab?"

 

"There has. I will let you take care of it Special Agent Blackmore. There are four or five counterintelligence agents trapped at the moment. Don't hurt them, please. I have spoken to the General about them, but he is pretending they don't exist. So just set them loose and forget they exist. Less trouble from upstairs that way. OK?"

 

"Politics?" I stared at her.

 

"Pretty much. No doesn't mean no to some people. Watch yourself, Agatha. Come back in the morning around ten. I should have the rest of your new team rounded up by then. Congratulations again, Agatha." Director Mills gave me a big hug and saw me to the door.

 

"...I shook my horn at him, and he froze sold right in front of me! Dragons are Unicorns natural enemies don't you know. Nothing can stand up to the horn!" My Unicorn was prancing across the top of one of the B's desk. He shook his head and horn as he talked.

 

I stopped and watched as he let the girls fawn all over him. Unicorns. Stepping closer I grabbed him and stuck him in my pocket. "Hey! What's the big...mmmmph."

 

"Sorry about that ladies. He's a ham disguised as a Unicorn."

 

"That's OK Agent Blackmore we like him. He's funny."

 

"Funny and a pain is what he is. We will see you tomorrow." I headed back to the RV. Way too much to think about, and now I had to go free more idiots.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

 

 

The Academy is on a giant military base and preserve. Do people here not know how to read signs? The Magical Crimes RV is big. Almost forty feet long, it can be a bit impressive when it pulls up next to you. The gate guard house at MY gate was occupied again. I know this because two large and beefy armed Marine guards stepped out of it to stop me.

 

"Sorry Ma'am but this road is closed." Guard number one stood in front of the RV holding up his hands while Guard number two stuck his face into my window.

 

"It's not closed to me. That is my laboratory." I held up my badge and military pass. It was two years ago all over again.

 

Guard two looked at my credentials and gawked. "Ma'am that isn't valid anymore. General Ney told us to refuse any of the older passes."

 

"Regardless of what your General may say, this is my lab, and I will be going through that gate. So move, or I will move you." I took my foot off the brake and stepped on the gas gently. Everything happened in a split second. Guard one swung his weapon in my direction and Guard two reached for his. My bracelet shield snapped over me and the RV in an instant. Guard, one found himself ten feet in the air along with Guard two.

 

I leaned out the door and looked up. "Now see what you made me do? Idiots." I waved at the gate, and it opened. The RV just barely fit in the parking lot out front.

 

"Fergus, want some special hay?" I called to the back as I parked.

 

"Hay! Hay! Hay!" he was shouting as I stepped into the back and the little guy was prancing around in circles. I sniffed his barn for unusual substances. It had only happened once, but I liked to check anyway.

 

"What are you searching for?"

 

"Just checking. Last time you acted like this, someone slipped something into your salad." I looked down at my little familiar.

 

"Mongo apologized and said that it was a mistake, you know. Besides, that stuff made me feel good all day!" He continued to prance around in a circle.

 

"Mistake or not. You need to remember that this is the FBI Academy and not spring break in Panama City! I'm just watching out for you, that's all." I closed up the top of his barn and scooped Fergus up.

 

"Let's go check on the farm and water the plants. We'll worry about the Marines later."

 

The weeds and grass around the lab had grown up to waist high in some places. I made a mental note to borrow a weed-eater or something later. Maybe one of the Weres would like a few extra bucks. My lab looked the same as when I left it. The Director had mentioned that somewhere around here, there were some stuck CID guys. They had waited this long for me to come back, a few hours more wouldn't hurt.

 

My wards allowed Fergus and me inside. I casually flicked on lights as I walked. The Director had been true to her word and left the power on. I checked the 'farm' first. Using a spell Grams came up with, I had slow-motioned the water system and grow lights. They worked as advertised, but for each week I was gone only two days registered. Even though it sounded like a fountain of youth spell, it was very dangerous to cast on creatures. Plants and inanimate objects were safe. Something about the way the blood and other fluids travel through the body was affected in a negative way. It was possible to do, just not very practical. Grams had said parts of the spell were from the old country and may have been where the Sleeping Beauty fairy tales came from. It was one of the reasons tampering with living creatures was forbidden.

 

I set Fergus down in his favorite field, and he began eating and running at the same time. Unicorns. My herbs and flowers were all ready for harvesting. "Timing is everything. Such a nice job. I will have to thank Grams for that spell, Fergus."

 

Silence.

 

I looked around, and Fergus was sound asleep in the middle of the magic hayfield.

 

"I guess he's had a hard year." As I spoke into the air, I thought I felt a response from the bracelet.

 

My laboratory and office were next door, so I went there first. Time for a discussion.

 

When Grams packed me up, she included all sorts of early scientific equipment. As herbologists and Earth Witches, we used a variety of tools in our traditions. Many came from the early part of the twentieth century. So my desk was decorated with an assortment of magnifying glasses and jeweler's tools. I couldn't remove the bracelet, but I could examine it.

 

I held the bracelet under the largest magnifying glass I had. Along the outer edge were what looked to be very faint hieroglyphics. Peering closer, I tried to make out the pattern. "Are you Egyptian?" I spoke to the bracelet as if it was alive. The bracelet gave off a very slight vibration. If I wasn't sitting, I might not have felt it. Was that a yes or a no?

 

Grams didn't send very many of either her books or mine when she packed the truck. What she did send were the almanacs and reference books. I had one Egyptian dictionary, and it was one of the most boring books I owned. All I could do was groan as I bit the bullet and pulled it out.

 

Two hours later I still couldn't figure out the spell. "What if I ask you what you mean?"

 

I shook my head. Talking to my Unicorn is bad enough. Now I'm talking to my jewelry. Deep down I knew that it wasn't decorative, but I couldn't help but think it was.

 

The first line of the line of characters was the Udjat. Most people call this the Eye of Horus or if you like movies the Eye of Ra. Same concept - different Gods. It stood for protection, healing, and Royal power. All the other lines were a continuation of the protection theme as well as that of healing. The bottom of the cuff held the final part of the inscription. It was almost worn completely off.

 

I could see a rearing cobra, a shepherd's crook, and a mace in the hands of a warrior. There was a cartouche too, but only the shape remained.

 

"Are you really that old?" I stroked the gold bracelet on my arm as the slight vibration increased. The bracelet was purring!

 

I pulled out my cell phone and texted Grandmother asking her to call me. One of the spells I had perfected under her tutorship was a phone privacy spell. No one could listen in on our calls. I'm sure that the military has tried. That reminded me. I left two guards floating in the air, and Director Mills had said something about trapped Intelligence officers.

 

The easiest way to find them was to go up on the roof. I hated using the ladder, but levitation was harder than it looked when you cast it on yourself.

 

Whoever designed this old building wasn't thinking clearly. The emergency escape hatch was in a closet that couldn't be closed from the inside. The ladder itself was at least fifty years old and very rickety. Rust and bits of paint fell everywhere as I climbed the ten feet or so to get to the roof. When I first took possession of the building I checked the roof out, casting protection and waterproofing spells. The greenhouse sparkled off to the right as I heaved myself up onto the gravel-covered roof. I turned toward the front and could see two green figures floating beyond the front gate. Several military trucks stood outside, and other soldiers were trying to grab the men. I briefly considered leaving them up there for pointing guns at me. Nobody touches the Witch! I sent a mental projection out and snapped my fingers. They were released and floated to the ground unhurt, except for maybe their pride. Then I scanned the fence the Marines graciously put up last time, and I found the breach.

 

My compound was triangular in shape. The rear portion of the fence came to a point, and that was where they had forced a way through. I could see more military vehicles and Marines outside that portion of the fence. Before taking any action, I called it in. Better safe than sorry.

 

"It's about time you called in." I stared at the phone in my hand for a moment.

 

"Agatha are you there?" It was clearly Madeline's voice, but the tone was all wrong.

 

"I'm here. Sorry. Madeline is that you?"

 

"Yes." There was a long pause. "Who else did you expect?"

 

"I'm so sorry. Your tone and the way you answered the phone threw me for a loop. I was expecting the whole teacher to student thing."

 

Madeline dropped her voice and spoke to me in a gentler tone than before. "That is to be expected. But you are no longer a student. I would hope that you would speak to me as a friend and confidant. I will understand if that is not to your liking."

 

"No. I would love to have you as a friend. There are so few that I can call that. Thank you." I blushed. For the most part, she had always played things straight with me. I hoped to earn her trust.

 

"Let me guess. The Marines blocked your gate again, and you did something to get inside."

 

"Did they call you?"

 

Madeline laughed. "They didn't. But it just has to be something like that. I was aware that there was a new General over there. He has yet to contact me, but he's been making waves everywhere else. Your lab is part of the FBI reservation, so I will formally call him now that you have confirmed their presence. Did you hurt anyone?"

 

"No. The guards tried to stop me and drew weapons. I put them in the air about ten feet up. They are down now. I was actually calling about the trapped intelligence officers. I can see where they are. Should I be concerned about the troops with them?"

 

"It's good you didn't hurt them. Hmm. Can you free the officers without confronting the others?"

 

"Maybe? I would have to go to nearer to set them free. I can only see them because I'm up on the roof of the lab." I looked back toward the front.

 

"Why are you... Forget I asked. I'll put a call in for the General's office, but you will have to take care of it yourself. Just remember not to kill anyone. You are a Special Agent now. Try to stay within the rules. Good luck. Don't forget we have a meeting in the morning to discuss your new team."

 

"Bye Madeline. Try not to get into trouble yourself."

 

I let out a sigh. This was going to be an issue, I just knew it. I climbed down the ladder back into my lab.

 

Fergus was still sound asleep in the middle of his hay field. This patch of grass was his favorite place in the world except for anywhere that would serve him pizza and salad. I let him be since this wasn't a task where he would be needed.

 

I could hear the men before I saw them.

 

"...I still say he cost the team the world series. If he hadn't run off the field and not touched the base, the game would have been won, and they wouldn't have had to replay the game." The speaker's voice was deep and sonorous.

 

"But Merkel wasn't the one that threw the ball to second. It was Chance's fault. The ball he used was not the game ball. That one was tossed into the crowd by pitcher Joe McGinnity. If anyone lost the game, it was him. Not the runner." This voice was thin and reedy.

 

"But the game..."

 

"Stop! You two are seriously debating a game that has been over and done for a century! Please, no more about baseball. Can't we talk fashion again?" This came from a woman.

 

"Like that is any more interesting, Sims. I could have lived my whole life without knowing the eight ways to spot a fake Louboutin shoe. I'd never even heard what one of those was until you told us. Who even looks at the stitching or heel transition?"

 

"Women do. If you had a girlfriend, you might know this. Doesn't your wife tell you these things, Jenkins?"

 

"My wife wouldn't even know how to put one of those things on much less walk in them. She's more of a flip-flop sort of girl. I'd show you a picture but ... you know." Jenkins it seemed was the reedy voice. Sims sounded a bit vain if shoes were all she talked about.

 

"OK. So let's discuss something else then. How about disco?" The deep voice made the suggestion.

 

The other two made loud groaning noises. "That is exactly why you are still single Sloan. How can you stand to listen to that stuff?"

 

Sloan, Sims, and Jenkins were apparently the ones that were trapped. I could hear other voices, but those seemed to be the support troops. I could see the hole in the fence as well as the speakers. The two men each held what looked to be a similar gizmo to the one I took last year. The woman was frozen looking over her shoulder.

 

"Uh, guys." Jenkins was frozen looking in my direction, and he saw me first.

 

"... I still say disco sucks!" Sims and Sloan were still arguing.

 

"Guys! You need to listen to me!"

 

"What! Jenkins, you will get your turn. We all agreed to protocol here." Sims yelled at him.

 

"There is a woman on this side of the fence, and she's looking at me!" Jenkins sounded a bit frantic. I made a mental note to tweak the spell a little. It shouldn't be even allowing them to speak. Could it be the machines they held?

 

The wards allowed me to reach through and take the small machine from Lieutenant Jenkins. I could see his insignia now. "Thank you, lieutenant. This will go nicely with my collection of these."

 

"She just took the shield breaker from me!"

 

"Jenkins shut your freaking mouth! That name is Top Secret, and you know it. Who took your machine? Describe her?" Sloan looked to be a Captain. Interesting.

 

"Hey, we need some help over here! Help!" Lieutenant Sims yelled toward those on the other side of the fence.

 

The voices on the other side of the fence suddenly got louder. I needed to hurry. The ward and shield should prevent bullets from penetrating, but I didn't want to take any chances. I removed the shield breaker from Sloan and used my telekinesis to push the three officers back through the fence.

 

"We're free!" Sims yelled.

 

"Somebody stop her she has the ... the things I can't talk about! Hey you, give me that gun I need to shoot a Witch!" Captain Sloan started arguing with an unnamed Marine.

 

Not cool. I held up my hands and muttered a repair spell. These little machines troubled me. They were able to penetrate the shield, but not all the way. Mundanes shouldn't mess with things they don't understand. I walked back to my lab but in a roundabout direction making ninety-degree turns and watching the corner of the fence as much as possible. My protections should stop a bullet, but I didn't want to test them out that way.

 

My safe was in my office. It was original to the room and one of those incredibly heavy reinforced steel ones from the early twentieth century. Grandmother and I had used magic on it to change the lock and add some protections when she was here at graduation. Modifying the composition of non-living things is something I was gaining skill at, and we actually used it to test out my magic. Why not get something useful out of it?

 

The door opened with a creak. I made a mental note to get some oil. Inside was the original device as well as more spell bombs and a few rare crystals. The spell bombs were something Grandmother cooked up. Too bad I had left them here on my probi mission, they could have come in handy. They were transmogrification bombs.

 

I held the six pack of disks in my hand as if weighing them. Take them with me or not? They were temporary and outside the Council's rules for changes. The effect only lasted a half hour and turned the victim into something harmless. It seemed prudent to take them this time. The other device was larger than the new ones. It was troubling that they were now making them smaller as they perfected its workings. I had the address for the Witches Council. I debated sending one of these to them, I would have to think some more on the subject. The two new ones were locked up. I left out the original.

 

My phone buzzed me as I boxed up the original device.

 

"Yes, Madeline?"

 

"I see you survived. The Marines are a bit incensed. They claim you have something of theirs and won't give it back."

 

"Did they say what it is I'm supposed to have? All I did was push them through the fence and seal it behind them. I didn't speak to them at all."

 

"They just said it was a piece of equipment. Do you know what they mean by that?" Madeline sounded concerned.

 

"I'm not sure. Do you want me to walk back out there and look if they dropped something? They talked about shooting me last time, so I didn't stay long."

 

"Oh, really? That is an issue. Don't worry, for now, we can talk about it when you come for the meeting. Are you staying out there tonight?"

 

"I am. The RV is set up for boondocking with plenty of water and power. I should be fine. What time is the meeting?"

 

"Ten. Try not to be late. Good night then." Madeline disconnected. I trust her, but do I trust her with this? I looked at the older machine in the box. I needed to begin some long-term thinking and planning.

 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

 

 

 

Using cleaning rags and sprays, I made myself clean up the RV. Madeline didn't say if the new people were men or women, so I tried to at least make the accommodations respectable. Jack was a typical man and didn't pick up after himself very well. Every so often I still found a dirty sock wedged up under something. I performed a smaller version of the 'clean and repair' spell I have used before to maintain the RV. I was really only worried about dirt that I couldn't see. A general maintenance check would be needed pretty soon. The use of Magick only delayed possibly required repairs. A good mechanic was still necessary.

 

The day was ending and the sky darkening when I heard the whirring. Looking up, I could see one of the Marine Corps new Ospreys. Jack, being a Marine himself, talked about innovations and changes to the military that could affect our services, so I knew with only a glance what it was. The sky above my lab was protected but not disguised. They could see me, as easily as I saw them.

 

"Step away from the vehicle and put your hands on your head!" I stopped washing the floor mats and stared up at the aircraft. The rear door was open and what looked like an assault team was about to descend. Shaking my head, I went back to cleaning. This should be fun.

 

"This is your last warning!" Members of the base's Special Operations team dressed in black combat gear began sliding down ropes as the plane hovered about thirty feet off the ground. Stopping again, I watched and winced as the first soldier hit the shield.

 

~~~~~~

 

 

Jessica Shore always wanted to be a Marine. Follow your orders, was the one thing that was hammered into her over and over by her trainers. Jump, she would ask how high? March, she would ask how long? So when her Lieutenant told her to slide down the rope and capture the Witch, she didn't even hesitate. It looked easy. Fifty feet she could practically do that in her sleep. She quickly checked her weapon and grabbed the rope.

 

She was first out the door sliding down the rope when she hit.

 

Twenty-five feet of momentum felt like a full ninety feet when her boots suddenly hit what felt like concrete. Wham! Her whole body shuddered as it slammed into an immovable object that no one could see and didn't show up on radar.

 

One minute she was muttering the paratrooper's prayer and the next she could hear screaming. It was several hours before she realized it was her doing it.

 

 

~~~~~~

 

 

Thump, thump, thump. That was what it sounded like to me as three young soldiers hit the immovable object that was my shield. Twenty-five feet up I could see the agony of the young woman and her two companions. Fortunately for all of them, the jumpmaster stopped the rest of their unit and stared in shock at the three writhing troops. The Osprey came lower and deployed its landing gear. It set down near the wounded, then more men and women jumped out. Many of them stepped lightly as they tested the 'ground' for holes. I imagine for them it was as if the air was suddenly solid, which is was.

 

I sighed and pulled out my cell phone yet again. "Madeline?"

 

"Agatha, are you OK? You sound... I'm not sure how you sound. What happened?"

 

"They tried dropping troops in an air assault."

 

I could almost see her wince through the phone. "Is anyone hurt?"

 

"Yup. The first one out the door hit the top of the shield hard. Two others followed her. An Osprey is sitting out there right now to pick them up." I glanced upward and could see about a half dozen armed troops staring back at me. I gave them a small wave. One actually waved back!

 

"I made a formal complaint to the Marine Corps and General Ney, but only his secretary was available. I've put in a call to Washington, but it is Saturday night and it being the weekend..."

 

"Gotcha. I can get out and to the meeting, but I might have a horde of Marines on my tail. Want me to still try in the morning?" I looked back up at the troops. Yup, still there.

 

"I do. You and your team are needed for a case. Someone sent me the paperwork already. You and your team are leaving tomorrow regardless."

 

"Can you tell me the case?" My mind was racing. I had so much to do to get ready. Herbs to dry and spells to prepare. Disappointing a Unicorn was in there somewhere. I just knew he wanted to stay and play for a while.

 

"I can. Local law enforcement found the dismembered body of a child in western Arkansas. At first, it was deemed a wild animal attack. But then he was identified. He was the youngest son of the local Alpha."

 

Ouch. "Could the child shift?" I knew from talking to Cat and the Wolf boys that shifters generally could shift from birth but could only control it around the age of ten. There were a few rare non-conforming cases, but ten was the norm.

 

"He could. At first, a rogue or enemy pack was considered, but the Were on the police force says it didn't smell of strangers. They are really puzzled by it all. The BAU doesn't do Magical, so it falls under your jurisdiction."

 

"Thanks, Madeline. I'll pack accordingly. See you in the morning. Goodnight." I hit end on my phone and looked up. The soldiers were still there, only now they were pacing about poking at my ward looking for holes. I pursed my lips. The sky above wasn't warded like the sides. Trespassers wouldn't stick like the one on the fence. Those gizmos of theirs might penetrate it.

 

I didn't expect them to leave voluntarily, so I leaned against the RV to think. How to get them to leave?

 

"Whatcha looking at?" I jumped a bit and looked down. Fergus was standing at my feet.

 

"How did you get out, I closed the door?"

 

"I jumped." He looked up at the sky. "Did you put them up there?"

 

"No. The soldiers tried to jump through my shield, and they landed up there."

 

"Dumb. Don't they realize that you and your Grandmother are forces to be reckoned with?"

 

Reaching down I picked him up and set him on the hood of the RV. "They have a new boss who is throwing his weight around. Hmm, I wonder."

 

"You just thought of something. Didn't you?"

 

"I did. Thanks, Fergus." I gave him a little pat on the head with my fingertip.

 

The Norse God Loki was not one of my favorite Gods, but he could be very useful. He would appreciate this prank too, so I included him in my prayer. I won't turn away a little extra boost of power. Concentrating for a moment, I released my spell with a silent word of power. Grandmother recently told me to stop saying the spells out loud. Too many of our enemies could understand us.

 

Several panels of glowing letters popped into view amongst the soldiers. This sudden display of Magick both shocked and confused them. They needed orders, and I could see them calling for help.

 

"Attention. The area above the Laboratory for the Magical Crimes Division of the FBI will soon become like the outside fence area. Anyone or anything still sitting on or touching the area in ten minutes will be stuck here and unable to escape. You have been warned."

 

A countdown clock also appeared and began to count down from ten minutes.

 

I scooped up Fergus and went back inside the Lab. Weres only react to certain substances, and much of what I would need for spells was not available in the Mid-West United States or even much of Europe. Wolfsbane was on the endangered species list for this country. Aconite, a poisonous plant of the buttercup family, was available locally but it was a poor substitute. Only pure Wolfsbane from Eastern Europe worked the best. The Blackmore Garden was one of the biggest suppliers of it and other plants.

 

I was head down working on my list when Fergus interrupted me. "Did you want to leave the Marines up there for a long time?"

 

Checking my phone, I could see that more than an hour had already passed. "Are they still up there?"

 

Fergus snickered, "Yes, and the soldiers don't look very happy." Crap.

 

Dropping my list on the desk, I went outside and looked up.

 

Why did the military have to be so obstinate? All of the troops were still up there, but now they were frozen like little statues. Letting out a big sigh, I just knew I was going to catch hell over this. Waving my arms like a traffic cop, I began gathering the Marine-sicles up and stacking them in a pile near the aircraft.

 

"Can they feel that?" Looking down Fergus was back outside. I looked over at the Lab doors which were closed. How is he doing that?

 

"I have no idea. Want to ask them?"

 

"For real?"

 

"No! I'm sure a Government lab would love to take you apart to see what makes you tick. Talking Unicorn? Score!" I frowned at Fergus who shuddered for a moment. Government Labs were nothing to joke about.

 

Using my telekinesis, I upended the plane and started placing the troops inside. It was sort of like a monkey game I saw on TV as a child. Now for the really hard part.

 

The Osprey levitated off the shield wall, and I moved it past the fence-line. Trying to be careful, I set it down near the trees to the left of my lab. With luck, the Marines saw it coming and moved.

 

"That was so cool Agatha! It was just like that movie we watched last year." Fergus was hopping up and down.

 

"What movie was that?"

 

"You remember. It was you and me and Cat. Chuck brought pizza and beer. I ended up getting sick in Cat's shoes. Remember?"

 

I tilted my head. The vomiting thing sort of rang a bell. Trust Fergus to remember a dorm party where he was fed pizza. "Some science fiction film, right?"

 

"It was the second Star Battles movie! You are just like that little frog guy! All you need is a gunny sack and stick, and you would have looked just like him!"

 

"OK, Fergus. Time to lay off the Magick Hay for a while." He just compared me to a frog. He's lucky I don't want a slimy frog in my pocket all day.

 

"You don't remember, do you?"

 

"Not so much. You're choice. Either wait for me in the RV or the Lab. I have to get ready for our next assignment."

 

"We're leaving? But we just got home!" Fergus hung his head.

 

"Jack is taking some time off, so I'm in charge now. We are getting some partners to work with too. So be good. I'll make you a deal. If you're good, I will bring a small part of the Magickal Hay patch with us. Deal?"

 

"Deal! New people could be fun. We don't need any more stinky cats around here. I'll sleep in the camper for now." I picked him up and carried him inside. His barn door mooed as I put him inside.

 

I smiled. Fergus didn't ask where we were going. I didn't ask Madeline. The case might be cats. I yawned and looked up at the sky. It was sundown, and I had a ton of work to do as well as reinforcing the shield.

 

~~~~~~

 

 

In the end, I called Grandmother.

 

"Hello, child. It's late. What can I help with?" It was late, so I tried to be quick.

 

"I have a problem with the shield, and it was penetrated with more of those machines again. Do you want me to send you one?"

 

"Tell me the whole story please." I proceeded to tell her about the last twelve hours or so.

 

"...so I set them down outside the fence." I really couldn't explain why they keep attacking my lab shield. The story sounded a bit crazy even to me when I retold it to Grams.

 

"It sounds to me like we need to reinforce the 'roof' portion of the spell. I know you wanted to spare birds, and other flying creatures but anything trapped up there isn't dead. As for the so-called 'shield breakers' that you took? Do not send one, even an old one, to the Witches Council. Those idiots will hide it and suppress the information for the greater good. They will ignore the fact that the Mundanes can and will make more. No. Send it to me instead. I will pass it along to some of my contacts. It will be deciphered. Trust me in this Agatha."

 

I agreed with what she said about the roof shield. I just didn't want to impact the environment too much. "OK, Grams. I will. I'm about to start a new mission, and I'll send you the package on the way so as to confuse those that might be watching."

 

"That sounds good. Be warned, the Council might send watchers of their own after you. The Dragon you fought was not known to them. That fact alone has them all in a tizzy about you. Montgomery confronted you about Verity's bracelet?"

 

"He did. How did you know?" That surprised me. Montgomery was a pompous ass.

 

"The Council sent someone to question me about it. Don't worry dear, I let him live. I was very tempted to turn him into a tree for a while, though. They apparently have been searching for that one for many years. But then I knew that," Grandmother said.

 

"Grandmother, about the bracelet. Do you know anything about it before Grandmother Verity had it?"

 

"Before Verity?" She sounded surprised. "Why?"

 

"It seems alive sometimes. Almost aware of its surroundings. I examined it under a glass and found Egyptian hieroglyphics running along the edge."

 

"Really? I barely remember Verity. She was ancient by the time I could talk. Our histories tell that she served the European Council for over a century. This was well before she came to this continent in the fifteen hundreds."

 

"Wow. I had no idea! How old was she when you knew her, four hundred?" Age among Witches isn't talked about much.

 

"Not quite. Verity was well into her third century when I first became aware of her. Child, I'm into my second century. Witches in our family age very slowly. Keep the Egypt information to yourself. I will dig into the family archives and see if there is anything there about Verity. Be well and watch your back." She hung up the phone with a series of clicks. Grandmother might not like modern technology much but, she got the whole spying thing. There wasn't a computer yet that could listen in on her calls.

 

Two centuries? If Grandmother was that old why did she wait so long to have mother and Camilla? Too many new questions. I needed to focus on Weres and murder. I looked at my list one more time. Time to pack.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

 

 

Morning came far too early for my own taste. Last night was a whirlwind of packing and Magick. After loading up all the necessary herbs, crystals, and weapons of mass destruction, I reset the spells on the lab. I also made the adjustments Grandmother, and I agreed upon to keep uninvited 'guests' from trying to breach the roof.

 

"That should keep them out for a little while," I spoke to the air around me.

 

"I still say you should dig a moat and put out prickly rose bushes around the edge of it. They keep finding ways in." Fergus answered me.

 

Looking down I could see him staring up at me. "How did you get out of the RV?"

 

"The window was open, so I jumped." He smiled his little Unicorn smile up at me, and I glared at him. The windows on that particular RV don't open.

 

Scooping him up, I held Fergus up to my face. "One of these days we are going to have a conversation about your 'jumping' and windows that don't open."

 

I ignored the tongue that was immediately stuck out in my direction and put him in my pocket. "Let's go, we have a meeting to attend."

 

Hoping that the entire Marine Corps wasn't outside my gates, I triggered the ward to open them up. I was wrong.

 

I could see the angry faces as soon as the gate opened. Color me impressed! Tanks, a few Humvees, and a couple of attack helicopters hovered or flew outside the fence. They seemed surprised to see the RV, and I didn't give them any pause, speaking my word of power and releasing my pent up frustration.

 

"I still think you're like the little green guy. He does a 'freeze' thing like that too!" I looked down, and Fergus was in the passenger seat again.

 

"Is that your new spot now?" I looked at him ignoring the frog comment.

 

"Nah. I just wanted to see the action. Are you going to leave the soldiers frozen?"

 

His question caused me to look back at the Marines. I really have to stop doing that and talk to these people. I flinched when I heard a bullet hit the side of the RV!

 

"Hey someone's shooting at us!" Fergus jumped off the seat and ran toward the rear.

 

"Coward." I peered out the windscreen to see the attack helicopters angling in for a better shot at me. So much for that spell. I needed to do better the next time! Thinking about fireballs, my bracelet solved the problem for me. A shield popped into existence all around the RV.

 

"Good idea. Thanks." I gave it a rub for luck.

 

"Are you talking to me?" I could hear Fergus in the back.

 

"No. Go hide some more."

 

Giving the Magical Crimes RV a little gas, I headed toward the Academy. The two attack helicopters were still up there firing at me. My shield was absorbing most of the rounds to avoid injuring innocent bystanders.

 

I grabbed my phone and dialed. "I'm surprised you're awake. Did the Marines give you more trouble?"

 

"Yeah, about that. I have two helicopters shooting at me."

 

"What? The General... Damn him! Can you stand them off without dying?" I could hear her scrambling around on her desk.

 

"I think so."

 

"Do what you can. I'm calling Washington and the General's office right now. Try not to hurt them." Madeline hung up the phone in a mad rush.

 

"Hurt them?" I stared at the phone for a brief second. The FBI campus was still too far away, but the area near Chopawamsic Creek was relatively empty. Maybe I could lead them in that direction, and the tree cover should make it harder for them to hit me.

 

I turned off the side road I was on and on to one of the main area roads. This was a bit of a risk. I was hoping that they would back off rather than run the risk of hitting a civilian. Recently they had opened up some of this area to commercial development around the Marine recruiting areas. A few cars passed me, and I didn't sense the helicopters anymore. I needed to go through one of the Marine gates to get back to the FBI campus, and I would run the risk of being detained.

 

"What do you think Fergus? See if they arrest an official FBI vehicle at the gates?"

 

"Arrest who? Are they coming for me?"

 

"Forget it. It was rhetorical anyway. Go back to hiding." Carefully I pulled into the line of traffic headed toward the populated part of the base.

 

I watched the guards as they allowed several cars in front of me past their checkpoint. A large burly looking guard gave the RV a once over, noting the FBI logo and seal. "Pass please."

 

"Good morning." I handed over my credentials and my base pass.

 

"Everything looks good." He handed me back everything and waved me onto the base. The Academy was on the far side of the base. I needed to travel by the headquarters building and cross through part of the flight line.

 

Disguise spells are hard to do. For humans, you have to have intimate details of the subject as well as hair and skin samples. Getting the voice right was the hardest part especially for gender exchanges. It was almost easier to change the person than disguise them. Large non-living objects were just as hard. Take the RV for example. It could be seen from all sides as well as from above. Every detail needed to be right, or someone would notice. Not a spell that I could work while driving. I could hide it, but it couldn't move if I did that. I took a chance.

 

I just stayed on the main drive and smiled as I passed each traffic officer and intersection. The flight line was the hardest part. The tower and runway area were right along the road. I could see the two attack helicopters landing as my RV drove by. I wondered what the pilots thought of the whole thing and if they even saw me.

 

My phone rang startling me. "Agatha are you alright?"

 

"Of course I am. Did you get through to someone?" There was a Marine MP directing traffic up ahead. He signaled for me to stop.

 

I hesitated for a moment. Would I have to zap or toss him into the air? I was almost home!

 

"I did. Washington did something, and the General called to apologize. A mix up of orders he said." The MP waved a large semi-truck forward with his other hand before gesturing me clear to go.

 

"Do you really believe that?" I smiled at the MP as I drove past.

 

"No, not so much. Did you increase the protections on your Lab?"

 

"I did. Grandmother told me how to strengthen the top. Let me know if too many birds get trapped up there. I can come back and free them." I saw the first sign for the campus and breathed a sigh of relief. Home.

 

"Good. Come up to my office when you get here. Your team is assembled and ready."

 

"OK. I should be there in a few minutes." She hung up, and I smiled. It will be good working with new people. Hopefully, they are friendly.

 

 

~~~~~~

 

 

 

Catherine Moore, Cat to her friends, was happy to be back at the Academy. Her probi assignment was unusual to say the very least. She had done something unusual as a newbie. She tracked and caught a serial killer on her first try. How do you even top that? For her next assignment, she was told to return to the Academy for a debriefing and her next assignment.

 

"The Academy? I thought that you would give me the next one?" Cat looked at Agent Nixon.

 

"It is a bit unusual, but not unheard of. I can tell you the order came from Washington. It's been great having you with us, Cat. Good luck in your new assignment." The Supervising Agent had a big smile on his face.

 

So here she sat outside Director Mill's office. She had only been here a few times and usually in the company of her former roommate Agatha. The door opened a crack, and a voice called her in. "Probationary Agent Moore? Please, come inside."

 

Cat stood and checked her clothing over real fast. As the door opened, she could see a pair of feet sticking out from behind the door as well as Director Mills welcoming smile.  "Please come in Agent."

 

The door swung closed as she entered and she could now see the person behind the door. "Chuck!"

 

Charles Winthrop, also known as Chuck was part of Cat's pack and a good friend.

 

"Hi, boss. Good to see you." Chuck didn't get up. He looked to be wedged into a seat much smaller than he was. Chuck was a big guy!

 

"Chuck here is waiting for an assignment too, Catherine," said Director Mills as she continued to smile at Cat.

 

"What sort of assignment?" Cat looked at the director with narrowed eyes. She was no dummy, something was fishy here.

 

"It's not nefarious if that's what you mean. Both of you, as well as three others, have been selected to form a new team of sorts. It will troubleshoot some of our more challenging crimes. Charles here will have double duty as both a forensic tech and investigation. You will assist the Special Agent in Charge of the group as second-in-command and top investigator. Good work on catching that serial killer, full Agent Moore." The Director tossed Cat a new badge and set of credentials.

 

Cat stared at the shiny new badge and smiled. Full Agent. "Who else is on the team?"

 

"Washington is sending a veteran Agent with experience in coordinating assets and inter-agency cooperation. It will be his job to liaise with local LEO's and smooth the way with any and all media contacts. William Maxwell is the name I have. Anastasia has demanded to be allowed to serve with you as well. She had to go all the way up the chain to the very top but was approved to join you. Her truck has been redesigned and modified to support both her and your team's assignments. She's here already but not in the building. We don't have accommodations for Vampires here."

 

"Ana is coming along? Wow. She never told me!" Chuck piped up.

 

"She was under orders. This unit is a bit of an experiment for the Bureau. It will be manned entirely by Paranormals except for Agent Maxwell. But he's not the Agent in Charge."

 

"Who is in charge?" Both Cat and Chuck said it at the same time.

 

"I'm surprised you haven't guessed already. I would have thought that she would have called you by now."

 

"It's Agatha isn't it?" Surprised, Cat turned to look at Chuck.

 

"And you say you aren't investigation material. Yes, it is. Agatha is here as well. The Marines are giving her some trouble out at her lab, but she should be here soon."

 

"Is she OK?" Cat peered at the Director.

 

"She called me a little while ago and said she'd be here soon."

 

 

~~~~~~

 

 

I spotted the new-looking second Magical Crimes RV as I pulled into the parking lot. It was a class A and much bigger than the one I drove. Jack's older one slid in nicely right next to it. Grabbing Fergus, I stepped out.

 

"This thing is huge," I spoke to myself more than Fergus. Class As could get very expensive, and this one looked to have all the bells and whistles. Satellite dish, extra air conditioners, storage out the wazoo, as well as all-weather tires. Looking at the older rig, I couldn't believe they went to this much trouble. My phone suddenly rang.

 

"Hello?"

 

"Do you like my new rig?" I stared at the phone for a moment. The voice sounded very familiar.

 

"Uh, who is this?"

 

"Anastasia of course. You need to get your hearing checked, Agatha."

 

"Sorry. Aren't you supposed to be asleep about now?" That was why I didn't recognize the voice. Most Vampires should be asleep.

 

"My rig has special protections on it. I know Chuck told you about it." He did, but I never told anyone that fact. I racked my brain to remember what Grams had taught me about Vampires and their powers.

 

"That's right he did. Are you a part of the new team?"

 

"I am. Why don't you come inside and we can talk for a moment?" Anastasia sounded more seductive than usual. The lizard part of my brain began screaming.

 

"Sure. That sounds great. I want to check the rig out anyway. Let me go grab Fergus. Gimme a minute." I slapped my hand over Fergus's pocket and hung up the phone. I didn't allow him to say anything until we were safely back inside.

 

"What the hell was that for?" Fergus peeked out of my pocket.

 

"Sorry, bud. Something is off about Ana right now."

 

"Yeah. Vampire! I told you they were nothing but trouble." He pulled his head back inside my pocket.

 

"That's what you say about cats too."

 

A muffled "same thing" came from my pocket.

 

I held up my bracelet and spoke to it. "Do you have a spell to protect your wearer from Vampires and their mind control?"

 

There was a faint shimmer followed by a tingling that went up my whole arm. I was beginning to think that was how it said 'yes' to any question. There was a spell that could do the same thing, but I didn't have all day to cast it. I would have to take a chance.

 

"Do me a favor and activate that spell if I'm in any touchy situation with strange Paranormals. Better safe than sorry." The same tingling began. Great, we were communicating!

 

"Fergus, behave yourself in Ana's RV," I warned my familiar as we stepped back out.

 

"Think of me as not even here."

 

I ran my hand down the side of the new RV. It might belong to a Vampire, but it was a nice rig. The door opened automatically at my touch. Grabbing the bar by the door, I pulled myself inside.

 

"Welcome to my world, Agatha." It was pitch black inside the rig. As Ana spoke the lights slowly came up. This RV was laid out similar to the old forensics truck where I first met her.

 

"This is a nice RV. You said it was yours?" The seats looked to be leather, and real wood lined the walls.

 

"I had it built specially for me. When I heard about this assignment coming up, I volunteered to join the team." I could see her sitting in the darkness at the rear of the vehicle.

 

"You volunteered? I thought you were a supervisor?" My bracelet tingled as a shield snapped into being around me. This one was different than the others it had produced, more subtle.

 

"I am a supervisor, but I am allowed to pick my own assignments. It was part of the deal I made with J. Edgar Hoover in 1945 when I joined the FBI. I rarely contest where they send me."

 

"I don't understand. If you are a supervisor why submit to my orders?"

 

"Because you are different. I liked working with Jack. I thought we could have the same relationship." Ana stepped out of the shadows into the light. She appearance had changed since the last time I had seen her.  

 

"Step closer Agatha, I need to show you something." Her words echoed in my ears and kept repeating themselves. If I had been human or unprotected, I might not have been able to resist her.

 

"I think not. I would prefer to keep our relationship one of work only, Ana." She stopped abruptly and pulled her head back from me like an animal scenting danger.

 

"Please, Agatha. I only want to tell you something." I felt my hand begin to grow warm. Her allure and attempts at persuasion were triggering my defenses.

 

"No. Please stop, Anastasia. I value your friendship, but I won't hesitate." I held up my hand, and a fireball quickly formed inside it.

 

"I don't understand. How?"

 

"How what? How did I stop you? Not going to tell you. Is this why Jack is so messed up? Have you been putting the whammy on him?" I stepped closer to her. The darkness fleeing from my fireball.

 

"It's not like that. Jack is one of my oldest friends. He occasionally needed comfort."

 

"That's what his wife is for. How long Ana?" I stared at the woman I had thought was my friend.

 

"How long what?" She crept back to the shadowed area and sat down. I let my fireball die and reabsorbed the magic.

 

"How long have you been doing this? How many Agents and others have you 'helped' with their problems?"

 

She sighed. "Hundreds, thousands? I lost count years ago. It was a simple arrangement. Edgar knew I was doing it. He didn't care about my feeding habits or any of my powers. His goal was to make the FBI the best agency in the United States. I was the key to that. Remember your history lessons. Paranormals refused to work for any part of this Government until well into the 1960s when the Were reservations were dissolved. The FBI needed help in a major way."

 

"Did Jack know?"

 

"Maybe, maybe not. Jack's will was very strong and he was able to repress much. I would tell him to forget anything that disturbed him in our sessions. For him, it was the Fae. I let the higher-ups believe that they were the ones zapping him." She almost, but not quite sounded contrite.

 

"The higher-ups. Do they know about you? What you do to people?"

 

"I have no idea. Edgar once told me he put the information in his files and only his files. Since they have never been found, who knows? They may suspect."

 

I stared at her and played my ace card. "What do they suspect? That you are a Vampire Elder and day walker?"

 

A startled hiss escaped her lips. "How did you know? Agatha, please tell me how you know that!"

 

"I guessed. But you just now confirmed it. Does anyone know?"

 

"No, and I've taken deliberate steps to prevent anyone from guessing. You have to tell me, what gave it away?" She looked desperate.

 

"Chuck gave me a clue."

 

"Chuck? He never saw me do anything. I am even more careful with my people here in the RV."

 

"It was something he said. He told me you were awake. It was the middle of the day. My Grandmother educated me pretty well on the major races. The only Vampires that are awake in daylight were Elders. And not regular Elders, but only Ancient ones. There is only a handful of those in existence according to her."

 

"She's right about that. I know of four for sure that still exist. The rest were all lost in the Purge." Ana sounded remorseful.

 

"That was how I knew. Chuck claimed that you had an element built into the truck that allowed you to be awake. There is no such thing. If there were, Vampires would be everywhere by now. Only an Ancient Elder could be awake and functional at the time it was."

 

"That story has worked for over fifty years. Trust Witchcraft to catch me in a lie. Well, what do we do now?" She held up her hands in frustration.

 

"Now? We do nothing. You haven't hurt anyone except Jack. And he wasn't physically hurt. I want your promise that if you are to stay on this team, you will refrain from harming or affecting anyone else on it."

 

"That's it? You aren't going to report me or zap me or something?" Ana looked at me with wide eyes.

 

"You are one of my friends. I'm protected. What good will outing you do? I assume that the Vampire Nation doesn't know?"

 

"No. They don't. I qualify as an Elder having lived so long but they have no idea I'm an Ancient. In another life, I was an ambassador. When the Purge happened, I was in transit and outside the range of the spell. Luck was on my side. A name change, a new identity and poof no more Ancient. If they find out, I would be pressured to take over a nest and sitting on a throne all day is boring. I wanted adventure."

 

"Alright. Do we have a deal?"

 

"We do. Thank you, Agatha." She smiled at me flashing her fangs.

 

"Great. I assume you are staying here? I have a meeting to attend." I checked the time. "And I'm late."

 

I hopped out of the larger RV and fast walked over to the Administrative building.

 

Melissa must have been at lunch or something because she was absent. Nodding to the guards, I entered the building and walked down the long hallway to the Director's office. I thought over what Anastasia told me. The reason she gave for joining the FBI didn't ring true to me. There was another story to work out there. The rest? She was telling me the truth. It was good that my bracelet could protect me from her but sad that it had to do it in the first place. I wondered if she had tried swaying me in the past, but couldn't remember anything. That was both good and bad. She, like me, had secrets to keep. I would keep hers. For now.

 

The B's were absent too. I wondered if someone was having a luncheon or something somewhere. Curious, they almost never deserted the Director. I could hear voices from the inner office, so I knocked.

 

"Come on in." It was a man's voice which totally threw me for a loop.

 

"Director Mills?" I let the door open just a crack.

 

"Come in Agatha. Some friends of yours want to say hello." I opened the door all the way and was suddenly embraced by ninety pounds of blond-haired Cat!

 

"Cat, and Chuck!" I pried my best friend in the world, not counting Fergus, off me and embraced Chuck.

 

"What are you two doing here?" An older man I didn't know smiled at me from across the room.

 

"Agatha." The Director's voice brought me around to meet her eyes.

 

"This is your new team!" She spread her arms to encompass the room.

 

My eyes opened wide, and my jaw dropped at the same time. Chuck, Cat, and Anastasia? Together on my team?

 

I held out my hand to the older man. "I'm sorry. We haven't been introduced. I'm Special Agent in Charge Agatha Blackmore."

 

"William Maxwell. You can call me Bill." I clasped Bill's hand and shook it.

 

"Bill is your liaison with Washington. He will help with dealing with the local police and the press. Trust him. He's one of the good ones.

 

"Then it's good to meet you, Bill. Welcome to the team." Bill was an older, sturdy looking Agent. He had a grandfatherly air about him.

 

"Anastasia will be with you too. Her RV is supposed to be outside." The Director drew my attention away from Bill.

 

I nodded. "I spoke with her already. She called when I parked next to her rig."

 

"Good. I hate to rush you, but the case we are sending you on is a real nasty one. Cat is to be your second-in-command. She has all the files and is ready to start the brief. Cat?"

 

Cat blew out a long breath and looked over at me. "This is a real nasty one, Agatha. It started, as you know, with the body of a child found in the woods. We have some evidence that leads to a case of slavery. Someone is enslaving Were children and forcing them to attack others."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

 

 

Slavery in the twenty-first century? Paranormal trafficking was a reality. The local FBI office stumbled across this completely by accident. A dismembered child's body was discovered in a wooded area in rural Arkansas. It touched off a firestorm of accusations that ended with the FBI getting involved. Stephen Jaeger, was the youngest son of the local Were Pack Alpha. According to his father, he was out walking in the woods when he was attacked by a neighboring Pack and killed. The story was entirely believable except for one fact. The local police who discovered the body had Weres and they didn't smell anyone local except for Stephen.

 

Accusations between the Packs flew back and forth, and negotiations fell apart. The FBI was called in to mediate the dispute. They discovered that Stephen was somewhat of a progressive. He cultivated friends among the exiled and the shunned. Children in that community come up missing all the time and no one, not even the police, investigate them. When the extremely alarming statistics came to light, the locals all clammed up.

 

"Cat, what do we know about the local Alpha?" We were no longer in Director Mills' office, but for now, were setting up in Anastasia's RV.

 

"Not enough. The Arkansas Packs are complete unknowns to me. I was about to call my father and ask." She motioned to the phone, and I nodded.

 

Cat dialed. "Hello, Dad?"

 

"Catherine! How is life back at Quantico?"

 

"It's OK. I'm working with Magical Crimes now and had a question for you."

 

"With your friend Agatha? That is excellent Cat! What can I do for you?" Robert Moore was the Beta of his Pack. His brother, Cat's uncle, was Alpha.

 

"I've got you on speaker. What do you know about Arkansas? We have a case concerning the Packs there?" Cat tried to be tactful with her father and not give away too much of the case.

 

There was a rustling sound like someone sitting down. "Which Pack? There are four in that State."

 

"Four? FBI records state there are only two in that area." I broke into the conversation.

 

"Agatha! Congratulations on your promotion! You will do a good job." Robert had a booming voice.

 

"Uh, how do you know about that? I just found out myself yesterday?"

 

"That I cannot speak of. Sorry. About your earlier question, there are four recognized Packs in Arkansas. Jaeger, Petrov, and Pepin are the most predominant. The fourth is the Austin Pack. They are an offshoot of the larger Texas Pack. Started by a second son, I believe. They moved to that area around fifty years ago or so."

 

"Excuse me, recognized by whom?" This was from Bill, our team liaison.

 

"May I ask who is speaking?" Robert paused for a moment.

 

"Robert, this is Bill Maxwell. He's our new liaison and media specialist." I did the introductions.

 

"Among the Packs, there is an association of sorts. We track Pack mergers, acquisitions, and migrations. The group also monitors for rogue activity as well as lobbies with Washington for legal matters concerning Weres."

 

Both Cat and Chuck had shocked looks on their faces. "I had no idea. Robert, what do you know about Were slavery?"

 

There was silence for a long moment. "Agatha, which Pack is being implicated?"

 

"Truthfully, we don't know. There is an investigation, and because it involves Weres, we are now involved. Do you know something that can help us?"

 

"There have been ...whispers. For several years, rumors have circulated about Packs that farm out younglings for be trained to fight and incite violence among our communities. Before you jump in, you must understand some things. The Were community is much more civilized than it was hundred or even a fifty years ago. Before our exposure after the war, Packs and Pack Alphas as a matter of daily business committed many sorts of atrocities. Violence is the only way to keep some Packs in line. Even today that is the norm. We are trying to stop it, but tradition gets in the way. Our best hope is in the younger generation like Cat and Chuck."

 

I stared at the phone, digesting what he was telling us. "So when you say farm them out you really mean..."

 

"Slavery? Pretty much. It is a polite way of saying it. Much like the Eastern European way of saying a Pack girl was sent to town. That is a euphemism for being sent to become a mail-order bride for other Packs. It is part of normal life and society there. The Association has tried to stop most of it, but the rumors persist. Many of the more violent Packs have enforcers that got their training from somewhere. These enforcers never speak of their past, even under oath or Alpha power. To resist that, they had to have been indoctrinated in the extreme. Be very careful Agatha. Arkansas is a dangerous place. Pick your allies carefully. Trust cautiously. Look for hidden meanings in everything and everyone you encounter. I have to go. Be careful." He disconnected.

 

I turned toward my fledgling team. "That was...interesting."

 

"I'm surprised he was so candid with you actually." Anastasia stepped out of the shadows.

 

"Why?" Cocking my head, I stared at her.

 

"Weres have always been very secretive concerning their society and activities. Even after the Government took control and created the reservation system, they kept their secrets to themselves. He just told you more information in one sitting than most investigators get in their whole lives." Ana sat down on the most shadowed chair.

 

"Well, we know it's real. Let's get moving then. It's a fifteen-hour drive to the Arkansas border and several more to the town of Arbor. I have room for two extra in the Crimes unit. That means someone needs to ride here with Ana. That person will be the driver, so who's it going to be?" I looked at Bill and Chuck specifically.

 

"I'm too short to drive this thing, so I'll go with Agatha." Cat looked at the others.

 

"Is this thing diesel?" Bill turned to Ana.

 

"It has a 600 horsepower Tummins diesel engine in it. It has enough power to pull one of the full sized Suburban's if you would like too." Ana was very proud of her new home.

 

"I'll do it. My wife and I have a thirty-foot class C. I have never driven a Class A like this before, but it looks similar to some I've been in. Is there any bedroom space?"

 

"The couch folds out." Ana pointed to where Chuck was sitting.

 

"OK. Let's do our checklists and walkarounds. I'll let the Director know we're leaving. Bill, keep in contact with us by cell phone. Leave any personal vehicles here. We can requisition some from the local office as we need them." I stepped out of Ana's RV and into the cold night air. Everything was coming together.

 

"Can you believe this is actually happening?" Cat gave me a hug and looked up at me.

 

"Which part? If you mean the three of us working together, then yes. It's pretty cool. We have to deliver, though. Keep that in mind."

 

"Do you think that will be an issue?" Cat paused as she climbed into my RV.

 

"I hope it isn't. Madeline made it clear that we are an experiment to see what a paranormal group can do. They sent Bill along with us a chaperon. Mainly to keep us from stepping on too many toes." I pointed to a clipboard behind the seat. "Grab that."

 

"That is the checklist. We run through that every time you move this thing. Fergus are you still in there?" I felt my pocket.

 

"Yes. I take it from the list in your hand we are leaving again. So much for your promise to let me catch up with Jodi and Anne over at Anchors-a-Weigh."

 

"Sorry, buddy. Murder takes precedence over your stomach every time. I'll get you a salad on the road."

 

"It's not the same. But thanks." He moped as I put him in his barn.

 

Cat stared at the list for a moment. "Why do you have to check on Fergus as step one?"

 

I chuckled. "When we first started traveling with Jack in this thing Fergus almost had a serious accident. Ever since then, I check on his whereabouts first before doing anything else."

 

"What did he do?" Cat peered into his little red barn.

 

"These RVs are built to utilize all available space. When the slides are out, we have lots of room as well as quite a few hidey-holes. Those all disappear when the slides are in. He managed to build what he called a Unicorn Fort under the table over there. I didn't check for him and hit the retract button. His screams are why he is still alive today. So now, I check for him first. After that, it's on him." I pointed to the table, and the retract button.

 

"She saved you from becoming a Unicorn pancake, Fergus."

 

Fergus made grumbling noises from inside his barn. He still wasn't happy about losing his Unicorn Fort, but at least he was still alive. The slides were still in so the list was quicker to finish. I let Cat do the walk around as I started up the RV.

 

"Hey, how did you get scratches all along the bottom edge of all the compartments?" Cat carefully climbed into the passenger's side door.

 

"I didn't notice those. I had a Jackalope encounter in West Virginia earlier today. Maybe they were trying to climb in."

 

"How did they get out that far?"

 

"I don't know. I was going to ask your father that. What did he want those Jack's for anyway?" I reminded Cat of the hunt after graduation.

 

"He wanted them for his hunting preserve. I was under the impression that he was keeping them inside his property. Want me to check?" Cat pulled out her phone and held it up.

 

"Yeah, why don't you do that? I just know I'm going to be blamed for them getting loose."

 

Cat dialed her father. "Dad? A quick question for you. Any idea how Jackalopes could get to West Virginia? What? He did? He didn't tell us any of that!"

 

I could almost hear Robert's voice on the phone. The Pack bonds that we initiated last year were starting to make their presence known in my body. My strength was up just a tiny bit as well as my hearing.

 

"That boy. Agatha is going to shoot him. I'll try. No, she is right here with me. No. No. NO! We'll take care of it. Yes, I'll be careful. Thanks. We love you." Cat closed her phone and stared at me a funny look on her face.

 

"Did he know?"

 

"Oh, yeah. Dad knew. It's Chuck and Mongo's fault. They let a dozen of them loose inside a National Park last year." Cat held up her hands in desperation.

 

"They did what? Chuck sure didn't mention any of that to me."

 

"It seems they got the cages mixed up and couldn't even tell what escaped males or females. Dad said the ones at the ranch are all tagged and monitored."

 

"At least that's something. Chuck is in so much trouble!" I pulled out my phone and dialed.

 

There was a faint ring, and then someone picked up. "Hey, Agatha. Are you ready to go? Bill and I got everything closed up and ready to go over here. Did you know he has one of these things at home?" Chuck sounded like he was in a good mood. I hated to ruin it for him.

 

"I did know that. Chuck, a quick question for you?"

 

"Sure, what's up?"

 

"Were you ever going to mention the Jackalopes that got away in the park? I ask because I saw a couple in West Virginia this morning." There was nothing but silence on the other end of the phone.

 

"Chuck? Are you still there?"

 

"Sorry, Agatha. I should blame Mongo, but I was in charge. Ten of them escaped while when we stopped for a breather on the side of the road."

 

"And you didn't try to stop them?" I looked questionably at Cat sitting beside me.

 

"Well... They ran in like ten different directions. By the time, we realized what had happened we couldn't do anything. The rest we delivered to Robert." He sounded really sorry.

 

"This isn't good, Chuck. I'm most likely going to be blamed for it. Whatever my punishment is I'm going to share it with you. Understand?"

 

"I understand. Thanks." He hung up the phone.

 

I looked back at Cat again. "There is a story there somewhere. Too bad Mongo isn't around, he bends pretty easily."

 

"That is because even though he is a big strong Bear shifter, he's scared of you, Agatha."

 

I smiled at Cat but found her statement hard to believe.

 

~~~~~~~~

 

"Are you out of your ever-loving minds? How could you give that child that much power over others?" Montgomery yelled at the other Witches' Council members.

 

"Calm yourself. Agatha is under supervision on more than one level. We're aware at all times of anything she might do or say."

 

"Really? Because from where I'm standing, it looks like she's in charge of a high-powered group that could change everything. Why allow her access to those she already knows? She would have been better off with regular FBI Agents." Montgomery had only just found out about Agatha's new team.

 

"This is the FBI. The sweeping change will do them some good. Using the girl to do it is only practical. We can control her." Councilor Ray Winters looked down on Montgomery from her podium chair.

 

"Remember the Dragon? I love how you controlled her then. She will be the doom of us."

 

"Sit down Monty! She is still just a child. The position is just for show. It's to give the others some self-importance. We need more Paras in Government service. This is just the first step. Don't worry about her so much." The speaker was a tall man with a short well-trimmed goatee.

 

"You may say that from up there Fitz, but I know you are secretly scared of what she can do. Or are you able to take down a Dragon on the first try?" Montgomery turned his glare toward the podium again.

 

"Enough, the lot of you. Montgomery. Did you find what we sent you to find?" The woman speaking was wrapped in shadow. The cloak she wore seemed to draw in the light.

 

"Yes, Chief Councilor Bethany. Our records are incomplete in regards to Guardians before the 1700s, but I have a friend in Germany who did some searching for me."

 

"And?"

 

"It had to have come from Verity Blackmore. She was last reported in the Empire of Britain in the late 1500s. The European Council lost track of her there." Montgomery clutched a large file in his hands.

 

"Do you know anything else about her?"

 

"She was instrumental in bringing Dragases Palaiologos to justice in 1453."

 

The Chief Councilor studied Montgomery's face. "That was her? Interesting. I wonder how she got out of the city."

 

"What city? What the hell are we talking about?" Fitz stared at Montgomery in puzzlement.

 

Montgomery looked to the Chief Councilor. She inclined her head to him.

 

"The city she refers to is Constantinople. Dragases was one of the rulers of the time. Human history has him dying in the city. It seems Miss Blackmore dispensed justice to him. He was a necromancer and a rogue under a Council death sentence at the time. The city itself was under siege by the Turks."

 

"So why do we care what some Blackmore bitch did five hundred years ago?" Fitz looked down the row of thrones.

 

"I want to know that too." Councilor Winters leaned forward in her chair.

 

"It's about the bracelet that Agatha Blackmore has in her possession. It's a Guardian bracelet that once belonged to Verity."

 

"Still not seeing your point here." Fitz gave Montgomery the evil eye.

 

"Actual Guardian bracelets are beyond our ability to duplicate. They pass from Guardian to Guardian. They are semi-aware and select their own companions. Their powers are obtained in part, from those that have worn it before. Some are extremely dangerous. According to my European Council contact, only three are known to have been lost to the ages. Her's is one of those."

 

"Just tell the girl to give it back. Easy." Ray Winters frowned.

 

"Not that easy. Once a bracelet bonds with its host, it cannot be removed. Only death will free it."

 

"Oh. I suppose killing the child is out of the question?" Fitz looked to the leader of the group.

 

"Don't even think it. If Marcella Blackmore didn't get you, I would. The girl is central to our plan. Just suck it up. Thank you, Montgomery. That will be all, for now. Please follow up on the other assignments I gave you."

 

Montgomery bowed and grumbled a few unintelligible words as he walked out. He knew better than to argue with the head of the Council.

 

"Now. What is our status when it comes to the Draconic Empire? Have they begun negotiations yet for the body?"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7

 

 

 

"I miss my Grandmother." I blew out a breath I had been holding. Then stared at the passing trees.

 

"Didn't you get a chance to see her after Graduation?" Cat looked up from the case file.

 

"Only then. Our cases took us west rather than north. I talk to her on the phone at least once a week, but it's not the same. This area reminds me of home."

 

Cat looked out the window at the forest. Cat could glimpse sparse fields of corn and wheat in between the rolling hills. She nodded her head. "I can see that. I haven't been to Maine, but I know it's heavily forested."

 

"You do, do you? How is it you know that?" I glanced away from the road and into her direction.

 

"From you silly. We only lived together for three years. Also, the son of the Alpha there tried to date me once. He would never shut up about life on the boat."

 

"There's a Were Pack in Maine?"

 

Cat looked at the expression on my face and laughed. "There's at least one Pack in every state sometimes more than that. Ralph's family were commercial fishermen. They are one of the few Packs that don't live on land."

 

"What sort of Were was he?"

 

"I don't know. That's funny really. I suppose that Father would know. I never asked him."

 

"Only you." I started laughing. "Only you would date an unknown. Couldn't you smell what he was?"

 

"No. Every time I tried, all I could smell was fish. A few times, he made me hungry. It was why I broke up with him. Can you imagine accidentally taking a bite out of your date because dinner was late?"

 

"Maybe he was a Tiger shark or something. Are there aquatic Weres?"

 

Cat cocked her head to one side. "I don't know. That is an interesting question. Maybe Anastasia or the guys will know." She whipped out her ever-present phone and started dialing.

 

~~~~~~~

 

"Hey, lonely already?" Chuck joked into the phone.

 

"No, how about we do a little ring fighting to loosen up when we stop? I can show you some new moves I learned."

 

Chuck shuddered at the thought of fighting Cat again. "No thanks. What can we do for you lovely ladies?"

 

"That's better. We have a question. Does anyone know if there are aquatic Weres? Like sharks or something."

 

"Hold on a minute Cat." Chuck covered the phone. "Hey, Bill. Do you know if there are aquatic Weres?"

 

"You mean like fish? What kind of crazy question is that, kid?" Bill was driving the RV.

 

"It's from Cat and Agatha. They have to be bored."

 

"That is not something I've ever run into before. I know there are WereWeasels but never a fish. Ask Anastasia. She's been around longer than me."

 

Chuck carefully unbuckled and swiveled his chair around. This model of RV had great shocks and an internal stabilizing system, but it still rocked while being driven. He walked to the rear and hit the intercom button.

 

"Yes, Chuck." Anastasia stared at the young FBI Agent through the camera on her door. When she commissioned this vehicle, they installed special doors and walls built by Texas Armor all around her cabin. Then it was encased in a steel reinforced shell to enclose everything. It would take a direct hit by a great big gun to destroy her sleeping area.

 

"The girls would like to know if you have ever heard of aquatic Weres and what kind they were."

 

"Tell them that they do exist, but are very rare. Only one species is on this continent, and that is a WereShark Pack. They are up in Canada usually so she need not worry about them."

 

"Good to know, I'll tell them. Thanks, Ana." Chuck turned and went forward. Anastasia licked her lips in remembrance of him. She did like Agatha, but she disliked her too. Witches. Always ruining a good thing for everyone.

 

"Cat, Ana says that only WereSharks exist. They live up in Canada."

 

~~~~~~~~

 

"WereSharks exist. I think I dated a fish." Cat turned toward me with a disgusted look on her face.

 

"At least his name wasn't Limpet. Would you have gone out with him if you knew?"

 

Cat stared out the windscreen for a moment. "Maybe. He was cute, but not really my type. If you know what I mean."

 

"And that is?" Scanning ahead, I hit the cruise control button.

 

"Not sure. My other form intimidates everyone that knows about it. Ralph didn't know and most likely thought I was an ordinary Tiger. That is what most think I am and the smell is similar. Throwbacks like me are super rare among Were kind."

 

"One of these days you will find that perfect someone that makes your head spin around, and your hormones kick into high gear. Hopefully, I will be around to see it happen." I smiled at her and wiggled my eyebrows.

 

"Ha! You first Miss Witch! I'll bet you twenty bucks right now that you are the first to be bitten by the love bug." She pulled a twenty out of her pocket and laid it on the dashboard.

 

Looking at it, I wavered a bit. I was in the same literal boat as was she. Too much power. "I'll take that bet."

 

"Done and done. I'll hold on to this for later." She put the money away.

 

It was an almost seventeen-hour drive to Fort Smith. So far, we were about halfway there. "Do me a favor and call Bill. We should stop outside of Memphis to rest and get something to eat."

 

"OK. Should I tell Bill where?"

 

I thought for a moment. When I came through here a few days ago, I bypassed Memphis. "Ask him if he knows anywhere. I haven't been this way before."

 

Tapping the brakes, I disengaged the cruise control. Up ahead I could see road workers on the bridge, so I wasn't paying attention to Cat as she talked to Bill.

 

"Agatha, Bill says to take the Jackson, Tennessee exit. He knows of a barbecue place he says has 'the best ribs in the South.' They have a huge parking lot and cater to law enforcement." Cat was licking her lips.

 

"I take it you want some ribs now?"

 

Cat looked up into the passenger seat mirror. "Am I that obvious?"

 

"Yup. You're drooling." Subconsciously I noticed a sign for Jackson.

 

"Sorry. I haven't had a good feed since before I got back to Quantico. Agent Nixon took us all out for a celebration dinner."

 

"How was that experience, we haven't talked about it except on the phone?" We had talked at least once a week, but sometimes it was brief.

 

Cat stared at me for just a moment. "It was hard at first. Magick makes you special so your place in the grand scheme of things is assured. Regular Agents go into a pool of people. Sometimes, they stay there for years slowly working their way up and out. Every dirty job and task are suddenly theirs. It's expected of them. I was lucky. Someone wanted me assigned to a team. They couldn't get rid of me, so I stuck my neck out and demanded to be read into the case they were working."

 

"They couldn't get rid of you?" I could see the exit up ahead, so I began slowing down.

 

"No. I overheard a conversation about it" Cat touched her ears. "The lead Agent was bitching about it."

 

"The lead Agent? Agent Nixon?"

 

"Yes. I read everything the Agents had and noticed some inconsistencies. I took one step onto the crime scene and knew it was a WereWolf that did the crime. All I had to do was make Agent Nixon believe me after that. Working with the locals, we blocked off the town, and he came to us."

 

"I assume he didn't do it quietly," I guessed. There was a line of traffic on the off-ramp and the sign with a howling wolf proclaiming 'Blood Moon Barbecue, Best Ribs in the South.' A large blinking sign pointed off toward the right. Fortunately, I was already in the proper lane.

 

"No. I had to shift and take the WereWolf down. If I wasn't unpopular before, I was after doing that!"

 

"But, you said they threw you a party?" I looked questionably at Cat.

 

"It was more of a 'we caught the guy' sort of party. The pool Agents were glad to see me go. Less competition. I think at least Agent Nixon was sincere about it." Cat stared out the side window.

 

I felt for her. "Cat, look at me."

 

She turned her head. "You are the leader of my Pack, the best friend I've ever had and I love you for it. Forget the past. Let's make our future with Magical Crimes."

 

Cat smiled and nodded her head. I could tell that she was still hurting a tiny bit. Rejection is painful and something I knew a lot about.

 

"This must be the place!" I pulled the RV into the side lot parking at the very end. There was a truck turn-around area in the rear of the building. Bill parked behind me off to the right. The smell of cooking meat was almost overpowering.

 

"You OK, Cat?" Her eyes were glazing over, getting a yellow cast to them and saliva was forming at the edges of her mouth. "Cat?"

 

She didn't answer me, but I could see the panic in her eyes. Not wanting a four or five hundred pound enormous cat in the RV, I thought super fast and cast a spell blindly. There was a bright flash of light. To me, it seemed like time stopped. It was as if a camera was taking pictures in reverse. I could see Cat reversing her change, and a very faint blue glow appeared around her entire body. I blinked a few times. Cat was staring at me with wide eyes.

 

"What the flaming hell was that? Agatha, what did you do to me?" She was patting herself down.

 

"You were changing very quickly. I could see that you were losing control."

 

"I know. My cat was pushing through all my controls. We were hungry, and the smell of the meat pushed her over the edge. She broke through all my defenses as if they were paper. Suddenly everything reversed itself. I could feel her being locked away and she is not happy about it at all. Now when I look inside of myself, I see what looks like a giant blue cage. The key is floating just out of her reach. What did you do?"

 

Feeling my cheeks heat up, I stuttered out an answer. "Not sure... I reacted to your change and cast blindly. Verity's bracelet helped I think."

 

"I have total control for the first time in forever. If it even lasts for only a little while, thank you. You didn't turn me purple like those squirrels did you?"

 

"No. I'm saving that spell for when you really piss me off." I gave her a wry look.

 

"Good, I'm safe then." There was a knock on the RV door. It startled both of us.

 

Chuck and Bill were outside. "Hey, you ladies ready for what Bill calls the world's best barbecue?" Chuck stared at the mirrored glass.

 

"Let's go then." Cat opened the door since she was closer.

 

"Fergus be good!" I yelled toward the rear of the RV. He didn't acknowledge my remark, but he was pretty unhappy with Cat being here with me.

 

The meat smell was ten times stronger when we stepped outside into the chill night air. I glanced at Cat, but she was smiling. "Is this a good place Bill?"

 

The growing dusk made my new facilitator look old. Something about the way, the shadows hit him. I scanned him when we first met, but he wasn't a para at all. His file, what I could read of it, marked him as very old school.

 

"My wife and I have stopped here more than once on our way west. Forget Memphis, the best barbecue is here in Jackson. This place has been a local landmark for more than forty years. Family run, they raise all their own meat too."

 

"Sounds profitable." I smiled at Bill. He like, just the others looked hungry. "Let's go inside."

 

From the side, the building looked to be built from rough-hewn pine. Everything had a Western look to it, from the kitschy wagon wheels to the boots and saddles on the walls. The front doors were solid oak, making it look more like a fortress than a restaurant to me. I felt the wards hit me as soon as I opened the door.

 

Cat noticed my expression and stayed back as the others went inside. "What's wrong?"

 

"Can't you feel them? Extremely strong Wards protect this place." I reinforced my own shields and did a light scan of my own.

 

Cat cocked her head to one side and concentrated. Ever since we had our joining ceremony, I could feel her as if she was a part of me. I wasn't sure what she got in return.

 

"I can sort of feel them. Sort of like a magnetic field?"

 

"Exactly. That is a good analogy. Concentrate on that. You might see it as a color or shimmer. Every Magick user sees something different." I placed my hand on her arm to give support and provide a direct connection.

 

"That is so cool! Is it because of the bond?"

 

"I think so. Grandmother told me we might gain something from each other. I've noticed increased strength and feel a closeness with both you and Chuck that I didn't have before. Sensing wards and Magick might be your benefit as Alpha. We need to go inside." I motioned to the oak doors.

 

Bracing myself, I opened the doors, and we went inside. Chuck and Bill were standing by the host station laughing. They motioned us over.

 

"Agatha, this is Gundi Moon. Her family owns the Blood Moon." Bill motioned to the very blond woman standing next to him. She was of an indeterminate age and very attractive. As soon as I touched her I knew what she was and her I.

 

"Pleased to meet you Gundi. This is Catherine Moore, my chief investigator." Gundi glanced at Cat without moving her head.

 

"Charmed." She kept her eyes on me the entire time. Most Witches don't voluntarily enter a Den of Wolves.

 

"Did Bill tell you we were just passing through? We have a case to get to in Arkansas and will get back on the road immediately after eating."

 

The now obvious WereWolf glanced in Cat's direction. She nodded to the Cat, sending the same message as I. Under established Pack rules, FBI and other Government Agents were to be considered neutral in all things Pack. However, not every Pack followed the rules.

 

"In that case, let me get you a table." Gundi grabbed menus and silverware without turning her back to us once. Trust is an earned thing.

 

At her signal, one of the other servers sat us near the rear of the place. I could sense the tension in the room as the diners began to notice us.

 

"Why did the place get so quiet?" Chuck looked at all three of us. He could be a smart guy but, for someone in forensics, he could be blind to the world at large.

 

Bill looked at my face and repeated what Chuck said.

 

"Bill, how well do you know the Moon family?" I looked at him trying to ignore the stares I was getting.

 

He looked from my face to Cat's. "Just a bit. Like I said outside. My wife and I always stop here. They have always been pleasant people in the past. I don't see what's wrong."

 

Knowing that everyone could hear me, I answered him. "I think this is the public face of the local Wolf Pack. There are very specific rules that are to be followed when a strange Pack comes into another's territory. As FBI Agents, we are considered Neutral parties. Besides, we are just passing through. Aren't we?"

 

Bill froze when I said the word, Wolf. He nodded and tried to smile. "We are. We have to be in Arkansas as soon as possible, so we won't be staying."

 

I could sense, as well as feel, the room stand down. Several kitchen staff, as well as someone who could only be the Alpha, had been watching us from the kitchen. The Alpha made a motion, and the room settled. He spoke sharply to someone next to him and started in our direction.

 

Carefully I laid my hand on Cat's leg. She needed to keep her inner self-calm.

 

"Welcome to the Blood Moon. Bill, it's good to see you. You never told us you were in law enforcement."

 

"It never came up. Jacob, this is Agatha Blackmore. She's my boss at the moment. We are with the Magical Crimes Unit of the FBI." Bill apparently knew the man.

 

"Blackmore. Any relation to Marcella Blackmore?" He looked at me with piercing green eyes.

 

"My Grandmother. Do you know her?"

 

"Only her reputation. Is this all of you?" Technically, I didn't have to answer his questions, but I was in the middle of his territory.

 

"Our forensic tech is sleeping in the larger RV. She doesn't eat meat."

 

"Go round her up. We can put together some veggies or something." His voice took on a deeper tone. A more sinister one.

 

My shields automatically snapped into place around both the entire table and me. "I think not. We do not answer to you. Courtesy requires we inform you of our intentions. We have done that."

 

The Alpha began to laugh. So did many of the diners as well. "Little girl, it's just you, two cats, and a human. This is my territory. I make the rules here!"

 

A fireball burst into being in both of my hands. At first, they were small, but they grew in size as I spoke. "And if I burn this place to the ground with you in it, what then? The conventions are there for a purpose. As Government Agents, we are exempt from any little games you want to think up. Let's dance." I stood up from my chair the fireballs were now basketball sized.

 

"Do you think I'm foolish? This entire place is warded. I've dealt with your kind before." The Alpha was on the edge of losing control.

 

I let out the breath I was holding and tossed one of my fireballs at the wall behind me. The ward over the building shattered as the wall began to burn. "Fur has such a delightful smell. Want to go for two?" I held up the other flaming ball.

 

The Alpha stared in shock at the burning wall. "How?"

 

"Magick of course. As a businessperson, even you should know you only get what you pay for. Let me guess, you paid a Russian to ward the place for you?" He only nodded.

 

The crackling of the flames was growing louder as the fire began to spread. I could feel the heat and smell the smoke. I could sense Chuck and Cat preparing to shift if they needed to. Bill was quiet.

 

"What will it be? We are leaving now. Shall I let that continue or do we get to leave in peace?" Mimicking Grandmother's best glare, I stared the Alpha down.

 

"Peace. Please stop, this is our livelihood!"

 

I gave the fire a wave, and the flames shrank down and disappeared. I drew the small bit of heat energy back into my body.  The wall was blackened and scorched, but mostly unharmed.

 

"Come along. We'll stop at a Robbie Burger and get some food along the way." I motioned to my team to get up.

 

Looking back at the Alpha I frowned at him. "Let this be a lesson to you. Neutral means neutral. I had better not hear of you doing this crap again. Next time I'll just let it burn."

 

Several of the pack members tried to block our path out. I used my telekinesis and moved them. This nonsense had gone on long enough. Gundi Moon motioned to the others to get out of our way.

 

"I need to apologize for my brother..." I cut her off.

 

"No, you don't. My warning was real. We are the people they call when a Wolf or other Were goes rogue. I wasn't kidding. We can legally burn this place to the ground if I declare him a rogue. None of us wants that. Just follow the rules. Now, I have two hungry Weres to feed. So if you will excuse me?"

 

She moved out of the way, as I pushed past her followed by my team. There was a fire truck as well as the local police outside waiting for us. None of them stopped us as we climbed back into our vehicles. I hoped that Anastasia was still on board hers. This did not look like an ideal place to leave a Vampire all alone.

 

"Look at the bright side guys. The next place we stop at can't get much worse than this." They all laughed at me. 

 

Chapter 8

 

Compared to Jackson, Tennessee, the rest of the trip was uneventful. Fort Smith, Arkansas, sits right on the border of Arkansas and Oklahoma. It is a very historic river town and to my eyes a nice place to live. Lots of commercial development and attractive homes. The GPS unit in the RV found the FBI office easily. Parking was another matter.

 

"This place is tiny! Can you even get into that parking lot?" Cat pointed to the ten-space lot. There was only one way into the lot. My RV would fit but not Ana's.

 

"What about over there? Can you see the entrance?" Across the street was a large grassy field next to what appeared to be a large parking lot.

 

"Over there Aggy." Cat pointed to my left. There was both an entrance and an exit with plenty of space for both rigs.

 

"Do you think we can leave these here while we investigate?" Cat looked at the field as we pulled in. The lot looked to be part of the Fort Smith National Cemetery grounds.

 

"I doubt it. Let's find out the status of the investigation and pick up our promised vehicle. I can see their official car lot from here and that better not be our car in there." I pointed to the fenced in area to the rear of the building.

 

Bill had Chuck driving so he could navigate and rest, so he was the first off.

 

"Any problems Bill?"

 

Bill smiled at me. "Chuck drives pretty well. He told me he's driven the other forensics RV a few times. He'll do."

 

"Good. We all need to be able to drive the RV's. At least those of us that can reach the pedals." I looked pointedly at Cat.

 

"I'm not all that short!" Cat stamped her foot.

 

"No, you're not."

 

"Well, good then. Stop messing with me."

 

"I will just as soon as you tie my shoe for me. It's too far to reach down and get." I pointed down at my dress shoes that didn't have laces.

 

"I'll get you for that one Agatha. You won't be expecting it."

 

I chuckled, and she laughed with me. The boys only smiled at us.

 

We must have looked a sight as we tromped into the FBI office. Immediately the front door alarm went off. All of us were armed.

 

"Freeze! Stop right where you are and raise your hands!" The woman behind the front desk hit a button, and several Agents popped out of a closed door.

 

"I'm Special Agent Agatha Blackmore from the Magical Crimes Division. These others are my team." I had my hands half raised, but my badge and credentials were out in the open.

 

"Keep those hands raised! You're under arrest for bringing weapons in here!" The speaker was a young Agent with blond hair and brown eyes.

 

"We have orders from Washington to present to Special Agent Jeran Ford," I called out to the man now pointing a gun at me.

 

"Hands on your head." The Agent motioned with his gun.

 

"No. I've presented myself and my people as Agents of the Magical Crimes Division of the FBI. We have badges. Put your weapon down, now, Agent."

 

Another Agent stepped through the door and saw all of us standing there. He took one look at us and yelled "Gun!"

 

I glanced at Bill. "What is it with you people? This is an Open Carry State, and I'm an FBI Agent. Enough." I snapped my fingers, and everything stopped.

 

"Uh, what did you do Agatha?" Bill lowered his hands and stepped forward to check the Agent.

 

"He's not dead. The freeze spell should last a half hour or so. I expect that the rest of the building is frozen too. I wasn't all that specific."

 

Bill took the two Agents weapons from them and set them on the table. "This happen to you a lot?"

 

"Almost every day. Magical Crimes is so small that many have never heard of us before. This larger group should change that I think. It may have been Washington's idea all along." I levitated the two frozen Agents and moved them to the waiting room couches.

 

Cat jumped the front counter and retrieved the frozen Agent sitting on the floor. She opened the door to the rear. "Chuck, check the back of the building. We'll handle the rest."

 

Bill and I found the other Agents in mid-step headed toward the front. All four of them had weapons drawn.

 

"That could have been ugly." Bill looked at the literal pile of Agents on the floor.

 

"Yeah. Something is wrong with the training I think. They're acting before they think. Did you get their guns, Bill?" I just levitated them in place and let them pile up.

 

"Yeah. Even the holdout guns. I still know a few people at the San Diego facility. I'll relay your observations to them." He held up a box of guns.

 

"That would be great, thanks. One of these days my spell might not work. Blue on blue would not be fun to write up."

 

"It's not." I glanced in Bill's direction where he was sorting through the weapon box.

 

"Oh? Something you can talk about?"

 

"We can wait if you like for the others." He waved his hand.

 

"Don't worry about them. They're Weres. Cat could tell you if a guy was using the toilet in the building next door if she wanted to. Something as faint as a phone conversation isn't a secret around them." I refrained from telling him that I was getting to be the same way. Some secrets should stay secret.

 

"It's not a great big hairy secret. I was put in charge of a protection detail of Agents for a Paranormal with mixed powers. He used them to do something stupid, and local LEO's drew down on him. I tried to intervene, and shots were fired. The inquiry freed me of all potential charges, but two of the men were hospitalized. There was a video to show them in the wrong. I requested field duty after that."

 

"Ouch. I assume you know about my first day at the Academy?" He nodded. "If that had been my Grandmother, there wouldn't be an Academy now. She would have leveled the place. I'm much nicer."

 

He chuckled waving at the Agents on the floor. "I can see that. It's a pleasure to be working with you."

 

"Yes, well we need to start working soon. Mustn't forget about our assignment. That one over there is waking up. Cat, I need you."

 

Bill and I leaned against the desk and watched the seven Agents on the floor. The ones from the rear of the building began to stir first.

 

Special Agent Ford blinked his eyes several times. The last thing he remembered was responding to an alarm from the front door. The door! He opened up his eyes right onto an FBI badge with the words Special Agent in Charge on it.

 

"Please don't make any sudden moves. Do you recognize my badge as FBI issue?" I pulled my badge away from his eyes.

 

"I do. Why am I on the floor?" He looked to either side and saw his entire office lying there with him.

 

"Sorry about that. Your Agents in the front were pointing guns at us. I'm not a big fan of that. You can thank Agent Maxwell for the floor. He thought it might be more comfortable than the loading dock." I pointed to Bill.

 

"I know you, I think. Your name is Will or Bill, right?"

 

Bill smiled. "I thought you looked familiar to me too. What was it, seven or eight years ago in Wichita?"

 

The man on the floor nodded. "Right. That case was a nasty one. So, who are you, people?" He looked right at me.

 

"Magical Crimes Division. We are here about the Were slavery in Arbor."

 

"That. I was informed you were coming, but I thought Jack Dalton ran that outfit."

 

"He did. Jack took a leave of absence for a while. I just finished my year of working with him, so they gave the division to me. Bill here is my facilitator. My other Agents..."

 

Cat and Chuck burst into the room.

 

"Are right there." I gave each of them a questioning look.

 

"Sorry. We wanted to tell you that a car just pulled into the back lot." The words stumbled out of Chuck's mouth. Cat just rolled her eyes at me.

 

"I think we will allow Agent Ford here to handle it. They are his people after all." I motioned Cat to the front door.

 

Agent Ford stood up and gave my team a good look. "Is this all of you then?"

 

"One more. Anastasia is out in the RV." Bill hooked a finger over his shoulder.

 

"You got Anastasia to give up forensics? How? I've been trying for years to get her to come out West." The Special Agent looked at me with wide eyes.

 

Cat broke in. "That is all Agatha. She wanted to work with us for some reason. Uh, Agatha, the others are waking up, and a guy is walking down the main hall toward us."

 

"How..." The door opened, and a tall man stepped out into the lobby his hand was underneath his jacket.

 

"Does she know that?" Agent Ford looked at the man. "Jake these are friends. Stand down."

 

"Catherine is a Were. They can both smell and hear better than humans. She could tell you what they are saying in the building next door if she wanted to."

 

Cat had her head cocked to one side. "It's pretty boring over there. Are they actually using old fashioned electric keyboards?"

 

"They build them over there." Ford looked at me. "That is incredible. How come they never told us about those abilities? I would have asked for Were Agents by now."

 

"Something has to be wrong at the facility in San Diego. Too much is being missed. Take your Agents a short while ago. They completely overreacted to us entering with holstered weapons." Bill pointed to the now waking up Agents.

 

Chuck stepped over to them in case they tried anything stupid.

 

"I'm missing something here. How did you disable the entire building?" Ford looked back at Bill.

 

"Not me Jeran. Her. She's a Witch. The FBI's first official one." I smiled at him.

 

After that, everything was easier. The orders Washington sent informed Agent Ford of who we were and authorized us to requisition a vehicle from his office.

 

"There is a small problem with that request. I have an extra car, but it's not in the greatest of shape. Our good one was in an accident just last week and was totaled."

 

"At this point, we'll take whatever you have." We were sitting in the Agent's office.

 

"Good. I have the case file here for you. That place is a mess. My predecessor failed to mention to me that the entire area was under the control of a Were pack. When slavery was mentioned, the whole town clammed right up. My Agents haven't been able to find too much, but what we have is yours." He passed Bill a thick file. "Is Washington aware that they control the whole town?"

 

"They are. Were's are people too. Just a different kind. What they didn't know is that you actually have four Packs here in Arkansas. Each is vying for the same general area." I hated to tell him, but he needed to know.

 

"Four? For real?" Agent Ford looked terrified.

 

"Contact Washington and get them to send you a couple of Probies. There are several dozen Weres about to graduate at Quantico. Weres in government service are supposed to be neutral and outside of Pack matters. They can alert you to potential trouble as well as help with other cases. Don't discount them."

 

"If you recommend them I will try to get them. Agent Blackmore, it has been a pleasure. Sorry about the car but I suspect your people will adapt. Please keep me informed if you are able." We said our goodbyes and got back on the road. We have a case to solve.

 

Chuck got the short straw and was forced by Cat to follow us in the loaner vehicle. I pitied him and his nose. Because the car was a nasty looking older model Chevy Suburban, that smelled like old smoke and french fries.

 

"Sorry dude. I have to stay in here because I'm the boss and Cat is your boss. She makes your rules." I apologized to Chuck but wasn't very convincing.

 

"This thing just sucks!" I could barely hear his voice over the loud engine. It needed a tune up badly.

 

Laughing I handed the phone back to Cat. "That really was mean of you."

 

"Me? You too. Did you see the inside of that car? It was like someone went on a stakeout and didn't clean it for a month. The smell alone can knock you out."

 

We both snickered. Poor Chuck.

 

"How far did Agent Ford say Arbor was from Fort Smith?

 

"He didn't, but my phone says about an hour. Has anyone called the locals to tell them we are coming?" Cat looked up at me.

 

"Bill is supposed to. It's one of the reasons they put him with us."

 

"What's the other reason? Do you know?"

 

"I suspect that he's here to spy on us. We won't know until something happens. I've been pretty straight with him so far." My bracelet tingled for just a moment. That was the fourth or fifth time it had done that in the last couple of days. I thought we had come to an agreement on some things, but this felt different. I let my mind wander trying to figure out what it could be trying to tell me.

 

"And has he been that way with you?" Cat glanced in my direction.

 

"Maybe? He's told me a few stories and didn't freak out back in Fort Smith. Too many Agents have negative reactions to Magick."

 

"But that might mean he's been exposed to Magick before. Did you scan him to make sure he's human?"

 

Looking in Cat's direction, I smiled at her. She was starting to think like an investigator. "Of course I did. He's human."

 

"It could be Anastasia that's the spy."

 

"Cat, I love you like a sister, but now you're reaching. Don't worry about Ana. I have her covered. She won't cross me."

 

"How can you be so sure?" Cat was staring at me.

 

"That is my secret to keep. Sorry, I can't tell you. Just trust me. She's on our side in all things."

 

Cat arched her eyebrow at me but didn't say anything.

 

"Was there anything in Ford's file that we didn't already know?" I pointed at the archive in Cat's lab.

 

Cat picked the folder up and flipped through it. "Lots of stuff. The town has been in existence since the late 1960s. It, like many others in the South, was on the site of one of the old Were reservations. The Jaeger Pack is predominantly in the town itself. The Petrovs hold the industrial area, what there is of it. The police department is mostly neutral with officers from both Packs serving. Daniel Jaeger is both the richest man in town and the Alpha. It was his son that was killed."

 

"This is going to be a rough one Cat." The implications were going to rock the country if it all became public. Slavery, warfare, and Werewolves is a small town nightmare.

 

"It is. A sweep by the local Agents turned up three registered sex offenders as well as an Internet Were porn ring."

 

I stepped on the brake in surprise. "Really? Did they investigate?"

 

"They did. The sex offenders were known to the police and have since disappeared from town. The porn ring was operating without a license. They too have left town."

 

"I'm not surprised. Nobody likes being investigated by the FBI. What else?"

 

"Lots of stuff, but nothing that relates to the case directly. Agent Ford's people are pursuing the case in other parts of the state looking for links. Finding the killer and stopping the slavers is up to us."

 

"If it concerns the Para community it concerns us. We just have to make it right. GPS says Arbor is less than thirty miles away so get ready. It's time to play with the wolves."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 9

 

 

Arbor, Arkansas was a tiny speck of a town. A lonely stretch of commercial buildings graced one side of Main Street and a concrete block building with the sign Sheriff's Office on one side and City Hall on the other. There was a single pump gas station as well as what looked like an old-fashioned general store. Only a blinking caution light signaled the speed change from forty-five to twenty-five.

 

"Nice place," Cat said sarcastically.

 

"Yeah. It reminds me of some of the towns Jack and I went through last year. Tell Bill to park on the street. We'll park out front of City Hall."

 

Cat got on her phone to relay instructions while I parked. Almost forty feet of RVs took up the entire parking lot. With luck, our federal plates and large FBI logos would prevent local tickets.

 

"Bill asked if you would wait for him. He is the facilitator after all." Cat closed her phone and followed me outside.

 

The basic idea of this case bothered me. A child was killed horribly, and now no one wants to talk about it. Something smelled in this town. Looking upwards, I could see the hills of the Ouachita National Forest in the background. Too many miles of empty territory to hide in if this became a manhunt.

 

"Thanks for waiting." I looked to my right and smiled at Bill. Time for him to do his job and for me to see if he was real or not.

 

"I spoke to the Sheriff earlier, and they have an office cleared out for us to work in if you like. According to them, the case is cold. They aren't happy we're here at all."

 

I looked past Bill toward Cat. She shook her head and gave me a noticeable shrug. I glanced skyward and said a small prayer. So much for that.

 

"What's wrong?" Bill looked first at Cat then at me. I had yet to say anything.

 

"Bill, what Agatha's not saying to you is you didn't read any of the literature on Weres did you?" Cat spoke gently to not spook the man.

 

Bill looked at my expression and said. "Why would I need to read... Oh, Crap. I screwed up didn't I?"

 

"Not completely. But then we haven't told the local authorities anything they didn't already know. Later today, make an effort and read the packet. Cat put it together for you special. Now let's go inside." I led the principle members of my team forward.

 

The inside of the building was like walking into either a time warp or a 1960s TV show. I would almost swear Barney was in the back room getting stretched. Four officers met us at the door.

 

"Hello, we're here to see Sheriff Adam Geri. I spoke to him earlier today. We're with Magical Crimes." Bill held out his hand to the first one.

 

"We don't need you here. Go away!" All three showed pointy teeth and growled at us.

 

Cat stepped around Bill and smiled at them. "Is that the best you can do?" She let her Cat loose for just a moment. All three felt her Alpha power and immediately bowed their heads in submission.

 

"There. Much better. Where is the Sheriff's Office?" Cat may be short, and she may be sweet sometimes, but down deep, she is a real bitch!

 

"What was that?" Bill looked at Cat in amazement.

 

"That Agent was what an Alpha can do. A very powerful one." We all turned toward the voice. A man in a Sheriff's uniform was walking toward us.

 

"Sheriff Geri?" I held out my hand.

 

"Yes, and you are?"

 

"Special Agent in Charge Agatha Blackmore. This is Agent Moore and Agent Maxwell. We're with the Magical Crimes Division."

 

The Sheriff just nodded his head. "You I've heard of."

 

"You have?" That surprised me. Most of the reports about what we do are classified.

 

"My cousin works and lives in Sugar Mountain."

 

"That, sir, was a hairy one. I can't speak about it, but I'm glad we got some justice for those people. How is the town doing?"

 

Sheriff Geri scratched his head. "According to my cousin, surprisingly well. The crops have started producing, and some new Federal money is helping those kids."

 

"Good. They got a raw deal."

 

Cat and Bill both looked like they wanted to ask about the case. I glanced in their direction. "I'll check and see if I can read you into that case."

 

"So Sheriff, about the boy? What has your department found?"

 

"My cousin said you were relentless Agent Blackmore. Here's the skinny. Two Packs. The Jaeger and the Petrovs. This town is what's left of the Ouachita Were Reservation. When the internment was over the two Packs stayed in the area and initially worked together. This town is the result of that cooperation."

 

"But things change." The Sheriff cut his eyes toward me in surprise.

 

"Yes. Things change. My family is one of the few original human ones that is actually from here. I grew up here, and I consider myself mostly neutral. My officers, not so much."

 

"So you know the basic rules," Cat spoke up.

 

"Rules, Agent?"

 

"Don't talk to humans, don't tell the authorities anything, don't get noticed, and for the God's sake, never ever tell them your real name. My family was in one of the Kentucky Reservations. I grew up with the rules even though the 'system' was gone."

 

"Interesting. That is pretty much the deal around here. So when the Jaeger boy was found everyone shifted to the old rules. Your FBI boys hit the wall of silence around here." The Sheriff rubbed his face. He looked tired.

 

"We've spoken to Agent Ford. He and his men have turned the case over to us. We are the ones that are called if you have a rogue and unfortunately a murder. Did your people find anything at all at the crime scene?"

 

Sheriff Geri winced. "You won't like it."

 

I made a gimme motion with my hands. Better to get it out in the open now.

 

"When Buster found the body he moved it. The child was torn up pretty good. By the time I got there, the victim was wrapped up in a dog blanket, and placed in the back of the police cruiser. You have to understand my officers. I have two part-timers and four volunteer officers. You just met two of each. They keep the peace, lock up the drunks, and chase livestock out of people's yards. Murder and other violent crime is a bit out of reach for them."

 

I shook my head. "So where is the body now?"

 

"That we have. It's over in the County Morgue. The Medical Examiner is a good one. He told the family the FBI needed to keep the body and they listened to him."

 

"Good. I'll send my forensics team over there right now. They might not find anything more, but they are very thorough. Do you have any suspects?" I made a motion to Cat, and she pulled out her phone.

 

"I sent all my files and information to that Agent Ford in Fort Smith." The Sheriff looked surprised.

 

"We have them. I just wanted your opinion. Reports aren't personal, people are." I looked him in the eye. Silently I prayed to my Goddess that he told me the truth. Not what was on paper.

 

Sheriff Geri scratched his chin again. He must be a terrible poker play with this many tells. "Well, according to Buster, there wasn't any familiar scents around the body. Stephen was attacked. That much is obvious. It wasn't the Petrov Pack. He told me he smelled Weasel around the body. There isn't any of them around here. We would know."

 

I glanced at Cat and smiled. Nothing he just said was in the official report. "What about the Pepin or Austin Packs? Do they have Weasels in them?"

 

The Sheriff's eyebrows went up, and his eyes widened. "That is a good question. Not one I expected from the government either. How... I only found out about those two groups this afternoon. You surprise me, Agent."

 

"We have good connections. Don't worry about them. We will take care of contacting their Alphas. So now the other more volatile question."

 

Geri's eyes got even bigger, and he reached up to touch his ear, shaking his head.

 

I nodded and spoke a word of power. A blue shield snapped into being around the entire office. I used the same spell I cast in Director Mills' office. "We can talk now. No one but us can hear what happens in this office. Even electronic devices are null."

 

"For real?" He looked up and down then around the room.

 

"Trust me. Why are you worried?"

 

"The Mayor is a Were, part of the Petrov Pack. Anything I say in here ends up in the hands of Stephen Petrov. You want to know about the slavers?"

 

"We do. What do you know?" I motioned him toward the small sitting area they had.

 

"Call me Geri, please. It's ceremonial. Both the Sheriff and the Mayor change our names when we take the position. We are supposed to protect both the town and those in it." The Sheriff hopped up and went over to the small kitchenette near his office.

 

"What did Ana say?"

 

Cat leaned over to me. "She and Chuck took the forensic RV over to the morgue. She said they'll process the body and get to work on the details."

 

"Good. Tell Ana we will try to get the rest of the physical evidence to her."

 

Cat pulled out her phone again and started texting.

 

Geri came out of his office with an armful of sodas. "It gets hot in here." We all took one.

 

"Like I was saying. Freki, that's the Mayor's name, reports to the Petrovs. The slavers started using this area about twenty years ago for recruits. There are many Weres with no hope around here. The trouble between the Packs has cost more than one man his livelihood. It started with the children of those that live in Box Town."

 

"Box Town?" I glanced at Bill. He shook his head no.

 

"It's the unofficial name for the south part of town. A box manufacturing company from back east built a plant here in the 1970s just in time for the gas shortage. It went under in a hurry leaving a shuttered plant and ruined families. Those with better investments and power didn't lose a dime. Many Pack members couldn't make the monthly tithe and were exiled or shunned from the Pack."

 

"Tithe?" Bill looked at the Sheriff.

 

"Bill, many of the older Packs require members to give a percentage of their earnings to the Pack. It is a tradition that dates from before the Purge and unveiling. The money or products were used to hide the Pack and provide running money. None of the east coast Packs do it anymore." Cat looked at the Geri.

 

"Very good. The percentage had gone down until recently. Old man Jaeger was trying to leverage Petrov into allowing a logging concern into the area and needed cash. Quite a few families live out that way now."

 

"So the children?" I tried to give him a small nudge.

 

"Getting there. Keep your pants on. I wasn't around as Geri then, but my predecessor left me a box of files hidden in the safe. I'll give them to you in a bit. Among the shunned, the children started to vanish." He took a big swig of his Coke, and I suspected it didn't just contain Coke.

 

"It wasn't all at once. This is the country and Weres are almost indestructible. Kids play outside past dark often. At first, only one was missing. This office was called, and a report filed. Those in power buried it. Then another and another vanished. Parents started keeping their children inside after that. That summer five turned up missing. The official report says they were runaways."

 

"Do your files say different?"

 

The Geri took another drink. "They do. Each was listed as a possible kidnapping. We didn't have any resources in those days, and the Internet was barely a thing here. The city council along with the Freki buried the reports and changed the files. Or so they thought. That was in the early 1990s. Every other year or so we get similar disappearances. This year we have had two."

 

I almost came out of my seat! "And you didn't report it?"

 

"I did. The Alpha has someone at the State Police on the payroll. Anything I send out gets quashed. I can't trust my own officers. They work for either the Petrov or Jaeger. Neither one wants any outside involvement here."

 

Leaning back in my chair I grimaced. "Until Stephen Jaeger."

 

"Right. Until Stephen. God, what a mess this has become. Stephen wasn't like his father or his brothers. He was a kindhearted soul. He made friends with everyone regardless of Pack lines and rules." The Geri took the final drink of his coke.

 

"Let me guess, Sheriff. One of Stephen's friends vanished, and he searched for him." I shook my head in dismay.

 

"That's what I think happened. Daniel... Daniel refuses to believe that his son would sink to the level of the shunned, but half the town knows better. He was a good kid and will be missed."

 

Cat leaned forward and looked at the Sheriff. "So Stephen visits one of his friends and what? He gets snatched? Could he shift yet?"

 

"His father says he could, but I doubt it. Most of the kids around here don't start doing it until fourteen or fifteen. Petrov calls it too much inbreeding, but I think it's just the culture here. They do what they expect to do. There were signs of struggle, but Buster messed up the crime scene so much..."

 

"Just who is this Buster?" Bill wanted to know.

 

"I didn't say? Sorry about that. Buster Jaeger is his name, he's one of my unpaid deputies. Daniel is his brother." He informed us.

 

This just gets worse and worse. So the brother of the Alpha finds the body of his nephew then proceeds to destroy evidence and disturb the crime scene leaving doubt as to who the perpetrators are. He then wraps the body in an old dog blanket, which I assume is covered in trace from every doggie adventure for years and puts the body in the backseat of his cruiser. The cruiser. 

 

"Do the officer's wash them?" I asked.

 

The Sheriff had his head down now and shook his head no.

 

"No suspect, no evidence, and no help. Typical for Magical crimes. Is the crime scene mostly preserved? Or has it been bulldozed?"

 

"Bulldozed? No. But over a dozen people including Agent Ford's FBI guys have walked over it."

 

I gave him a sharp look. "That is not a big problem. Can you give us directions or take us there?"

 

"Sure. I'll take you myself." He stood, setting the can down on the table.

 

We stood, and I looked toward the doors. "I think we have visitors."

 

Cat and Bill stood and moved to either side of me. I snapped my fingers and watched the show.

 

Two large and burly men dressed as police officers exploded into the room as the shield released suddenly. They must have been applying a significant force on the doors to have the reaction they did. Behind them were half a dozen men in suits or hunting gear.

 

A tall man in a finely cut Italian suit stepped into the room. He stepped over one of the now dazed officers. Shaking his head, he looked at the Geri. "Private conferences Adam? You should have called me. Now, who are you, people?"

 

The Geri coughed. "Alpha Daniel Jaeger this is Special Agent Blackmore from the Magical Crimes Division of the FBI."

 

"More FBI? You aren't needed here. We police our own here." The Alpha made a brushing motion with his hand.

 

"I think not. Anything to do with Weres is our business. Murder is within our purview. We are staying."

 

The Alpha wasn't used to being told no. He motioned to one of his people. A short man in a Hawaiian shirt of all things stepped up. He doffed his white straw hat. "Tuck Braddock. I represent Mr. Jaeger in all things legal. Do you have a warrant?"  

 

"For what? The crime scene is on public land, and we have the right to investigate according to both State and Federal laws. If I need a warrant, I will, of course, have one. However, according to the State Charter, I don't need one in cases of National Security. This case has just achieved that heading."

 

Braddock looked at me with wide eyes. "National Security? The murder of a child doesn't deserve that much pull in Washington."

 

"Who said I was investigating the boy's death? That case is part of the much larger National slavery case we are here to work on. That is the issue that Washington is concerned with."

 

"Slavery? Here? You're crazy. Show me the proof!" The Alpha stepped over to me and got right in my face.

 

My eyes never left those of Jaeger's. "Mr. Braddock. Please inform your client that I do not have to show him anything unless he is the one we are charging. If he wishes to confess to something we are all ears?"

 

"Daniel step away from them please."

 

"No! I want to hear what sort of evidence this bitch has against me! What do you have?" Daniel Jaeger reached out and grabbed my arm as if to shake me. He never got the chance to do anything. My personal protections snapped into being! A dark blue shield appeared around me as the Alpha was tossed ten feet from me. His hand scorched by my protections.

 

"Nobody. And I mean nobody, touches the Witch. Anyone want to go for two?"

 

 

 

Chapter 10

 

 

 

"You're a Witch? Hell, I have one of those!" Daniel stood up from where he was thrown. "Tell Ivan to get in here!"

 

"Daniel, I don't think this is a good idea!" Tuck frantically looked at his boss.

 

"'Your' not thinking is what got us here. Let's do this my way." Keeping his distance from me, Daniel strode over to his men standing next to the lawyer.

 

A small slip of a man stepped into the room followed by another apparent bully boy. Noticeably upset, he was looking in all directions.

 

"There he is. Ivan, this woman says she's a Witch. Do something." Smirking, the Alpha stepped back to his lawyer and gave him a nudge. "Watch this."

 

The little man looked in my direction and muttered a few words. I could feel his pitiful attempt at shield breaking. It was all I could do to not laugh at him. He looked at me and shook his head. More words were muttered, and sparks filled the room. It was pretty, but not that effective. The locals were impressed, that was all that mattered to Ivan is seemed.

 

"Are the sparks supposed to hurt us? It's pretty. Is that all you've got Ivan? It seems to me you got yourself into a bad situation and can't get out. Sucks to be a mercenary, doesn't it?" Ivan flinched back from my words.

 

I leaned to one side so I could see Daniel Jaeger a bit better. "What is this supposed to prove? OK. You have a Witch on the payroll. So do lots of people, Russian Witches make good servants. If this is all the Magick he has, his training is lacking just a bit. I hope you didn't pay too much for him."

 

The Alpha glared at me and then motioned to the two large men in police uniforms. "Get him to do something, you idiots!"

 

Ivan looked at the two large men and cringed he began to point at me and say "Nyet! Nyet!"

 

"What the hell is that idiot saying? Tell him to take out the Witch!" Daniel Jaeger yelled at the men.

 

"All he says is 'night' boss!" Both men pushed the little man and shook their fists at him.

 

"Night? What's that supposed to mean?"

 

"He's saying 'no' in Russian. That is what 'nyet' means. Would you like to come peaceably or have Sheriff Geri arrest you instead?" I stared at the man and felt a fireball form in my hand.

 

"What? I'm not going anywhere with you!" His eyes went very wide seeing the fire in my hand.

 

"Attacking a Federal Officer is jail time. Ask your lawyer over there." I pointed at the tackily dressed man.

 

The man in question looked up from his phone and spoke. "Agent Blackmore, you know as well as I that it won't stick. My client will be out of jail in less than an hour."  

 

Smiling I answered. "True. Since none of us were injured in the attack, I think we will just take the Russian Magician into custody." I motioned toward Ivan. Cat and Bill took two steps in his direction, and the two locals grabbed the little man.

 

"Ivan is in my employ and isn't going anywhere!" Daniel stepped closer to his 'employee.'

 

"It's either him or you. I'll let you decide." I cocked my head and stared at him. The fireball in my hand flared to life again.

 

"Take him. You will regret this!" Daniel turned and stormed from the room. The hulking officers looked at me bewildered for a moment then scurried after their boss. Tuck Braddock watched as Cat gently took the little Russian into custody before casually following his client.

 

"I'm already regretting taking the case," I muttered it so low that only a Were could hear it. Cat looked up and gave me a small smile.

 

"Making an enemy of that man is not a good idea." The Sheriff stood next to me.

 

"How did you let it get so bad around here?" I still wasn't looking at him.

 

"Politics, desperation, and job loss were the key factors. The Alphas have always held the power around here. Dan's father was quite cagey, he kept his hand on the pulse of the town. Dan, well he's only lined his pocket so far." The Sheriff seemed to be standing a bit taller than before.

 

"What happened to his father? Weres have pretty long lifespans." Cat had handcuffed the Russian and put him in one of the small cells.

 

"Daniel killed Darius in a contest. The old man was dying, and he knew it. But he still wouldn't give up power. Dan challenged his father and won. Darius had already conceded, and he killed him anyway. That is the primary reason for the unspoken conflict between the Packs."

 

"Why? Challenges are a matter of life for Weres." Cat knew more about this than I did.

 

"The old man wasn't one to stick with one mate. He often bragged about his sexual prowess. Dan has plenty of brothers and sisters in all the packs. Stephan Petrov is actually his half-brother and his father's favorite. It was Stephan who had convinced Darius to seek treatment and find a possible cure for his malady."

 

"Geri, what was wrong with him?" Grandmother had taught me a bit about Weres. Most were completely immune to disease.

 

"Darius always claimed it was something he caught overseas during that mess in Indochina in the 1950s. The Medical Examiner said the tests he ran came back as an aggressive form of Myasthenia Gravis."

 

"What does it do to the body?" Health and medicine are one of the functions of an herb Witch, so I was always interested in this.

 

"I really don't know. The Doc explained it to me, but most of it went over my head." The Sheriff scratched his head.

 

I pulled out my phone and dialed Ana.

 

"What can I do for you Agent?" The formal tone from Ana told me she had eyes on her.

 

"The Sheriff say that Darius Jaeger was dying of a rare disease. Can you check on this for me?  Myasthenia Gravis or at least that is what the Coroner said."

 

"I don't have to ask him about that one. You never had dogs, did you?" Anastasia's voice was dark and mysterious sounding.

 

"No. Just Fergus. Grandmother has a huge cat named Zeus."

 

"Nope. Not the same thing. Canine Myasthenia Gravis is a very rare canine disease. It interferes with the acetylcholine in the body. What happens is the brain sends a message to move say your finger and acetylcholine is like a messenger service between the nerves and the skeleton. The message is sent, but never gets there or gets there too late. This makes those that suffer from it shaky and jerky in their movements. Humans can get it, but again it is a rare condition. It is believed to be a chronic autoimmune neuromuscular disease, and the exact cause has not been identified. This is the first I've heard of Weres catching it."

 

I looked out the window of the station as she explained the disease to me. "Is it contagious?"

 

"Among dogs, the answer is no. Weres or humans? I have no idea. It would be very obvious if it were. I'll send out a few feelers about this to some colleagues of mine and check with the locals to be sure. Just the sort of information we as scientists like to know. Thank you, Agent Blackmore."

 

I turned back to the Sheriff. "That was Anastasia, our forensic technical adviser. According to her what Darius had was the canine disease. Not contagious according to her. So, Daniel killed his father and took over. What have the other Alphas done?"

 

"Stephan refuses to work with Daniel in all things. He holds fifty percent of the town's assets in his name alone. This has prevented any improvements or infrastructure work to go through. Darius intended for the brothers to work together, but that part is shot to hell. He's only been causing trouble on the City Council so far. Joshua Pepin is the one to watch. He controls the utility companies around here. If you want water and power, you have to talk to him about it."

 

"Such a nice mess you have here. Any idea if the Packs are involved with the slavers?" Very slowly the Sheriff was coming around.

 

"Uh." He shut up for a moment and stared at me with a funky grin on his face. "You are too tricky."

 

I pressed my hand to my chest. "Me? Tricky? No way. I have no idea what you are talking about Sheriff."

 

He shook his head and smiled at me. "Sure, you don't. They are aware of the trade. It was my predecessor's opinion they get their troops from them."

 

"What troops?" Cat moved closer and joined the conversation again.

 

Sheriff Geri turned in her direction. "Enforcers and bully boys. They have to come from somewhere. I've lived my entire life in this county, and half of Jaeger's men aren't from around here. Don't get me wrong. They blend in like they're a neighbor, but no one has ever seen them before. Take those big boys from earlier. Bob and Tod Broehain is what they go by. Daniel volunteered them as officers here. They follow orders to the letter."

 

"Their last name is Broehain?" Bill started to chuckle.

 

"Yes, why? What's so funny?"

 

"Not really laughing at you Sheriff but Broehain is a Scottish word for broken."

 

"Interesting. Is there anything else in here that I should know?" I thumped the large folder I had been given.

 

"Be careful. Lots of money is coming from somewhere around here. They won't give it up easily." Geri sat at his desk.

 

"Are you going to be safe here alone?"

 

"Thanks for worrying Agent, but it's my bed. Time I sleep in it. I doubt they are stupid enough to do something while you're still in town. Where are you staying by-the-way?"

 

"Bill?" I looked to my facilitator.

 

"Billie Jean's Fish Camp and Sushi bar is where our reservation is set. I meant to ask if the bar part is real."

 

"You'll like Billie. She avoids the Jaegers like the plague. Daniel tried to date her in high school, and she kicked him in the beans and franks. She's good people. Her son Billy was stationed in Hawaii and learned to make Sushi. He does a good avocado roll, but his local snapper roll is an acquired taste."

 

"They are both named Billy?" Cat smiled at the names.

 

"Yup. I have a ton of paperwork to do as well as contact the State Police. I'm going to send them as much as I can remember of this conversation as well as the camera footage. If something goes down, they might need evidence of my death." He pointed at the camera in the corner.

 

"Always good to be prepared." Looking at the office with fresh eyes, Bill noticed all the cameras.

 

"I try to be. Are you taking the Russian with you or do I keep him?" The Sheriff hooked a finger at Ivan.

 

"We'll take him. Thanks again." We collected Ivan and went outside.

 

"People never learn, do they, Agatha?" Cat stood by the front door leaning up against a post.

 

I passed Ivan to her and asked why.

 

"Over there." She pointed at our RV. A small crowd had formed around the side where our door was. They appeared to be shouting and laughing at something.

 

Moving closer we could see at least three people very close to the vehicle.

 

"Excuse us. Make way please." Carefully we pushed our way through the crowd. Once the locals realized who we were, they moved back.

 

It was all I could do not to laugh. Ivan, our new prisoner, shook his head and muttered "Tupyye idioty" at the spectacle.

 

"What did he just say?" Cat looked over at me. She could only say either yes or no in Russian.

 

"He said stupid fools, and I agree." Agent Maxwell stared and shook his head.

 

Bill's ability to speak Russian wasn't in his file. Interesting.

 

Bob, Tod, and Daniel were stuck. Bob and Tod both were in the action of trying to open compartments on the RV. Daniel was worse. He had a crowbar in his hands and was trying to pry open the main door of the RV. As Weres their great strength should have made it easy to break in. Not through my Ward, though.

 

"Should I add B and E to the charges you are building up Mr. Jaeger?" Cat pulled out her phone and began taking pictures of the three men.

 

"Let us go!" Daniel started to yell.

 

I looked around. This must have been too much for his lawyer. Tuck Braddock was nowhere to be seen.

 

Waving a hand, I released the men who promptly fell to the ground. "Never and I do never mean, try to steal from a Witch, Mr. Jaeger. Be glad I'm not arresting you at this time."

 

His muttered "bitch" wasn't unheard as Cat frowned at him.

 

"Leave it. We have too much work to do." I dropped the rest of the ward and opened up the RV.

 

"That, Agatha, was pretty cool. Do you lock all your vehicles that way?" Bill sat Ivan down at the table and unlocked his handcuffs.

 

Cat closed the door and started running through the checklist. We never deployed, so a walk around wasn't needed. Just in case, I cast a quick shield spell over our new guest.

 

Ivan looked at me with wide eyes as my spell settled around him. He plucked at the shield with his finger and shook his head.

 

"It won't come loose so stop trying."

 

"Not necessary. I will cooperate." Ivan kept trying to pull the shield off of his skin.

 

"Our safety, not yours, is why I cast it, Ivan. Now, how did you end up in Jaeger's employ?" Ivan shivered at the name.

 

"Just a job. I answered advertisement and lawyer hired me."

 

"Lawyer? Tuck Braddock? That lawyer?" Bill sat down next to Ivan.

 

"Da. Yes. He said... needed magic support for boss. Spells to frighten ignorant and ward house is what told." Ivan looked around like a wounded animal.

 

"He won't be coming after you. I promise. What else did you do for him? I know you speak better English so stop with the accent."

 

Ivan flinched at my words and let out a big sigh. "I warded his property and scared his employees. They are too stupid to realize that pretty lights and furniture moving is just a bunch of tricks. Compared to you, I'm an amateur."

 

Cat and Bill's mouths dropped open at Ivan's use of almost perfect English. I chuckled at the look on their faces.

 

Bill pointed. "How did you know?"

 

"Think about where you are Bill. You and I get looks with our New England accents. Imagine if you cannot speak English or with a strong accent in Arkansas. It cannot be done. He would have starved to death by now. It reminds me of a restaurant we have back home." I thought about Grandmother's friend Frank and the Oriental Gardens.

 

"Oh?"

 

"We have a place called Oriental Gardens back in Briarwood. All the employees are of Asian descent. Many speak perfect English. But if you eat there, they pretend they don't. It's a ploy to get bigger tips. For some reason, tourists believe that if a person doesn't speak English well, they are poor. I didn't believe her until she introduced me to Frank. He was a delivery driver who came to the house a lot. Whenever I answered the door, he would nod and jibber jabber at me in a strange language. One day Grams answered the door with me and told him to 'knock it off.' He laughed at her and proceeded to speak perfectly after that. He told me he was Hawaiian. The owners of the Gardens were Chinese, but most of the employees were Korean or Japanese. The language he used was baby talk in Polynesian."

 

Bill laughed. "Always expect the unexpected. With this unit, I can believe it. Great story."

 

"Let's go find that fish camp of yours and get set up. Be sure to send the directions to Chuck and Ana." I climbed behind the wheel and started the engine.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 11

 

 

Billie Jean's Fish Camp and Sushi Bar had a huge sign right off the highway. It was pretty hard to miss with the words 'World Famous Snapping Turtle Sushi' in three-foot-high lit up letters. I see what the Sheriff meant about the snapper rolls. I'm not sure I've ever eaten turtle on purpose.

 

"Cat, have you ever eaten turtle?"

 

She cocked her head to one side and focused on a distant point. It was the look she got while communicating with her other self. "Crunchy. Sort of like those peanut-butter pretzels you like so much. Too much work for a meal."

 

I tried not to laugh at the expression on her face. "All you had to say was yes. They apparently eat them here. I just wondered what it tasted like."

 

"Oh. Fishy."

 

Now I did laugh. "Only you Cat. Only you." There was another sign pointing to a small one lane gravel road.

 

"If you hear banjos you'll tell me, right?"

 

"Banjos? Should I ask?" Cat looked at me strangely.

 

"It was a movie I saw once. Don't worry about it." I squinted ahead through the dimming light. The day was fading fast. I shook my head. Why am I squinting when I have magic? Muttering a spell my vision problems went away. Glancing at Cat, I could see she had her phone out searching.

 

"Look under 1970s movies."

 

"Oh, I found it. I was just trying to see if they have rapids around here and if I could get Chuck some bicycle pants." Cat smiled at me.

 

"Just don't squeal at me and we'll be great." It wasn't all that great of a movie, but Grams had a thing for the lead actor. She drove like him too.

 

"Hey look! The others are already here." Cat gestured to where Chuck was setting up the other RV. He was outside hooking up the nasty sewer connector. He pointed to the pad to the right of him, so I pulled in. Bill tooted his horn as he drove past us in the 'stink mobile.' Chuck's name for the old Suburban was starting to stick. I assumed he would take care of checking us in.

 

"This is a pretty neat place Bill found for us." Chuck leaned into my window smiling.

 

"Glad you like it. How was the County Morgue?"

 

Chuck screwed up his face into a scowl. "Stinky. I don't think they believe in bleach around here. Anastasia told me to tell you that the evidence is gone. Someone broke in and made off with the dog blanket and all the physical evidence except the body."

 

"How? I thought it was supposed to be under lock and key?" I looked at him in disbelief.

 

"The State police are pissed! They use the same evidence lockers for their open cases. They were crawling all over the place when we left. According to their Captain, they're missing a Barrett rifle and thirty pounds of street product one of their officers confiscated last week on the highway.

 

"That sucks! I guess our blanket and clothing is a low priority for them then?"

 

"Pretty much. Sorry, Agatha. We tried. Ana did find a few things on the body but without the other evidence..." Chuck made a mournful face.

 

"...we have no chance of proving who did it." I finished his sentence for him.

 

"Is your RV all hooked up?" Opening the door, I climbed out.

 

"I still have to put the jacks down, but Ana can do that. Do you need me?" Chuck stepped back as my door opened.

 

"The sewer connections? I always do it wrong the first time." Last time I ruined a really good pair of shoes. Yuck!

 

"Gotcha. Can I open the port doors without being frozen?" Smiling, I waved at the wards.

 

"Fixed. You have access now."

 

I watched him open the first compartment to be sure, then walked around to Ana's door. Before I could touch it to knock, the door opened by itself. Smiling up into the camera I stepped inside.

 

"Ana? Thanks for letting me in." As usual, the interior was dimly lit. My eyes were still jazzed up from my earlier spell so I could see her sitting by her rear door.

 

"How else can we talk? Chuck told you about the Morgue?" I nodded.

 

"That place reminded me of China about a hundred years ago. Have they ever heard of cleaning supplies or sanitation? It was bad. I'm surprised the CDC hasn't shut it down yet as a germ factory. If the zombies ever rise, it will be in Arkansas."

 

I shuddered at the thought of zombies.

 

Vampires miss very little of what they see. "What?"

 

"I know you are old, but you don't know? About zombies?" She was kidding, right?

 

"Know what?" Ana looked at my face, and her smile dropped. "They aren't a figment of modern culture are they?"

 

"No. The Witches Council has had to stamp out at least five cases of zombies in the last three hundred years. They are very real as are necromancers."

 

"Can you tell me when? Dates?"

 

I let out the breath I had been holding. "The first two cases were in Haiti in 1791. A Houngan named Boukman either rediscovered the secret or was given it. It sparked a slave revolt tearing the French colony apart. The Council captured and killed the rogue, but not before his spell book was taken by an apprentice. Despite searches and auguries, they never located him. He surfaced ten years later, again in Haiti. Over twenty-thousand French soldiers were killed trying to put the second uprising down. History records it as an outbreak of malaria and yellow fever. The spellbook was recovered but not turned over to the local council."

 

"Why not? Something like that was the same as a nuclear bomb at that time! Where did it go?"

 

"The local Council was based out of Cuba and was Spanish. Haiti was French. Even though at the time Spain was part of Napoleon's empire, they didn't trust each other. The book was sent to France." Even though I love history this part of it was hard to tell. Necromantic texts were one of the most forbidden by the Council. Too much death and destruction are associated with it.

 

"I'm not going to like the rest of this story am I?" Ana looked at me in horror.

 

"No. 1808 was when it resurfaced. Just in time for Napoleon to invade Russia. Someone used the knowledge just outside of Moscow. Russian volkhvy intervened during the battle and stopped the caster. The book was lost again. Rumors floated across Europe for years about the walking dead, but the Councils never found anything."

 

"It was China, wasn't it?" Ana looked me in the eye.

 

"How did you guess?"

 

"I was made an Ambassador to the Japanese nests right at the turn of the twentieth century. There were rumors about Vampires and the supernatural that reached across the East China Sea. I was sent to investigate and had to contact the nest in Hong Kong. When I arrived, they were all up in arms over an outrage performed by the Wizard Council. No one would explain it to me. Not even the ruler of the nest."

 

I nodded my head. "That makes sense actually. A dark Wizard raised a small army in a northern province in 1900. Scores of missionaries and other foreigners were massacred to feed his army of the undead. Grandmother told me that the entire area was purged of all life and unlife by the Council to eliminate the threat. I'm not sure if that included Vampires."

 

"And the last one?"

 

"I'm surprised you haven't guessed that one. California was the last one. The year was 1906, and a Chinese Necromancer struck in Chinatown."

 

"Over 3000 dead," Anastasia remembered her history.

 

"Right. The Council caught this one in time. The earthquake was the cover story. Well, that and burning Chinatown down along with those in it. The Witches Council is very serious about some things."

 

"Did they catch the Wizard?"

 

"They say they did. There is no written record of them doing so, however. My Grandmother thinks he or she may have escaped. Again."

 

"So, when I mentioned Zombies..." Ana gave me a look.

 

"Pretty much. They are the boogie men of the Magickal world. Nobody wants to have actual zombies in their area. Especially since last time. So nothing on the body to help the case?"

 

"No. Anyway can't you ask the kid's body or ghost or something?"

 

I blinked at her. "Gods no! Didn't I just explain about Necromancers? That sort of thing is a red flag for the Council. Even if I knew the spell to do that, which I don't, I wouldn't take the risk. So not only no. But Hell No!"

 

"Just checking." She smiled at me and my reactions.

 

"There are some alternative religious groups such as Santeria and Voodoo that are able to skirt the rules. But associating with them is a black mark on your record. Sorry."

 

"I'll take your word for it. How did your end of the investigation work out?

 

That part of our conversation took about an hour.

 

~~~~~~~

 

 

"Tuck, this is ridiculous! She costs me too much money to live. If they stop my only source of extra money, it will make all of our work over the past few years pointless!"  Daniel Jaeger raged at his lawyer.

 

Making a show of covering his ears, Tuck frowned at his client. "Dan please! Let's not discuss that sort of thing so openly. I don't have to testify to things told in private. This is a bit too public with Tod and Bob here."

 

The Alpha looked at the Weres in question. The two beefy men might as well be furniture as much as he looked at them. "They won't say anything. Stop worrying about it."

 

"Not the point at all, Dan. Fine. Whatever. What is your plan?"

 

"My plan? I don't have one of those. You, yourself, told me to never write something down or say exactly what I mean. The boys here have a few fun trinkets they picked up somewhere and want to try them out, that's all."

 

Tuck looked at his client and smiled. Maybe he was actually starting to listen to what he said.

 

"Bob, how far away do you have to be to get her?"

 

And then again, maybe not, Tuck thought to himself.

 

Bob considered the question and looked at his brother. "Optimal range is 2000 meters. I should be able to hit at 4000 meters or so. It depends on wind and elevation. The highest point in that area is the fire tower."

 

"How powerful is that thing?"

 

Tod looked at Bob who nodded to him. "It uses a special .50 caliber machine-gun shell called a SLAP."

 

"Slap? I want you to kill her, not slap her!"

 

"Sorry. Sir. You misunderstand. SLAP stands for Saboted Light Armor Penetrator. The ammunition that we recovered is of the tracer variety. It should penetrate the target's vehicle and vaporize what it hits." Bob looked down at the floor.

 

"Good. Take your brother and get into position. If you see an opportunity, take it. Her team is a target of opportunity too." Daniel waved the big man away.

 

"Best money I ever spent on those two. Too bad Daddy didn't live to see them. He would have killed for troops as obedient as them."

 

Tuck kept his mouth shut. Darius Jaeger was one of the smartest men he had ever known.

 

"I told that old boy to make me some more just like them."

 

"Isn't that a bit risky? You said yourself that they sometimes remember where they came from." Tuck looked at Daniel.

 

"It's not much of one. Look at those two. They can barely speak. They take orders well, though. That is what I need if I'm to rid us of Stephan and his mongrels."

 

"Dan, Sir. Isn't open warfare a bit risky with the FBI in the area?"

 

"That's why I sent the twins after them. Once they're gone, we can get back to business as usual." He leaned back in his chair smiling.

 

"The FBI will tear this county apart if one of theirs dies! Dang it Dan, you're throwing it all away!"

 

"You misunderstand me, Tuck. I have it all covered. The Fish Camp is way over in the next county. Bob's the shooter, but Tod is along to take care of him for me. They'll find the body with the gun, and everything will be over. We might have a short bump in business but who cares about that? Getting back in the game is all that matters."

 

"Not to sound confrontational but why would Tod kill Bob?"

 

"Drugs."

 

"Drugs? From where? All the cookers and growers left years ago. Ever since Stephan lost his nephew, he's been chasing or killing them for years." Tuck shook his head. "It won't work."

 

"Sure it will. There were almost thirty pounds of prime product in the evidence room along with Bob's new toy. Tod is to plant some of it in one of those fancy RVs. The State Police will think it's a drug deal gone south and close the case."

 

"That might work with tourists, but this is the FBI!" Tuck regretted it as soon as he said it.

 

Slap! Daniel backhanded Tuck out of his chair and onto the floor. Hair started to sprout from Daniel's arms as his shift started. His face began to elongate, and claws burst through his shoes.

 

Crap! Tuck scrambled to his feet and ran to the steel cages across the room. He, himself, paid to put them in when he first started working for Darius. As the disease progressed, it made the older Weres a bit crazy. To have safety in a house filled with wolves was worth any price.

 

He tried to ignore the ripping and roaring sounds behind him. Daniel changed infrequently, but when he did, he was an uncontrollable monster! Unlike Darius, Daniel couldn't control his beast.

 

Reaching the cages, Tuck pulled the lock off. Or at least he tried to! Someone had replaced the old-more-reliable key lock with a combination one. Frantic, he tried the two others in the row. Only the last one would open, but the lock was completely gone. He rushed inside anyway and slammed the door closed. He removed his shirt and tied it around the door as quickly as possible. Arwwwooooo! The wolf howl chilled Tuck to the bone. He pressed his body against the far wall and tried to look non-threatening.

 

'Please don't eat me.' Those words kept repeating like a mantra inside Tuck's head. He kept his eyes closed, not wanting to see his doom. On his third or fourth repetition of the phrase, he felt a hot breath on his cheek. Opening his right eye, he looked into the slavering jaws of death!

 

~~~~~~

 

Bob and Tod, oblivious to the events back at Daniel's house continued their mission. They were taken as children by a slavering from their family in Fort Smith. They made the mistake of walking the long way home. Little did they know someone had been watching. Neither remembered their past beyond flashing images and smells. The reconditioning process was harsh and filled with pain. Tod, despite being a Were, still bore scars from it.

 

"How far is the target?" Tod asked his brother.

 

"Four thousand five hundred and forty meters. The SLAP-T round should add extra velocity to hit the target." Bob set up the Barrett rifle on top of the fire tower.

 

The two had climbed the tower and eliminated the fire service volunteer by tossing him off the tower. Better to make it look like an accident. Making sure, Tod planted some of the drugs around the small living space.

 

"Am I to be sacrificed?"

 

Tod looked at the back of his brother's head in surprise. Original thought had been beaten out of both of them years ago. Any thought or action outside of the mission parameters was punished.

 

"You are. Orders."

 

Bob focused his weapon and sighted in on the enemies' vehicles. He would have one shot at her. With luck, the others would open up the vehicles and allow him to hit them too. He set out extra rounds and his shot computer. "I'm glad it's you."

 

Tod stared off into space for a moment. His orders were too strict. After the target and any collaterals had been eliminated, he was to set the scene and take care of Bob. Disobeying was too painful a thought to consider.

 

Bob spoke. "Target acquired."

 

Reaching up without thinking Bob adjusted the windage knob. He leaned into the weapon and firmly held onto the rear grip. A single stroke of the trigger and the Barrett fired. A hot, .50 caliber shell casing shot out of the right side, narrowly missing Tod. Bob took aim a second time and fired again.

 

~~~~~~

 

 

Computer records don't usually lie. Especially those related to FBI cases. Tax records showed that half of Arbor was indeed owned by the Jaeger family and the other fifty percent the Petrov family. So far everything Sheriff Geri had told us checked out. At least the verifiable parts did. The county records showed many of the children that according to him were taken, shown as runaways or as families moving away. Even the DFS records said it.

 

"Cat, how is it possible to have identical records within DFS and the Tax collector?"

 

"What do you mean identical?" Cat rolled out of the bunk bed and came up behind me. She looked down at the computer records I was reading.

 

"Right here. This record says that Justin Sloan was reported as a runaway by his parents on February 29, 1997. Over here in the Department of Family Services record, it says the exact same thing. Even the punctuation is the same."

 

Cat pulled out her phone and was typing frantically. "That's not all Agatha. The date is wrong."

 

"No that is the same. See, right here." I pointed at the two dates.

 

"The actual date is wrong. February 1997 wasn't a leap year. There was no 29th of February that year!"

 

I stared at the screen and back at Cat. Only one solution. "Leak or inside job?"

 

"Inside job. It has to be it. But is that person still with DFS and the Tax Department? That we need to find out. Nice work Cat!" I congratulated my friend.

 

"How do we find out if it's the same person?"

 

"We need to requisition the records and investigate directly if we are able. Bill is our facilitator. It's time he does his job." I smiled at my best friend.

 

My bracelet gave me a tingle again as I got up and walked to the table. I looked down at it. Somehow, we needed to come to some sort of arrangement when it came to communication. Flicking a switch over the table, I sat down and stared at the gold cuff.

 

An unexpected tiny gust of wind is what ultimately saved me. It interfered with the windage setting on Bob's scope just enough to make the shell move down a quarter of an inch.

 

A voice sounded in my head. "Look out!" My private shields came up so fast they shocked even me! One minute I was sitting at the table, the next I was flying backward in slow motion. The wall of the RV exploded as a projectile shattered the window sill and came straight at my head!

 

Time stopped. I could see the fragments of the wall and shattered glass like dust-on-the-wind inside the RV. Reaching out I touched one of the fragments, and it moved in a different direction than the momentum was causing it to go. "Is this your doing?" I stroked the cuff and got an instant response.

 

"Yes."

 

"You can talk." I stared down at the cuff.

 

"Yes."

 

"Can you say more than yes?"

 

"Yes."

 

I groaned and rubbed my head. "Am I in danger?"

 

"Yes."

 

Time unfroze suddenly, but it was moving so slowly that I could see the glowing streak from the tracer round that had been fired at me. A second streak was approaching.

 

I could see that the tracer came from the nearby fire tower. The fire tower was almost half a mile away. Trusting my Magick, I cast a freeze spell.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 12

 

 

My entire body was shaking. I could see a second bullet about to hit me. The tracer glowed as it hung in the air. I reached up and grabbed it. And then immediately dropped it. Bullets are hot!

 

I thought a moment and released just the area of the RVs from the grip of the time spell.

 

"What was that?" Cat rushed inside as soon as time started back up.

 

"Time spell."

 

"I thought you said those were dangerous and impossible to do?" She looked at my trembling body.

 

"They are. It wasn't me that cast it. Or rather it wasn't my Magick. I'm not entirely sure right now."

 

"Agatha, what the hell does that mean? You aren't making any sense." Cat put her arm around me.

 

I tried to be calm. "My bracelet triggered the shield spell as soon as the bullet touched the side of the RV. I was thrown backward, and I felt a spell being cast using MY magic. Time spells are possible but very, very tricky. Even Grandmother doesn't use them. I've never even read one before."

 

"How did you cast one then?" Cat looked up at my face.

 

"I don't know. I suspect the bracelet did it for me and just drew on my power." I felt a faint shimmer. "Something else, it spoke to me."

 

"The bracelet spoke to you?"

 

"I know it sounds crazy, but yes it did."

 

"Agatha, honey, I've known you for almost four years and all of this?" She spread her arms wide to indicate the shattered glass and the hole in the RV. "This is normal life. If you said an inanimate object had a conversation with you, then it happened." Cat gave me a big hug.

 

We stepped outside of the RV. We still needed to find the shooters. I did not know how long the Time spell would hold, but I could still feel its pull on my magic.

 

"Hey! You two having a party without us?" Chuck popped out from between the two RVs.

 

Cat smiled and pointed behind him. "Not exactly."

 

The side of my rig had a huge hole in it. The bullet had pierced the window frame ballooning out to spray the interior with shrapnel. Only my shield and the time spell prevented our deaths. The second shot was meant to finish off either Cat or myself.

 

"Holy crap! What caused this?" Chuck stuck his finger into the hole. Men.

 

"Someone tried to kill Aggy!" Cat dragged him around to the interior of the RV to show him.

 

"Did I hear right? Someone shot at you?" Anastasia stood off to one side of her rig staring at me.

 

"They did. My protections kept me safe."

 

"What did they fire at you?" Anastasia moved closer but stayed out of range and sight.

 

Chuck reappeared holding one of the rounds I caught. "It looks like either a .40 caliber or .50 caliber shell. The Barrett that was stolen used .50 caliber. I wonder if it's from that?"

 

"Should either of you be standing out in the open like that? They could still be out there. A bullet that powerful can shoot from half a mile away, and you wouldn't know it until it killed you." Ana's words came from behind the RV. She had moved yet again.

 

Chuck realized he might be a target and hit the ground with a thump. His muffled cry of "get down Agatha!" made me laugh.

 

"If they were able to fire they would have before now. Get up, Chuck." I looked down at him. He was pressing himself flat but still looked like a large mound of potatoes.

 

"I want to stay down here. Weres aren't bulletproof!"

 

I looked up at Cat and shook my head. Go team! "I cast a freeze spell in that direction over there after my shield triggered. It may have caught our shooters. Want to find out?"

 

"Find out what?"

 

Looking behind me I saw Bill. He stood at the rear of Ana's RV, a cup of coffee in one hand and a sandwich in the other. "Why is Chuck on the ground?"

 

Anastasia peered at him from under the RV. She had moved yet again. Vampires. Trust self-preservation to rule their world.

 

Bill looked around, seeing Ana's gleaming eyes underneath the RV. "What did I miss?"

 

 

~~~~~~~

 

 

"Where is she now?" Montgomery peered at the computer screen over the technician's shoulder.

 

"The bug stopped working. I can tell you where she was the last time we pinged it. If that helps?"

 

"No, it doesn't help! We need to know what she knows and when she knew it. She should never have been allowed to live in the first place!" Montgomery resisted the urge to cuff the technician and stormed from the room.

 

The other councilors were hard at work playing some sort of dice game while watching the human news when he reached the gathering room.

 

"Hey look, Monty, there is the result of your incompetence!"

 

The dice players looked up and smiled at the television.

 

"...Now some News from the strange side. The National Parks Department announced today that they were declaring open season upon an invasive species. Jackalopes are over-running many southern parks. At first, we thought it a joke by the new administration, but this independent footage was supplied to our network. Insiders have told us it's no joke and hunters can apply for permits in all authorized states." Footage played on the screen of Jackalopes frolicking in a field and charging each other like elk.

 

Montgomery pointed his finger at the screen. "That is not my fault, and you know it! That girl should have been put down. She continues to be a problem and an issue. Do I have to go to Marcella myself and demand satisfaction?"

 

"Why don't you do that? I'm sure she'll listen to whatever you say. Yeah right. Nice knowing you Montgomery."

 

"She is not all powerful. Just because she leads the Council of..." Montgomery never got to finish.

 

"Enough!" The cloaked leader of the American Witches Council turned away from the meal she was consuming. "You know the rules concerning them as well as any of us. Bringing down the wrath of nations is not something I wish to deal with today. What has your panties in such a twist today?"

 

Still fuming Montgomery flung himself into an open chair. "We've lost her. Again. The tracker is either out of range of a signal, or she found the device."

 

"I doubt she found the device. It has survived much worse than her for far longer than she has been assigned to the Division. The assignment we sent her on has taken her to an extremely rural area. Be patient. They will have to leave for fuel or supplies before too long, and we can listen to the download.Those RVs aren't self-sufficient.  All is never lost."

 

"As always the voice of reason."

 

"Just shut up Fitz. I want this to be over. She needs to be put down. That is the perfect example of why." He pointed at the television screen.

 

"She is necessary Montgomery. Much more of this and I will put you down. Do you understand me?" The leader of the Council's voice was now icy cold. Balls of ice shimmered in her hands as she made her point clear.

 

Montgomery realized he had pushed her too far. He swallowed a few times and bowed his head. "Yes, Mistress. I understand Frost Mistress."

 

"Hmmph. That name is a bit dated don't you think? Just chill, or I will make you. I doubt you will survive it." The cloaked woman returned to her meal.

 

~~~~~~

 

 

I suppose I should work on my aim in the future. I'm much better with my sidearm at close range than this. Everything was frozen in a wide swath of about a half mile, and I was not sure how far my freeze spell reached.

 

"As near as I can tell it's about three hundred yards wide judging by the frozen squirrels and birds." Chuck jogged up to us as we walked. The area near the fish camp was heavily wooded and filled with bramble pits and bogs.

 

"I guess I should be thankful I didn't make them all purple or blue. There are enough of those sort of squirrels at home in Maine." I pointed to the tree with a rodent frozen in mid-leap.

 

"It would make them easier to see. I like squirrel gumbo." Chuck tromped over. He reached up to grab the frozen creature.

 

"Charles Winthrop leave that poor animal alone! There's jerky in my pack, go eat some of that if you're hungry." Cat snapped at him.

 

Wincing at being called his real name by his Pack Alpha, Chuck pulled his hand back and dug into the pack for food.

 

"Always thinking about his stomach. Men." I gave Cat a nudge. There was potentially a good leader hiding in her small body.

 

"Do we know anything about this fire tower, Bill?"

 

Bill pulled out his phone. "According to the state, this particular one is monitored by volunteers that rotate out every four months. The tower itself was built in the 1930s during Herbert Hoover's New Deal. The Parks Department used prisoners from the county system to construct fire towers, park facilities, and sporting arenas all over the place. Most of them were built of wood, but this is one of the few steel survivors. There is supposed to be a man named Leroy Theroit in residence up there."

 

Cat stepped over a fallen log checking for snakes out of habit. "Do we know anything about Leroy?"

 

"He's a bird watcher and naturalist. According to the State Police, he takes pictures and protests local building projects. He can't be our shooter. They say he's afraid of guns." Bill checked over his notes again.

 

"How about heights? Do we know anything about his habits?" Chuck peered over a dead fallen tree.

 

"I've got nothing. If he was scared of heights, why live up there?" Bill pointed up.

 

"Well, maybe he jumped then because his body is over there behind the tree." Chuck hooked a thumb over his shoulder.

 

Leroy Theroit was head down in a bog. It appeared that he took a header off the tower.

 

"Well, that sucks. Do you think he was alone up there?" Bill stared up at the tower.

 

"He's not the shooter." I shook my head.

 

"Agatha, are you sure about that?" Cat checked the body for a pulse just in case.

 

"If Leroy here were the shooter, he would still be up there frozen. Remember the squirrels? There has to be someone else up there."

 

"He's dead. Just checking. Agatha, are you going to be OK?"

 

I stared at flight after flight of stairs leading up to the tower. Stairs. Why did it have to be stairs? I so preferred levitation.

 

"I'll be OK. I have to go with you to drop the spell. At least wait for me before entering the cabin." I watched the others jog up the stairs heading for the top.

 

The stairs on this thing were the worse. Naked steps reaching up to the sky without rails to hold onto. Ever since nearly falling down the main stairs at Grandmother's house they freak me out. Levitating up those were my favorite part of going upstairs. Here, however, I needed to just walk them. One consolation was if I slipped, I could catch myself.

 

The climb gave me a few moments to think. Who is trying to kill me? The Council would use Magick, not a rifle. My only thought was the rogue government Agents that attacked me in my second year. They were the only ones I could think of with an ax to grind. At least thinking about it kept my mind off the long ass climb to the top.

 

"Tired?" Cat watched me take the last couple of steps.

 

"Surprisingly not. The height doesn't bother me either. It's just childhood memories that left scars." I looked up into the cabin. "Now him I recognize."

 

Through the hole in the floor, I could see the large, hulking body of one of Daniel Jaeger's bodyguards and part-time police officers.

 

"Some of this is starting to make sense now." Cat stuck her head up into the cabin. "Both of them are here."

 

I climbed up and looked for myself. One large man was bend over what I believed to be the stolen Barrett rifle. It was aimed toward the Fish Camp, and I presume, my head. The other man was what was interesting. He stood behind the first one with his weapon drawn and aimed at the other man's head.

 

"Get pictures of everything, Cat. I don't think they will go quietly here." The cabin itself showed a few signs of a struggle as well as a broken window. The two men must have thrown Leroy out. I watched as Cat took pictures with her phone.

 

"Why would the local Alpha try to have me killed? We started this investigation at the death of his youngest son. Why would he jeopardize it by killing us?"

 

"I don't know. Could he be involved in the slave trade? If he is, he must be in really deep." Cat began searching the two men.

 

"We know that Daniel killed his father, taking over both the Pack and the town. He is in competition with Stephan Petrov, his brother, for ownership of the town. There can't be all that much money in the town. So what is worth so much that killing an FBI Agent is acceptable?" I shook my head.

 

"Is there a way to get these guys out and down without waking them up? If they fight us up here, we all might die." Cat was looking at the windows.

 

"Maybe? I think I can levitate them up and out. I've never tried lifting two humans at once before."

 

"There is no try. Only can and cannot." Cat smirked at me.

 

Shaking my head, I smiled back at her. "Very funny frog girl. Very funny. I'll have you know that I watch movies too."

 

We sent Bill and Chuck down the stairs to wait for us to remove the men. Chuck and Ana would need to come back and process the scene, but removing my attackers was the primary goal. Bill put in a call to the State Police informing them of Leroy's death and our recovery of the Barrett. Since we have no jail facilities, we planned to 'store' the two of them. Once we got them down. There were only a few hours of darkness left in the sky.

 

Thinking of them as humans or Weres was too hard. In my mind, I imagined paper towel rolls. Spin them one way, the paper stays on, spin the other direction, and it falls off. That is what they were to me. Like the block game Cat got me addicted to back in school I angled them around and worked them through the window. That was the easy part. Carefully, I floated them down to the ground. My nighttime spell had worn off, and I could barely see in the gloom of night. 'One spell at a time,' is what I muttered to myself.

 

Still seeing them as objects, I lowered them to the ground. Chuck and Ana raced past us on the stairs to get to work on the cabin before the State Police got here. "Hey what did you do to Ivan? Is he still safe?"

 

"We left him playing checkers with Billie Jean's son while she stood nearby with a loaded shotgun. He's okay." Anastasia spoke as she glided by. That was what Vampires called their unnatural speed and motion. Gliding.

 

I waited for the State Police before unfreezing the Weres.

 

"Why do you have Bob and Tod frozen like that? Set them free right now!" The two officers looked sharp in their uniforms.

 

"They are both your thieves and my assassins. We caught them up there in the act of assassination holding your gun as well as some of your drugs." I pointed to the Barrett and some evidence bags.

 

"Assassins? Who did they kill?"

 

"They tried to kill me. I can show you the hole in my RV if you like."

 

"Tried? Lady if someone shoots at you with one of these you are dead!" The fancy-pants officer smirked at me.

 

"Shooting is like touching. Nobody, and I do mean nobody, touches the Witch!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 13

 

 

Both Tod and Bob refused to say a single word in either of their defenses. They might as well have been statues in prison garb. We had them on charges of attempted murder, murder, possession, possession with the intent to distribute, as well as whatever the locals could think up. They were pretty pissed that the theft led back to local law enforcement.

 

"Why won't they say anything?"

 

Cat and I stood watching the cells they were in from the observation suite with both a profiler and State Police officers standing with us. Arkansas had upgraded its prison system recently doing away with the Hell holes left over from Hoover's New Deal. Having prisoners build their own prison may sound ideal, but in practice, it doesn't work. The State had used them as-is for over seventy years. Time for a change for the better is what the new Governor like to say.

 

"We have them cold. They may be evaluating their choices. They have worked in law enforcement. They have to know what is coming."

 

I glanced at the speaker. He was what the State Police used as a profiler. "How did they get to be police in the first place?" That was a question that had plagued me for a while. Sheriff Geri told us that his 'volunteers' were not of his choosing. They still had to pass some sort of test and requirements to become even part-time officers. How did they do it?

 

"We investigated that after they were locked up. Our records say their classwork and test scores were mediocre at best. It was their time in the Military that counts the most. Unlike many of the applicants we get, they were round pegs in round holes."

 

Fortuitously my phone pinged me while the profiler was still here. There was something to be said for Were hearing. I was starting to think Chuck's was even better than Cat's. Staring at the information, I smiled. I really shouldn't pick on the locals, but sometimes, it felt good.

 

"I'm sorry. You said that their time in the military made them excellent candidates for police work?" I asked both the profiler and the Captain standing at the back of the room.

 

"That is what I said. We value our Vets in this State. New opportunities are offered them continuously." The Captain looked down his nose at the two of us.

 

"So what branch were they in: Army, Navy, Coast Guard, or boy scouts? We checked with the Octagon's records. They never served in any authorized branch of the military. Fingerprints don't usually lie."

 

The surprised Captain stood up straighter. "What?"

 

I held up my phone. "I said we checked. No record exists for either Bob or Tod having been in the military. Their fingerprints popped up in a rarely used database, though."

 

"Which one?" The profiler whispered to the Captain and got him to sit down.

 

"MEC. The missing and exploited children database. Charles and William Clinton are their real names. They disappeared while walking home from school fifteen years ago from Mena, Arkansas. The database doesn't give Pack affiliations. There was a search for them, and DFS has them down as runaways. Something odd about that report. It, like others we have found, is identical to police records."

 

"Why is that strange? My people like to be consistent." The police captain was nodding and so very sure of himself.

 

"Except it's too perfect. In every instance of a suspected kidnapping, the conclusions of the investigators and those of Family Services match up perfectly. Same words and punctuation. It's as if they wrote the reports together in the same room, comparing notes. Statistically, that is impossible. Even with computers, there should be a typo somewhere." I motioned to Chuck, he stepped over to the Captain and handed him a folder.

 

"There are over two dozen reports in that file from over a dozen or so years. There are identical entries on each of them. Even the ones years apart. No way it's a coincidence." I pointed at the folder again.

 

The Captain was face down in the file an almost permanent scowl on his face. "What are you accusing us of?"

 

"That's just it Captain. I'm not accusing you of anything. Most of those reports have nothing to do with the State Police. Local departments wrote them. We are urging an investigation of DFS. It's our belief that the slavery ring we are pursuing has people planted in that agency. Sheriff Geri in Arbor is on our side. He only wants to protect the town."

 

"Geri... Yes. Arbor is strange. Has been for years. He's a good man in a bad situation." The Captain leaned back in his chair.

 

"You knew?" My mouth dropped open.

 

"Of course, I'm not stupid. There is only so much we can do if they don't request our help. Judicial history in this State has shown that the court will lean in the local's direction more than half the time. We must be requested to help. Only in a state-of-emergency are we allowed to interfere. Someone has to call us. It's that simple. The current Geri has lasted longer than his predecessors. Of the slavery, we knew nothing. That we can try to stop."

 

"One question. If you knew, why not call us before now?"

 

"The FBI has a reputation of bulldozing their way into our investigations and then leaving us to clean up the mess they leave behind. Your unit may be different, but you are still FBI. You are here now. I can't control or stop you, so try not to burn my State down." He gathered up the files and pulled the profiler out of the room.

 

"What just happened?" I turned to look at Cat and Chuck.

 

"I think he gave you permission to do what we need to. For a local, he's pretty canny. You did the right thing, Agatha." Cat smiled at me. She motioned for Chuck to leave.

 

"Are we that bad an Agency?" I was confused.

 

"Sweetie, it's all about perception. They see us as intruders that mess everything up. Good or bad, they hate us for it. I ran into a small bit of it in Georgia last year. Ignore it. At least that officer likes us."

 

Our chances of catching either the leak in the police departments or DFS was almost impossible. It could be anyone there. We needed someone who had either dealt with the ring or was an active part of it. Only Daniel Jaeger fit the bill so far. We needed to speak to his brother Stephan Petrov for more insight.

 

~~~~~~~

 

"You are the first Vampire I have ever met." Ivan sat watching Anastasia work.

 

"Mmmph." Ana was about at her limit on the polite scale. This little man needed to go.

 

"I knew your kind existed, but we see so few of you in Mother Russia. The Purge and all. I saw one of your cities once, though. It was beautiful."

 

Anastasia paused. She removed her fingers from the keyboard and looked up. "Which city?"

 

"Arkaim. Military service is mandatory in Russia. I did my stint as a Soviet Guard stationed in Chelyabinsk and then later in Ozersk. The city was the most magnificent thing I have ever seen."

 

Anastasia looked up at the ceiling as if in remembrance. "It was a crossroads. Arkaim held the lower Ural passes defending against raiders and invaders. It was one of the largest trading posts in that part of Russian."

 

"Yes! They used to have a tour through the city. The architecture alone was worth the trip." Ivan smiled at her.

 

"What is this Ozersk you speak of?" She glanced at her computer and entered something.

 

Ivan paled. "Just a place. The military built several industries and manufacturing plants nearby. They call it Ozersk now."

 

Ana looked at his face. Centuries of studying humanity and she knew he was lying just by looking at him. Interesting. Her computer beeped, and she looked down at it. City 40. First lightning. Tractor plant. Her eyes scanned the documents being presented to her. She knew the truth, regardless of what this man had to say about 'her' city.

 

Ivan didn't notice the change that overcame her. Few humans could 'read' a Vampire. Especially an Ancient one. Anastasia stood and approached the little man.

 

"I lived in Arkaim once. Did you know that? Of course, you didn't." Her voice was slowly becoming seductive and alluring.

 

Ivan was too inexperienced to catch the pheromone change or the Vampire Magick that penetrated his pathetic shields.

 

"Why don't you come over here with me and sit. You can tell me of your travels." She took his hand and led him to the couch.

 

"Sit, Ivan." Her voice changed to one of command and control.

 

Ivan sat. Deep inside him, his subconscious was screaming in protest as she sank her tendrils deeper and deeper inside him.

 

Anastasia smiled. It had been decades since she had a servant. Pliable and magical, he might be the perfect foot soldier. It was so nice of Agatha to leave him here. Very few knew what Ancients could do. That lack of information is what had protected her for so very long.

 

"Ivan let me tell you a secret. Lean closer please."

 

Part of Ivan tried to resist, but all that echoed inside of him now was her voice and her desire. Ivan did as he was told.

 

"At last. Pleased to meet you, Ivan, my name is Anastasia, but you will call me Mistress from now on." She whispered that last part as her teeth descended.

 

Biting a living human was the greatest experience a Vampire could have. Not draining the life completely out of him was the challenge she'd had to overcome. Creating a thrall was her goal.

 

Ivan's eyes were closed as he floated in a sea of pleasure and sweet words of love and protection. "Ivan I have a job for you. Would you like to take it?"

 

"Yes, Mistress. Thank you."

 

Far too easy. Ana smiled and bit him again.

 

 

~~~~~~

 

 

"Tuck! Where are you hiding?" Daniel Jaeger woke up outside without any of his clothing again. Damn the beast that lived inside him. It was only good for one thing. Destroying his enemies. Control of his Wolf was not something he had or even wanted, at this stage of his life.

 

As a rule, extra clothing was kept in strategic places for the use of anyone in the Pack. This has been particularly true around the Pack House. Wearing sweat pants and a Star Killers shirt, Daniel stalked the halls looking for his lawyer.

 

"Did Tuck go home?" Daniel spotted his son Freddie coming out of the garage area.

 

Freddie's eyes grew wide at the sight of his father. He, like the house servants, had heard the distinctive howl of his father's wolf and locked himself in the garage.

 

"Did you check the cages? It's where he runs to when you get all furry." Freddie smirked at Daniel.

 

SMACK! Daniel's fist came out of nowhere hitting his son in the face.

 

"I am your father. Try to remember that. What is the Pack status?" He glared at Freddie.

 

Freddie knew from experience to not argue. He rubbed his face but didn't feel any pain. Were healing was lightning fast. "All of our adult members are ready. Using the contacts you gave me, I found body armor for all the men. We tested it, and it will hold up to one or two claw strikes before becoming useless."

 

Daniel smiled. Perfect. "That is what we want. It will give us the edge we need to get into his compound and eliminate the mongrels once and for all. What about the outsiders, have they sent us what I ordered?"

 

Freddie swallowed and bit his lip. "They have. Father, we can handle the attack without them. Bob and Tod are enough. Do we have to have more of them here?"

 

"Do not tell me how to run a war, boy! This is the culmination of years of planning. With Stephan and the Petrovs gone, we will rule this town."

 

"Why this town? There is nothing left of it. Grandfather sucked it dry years before you took over. Why bother with it."

 

Daniel smiled at the backbone his son was showing. "There might be hope for you yet, boy. There are secrets here that no one knows about. If Darius sucked it dry, why did he stay too? Trust me. When we control the county, you will understand. What about the weapon stash?"

 

Freddie frowned and told his father every detail of the planned attack. Everything was coming together. Soon they would bathe in mongrel blood.

 

~~~~~~

 

 

"Sir, we have visitors." The house servant knew to not disturb Stephan when he was resting, but this was urgent.

 

Stephan looked up from the warm bath he was taking. This was his time. The only free time he allowed himself these days. "Go away!"

 

"Sir, there is a trio of FBI Agents at the door. They wish to speak to you."

 

"FBI? Again? I thought those bozos all left town." He set the rubber ducks and toy submarine aside.

 

"These would be different Agents, Sir. They claim to be from the Magical Crimes Division."

 

"Put them in the waiting room. Have one of the guard keep an eye on them. I will be down in less than ten minutes." Stephan recognized the name and knew not to keep them waiting. Bitching internally, he climbed out of the massive marble bathtub and slipped across the floor to his clothes. Stupid FBI!

 

 

~~~~~

 

 

"This is a really beautiful house for such a hick town." Cat didn't try to hide her disdain for the area around Arbor.

 

"Be nice. Remember the research we did? This town had its boom days." I stared at the artwork and room decor. Someone had a bit of taste. The art, while not masterworks, was original and properly displayed.

 

"And we will have boom days again! We just need to stop pissing on each other and come to some sort of agreement."

 

Both Cat and I were impressed. Stephan Petrov was a nice looking man. I looked over at Cat and smiled. She was actually purring.

 

"Hello, ladies and gentleman." Stephan almost missed seeing the older man standing with his back to the wall. The short blond all but absorbed his attention.

 

"Alpha Petrov?" I stood and smiled at the very sexy looking man with slicked back hair and a small goatee. He was dressed in a modern version of a housecoat and slippers.

 

"Yes. Please call me Stephan. What brings the FBI to my door?" He waved us back to our chairs and sat across from us.

 

"We are investigating the death of your nephew Stephen Jaeger and ran into some difficulty. Also some startling information. We thought you might be able to fill in some holes for us."

 

"Hmmm. Holes. I might be able to fill a few holes for you ladies." He smiled and made his eyebrows bounce.

 

Cat giggled. I glanced in her direction and thought about what I said. I could feel the blush as it started at the base of my neck and climbed up my face. "Sorry, that is not what I meant. Your brother..."

 

"Half-brother. Daniel is my half-brother."

 

"I stand corrected. Your half-brother would not allow us to question him about the death of the child. We discovered that the boy was visiting friends when he was abducted by slavers."

 

"Abducted. I thought the child died?" Stephan looked at us with veiled eyes.

 

"He did. Although he was young, he shifted and tried to fight."

 

Stephan bowed his head and shook it. "Poor child. What does any of this have to do with me and mine?"

 

"We want the slavers. The Geri tells us they have operated here for years. Will you help us?"

 

Stephan leaned back into his chair and stared at us for a moment. He glanced to his left and watched his guard. His eyes cut back to us. "What is it you wish to know?"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 14

 

 

"I thought you told me that interspecies Were relationships were bad news?" The three of us were on our way back to the fish camp after meeting with the Petrov Alpha.

 

Cat shifted in her seat and let out a sigh. She took a breath and made a face. We were in the stinkmobile. Bill and I could only smell the cigarette smoke and ancient food remnants. I shuddered to think of what Cat smelled in this thing.

 

"I told you about the fish boy. We are allowed to date and to marry, if we wish. Or have other forms of attachments. Children are not possible in such a relationship and if we should find an ideal mate while in such a relationship? Well, hurt feelings and violence may occur." Cat turned to stare out the window.

 

"Excuse me for interrupting, but how does that work exactly?" Bill glanced back at Cat in the rearview mirror.

 

"It's easy you have these two bees and they..."

 

"Not that part!" He glared at me, making me laugh.

 

"Seriously, I'd like to understand the dynamics here. What happens if two different Were species marry?" Bill glanced back again.

 

"It's sad. My cousin Veronica was in such a joining. She met Janos in college. He's a WereBear. Most of his kind keep to the fringes of society or join the military. They fit well together as a couple. His major was wildlife management. My father has him working at the lodge as a consultant."

 

"He has a good job with security. Why is it sad?" Bill was trying to understand Were culture.

 

Cat continued to stare out the window. She looked over at me with sad eyes. "The lodge is used for meetings and hunting trips. One such trip was sponsored by a visiting Pack from Europe. Veronica met and was attracted to a Cat she met there. Ignoring the fact that she was married, Veronica ran off with the visiting WereCat. I love my cousin, but she wronged Janos."

 

"She just left him? No arguments from him?"

 

"Oh, there were disagreements. Let me tell you something about WereBears. Never, and I mean never, ever piss one off. Ronnie was very lucky her new man had his own plane. Janos destroyed two cars, an SUV, and half the lodge. Dad told me it needed a remodel anyway but, when a six-hundred-pound Grizzly bear wants out of a room, you should let him out and be done with it."

 

"Did your father fire him for doing that?"

 

Cat chuckled. "No, my uncle wasn't very happy about it. He's the Alpha and Ronnie is his daughter. Janos is still in the Pack but is adapting to the ways of his people. He is usually very gentle and caring. Since the breakup, he has retreated more and more into his job. Ronnie has had three kits since then, but stayed in Europe."

 

"Why would your Uncle keep his ex-son-in-law around after the breakup?"

 

"Bill, Were culture is all about strength and appearances. Ronnie broke Pack law and dumped her husband without following the rules. Yes, there are rules for doing that. Not the first time it's happened. Janos is a bear. Any Pack that can say they have Bears in it is considered stronger than normal."

 

"So if you were to date the Petrov Alpha?"

 

"My Uncle would applaud, and my father would feel sorry for me. As attractive as he is and as nice as he smells, I can't do it. Even my Cat knows it won't be productive. She is just feeling frisky. My true form would scare the wolf right out of Stephan."

 

I looked at Bill trying to switch the subject. "Bill, what is your take on what Stephan told us?"

 

"He's worried. His posture and verbal tics demonstrate that he isn't as secure as he makes out to be. He was aware of the slavers. I know he told you they were a new element in the area but I don't believe him. Something is missing. There is a factor we can't see at work here. Look at his house and what is in it. Daniel's was similar. How are they affording it? This area doesn't support this sort of wealth."

 

Cat leaned over the front seat. "We know that Darius is what held the Packs together here. After his death, relations fell apart. What did he have over them? Ignore the familial relationships. With Weres, Pack comes first, then family."

 

I pulled out my phone and dialed Anastasia's number.

 

"Hello, Agatha. What can I do for you?" Ana sounded different.

 

"What are you and Chuck doing right now?"

 

"Chuck took the RV to have it repaired. I am working on the trace from the morgue."

 

"Are you finding anything at all?" I thought that search was over.

 

"One of the hairs we recovered was a rodent. Weasel to be exact. It jives with the initial report that one of the police officers smelled a weasel."

 

"Oh, good work. We need to dig into the background of Darius Jaeger, the former Alpha. He is the key to this mess. There is something here we either don't see or are missing. Can you do that?"

 

"I can. You left the Russian in my care. Do you mind if I put him to work? There are some things that even the uneducated can do."

 

"We completely forgot about Ivan. Sure. Just keep him out of trouble if you can. Thanks, Anastasia." I hung up the phone and looked at Cat. "Did you hear all that?"

 

"I did. Ana seems more energetic today. I thought daylight made them lethargic and temperamental?"

 

"Chuck told me she has a unique shield installed that cuts the effect of the sun by half." I made a promise to the Vampire and intended to keep it. It was hard lying to my best friend, though.

 

"Oh, good for her. I wondered how she got so much work done all the time."

 

Bill looked at the both of us. "Anastasia is like a force of nature. I'm happy to be working with her directly."

 

~~~~~~

 

"Agent Winthrop, can you look at this a moment?"

 

Chuck was trying on beer hats when he heard his name being called. RV world was a cool place. They had everything you could ever what or wish for when it came to tailgating or camping. Mongo would like it.

 

The large class-C RV was being repaired slowly. The service bay was, fortunately, empty when Chuck has shown up early to get the wall fixed.

 

"This is some kind of special you know that, right?"

 

Chuck could see the outside wall of the RV was dismantled as well as some of the electrical systems. "What do you mean?"

 

"The company that built this doesn't exist anymore, but when they did, the work they performed was all custom. This is what twenty years old?"

 

"I think so. My boss could tell you for sure." Chuck peaked into the cabin.

 

"For something that old, much of this is state-of-the-art. Take the electronics. They are all fiber-ware as well as RF shielded. Not something we see every day."

 

"Can you fix it? We are on an open case and need the equipment here." Chuck looked back at the repair supervisor.

 

"That is why I called for you. The exterior is a simple patch. We have parts and material on site for that. None of your computers or technical equipment appeared to be damaged except for this." He held up a small bag filled with circuit boards and wires.

 

"What is it?" Chuck took the bag and poked at it.

 

"We thought you might know. My electrician says its some sort of surveillance device. Analog, not digital, is what he said. My boys should have the walls and conduit repaired in another five hours or so. Make sure your boss knows we appreciate the triple time she offered."

 

Chuck waved the man away and stood there peering at the shattered remains. They had been bugged! But who had done it? And who was getting the surveillance data?

 

~~~~~~

 

"The Lord works in mysterious ways, my son. This upcoming event will put us in an advantageous position to run this town."

 

"We already control what matters. Power and water are life around here. The others don't know of our real relationship. Do we really want to show our hand now?" Joshua Pepin stared at his biological father.

 

"The sons of Darius are weak, and their Packs are ripe for takeover. They spend all of their efforts toward eliminating each other, ignoring the prize. My foot soldiers are ready to take what they have built and make it our own."

 

"Didn't you sell Daniel a half dozen of your specials? They will be hard to overcome."

 

The much older man laughed. "That is your problem, Joshua. You never plan for the future. I sell nothing without a potential backdoor installed. Each special has a termination code known only to me. Getting rid of Daniel and Stephan has never been the problem. Controlling or subverting their Packs is the real objective. The ingrained hatred of each for the other is too immense. Integration isn't possible. Only fire and brimstone is the answer."

 

Joshua looked at his father and smiled. They could control it all. The water, the power, and the mine.

 

~~~~~~

 

 

"Who bugged us and when?"

 

All five of us sat around the table in Ana's RV, staring at the evidence bag.

 

"Actually the question you should ask Catherine is why. The FBI isn't that devious. If they want to know something they will question or interrogate you. Most of the newer surveillance equipment isn't this big. I would say it's been here for at least ten years. Maybe longer." Anastasia picked up the bag and examined it.

 

"So, someone was watching Jack. I wonder why?" Pursing my lips, I thought about things he may have told me.

 

"I read those files I could access before joining you. Was Jack trustworthy?" Bill was also examining the device.

 

"Jack? Jack ran this division alone for years. If they didn't trust him, why let him continue. No, this is something else." I grabbed my phone off the table and started dialing.

 

"Who are you calling?"

 

"Jack of course."

 

"Agatha is that a good idea? I thought you told me he was on leave." Cat looked concerned.

 

"This is something he would be concerned about. Don't worry, it's fine." I put the phone up to my ear and listened.

 

"Agatha? Why are you calling?" The voice on the other end was that of a woman. Cat and Chuck looked at me with wide eyes. I just rolled mine at them.

 

"Hi, Elizabeth. Is he available, I have something to share with him. Nothing dangerous. I promise."

 

"He needs to rest. Especially after they took his job away from him. I don't want him riding off into the sunset this time, Agatha. I mean it."

 

"Elizabeth, trust me. It's only a question. You know how we work. I can't discuss the case with him anyway. May I speak to him?" There was silence on the other end for a moment. I could hear footsteps and a door slamming open. There were more steps and then yelling. "How do you expect to get that thing out of here? The closest body of water is two hundred miles away! Don't give me Magick because your minion isn't here to help you with it. Here. It's for you."

 

Those that could hear everything, all sat and stared at me with shocked looks. Only Bill was left in the dark.

 

"Jack? Can you hear me?" There was complete silence on the other end.

 

"Jack?"

 

"Hello, Agatha. What's wrong?" He sounded tired.

 

"Why does something have to be wrong? I can't just call?"

 

"No, you can't. I know you are solo this time. Madeleine slipped a message past the dragon lady to me about your team."

 

"Your loving wife is not a dragon lady. She doesn't have half as many scales like the one we met." I remembered the Dragon.

 

"What's up?"

 

"Nothing dreadful. The RV was damaged recently, and during the repair, the mechanics found the remains of a surveillance device."

 

"Was it just a bug or a tracker too?" Jack sounded a bit hoarse.

 

I glanced at Ana, she seemed to be the expert. "Both. At least ten years old maybe more."

 

"Was that Anastasia?"

 

"It was. She says hello. Did you hear what she said?" I smiled and mouthed thank you to the Vampire.

 

"I did. It's not FBI issue. They stopped using the combo bugs a few years ago. Everyone has GPS on their phones now. It might be either the Witches Council or the other one. They were always interested in what I was up to. Could you tell if it was active recently?"

 

"Chuck says no. It's not that advanced. What other one are you talking about, Jack?" I concentrated on his words.

 

"Other what? No idea what you are saying, Agatha. How do you like being in charge?"

 

I could tell he was trying to change the subject and I let him. Secrets. There was always more to learn about. "So far it's been fun. The bug sort of worried us."

 

"Well, there is a new thing for your checklist. Bug hunt. You can't watch the RV all the time."

 

"What was Elizabeth talking about? She said you were forced out of your position?"

 

"She did? That's just what she thinks. Don't fret about it. I do have a question for you, though."

 

"Anything. You know that, Jack."

 

"Now you're making me blush. Blushing Marines are not happy Marines. Remember that. My question is this. Can you shrink an object, pick it up and move it, then make it big again?"

 

"I shrank Fergus, remember?"

 

"Yeah, but did you make him bigger yet?"

 

"No. But there is a spell like that. Why? Drop your keys in the drain or something?"

 

"Not really no. I took a page from my favorite TV show and built that boat I talked about."

 

"That's cool, Jack! What's the problem?"

 

"It's in the basement. How do I get it out?" I started laughing. Only Jack.

 

"You don't? Sorry, Jack. Can't help you. Thanks for the information. I'll be bugging you about that other info too. Just wait." I hung up the phone.

 

"Is he seriously building a boat in his basement?" Chuck stared at me.

 

"Chuck, you know exactly as much as I do. Sorry, Bill. It's their freaky Were and Vampire hearing. Nothing is secret around them."

 

Bill nodded. "That must make secret or confidential conversations interesting."

 

"I can spell the room if need be. We are safe in here. So, the Witches Council is our culprit. Or that other one that he mentioned. Ana, do you know what he was about to say?"

 

Everyone looked at her.

 

"The answer to that is complicated. I am unable to answer because of certain binding oaths. Your Grandmother is the one to seek answers from. Sorry I am unable to help." Anastasia gave me that little inscrutable smile that irritates the piss out of me. I hate secrets.

 

"Well, hell. We will assume it came from the Witches Council then. Ana, did you dig into Darius Jaeger's background like I asked?"

 

"I did. The secret you are searching for is diamonds. Arkansas is known for crystals and other rare Earths. Shortly after the end of the Reservation system, Darius discovered a source of diamonds similar to that of the Crater of Diamond."

 

"Crater of Diamonds? What's that?" Chuck leaned forward in his chair.

 

"It's a volcanic formation discovered in the early 1900s. They made it a State Park in the 1970s. Any diamonds you find there you get to keep. I took the wife there a few years ago. Found a few agates but no diamonds. It was too much like work to do it again."

 

"Thank you, Bill. As I was saying. He found a diamond mine. Despite the failing town, he and his family prospered."

 

"So why are they fighting? I still don't get it." I looked to Ana to explain more.

 

"According to my research, Darius was a cagey old man. He never told anyone where the mine was located. Only those he trusted completely were allowed to accompany him. After his death, the flood of gems dried up. Tax records show Daniel has four mortgages on the house."

 

"So Daniel kills the old man hoping to cash in. But the location of the mine is a secret. Darius didn't trust his son enough to tell him. So why attack Stephan?"

 

"What if he did tell his son, Cat? What if he told only Stephan? That would ensure the war we see coming. Two brothers fighting over the same thing. But which one runs the slave operation? It can't be Daniel. He's broke. Could Stephan be doing it after all?"

 

Cat sat up straighter. "No way. I would have smelled a lie on him. He didn't lie about what we asked. He was keeping secrets but not about the slavers."

 

"So we have a third player. Right?" Bill looked at all of us.

 

"We do. Someone canny enough to blend in for years and powerful enough to not get caught. They would need resources for things like storage and processing. Bob and Tod learned their training somewhere if it wasn't in the military. Start another search, please. Chuck can help you."

 

 

 

Chapter 15

 

 

"There are four possible suspects according to tax records." Chuck looked up from his computer.

 

"Five, Chuck. There are five." Anastasia shook her head.

 

"No. According to the county tax collector, only four individuals have enough land and other resources to pull off something like this. Who is your fifth?"

 

"The Church of Eternal Damnation and Salvation. They have enough property and have been in the area long enough." Ana tossed the records to Chuck.

 

"A church? How come they aren't listed here?"

 

"Religious organization. No taxes. So five groups or individuals with the right elements. Give Agatha a call."

 

I thanked Anastasia and Chuck for their hard work. Only five groups or people in the area had something to gain from the Packs going down and had the resources to hide a slavery operation.

 

"So we have a new day and a news investigation. Five possible targets. Here's what we are going to do. Chuck and Anastasia will stay here to keep an eye on things. I want you to dig deep into the backgrounds of the five on the list and keep us informed. Bill, Cat, and I will visit each group and try to gain what information we can. State Police are backup if needed."

 

"Who's first?" Bill started loading his pockets with gear.

 

I picked up my spell bag and strapped on my gun. As a rule, we were supposed to be armed at all times. "We'll take them in order. Billie Jean's Fish Camp and Sushi bar, the rancher, Tents-for-Tots, The Mayor, and then the Church. Closest first to make things easy."

 

"Do you really think Billie Jean or Bill are involved? They are a bit strange, but we would have smelled them if there were Weres here. Other than us of course." Cat strapped on her weapon and threw her ubiquitous leather jacket over her shoulder.

"No, I don't, but we cannot play favorites. Other than the barn, we've been in all the buildings. Billie Jean's an understanding woman. I think we can get her to agree." I motioned to the others to follow me.

 

"No. Not only no, but Hell no! What we do in the barn is private. Sorry, Agent Blackmore."

 

"Mrs. Jean, Billie. You don't have a choice here. If I have to get a warrant, it will be the State Police searching, not us. If there is nothing there, we won't file a report. What you do on your own property is your business unless you are hiding a slavery ring in there." I pointed at the barn.

 

"Slavery? Is that what you're looking for? For real?" Billie pulled her head back and gawked at the three of us. "Why the hell didn't you say so in the first place? Come on."

 

Billie led us to the big red barn that sat behind the main house and bar.

 

"The sushi business is an expensive one. It stopped being beneficial for my suppliers a few years ago. They couldn't keep the type of fish I needed as well as the exotics. So Bill and I, we improvised."

 

I could smell the moisture as soon as she opened the door. Billie Jean hit the lights illuminating something I didn't expect to see outside of Florida. Especially not in the wilds of Arkansas. The entire barn was filled floor to ceiling with fish tanks!

 

"My cousin works for a glass company over in Glenwood. He hooked us up using his discount." Billie walked down the aisles of fish pointing out what she said were the most delicious.

 

I glanced at Cat, and she smiled. Here was the first power-suck spot. Power usage was the only reason she was on the list.

 

"Billie we apologize for accusing you of anything. We just have to be thorough."

 

"I understand that Agent Blackwood. While I have you here, want to see Bertha?"

 

"What or who is Bertha? Is she someone we should talk to?" I made a what-the-hell motion.

 

"She used to be famous around these parts. At least among the fishermen. Catching her made local headlines, but most think we stuffed her." Billie pointed at the huge tank in the center of the barn."

 

"What is in there?" I could see a small island in the middle of the tank as well as logs and rocks. It was bigger than the inside of Anastasia's RV.

 

"Bertha. She's the biggest ever caught in the state and anywhere else."

 

All three of us peered into the tank and almost fell backward when a head the size of a fire hydrant looked back at us. Bertha was a gigantic Alligator snapping turtle!

 

"Holy crap! How big is that thing?" Bill almost pulled his weapon. I made a mental note not to take him dragon hunting. He might get us all killed.

 

"Bertha tops out at a little over four-hundred pounds. She supplies us with eggs that grow into little 'snappers.' We use them for the sushi my son makes."

 

The turtle in question was at least four to five feet across. Its legs were thicker than a man's leg. It was a real monster! My stomach made a rippling sound that reminded me we all ate one of Bertha's children just the other night. With luck, she wouldn't smell it on us.

 

We thanked Billie and headed out toward what Chuck called the Rancher.

 

"Satellite images show that this guy has about five hundred acres of land. He has barns and outbuilding scattered around the entire thing. He might be our man." Bill checked his notes as he drove. I winced and tried not to watch. Bill was good at the whole law-enforcement-driving thing. He could maneuver at high speed and still get there in time to arrest the guy.

 

"Do we have a name for him yet?" Cat also tried not to watch the road. Her senses were still being overloaded by the scents in the car.

 

"Not yet. Chuck said the tax records were a bit funky."

 

"Funky? Chuck actually said that?" Bill nodded as he swerved around a slow moving tractor.

 

I pulled out my phone and frowned at it. 'Funky?'  

 

"Hello, Agatha! How's it going?"

 

"'Funky?' Come on Chuck be professional. We need more information than that. What is this guy's name?"

 

"Sorry, Agatha. We couldn't figure the discrepancy in the name. So we solved the funky part. It's the Mayor. He bought the land and farm using his old name. Lawrence Freki and Lawrence Duckworth are the same person."

 

"Hmmm, like that's not suspicious at all. Do me a favor and call Sheriff Geri. He should be there to see this. That cuts our list down a bit."

 

I hung up the phone and checked the map Anastasia had given us. The Mayor's property stood between the claimed areas of both Packs. In a few places, it crossed the unwritten territory lines. Was he playing both sides off against each other?

 

"We should be there in fifteen minutes."

 

"Thanks, Bill." Grabbing my bag, I checked to make sure I had anti-Were supplies.

 

 

~~~~~~~

 

 

 

"Hey, Dad! I just got a call from our guy in the County Courthouse. Bob and Tod are in lockup. They have some major charges against them!" Freddie Jaeger was happy to be back in his father's good graces and wanted to stay there.

 

"What! Call Tuck and ... Dang it to hell! Do we have another lawyer we can use?" Daniel cursed the sky and his other form. One of the servants had found Tuck's broken and half-eaten body in the pantry of all places. His other form had made a snack of the little man. Easier than firing him.

 

"Just those guys we used last year in Fort Smith. Want me to call them?"

 

"No. The brothers won't say anything to hurt us. It would be against their training to do so. Do you know if they completed their mission?"

 

Freddie looked at his Father. "They had a mission? Doing what?"

 

"They were to get rid of something for me, but I guess I will have to do it myself now. One battle at a time or at least that's what Darius used to say. Are your troops ready?"

 

"Yes. All of the special ones are here too. How are you going to use them?" Tactics were something Freddie was still learning. Very few members of the Pack had served in the military.

 

"In the beginning, they will guard the rear. Once we gain the advantage, I will send them in. Make sure our people are wearing the Pack symbol on both the front and the back of their uniforms. Those boys are indiscriminate when they get started. This is for all the marbles, boy. Only Stephan knows the location of the mine, and he's not digging. It has to be somewhere in the middle. When the mongrels are gone, we can search all we want to."

 

"When is the attack?" Freddie rubbed his hands together in anticipation.

 

"First light. We ride at dawn!"

 

Freddie cocked his head to one side. That line sounded really familiar to him.

 

~~~~~~~

 

 

 

The sign over the gate said Freki Farm.

 

"Somebody has a sense of humor," Bill remarked as he carefully drove up the driveway.

 

Both Cat and I watched both sides of the road carefully. If the Mayor was our culprit, there could be guards or an attack just around the corner.

 

"Nice place. I can see why the Mayor bought it." Bill pointed to the massive Victorian estate house on the hill. It reminded me of Grandmother's place back in Maine. "It has a complete view of the valley on all sides. Potentially, very defensive."

 

"Do either of you see anything out of place or suspicious?" They both shook their heads no. It was almost too perfect. A man stood on the porch waiting for us.

 

Bill parked the SUV and carefully opened his door.

 

"This is private property. Whatever you're selling I don't need it. Please leave. Now!"

 

"Mayor Freki or Lawrence Duckworth? We are from the Magical Crimes Division of the FBI. We would like to ask you a few questions." We all flashed our badges and credentials.

 

He stared at us a few seconds and frowned. "Come on inside where we can talk." He stomped into the house. "Mary, they're cops! Stand down."

 

The porch was a screened-in wraparound. The screens cut down on the profile of the windows, cutting vision and making it harder to see inside. All of the windows appeared to be armored, with shutters on the inside and outside. The door and the frame were steel.

 

"Worried about something Mayor?" I motioned to the door.

 

"Just cautious, Agent?"

 

"Blackmore. Special Agent in Charge Agatha Blackmore. This is part of my team, Agents Maxwell, and Moore." I pointed to Bill and Cat.

 

"What do you want to know?"

 

"We started our investigation with the death of Stephen Jaeger. The local office discovered that he was killed by outsiders as part of a Were slavery ring. We are here to investigate that. Finding the boy's killer is just a bonus. We have in our custody several of Daniel Jaeger's men. Two of them appear to be former slaves themselves."

 

"Tod and Bob? Is that who you mean?" The Mayor appeared agitated.

 

"It is. They were kidnapped as children. We identified them from their fingerprints. Judging by their training, we've been searching locally for any area that has enough room and facilities to train people like them. Your name popped up in our tax record search." I held up my hands. "We aren't accusing you of anything. Our search is taking us to all the large landowners."

 

"Humph. I can count on one hand the number of people still doing well in this town's economy. It's all Daniel's fault. If he hadn't challenged Darius so soon..." The Mayor shook his head.

 

"Why do you say that?"

 

"There was a plan in place to open up the secret mine for commercialization. Darius wanted the town to thrive again. His illness made him forgetful, but he was trying to leave a legacy. Some of us were working with him to bring about change for Arbor."

 

"Do you know where it is?"

 

The Mayor shook his head. "No. Daniel knows the mine exists. It was one of his reasons for the challenge. Darius intended to merge the Jaeger and Petrov Packs. He was going to acknowledge Stephan publicly. If anyone knows where the mine is, it's Stephan. My wife Mary and I are holed up out here because of what's coming."

 

I glanced at Cat. She shrugged her shoulders at me. "What's coming?"

 

"War. Daniel and his son have been arming the Pack and getting them all riled up. They intend to kill the Petrovs and take over the town once and for all."

 

"There hasn't been a full-out Pack war in years. Why now?" Cat leaned forward in her seat.

 

"Because Daniel Jaeger is bug nut crazy. He cannot control his wolf at all. In other Packs, he would've been killed to protect the others. Darius thought he could save him. He was wrong. When Daniel shifts, he really is a monster. Daniel is also going broke. There are several liens on the main house. As well as collectors that keep showing up. He can't hold it together for much longer."

 

"Mayor, do you know who is behind the slavery ring around here?" I asked him point blank.

 

"You people are going to get me killed, you know that right?" He turned and caught his wife's eye. She nodded to him. The Mayor took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

 

"The man you want is Reverend Josiah Lucas Austin. He drifted into town around fifteen-twenty years ago. Started up his church way out on the outskirts of town. There were lots of rumors about him, but nothing we could make stick. He began offering trained soldiers to the different factions. It was his claim they were church followers that had lost their way."

 

"Were they investigated?

 

"The Geri at that time was on his last legs. Darius was only keeping him around for sentimental reasons. He may have investigated, but Reverend Austin was part of the town by then. He's well respected for his good works around the area."

 

"Good works? Who does he help?" Bill jumped into the conversation.

 

"Well, he works with the less fortunate families and the unemployed. He runs the food bank and provides free child care for those families in need."

 

All I heard was child care and food bank. This man managed to put himself in a situation to gain access to children. I doubted he was a pedophile, he was worse. He was a manipulator.

 

We wished the Mayor luck and headed back to our base of operations. If a war was brewing, we needed to stop it.

 

~~~~~~~

 

"Dad, we have a real situation here in Arkansas." Cat ended up calling her father to let him know the situation. It wasn't official, but he had told us himself of the Were Pack coalition he belonged to.

 

"What's wrong, Catherine."

 

"Jaeger is making plans to wipe out Petrov, and the Reverend Austin is possibly involved in the slave trade."

 

"Austin is behind the slave trade? Are you sure about that?" Robert Moore sounded concerned.

 

"The town mayor told us that the man in charge of the slavers is Reverend Josiah Lucas Austin. He's the leader of the Church of Eternal Damnation and Salvation here in Arbor. We haven't been there yet, but we hear the complex is enormous."

 

"That name sounds familiar. Try not to get killed before I can figure out where I've heard of it before. I'll call you back." Robert hung up the phone.

 

"Well, that was anticlimactic. Dad says he'll call back later."  

 

I looked at Cat. "Did he say he'd help?"

 

"Not exactly, no."

 

"Well, we will plan anyway. I had loaded the RV for Were before we left Quantico. I should have brought this stuff last trip, but I forgot." I reached into one of the many hidden chambers in the RV and pulled out two medium-sized boxes.

 

"What's in there?" Cat left her seat and peered at the boxes.

 

I reached out and held her back from the table. Carefully, I opened it up. Cat sniffed and had an instantaneous, strong physical reaction. She began coughing and hacking.

 

"Grab a bottle of water out of the fridge and stay back there for a minute. This stuff is too potent for you." I pointed.

 

"Agatha! What in the name of all the Gods is in that box?"

 

"Aconite and Wolfsbane."

 

"For real? Those are some of the most expensive herbs in the world. I thought Wolfsbane was an urban legend!"

 

"Oh, it's real enough. A small sprinkle on the ground can mess you up for hours. Grandmother is the only supplier this side of the Atlantic Ocean. She sent me some."

 

"What's in the other one?"

 

"Bombs. Transmogrification bombs. They will change any living thing into an animal. Weres they turn human."

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 16

 

 

 

"She's exposed a huge mess in Arkansas. Daniel Jaeger is young, tough and homicidal, but intelligent, not so much. Someone else has to be egging him on. The last thing we need right now is a public war between Were factions. Even if it is a family feud of sorts. The mundies are unable to tell the difference. All they will see is Were-on-Were violence. This will set everything we have worked for back thirty years."

 

The room was dark around the edges. Only the center of the room was dimly lit. Mutterings and whispers could be heard agreeing or discussing the speaker's words.

 

"Consul Moore. Is it your opinion that the Council should intervene in this situation?" The voice was muffled, but it was obviously that of a woman.

 

"No, Milady. The newest addition to the FBI is on site and aware of the impending war. We should give them a chance to either clean it up or stop it. Why else allow the creation of the unit?"

 

An almost whispered voice seemed to come from everywhere at once. "The Vampire on the team. Who is she? Why were we not informed of her presence there?"

 

"Lord Clearchus, her name is Anastasia. We have discussed her in a previous meeting. She was the first openly Paranormal to work for the FBI. Former Director J Edgar Hoover recruited her himself for the Bureau in 1945."

 

"My people just informed me of that Consul Moore. What I meant to say was, what lineage is she? From whence did she arrive in, as you say, 1945? We have no record of an 'Anastasia' that is missing from any of our nests. Who is she?"

 

Robert turned his eyes toward where the head of the Council would be. "We will conduct our own investigation to learn the identity of the Vampire. Does that suit you?"

 

A woman's voice answered. "It does."

 

"We protest this action. The Vampire Nation should be lead on this not the Cats." The whispered Vampire voice grew louder. "Our own people will investigate, also."

 

"Lord Clearchus, Consul Moore's people..."

 

"Are efficient but cannot be everywhere at once. We concur. Allow the Vampires to police their own." This voice was stronger with a faint, but noticeable Irish accent.

 

"If you deem it fair, let it be done. Thank you, Lord Fionnbharr for your opinion and counsel. Robert, please finish your report." The woman's voice grew quieter.

 

"As I stated previously. The Jaeger Pack and the Petrov Packs are gearing up for war. They have been on a warlike footing since the death of Darius, but this time it appears to be real."

 

"What of the other two Packs? Are they involved?"

 

"My Lord Bowie, we are not sure. The FBI team was unable to contact Joshua Pepin. The Pack leader, the Reverend Josiah Lucas Austin and his small group of parishioners represent the Austin Pack there. They too haven't checked in yet. We have feelers out in the community."

 

"So we have a war pending and two possible outside influences involved. Which Consul is responsible for this territory? I want them front and center within the week to answer for this mess. Pack war is not on our agenda at the moment."

 

"Yes, Lord Bowie. Right away. Consul Erica Stevens is over the Midwest. She is on vacation I believe." Robert serendipitously palmed a phone and hit a button.

 

"Consul Moore. That device in your hand had better be your attempt at contacting Consul Stevens." The Vampires had caught his movement.

 

"Yes, My Lord. I am attempting to contact Consul Stevens. My apologies."

 

"Does the diamond mine exist? That is what they fight over?"

 

Robert's head came up with a jerk. This Lord almost never spoke. "My Lord Vestri. Yes. Darius used it to grow his wealth and bring prosperity to his Pack. There were plans to commercialize the mine and prop up the town. When he was challenged and killed, the secret to its location was lost. Or that is what we believe."

 

"When this war ends or is ended, my people would like first contact with the new owners. We wish to build the mine."

 

Murmurs and whispered conversation filled the room. There were a great many more beings present than could be seen.

 

~~~~~~~

 

 

Throughout the night, groups of Weres silently moved into position. The Petrov Pack's claim extended across the southern end of the town. Most of the barren industrial areas fell within this field, as well as what was known as BoxTown. The Jaeger's outnumbered their rivals by more than half.

 

"Dad, we have the Petrov's main facilities surrounded. The team of Specials is prepped. Half our people will attack the main house at dawn. With luck, they will call for help from the regular guard units." Freddie smiled, it was finally happening.

 

"Good. When they pull out, tell our secondary units to occupy those positions. We don't want any holdouts. I will commit the Specials if the plan goes south or resistance is too strong. Do we know if they caught wind of this?"

 

Freddie shook his head. "We don't think so. Stephan was seen with a small group of working girls last night. None came out during the evening."

 

Daniel smiled. Excellent.

 

"What of that coward Geri or those FBI Agents?"

 

Freddie looked at his notes. "Sheriff Geri took the bait and responded to a call way out in Chickalah Valley. That should keep him busy for a long while. Our watchers say those FBI Agents are back at their RVs. They only have that one SUV, and our people have promised to take it out. We're golden, Dad!"

 

Daniel cuffed his son hard across the back of his head. "Never guess the outcome! It's bad luck, and it gives false hope. Either know we will win or don't. Remember that."

 

Rubbing his neck, Freddie felt the pain fade away. "What about the outcasts?"

 

"What about them?" Daniel began strapping on his level IV body armor. Only he and his son had the advanced equipment. At more than $3000 each, he only bought two. The rest of the Pack all had level II or III rated armor. Cheaper but still effective. It would slow down the effect of claws and allow the wearer to heal faster.

 

"If they try to help or get in the way, what do we do?"

 

"They're rejects for a reason. Kill'em all and let the Gods sort them out. I'm not my brother. Charity is for the weak." Daniel checked his weapons and began loading extra magazines.

 

"Good. I'll spread the word. Fewer mouths to feed anyway."

 

"That's my boy!" Daniel raised his hand. He didn't see his son flinch as he patted him on the back. Armed and armored the two Jaegers headed out to catch up with their teams.

 

~~~~~

 

"Dad, my informants inside the Jaeger Pack, have informed me that they will attack at dawn." Joshua stared out the window of his office while he spoke to his father on the phone. The moon was just starting to rise.

 

"What is your Pack's status? Have you informed your Beta of the plan?" Reverend Austin waved his aides closer.

 

"Robert knows all the details. I've kept him in the loop all along. He, unlike most of my Pack, has some military experience. He's been training our strike teams and equipping them with heavier arms. Should I mobilize them?"

 

Josiah thought for a moment. This was it. Time to show his hand and take over. Everyone was in place for the takeover. He motioned to his top aides and signaled for them to move using only pre-arranged sign language. Mundies were very inventive, and sign language was an excellent way to defeat Were hearing.

 

"Dad? Did you hear me? Should I prepare my people?" Joshua sounded a little jittery.

 

"Sorry, my son. I was lost to God. Yes, prepare your people. We will strike like avenging angels at the moment of engagement. Trust me on this. It is hard to defend yourself when the attack comes from the rear. My parishioners will join your attack, as planned."

 

"Wait. Your parishioners? I thought you were only my adviser in this."

 

"Joshua. Son. We spoke of this. My people are experienced and heavily armed. Without their help, you could be trapped between Jaeger and Petrov. Trust me. I am your father in all things." The Revered nodded to his people and signed yes. "Now go and prepare. We will meet you in battle."

 

Hanging up the phone, Joshua nodded towards the window. This was for all the marbles. He reached into the drawer of his desk and removed his gun. Time to find Robert and finish this.

 

Josiah laughed to himself as he hung up the phone. All too easy. His plan was right out of the OSS playbook on how to turn factions against one another. If Daniel had not been a psycho, the plan wouldn't have worked as well as it did. That was the beautiful thing about living for centuries. Planning for the future. "Are we ready?"

 

The two nameless military trainers nodded. Their real names were lost to the depths of time, he called them number one and two. They were the absolute best at taking raw, untrained talent and turning them into muscle-bound maniacs who would follow their orders to the letter. Even unto death. The process was slow but much more profitable than simple slavery. He had done both over the years.

 

This plan was almost too intricate, and timing was an issue. Intricacies could cause unforeseen problems, so he tracked everything. The only wild card was the FBI. His spies told him they had been to see Mayor Freki. That was one man who knew too much and may have spilled the beans. He needed to just keep them away from the battle. Once it was over, Pack law would supersede the human law, and they could do nothing.

 

"Send team two to Billie Jean's Fish camp. If the FBI team moves, they are to stop or slow them however possible. If they get involved, the plan won't work. Everyone else is to follow their instructions." Number one nodded and left to give the orders.

 

"Number two, are the codes ready for the Specials?"

 

The trainer nodded and held out a small transmitter that resembled a cell phone. Josiah took it and slipped it into his pocket. This was the key that would open the door.

 

~~~~~~

 

 

"Did you get any rest at all?" Cat squinted her eyes at the unfamiliar coffee maker. Everyone had slept over at Anastasia's RV last night. It was early. Really early. If this was to work, they needed to be on the road and at the church before the sun touched even the tips of the trees.

 

"Some. I kept dreaming that one of my spells backfired and we were Fergus's size now. He makes a terrible mount."

 

Cat started laughing. She woke both the boys up accidentally.

 

"Ugh. What time is it?" Bill sat up and almost fell off the chair in which he had been sleeping.

 

"It's 4 am. We need to get moving soon." Cat finally figured the machine out and hit start. The overwhelming scent of coffee filled the RV.

 

"Chuck, get up. I know you're awake. Get up." He, like Bill, was asleep but at the dining room table. Cat kicked his chair, causing the big man to roll right out onto the floor.

 

"That was just mean." He stood up and smiled at the scent filling the air. "Coffee!"

 

I let everyone get coffee or tea and hustled them into the stinkmobile. We had to get there early enough to catch the targets asleep. There could be dozens hidden in a church building that size.

 

"This will be my first raid." Chuck stared out his side window.

 

"Not mine. Stick with me kid, and you'll be fine." Bill was driving. "Agatha, are you expecting anyone from the State Police?"

 

"No. Why? Did they just call?" I checked my phone.

 

"They have the road blocked ahead." He slowed the SUV and stopped around a thousand feet from the cars.

 

I peered around Chuck's large form in the seat and looked at the cars. They looked like State Police. "Can either of you hear what they are saying?"

 

Cat nodded and rolled her window down. Cocking her head, she listened for a moment.

 

"It's a trap! There is no way they are State Police. At least one is a Were and the rest are not from around here."

 

"Why do you say that?" I grabbed my gun and stuck it in the holster.

 

"Wrong accents. Do you think they knew we were coming and came to block us?"

 

"Stupid of them." I opened my car door and stepped out.

 

"Stop right where you are and put your hands up! We have orders to arrest you and your team!" The speaker was wearing the uniform of a police captain. I had just met with the local State Police captain, and this wasn't him!

 

"I think not. Does Captain Howie know you are impersonating him?" At that point, they all opened fire on me and our car.

 

Bullets began to spark and ricochet off my shields. No way I was allowing them to damage my friends.

 

"Did whoever hire you know nothing of Witches? I do really want an answer." I asked as I levitated the men and their cars. "Who hired you?"

 

All four of the floating men refused to speak. One was a Were, but very much like Bob or Tod. Even Cat's alpha whammy didn't have an effect on them. I brought them down and put a freeze spell on them.

 

"We'll call the State Police when we get back." We piled into the car and headed back out. We had a church to search.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 17

 

 

 

 

Stephan tucked the bed covers around his dates for the night as he slipped out of the room. Paid entertainment wasn't all it was cracked up to be anymore. The local 'talent' was somewhat boring. These girls came over from the Fort Smith area.

 

His manservant Arthur met him at the door. How does he do that? Stephan asked himself.

 

"Sir, I have arranged transportation for your guests as well as payment for services rendered. Is there anything special you would like them to receive?"

 

Momentarily stunned, Stephan looked at Arthur. "I don't think so. What time is it?"

 

"Five, Sir. Would you like your breakfast at the usual time or earlier?"

 

"In an hour would be great." He looked at Arthur and shook his head. "Do you always take care of the girls?"

 

"Of course, Sir. Your father left me instructions to do so. Leaders need not be bothered with small details. That is for those of us that serve. Is there anything else?"

 

"No. Thank you, Arthur. I... I guess I'll be in my office." Stephan turned toward the stairs.

 

"Very good, Sir."

 

Stephan paused on the second step down. This was the first time he even noticed Arthur's intrusion into his life. He knew that someone paid for the entertainment, but assumed that Charles was in charge of that. The main floor was deserted as it was very early.

 

His office was at the rear of the mansion. Bulletproof glass covered the entire back wall giving him a marvelous view of the estate as well as sunrise. The antique oak desk in the center of the room belonged to his great-grandfather.

 

Faint glimmers of the sun were just peeking over the hillside when a round fired by a Russian RPG-7 shattered the glass. The shock wave from the explosion rattled the office and tossed Stephan out of his chair onto the floor. That alone is what saved his life. Machinegun fire raked his office shattering the art and awards decorating it.

 

Dust and glass fragments were everywhere as Stephan crawled out from behind his desk. He could hear gunfire echoing across the estate.

 

"Stephan! Boss, are you in here?"

 

"Charles! Over here!" Ducking his head again as bullets slammed into his walls, Stephan yelled for his second in command.

 

Pow! Pow! Pow! Stephan ducked again, but those gunshots were from outside. He glimpsed figures moving about the grounds attacking his men.

 

"Thank the Gods you're alive! We heard the explosion and assumed the worst. Let me help you out of here." Charles pulled Stephan up, and they both ducked as more shots were fired into the offices.

 

"Stay low! They haven't penetrated the house yet, but it's only matter of time now." The two men walked and crawled to the door. More gunfire echoed from the main hall. "Those are my guys so don't worry."

 

"What's the status? Do we know who yet?"

 

Charles shook his head. "Not completely. We think it's Jaeger. They took out the scouts and began their assault just as the sun came up. This has to be a planned attack this time. It looks as if they have committed their entire Pack!"

 

"What about ours? Do we have help on the way?"

 

"Sort of. When the rocket hit, I sent the recall signal to town. Jaeger has the road blockaded along with our escape route. I can't believe Daniel did this on his own. He's not the sharpest tack in the box." Charles checked his phone.

 

"Well, he's here now. Open up the armory and start issuing the guns. Should we notify the human authorities? Those FBI Agents are still out at Billie Jean's."

 

Stephan thought back to the three Agents that visited him. He could still smell the pheromones coming off the WereCat. She liked him about as much as he like her. Mixed marriages didn't work, and he knew it. "No. We will only call them as a last resort. It's just the Jaegers, right? We shouldn't call ourselves a Pack if we can't defend against an attack. Tell our boys to hold. Shift if they have to, but hold!" Another explosion rocked his office as he and his Beta ran down the stairs to join the defense.

 

~~~~~~

 

 

"This town is really spooky at night." Chuck was driving. The smell in the back was making him sneeze, and the rear windows wouldn't open. Bill told him to keep going.

 

I only nodded my head at him in agreement. It was very strange. Early morning on a weekday and nobody was stirring. All the houses were quiet and dark. The Church of Eternal Damnation and Salvation lay on the very edge of town in the area known as BoxTown. If it was responsible for enslaving children, it made a certain amount of sense. It was right in the middle of the target area for abductions.

 

"Cat, did your father answer the phone? We need to know more about this Austin Pack." I glanced at her over my shoulder.

 

"He didn't. That's weird too. He loves his cell phone and doesn't go anywhere without it. We will just have to wing it. Did Sheriff Geri answer your call?"

 

"He did. It was his opinion that the Reverend Austin was a good man and a righteous leader. Do we know if Geri has any ties to Austin Pack?" Even as I said it, I was dialing my phone. Anastasia would find the answer.

 

The church occupied the old BoxTop factory. Only the headquarters building still stood. From an architectural standpoint, it was old and blocky. Built of concrete blocks and brick facing. The perfect place to hide and defend yourself from. County records said there was a large basement as well as one underneath the former processing shop. Bill believed that was where the slave pens were. Out of sight and smell of the rest of the church. We were relying on his experience to guide us here.

 

There were no cars in the parking lot of the church. They didn't know we were coming so we intended to go in the front door.

 

"It's almost sunrise." Bill looked up at the lightening sky.

 

"Let's go inside shall we?" I murmured a word of power and scanned the entire churches grounds.

 

"Heartbeats are coming from below our feet and over there somewhere." I pointed toward the rear of the building.

 

"No one inside the building?" Cat stared at me.

 

"Nope. I've gotten better at that diagnostic spell, the church is empty. We need to check out the basement."

 

Cat grabbed my arm. "Let's go then." She approached the door and turned the knob. The door opened to her touch.

 

Inside the facade of business was gone. Everything was painted white. A large cross hung on one wall. There was no sign of anyone including the Reverend.

 

"It stinks in here!" Chuck held his nose. "I think it's worse in here than our car."

 

I sniffed the air. There was a faint musky smell but beyond that nothing.

 

Cat looked at me. "What do you smell?"

 

"Musk and dust. Maybe a faint smell of fresh paint?"

 

"The musk is from a Weasel. More than one judging by the stink. The Reverend must cover it up with fresh paint and cleaning supplies. The dust, well it looks like no one has cleaned in a while. Didn't the Geri say the boy's uncle said he smelled Weasel?"

 

I nodded. "He did. Remember we assumed that he was covering for Daniel and destroyed the evidence. Maybe there was a Weasel?"

 

"If we find one we can ask them. Let's look." I let her take the point. Scanning using my spell I still couldn't find anyone around.

 

The offices were clear as were all the upper rooms. Bill found the stairwell that led down to the basement, but it was both locked and bolted from the inside.

 

"Bill, step back from the door." Cat ran her hands over the door frame.

 

"I tried that already. It can't be picked. There has to be another way down." Bill stepped back closer to the door.

 

I asked Cat. "Can you do it?"

 

"I think so. It's just steel reinforced wood." Cat rolled up her sleeves.

 

"Bill, do as she says and step back." I motioned for him to move aside.

 

The moment Cat grabbed the door to pull, her hands and arms were suddenly four times larger. We could all hear the sound of tearing cloth as her sleeves failed to stretch to accommodate the altered body form. In a deep voice rarely heard, Cat bemoaned her clothing. "That was a brand new coat!"

 

Bill's eyes were wide and his face pale as Cat ripped the door open and tossed it aside. "Anything else?"

 

"No. You can shift back. Thank you." Looking over at Bill, I smiled. He learned something new all the time.

 

"Bill, you OK?" I touched him on the arm, and he jumped.

 

"Is that...Can they... What..." He was stuttering. Holding his hands out in front of him, he tried to stop them from shaking. "What I mean was... Can all Weres do that?"

 

"Mostly. Alphas like Catherine can lift five or six times their own weight without changing form and ten times if they do. Cat is a bit stronger than most. Believe it or not, but Chuck can only lift about half what she can." I pointed to Chuck who was examining the cabinets and boxes near the door.

 

"Chuck, you and Cat take point in case we run into those Weasels. Bill and I will follow." We all started down the stairwell.

 

In some ways, this place reminded me of Fabulous Face. I didn't sense anything demonic, so it must have been the industrial setting that gave me the idea.

 

"They haven't tried to cover up the stink in this place." Cat held her nose as she looked at me.

 

"It looks like two guys live over here." Chuck poked through the personal belongings in a room off the stairs.

 

"Ugh, Weasels. At least two of the rodents lived in there." Spotting a couple of desks and a workstation Cat crossed over to them. "Hey, Chuck can you get anything off these?"

 

"Only if you switch with me. These guys stink!"

 

"Fine. If I have to."

 

I smiled at the dynamics between my friends. Cat could have ordered Chuck to do the job but, was being nice.

 

"Cat, what's your issue with Weasels anyway? You don't seem to like the species." I asked as I searched what appeared to be church records.

 

"They aren't a large enough group to have their own Pack, so they are all over the place in others. My Uncle has a couple who do his books and run his spy network. Before you ask, yes, most Packs have spies. They like to keep close eyes on their neighbors and any potential threats. When I was a kid one of them used to watch me and not in a good way. I was never able to pin anything on him or show that he was watching. But I could feel his eyes on me, and it creeped me out." Cat opened up some cases along the wall and froze. "Agatha, we have a problem."

 

I grabbed Bill, and we crossed the room to her position. She had three Pelican cases open on the bed. Each once held a weapon of some sort.

 

"Not good. That is a 338 Lapua. Or at least that is what was here." Bill ran his fingers along the inside rim of the box.

 

"Are you sure, Bill?"

 

He glanced at me. "I might not know Weres, but guns I do know. That one held a Panzerfaust 3. You can tell by all the extra stuff in there. Obviously, they already assembled it."

 

"What sort of weapon is it?" I knew I would not like the answer.

 

"Rocket launcher. Developed to destroy tanks by the Germans. I wonder where they got it. The ATU is going to go bug-nut-crazy when they hear about this one." Bill pulled out the various cleaning and repair tools.

 

"I get confused. What is the ATU again? We have too many letter agencies."

 

"Sorry, Agatha. It stands for Alcohol Tax Unit. You might remember it from one of those history classes they teach. It was formed under Special Agent Elliot Ness. He and his team made it what it is today."

 

"Oh, I remember that lecture." Cat smiled at Bill.

 

I waved my hands. "What sort of damage are we talking here?"

 

"Well, you have to be within thirteen hundred feet of the target to use it, but it will punch through a concrete wall or take out a small tank. Nasty weapon. That third case held either AR-15s or AK-47s."

 

"Somebody is armed for war." I scanned the room. This can't be all of it. We knew it was a slavery operation. "Spread out. We need to find where these people went."

 

Everyone took a wall or panel and began searching for another door or room.

 

"Over here." Chuck banged on the wall, and it sounded hollow.

 

"Can you open it?" I looked at the wall, it looked seamless. There was nothing to show that a door was even there.

 

"Nothing. No lock, knob, or pull. It must open electronically." Chuck punched it with his fist. Bong! Other than a small dent there was no effect except Chuck hopping around holding his hand.

 

"Let me try something. Everybody step back, please." Like Cat did earlier, I sized up the door. Steel. Built into the wall and secured electronically. The frame was steel cemented into the brick walls.

 

I waved my arms to the left and every box, piece of furniture, and wall hanging flew toward the opposite wall with a crash. Opening that door wasn't going to happen, but the walls were something else?

 

My hands made a digging motion, and the paneling on the wall peeled back and fell to the floor. Underneath was old brick. I muttered my spell words internally. Grandmother had been right, I was giving too much away saying the phrases aloud. I carefully crafted my weapon of choice. A fireball. My hands swirled over and over until in front of me was a seething ball of flame.

 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Bill take a step backward. He bumped into Chuck who whispered something to him. Setting a shield to catch any spray, I tossed my fireball at the wall. The world slowed as my eyes watched the brick get intensely hot and start to shatter. In an instant, my fireball struck the wall, bricks over-baked and shattered into dust. The fireball continued toward the open space. Grabbing it, I transmuted the energy from heat to cold making an instant ice ball.

 

"There. I made my own door." Chuck jumped into the hole first. The edges crumbled under any pressure, so he had to help all of us down. I looked back and could see the electromagnet holding the real door closed. I should be able to open it to get back out more easily than we had entered.

 

The stairs descended at least thirty feet before opening up into a large room. The remnants of some sort of mechanical device were still bolted to the walls. The room was laid out as a dormitory space.

 

"I count forty beds. They all look lived in." Chuck poked at the linen, but there appeared to be no personal belongings.

 

"Agatha, I hear noises from behind this door!" Cat had her weapon drawn and was listening at the door. I slipped into my diagnostic spell and scanned the room.

 

"Break it down! There are at least three young Weres in cages in there!" The knob of the door came off in Cat's hand she pulled so hard!

 

We all rushed forward to find three children in three by three cages. A row of another half dozen enclosures ran the length of the small room.

 

"Go away. We don't want you. Go away." The child in the middle was smaller than the other two. They, unlike him, said nothing and only stared numbly at us.

 

"We are the police, we are here to save you."

 

"I don't believe you. Go away." The child hid his face behind his hands.

 

Popping the lock off the cage with a wave of my hand I reached for him. "Don't you want to leave?"

 

"That's what the other man said. He said he was there to help me." The boy allowed me pull him out and set him on the table nearby.

 

"What is your name sweetie?" Cat wrapped a blanket around him.

 

"Thomas. Thomas Douglas."

 

Cat sat down next to Thomas and put her arm around him. "Where did you come from Thomas and what Pack do you belong to?"

 

"I live in Fort Wayne. We don't belong to any Pack. Momma says Packs are stupid and of the Devil."

 

Keeping her voice soft, Cat continued to speak to Thomas. "Does your Momma say which Pack is the Devil?"

 

"Momma says...Momma says the Archers are the worst." Cat smiled.

 

"They might be Thomas. Momma is always right. Do your friends speak?" She pointed to the two other boys sitting next to Chuck.

 

"No. They only talk to the stinky men and the big white man. He calls them Joey and Chandler, but I don't think it's their real names. Can I go home now?"

 

"We will take you home soon. Did you see where the bad men went? Did they say anything?" Cat smiled down at him.

 

"They were busy. The big men barely talked but the stinky ones yelled and talked about amy bushes and dawn tacks. They threw food at us and told us to keep still."

 

"We need to look around some more. Bill is going to watch you. OK?" I motioned Bill over.

 

"Bill, can you keep an eye on the kids. We need to track these bastards down." He nodded and sat down next to Thomas.

 

"Amy bushes and dawn tacks. What does it mean?" I looked at Cat.

 

Cat cocked her head to one side and began repeating the words over and over. Suddenly, her eyes grew wide.

 

"It's not Amy bushes but ambushes. These are the ones that tried to kill us. I think the other one means dawn attacks."

 

"Good work. They did ambush us, but we didn't see forty plus people. Who else are they attacking? We need to call Ana!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 18

 

 

 

A war had started right under our very noses. According to Anastasia, Daniel Jaeger and his entire Pack were laying waste to the Petrovs as we spoke. Even though it was daylight, I told her to use Ivan and pack up her RV. She needed to come pick up the little boys while we went after the Packs. Bill would stay and help the kids, but we needed to go right freaking now!

 

"How are we supposed to stop a war, Agatha!" Chuck took every shortcut his phone told him about to get us closer to the Petrov Estate.

 

"I can freeze those that I see. Cat is taking you and going after the leadership. Change if you have to, but we need Daniel and his son immobilized. They look to be the aggressors here. Keep a sharp eye out for any funny business. The Reverend has at least thirty well-armed troops. We assume he's working with Daniel. Do the both of you still have the amulets I made for you on?"

 

Both Cat and Chuck touched their chests. "Yes, we do." They almost said it at the same time.

 

"Those should protect you from the worst effects of my spells. I'll be spreading Wolfsbane and Aconite around so try to resist the urge to sneeze."

 

I pulled out my sidearm and checked the ammo. Silver bullets made the magazine very shiny. I hoped I wouldn't have to use it.

 

"Remember. We may have super abilities, and we may be powerful, but we aren't bulletproof. Duck if you have to."

 

The sounds of gunfire could be heard over the engine as we approached the main gates. Unlike the last time we were here, they were now twisted and broken. Gunfire was coming from the main house. Plumes of smoke and ash rose into the sky from the remains of several vehicles and one small building. Surrounded though they might be, the Petrovs were still fighting back.

 

Cars were parked in a half circle at the front of the estate. Slowly moving bodies lay here and there as the Pack doctors tried to keep people comfortable. As a people, Weres are practically indestructible, but some things could harm them. Silver and the herbs I carried did the most damage. Mundane weaponry could hurt them, but it rarely killed unless a limb or head was removed. Rocket launchers and explosive grenades apparently worked well too.

 

Chuck slowed to a stop, and the three of us jumped out. A quick glance of the area showed a small cluster of men around one of the cars. With all the explosions and gunfire going off around us they all failed to hear our arrival.

 

Motioning to the left and right, I directed my friends to take out the men on either side of Freddie Jaeger. He was bent over the hood of a car pointing to a map.

 

I cast a personal Ward and felt it encase my body. It wasn't unbreakable, but it would protect me from claws and teeth. In the distance, an explosion caught everyone's attention. Smoke and flame rose from the roof of the once elegant house. The men in front of me yelled and pointed, clapping each other on the back. Feeling rather than seeing where Cat and Chuck were, I approached the nearest man and put my hand on his shoulder. "You're under arrest!"

 

Freddie Jaeger looked over his shoulder in shock. He jerked away stuttering. "You're supposed to be...d-dead!"

 

Smiling I zapped him with a freeze spell and said "nope." Cat and Chuck corralled the other four men, and I zapped them too. The map they had been looking at fluttered to the ground.

 

"That was too easy. We got lucky." Cat nudged me out of the way and grabbed the map off the ground.

 

"You're right about that. As a bonus, we got Freddie." I looked at the map. It was a fairly well-drawn representation of the estate with lines of attack drawn on it.

 

"Agatha, look here." Cat pointed to a cluster of dots and the word reserve. We may have found where Daniel was located.

 

"Is there any sign of the Reverend and his troops?" I scanned the map again.

 

Cat shook her head. "It's not on here. They might be the reserve, not Daniel."

 

"We need to catch both of them regardless. Can you and Chuck make your way around to the rear of the barn?" Cat's attention wasn't on me at all.

 

She was staring off toward the main estate house. Gunfire and explosions were still coming from it. "Cat?"

 

I poked her in the ribs. "Cat!"

 

She turned and blushed slightly. "Sorry, Agatha."

 

"I'm sure he's OK. Come on. We have a job to do and a war to stop. Can you and Chuck make your way around to the barn?"

 

She nodded and looked toward the house again.

 

"Here's what we are going to do." I talked as we ran.

 

 

~~~~~~~

 

 

Another explosion shook the house. Stephan staggered against the desk he was using as cover. Waking up in the arms of three women felt like a million years ago. Now his world was filled with fire and death. Glass covered the floors all over the house. Every step was like walking on gravel. From his vantage point, he could see attackers repeatedly charging the doors only to be beaten backward. Every entry point was under mass attack!

 

"Stephan! We can't hold them for too much longer. My boys are just about out of ammo!" Charles crawled his way up the broken stairwell. A well-aimed grenade took out the railing and banisters over an hour ago.

 

"Damn! Who knew Daniel had this many troops! Is there any way we can break out?"

 

"Not that I can see. We're trapped! You could challenge Daniel for leadership. That might be a way out." Charles peeked over the desk to watch the next assault.

 

"Do you really think he would let me? Remember what he did to our own father? No. We have to defeat him somehow. What about the basement? Is the old escape route still working?"

 

"Stephan. Alpha, you cannot use it! Any sign of weakness and the others..." Charles paled at the suggestion.

 

"Do you really think so little of me Charles? I was thinking of the women, children, and our wounded. We will bring everyone down to the lower level and make our stand there. Spread the word. I'll try to get the wounded moving. The Gods don't seem to favor us now."

 

~~~~~~

 

"Is everyone in position?" Joshua Pepin watched the battle from on high. To him, it was like an online video game.

 

The Pepin Beta stood tall over his boss. "Yes, Sir. Our snipers are ready and the ground troops in place. One of our scouts said to tell you that the FBI is here."

 

"What! Where?" He scanned the battle with his field glasses but didn't see anything.

 

"They were spotted over by the Jaeger's first aid station. It's only the two women and a man. No backup troops or State police." Robert pointed towards the left.

 

"What use is two women against all of this? Send the orders. Let the attack begin!"

 

Snipers positioned atop the surrounding hills started firing at any target of opportunity. On the ground, small groups of heavily armed troops began attacking the Jaeger Weres from the rear.

 

~~~~~~~

 

Stephan helped one of his men stand. The Pack member was missing both a foot and a hand. The bleeding had stopped, but he was weak from blood loss and shock. Another of his men suddenly ran up.

 

"Sir! Someone is firing on the Jaegers! Come quickly."

 

Following the man back up the stairs, Stephan looked toward where he pointed. Suddenly he remembered the man was called Tony. Stephan watched as one of the attackers was cut down mid-stride by a sniper in the hills.

 

"Charles!" Stephan started yelling for his Beta.

 

The crunching sound someone walking on glass could be heard. "Charles?"

 

"Right here. Did you get the word, someone is helping us?"

 

"Yeah, Tony here told me about it. Do we know who it is?" Stephan pointed to the Jaeger troops dropping where they stood.

 

"We could win this, look!" Tony stood up to look at something and froze. He half turned toward his Alpha before falling to the ground with a startled look on his face. A perfect hole now graced his forehead.

 

"I don't think they're on our side." Shouts were heard as the snipers began firing at those inside the estate as well as those outside.

 

~~~~~~~

 

Someone was messing with his plan! Daniel watched from the barn. Who was this new player? The attack was going perfectly until someone else started picking his men off. If it were the FBI or the State Police, they would be yelling at them with bullhorns or something. No! These people were just killing his Pack!

 

"We have to go now, or all is lost." Daniel looked at the ten Specials he purchased from the Alpha of the local Austin Pack. The Reverend was as shady as you could get, but none of his deals so far had been scams. Honor among thieves is how he thought of it.

 

The lead Special just stared at his new boss. Following orders to the letter was the primary directive for both him and his brethren. It is why they were so popular with packs on the fringe of Were society.

 

Daniel stopped short when he realized none of the heavily armed men were following. "Alpha Leader we need to attack, now!"

 

"Sir." The large former slave turned and made a hand motion. The other nine Specials sprang into action and followed Daniel into battle. Anyone that got in their way was cut down. The Special troops had no compassion, no feelings, and no free will. They charged right into the attacking Pepin Weres, cutting them down.

 

~~~~~~~

 

We arrived at the barn too late. We watched as our prey escaped into the sweeping battle.

 

"Damn it to hell! How does this guy move so fast? Did you see the size of those guys with him?" I looked back at my friends.

 

The man in question never looked back as he and the men with him cut their way into the house. Indiscriminate snipers were shooting at everyone, including us! A third sniper round ricocheted off my shield.

 

Ducking low and out of the line of fire, Cat spoke to me. "They look like those two we have in lock up. More slave warriors?"

 

I nodded in agreement. "Has to be. That explains his lack of outrage at his son's killers. This was all a power play."

 

Chuck ducked down by the barn's window just as a round hit the area next to him. "It's getting hot here!"

 

Cat and I both acknowledged him and pressed ourselves flat to the ground. "If the Petrovs are holed up inside, and the Jaegers are attacking, who's shooting at us?"

 

My shield absorbed another hit. "It could be the Reverend's people."

 

Cat crawled closer to me to use me as a shield. "Maybe. Could he be helping the Petrovs?"

 

Chuck pointed to a man falling from the roof of the estate. "If he's on their side he's doing a lousy job of it."

 

I shook my head and cast another shield spell. This one built a small pillbox shape around our position. At least the sniper shots wouldn't hit us anymore. I sat up and looked around, several shots ricocheted off the new shell.

 

"So Jaeger attacks Petrov and then Austin attacks all of them? That makes no sense. He doesn't have enough troops to control the whole town!"

 

"What about those guys? They don't look like Bob or Tod." Cat pointed. Normal-sized men and women were shooting at Daniel and his men as they attacked the doors. The shooters were outside the fence.

 

"Mercenaries? We are missing something here." I stared at the attackers. Something wasn't right.

 

"Can't you just freeze the entire battlefield? It would solve all our problems."

 

~~~~~

 

 

Daniel was ecstatic! Punching through the main doors was easy as pie. The Specials were worth every cent he paid for them. They shrugged off minor hits and barely flinched when shot in vulnerable areas.

 

The entrance to the main house was blackened by both fire and explosions. Many dead and dying Were from both packs lay in their own blood. Bits and pieces of the combatants lay everywhere. Three of the Special troops ripped the doors off their frames and ran inside guns blazing. Very few defenders were left. Everyone else was one level down, preparing to defend againt the final assault.

 

"Kill everyone! Nits make lice!" Daniel smiled to himself. He had always wanted to say that. His pistols blazed as he shot another surrendering Petrov down. With them all dead, the town and the mine was his!

 

Like the professionals they were, the Specials rampaged through the house gunning down survivors and wounded alike. As each man or woman died, the sound level inside the house lessened.

 

"Sir. Mission accomplished." The lead Special presented his report to Daniel.

 

"What about down there? Do you know where they all went?"

 

"Sir, this structure has a lower level basement." Daniel just stared at the former slave.

 

"Let's go then! We have a pack to eliminate." Daniel started down the stairs to the lower level.

 

Outside, the Jaeger Pack survivors staggered around amongst the wounded. They killed any Petrov they came across, but they, in turn, were felled by expert shots from the Pepin Pack.

 

"I love it when a plan comes together." The Reverend Austin glanced at his twin Betas: Laskin and Kuna.

 

"Reverend, Daniel has committed to his attack." Josiah looked in the direction of the house.

 

"Stick to the plan. Send half our people to secure my son and his people. Terminate if necessary. Take the rest and finish off the remaining Jaeger forces. I will send the signal activating our people." Josiah pulled out a small transmitter.

 

 

~~~~~~~

 

 

Rapid gunfire was being followed up with single shots.

 

Stephan looked up toward the interior of the house. "We should have trained and practiced more."

 

"Not your fault Stephan. Only Daniel knows what rolls around in Daniel's mind. Who would think a brother would destroy the Pack of another brother. Even in our society."

 

"We still should have prepared more, Charles. I blame myself for all of this." Looking around the basement level, Stephan smiled. Even in the midst of battle his house servant Arthur was keeping things normal.

 

"Cup of tea, Sir?" Arthur held out a cup to Stephan.

Taking the cup, Stephan replied to Arthur. "Thank you."

 

"You are welcome, Sir. It pains me to do this, but orders are orders." Arthur pulled out a silenced pistol and shot Charles in the head at point-blank range.

 

Horrified Stephan dropped his cup of tea and jerked back. The gun came back to his direction and fired again.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 19

 

 

Daniel now knew what total freedom meant. He and his Special troops were killing Petrov Pack members with cold efficiency. All of the upper floors were now clear of the vermin. Outside the amount of fire had lessened, as he nodded his head in time to a fragment of internal music about being wild. Less gunfire meant that Freddie was on top of things and taking care of his end. Now they just had to eliminate Stephan and finish it. Daniel almost looked forward to the death of his brother. Almost.

 

The basement was where they had to be holed up. One of the Specials gave his life to break through the barricades by becoming a human bomb.

 

"That was so cool! We should remember that tactic for later." Daniel spoke to the Alpha leader of the Specials.

 

"Yes, Sir." There was a tingling sensation just below the hired Mercenaries right ear. He reached up and touched the subcutaneous button.

 

"Activate mission sixty-six. Assure that Stephan and his leadership are killed, then execute the Jaegers. Do you understand my orders?" The voice belonged to his true master and leader.

 

"Yes, Sir. I understand."

 

"What was that?" Daniel glanced in his man's direction.

 

"Nothing, Sir." The Alpha leader fired in the direction of a group of defenders, killing them efficiently.

 

"This has to be the last barrier! Come on!" Daniel and his nine-man team of Specials shot their way through the last group. An aid station was set up in the corner. Several heavily wounded Weres lay on the ground. The attending aides shifted and charged the attackers.

 

"Damn it! Kill those mongrels." Daniel shouted. The Specials, as well as Daniel, armed with silver rounds made short work of the wolves. "Find Stephan!" 

 

Daniel gazed around the room, looking for his half-brother. He needed to know that Stephen was dead. Stephen's claim to the diamonds would die with him. Single shots echoed in the near empty room as the Specials began killing the wounded. A single Petrov stood in the corner with his hands raised. Daniel's eyes narrowed. Bodies surrounded the lone man wearing the elegant suit.

 

"Where's Stephan?" Daniel's eyes had a faint gleam of yellow to them.

 

"Hello, Sir. My former master lies there along with his Beta." Arthur pointed behind him to the two bodies on the ground.

 

Daniel yelled at his troops. "Hold him." He rushed over checking the bodies. Each had a small hole in the center of their foreheads.

 

Arthur smiled at the Specials. They looked back at him without any emotion at all.

 

"Who did this? I wanted to kill him! Who?" Daniel rushed back.

 

"That would be me. I killed them, Sir." Arthur smiled at the raging Jaeger Alpha.

 

"You will die a thousand deaths for this. Why kill your Alpha?"

 

Arthur smiled. "He's not my Alpha, Sir."

 

Daniel stared in shock. "Who... Who do you work for then?"

 

"At the very end, you start to understand. Goodbye Daniel Jaeger. The Reverend Austin sends his regards." All nine Specials turned their weapons on Daniel at the same time. The would-be ruler of Arbor and future diamond tycoon died as his head exploded.

 

"Search out any survivors. There is a tunnel behind that door. Search and destroy." Arthur pointed to the small closet door.

 

"It will be done." The Specials spread out killing everyone they found.

 

~~~~~~~~

 

 

 

I quickly scanned the smoking battlefield that used to be a magnificent-looking estate. Freezing the whole place took time that I didn't have. I stroked my bracelet praying that it would protect me.

 

"The side door looks clear. I'll freeze anyone I see, but I need you two to get inside. Stephan may not be perfect, but he's the lesser of three evils around here. Try to find him." Standing up, I felt yet another shot ricochet off my shield.

 

I waved in the direction the shot came from and muttered my spell. No other shots came from that direction, so I assumed I got him.

 

Bodies lay everywhere. In the few short hours after the attack had begun, three packs had been devastated. I hoped they were still holding on inside the house.

 

Cat and Chuck crashed through the doors with their guns drawn. I was about four or five steps behind them. The foyer looked like a slaughterhouse. A lone gunman was checking bodies and killing survivors. Not giving him a chance I zapped and froze him.

 

"I think I'm going to be sick." Chuck turned his head to one side and yakked in a potted plant. Cat smiled at me, but even she looked pale.

 

We heard more gunshots coming from somewhere in the house. "Spread out."

 

Chuck wiped his mouth and went upstairs. Cat jerked her head in the direction of the rear, and I followed her. There were even more bodies here. The fire-blackened walls told the tale. This was the last stand.

 

The bodies of people shot in the back as they tried to flee littered the stairwell. "Do you think Stephan is still alive?"

 

I let out a sigh. "If anyone could survive this it would be Stephen. We need to know either way."

 

A finely dressed man stood at the rear of the room staring into what appeared to be a closet. He turned as we stepped into the dimly lit basement room.

 

"Ah, ladies. Nice of you to join us. It's a shame we didn't kill you earlier at the ambush, but I can correct that oversight right now. Kill them!" When he shouted the order, two huge WereWolves and an enormous WereBear charged out of the closet.

 

I quickly cast a freeze spell at them and nothing happened! My bracelet gave me a little tingle.

 

The man started to laugh. "Surprise! Did you really think my Master would send me here without protections?" He pulled a pistol and began firing at me.

 

"Agatha! Get down!" I ducked as Cat pulled her guns and began firing at the Weres six-gun-style. The fancy man ducked behind the door to avoid getting shot.

 

Peppering the other Weres with silver only made them that much angrier. I looked at them with my Magickal sight. They each had a shiny object around their necks.

 

One charged straight at me! The massive Wolf hit my shield with a thump but continued to attack it repeatedly. The Bear and other Wolf went after Cat. I said a prayer to Artemis and drew my weapon.

 

~~~~~~

 

 

"Robert, I think it's over. Tell the snipers they can stand down." Joshua stared out at what used to be a house.

 

Grabbing his radio, Robert started talking. After a moment, he clicked the radio a few times shaking it. "Boss, we have a problem!"

 

Joshua turned away from his view of the battlefield to answer his Beta. "What is it Rob..." He never got to finish before ten heavily armed men rushed into the clearing. Robert never stood a chance once his legs were cut from under him with a Benelli shotgun.

 

"You need to come with us." Kuna stared at Joshua with dispassionate eyes.

 

Joshua had always heard this man called Number Two by his father. "Why are you here? The battle is over. I think we won."

 

"I'll say it again in case you didn't understand the first time. You need to come with us."

 

"But Robert's hurt. Let me fix him up." Joshua reached into his bag for something, and a shot rang out. His father's Beta, Number Two blew the smoke out of the barrel of his pistol. Robert lay there unmoving with a smoking hole in his head.

 

"Last chance." He turned the gun on Joshua and shot him in the leg. The Beta turned to his troops. "Kill whoever you find and report back to base."

 

The pain was almost unbearable to Joshua They say your life flashes before you when you die. That was exactly how he felt at this moment as his eyes fluttered shut and he passed out. Things had always been handed to him. His foster father had been a communications executive. Upon his death, Josh inherited enough to found his own utility company. Rumors of diamonds and easy money led him to Arbor, and his true father stepped forward.

 

"Wakey wakey." Someone dumped a bucket of water over his head.

 

"Father. What happened? My men! Why did Robert have to die?" He was roughly pulled up to his feet and held.

 

"To everything, there is a season or something. The Gods give, and they take away. Imagine my surprise when the Texas Pack kicked me out for unsavory practices. I had to form a new pack from the outliers that the Austin Pack gave me. One of my new forced Pack members had an interesting tale to tell me. It appears that he fell in love with a WereGirl in the 'Big Easy' and her family ran him out of town on a rail. It seems she liked him so much that she had his kid. He kept track of his boy and was proud as punch the kid was a new Alpha. We were of similar build and gait. Not all that much trouble to assume his identity and become him. He didn't survive the experience, though. Too bad, so sad." 

 

I thought Josiah Lucas Austin to be a much better name than Gregor MacGregor, George C. Parker, Jefferson Randolph Smith, and a variety of others through the years."

 

Joshua stared in horror at his 'father' the man who convinced him to wipe out his rivals.

 

The big man began to laugh. "You finally see it don't you? It wasn't just a triple cross but a quadruple cross and the finest con of my long career. Some sacrifices needed to be made of course. It was so tragic about the warehouse fire that killed the three Packs from this area."

 

Seeing the look on Joshua's face. "What, did you think I would keep anyone alive? Less chance for rebellion if you just eliminate everyone."

 

"Are you even related to the Austin Pack at all?" Joshua kept shaking his head.

 

The man he thought was his father pursed his lips. "Austin? Sort of. One of my uncle's cousin's, college roommates once knew an Austin." He started laughing. "Seriously, though, I did to them what I did to you. I'm on the rolls as a minor Alpha. Distantly related to the pack through marriage. I volunteered to come out here to push for more territory."

 

"You were a good kid Joshua. Anyone would be proud to have you as a son. Just not me. I did appreciate your help in taking over this area. Couldn't have done it without you. Sorry." He waved at his Beta.

 

Without a word, the WereWeasel pulled his gun and shot Joshua.

 

~~~~~~~

 

I'm not the greatest shot in the world. I passed the FBI requirements to carry, but only by a hair. My magic is my weapon of choice. But now only my shield is working. The well-dressed man and the Weres attacking us had on some kind of anti-magic charm. My bracelet tingled every time a bullet hit my shield. I needed to stop these people.

 

Reaching into my bag, I pulled out a handful of Wolfsbane and threw it into the face of my attacker. To the Wolf, it was as if I tossed cayenne into the air. He began coughing and hacking as the herb penetrated his nasal passages and coated his face. His wolf retreated as the herb made him lose consciousness. Basically, the wolf went to sleep leaving the man alone. The bomb that my family built worked on the same principle as the herb only much faster.

 

With a whine, the Wolf man half shifted into his warrior form. He lay there gasping for breath. This was my moment of truth as an FBI agent and a member of law enforcement. Do I shoot him or try to subdue? I had no way to restrain the Wolf man, and I was still under fire from the man by the door. My herbs would only keep him human for minutes, and his anti-magic jewelry stopped me from freezing him. I wavered there for a moment. Should I take the shot? I glanced in Cat's direction for a split second. I took the shot.

 

Cat was outnumbered and getting tired. Her martial arts skills were only good for short time incidents. Not for the full on attack, these animals were doing. Firing her guns at the WereBear seemed only to piss it off! Silver had little effect on it as it charged her. She dodged to one side, dropping her gun and pulling a silver plated knife out with her right hand. A sideways slash caught the Bear across his shoulder and flank, the blade sinking in and hitting meat and fur. Blood sprayed both her and the concrete floor as the Bear screamed in pain and rage.

 

The other WereWolf took this moment to move in for the kill. Cat fired at him with her left hand hitting him in the leg temporarily immobilizing him. With both opponents down, she started her shift.

 

The scream of one of the great cats heard in the wild will chill you to the bone. However, they all pale in comparison to the original, the Saber-toothed Tiger. Only the FBI and Cat's family knew she was a throwback. Her scream of the challenge made everyone look. She was twice as large as the bear and three times as mean. Her four-inch claws slashed downward, maiming and tearing the Wolf's leg completely off.

 

The Bear roared a challenge in response to the yelp and whine of his partner. Bullets began to fly in her direction as the fancy man hiding in the closet opened fire on her.

 

I saw my friend under fire and charged. Throwing as much force as I could forward, I slammed my shoulder into the door throwing the fancy man backward to the floor. Ouch! That always worked in the movies.

 

Sounds of battle filled the house as Cat fought for her life against the WereBear.

 

~~~~~~~

 

 

"...will call Washington to complain! People are dying damn you!" Anastasia stared at the phone in disgust. "He actually hung up on me!"

 

Bill had a phone to his head as well and felt for her. None of his contacts could help the situation. There were at least two Were Packs going toe to toe with military weapons, and nobody gave a damn! Each agency or supervisor he called passed the buck. Magical Crimes was supposed to take care of these things is what they all said.

 

Slamming the phone down, Bill looked at Anastasia. "Is it always like this? How in the hell did Jack do this for twenty years?"

 

"Carefully. Jack knew how to play the system, and Washington always sent a Russian merc with him. Usually, that was enough to combat most things. This? Who knows? I assume you noticed Agatha hasn't called. She knows there isn't any backup."

 

Bill breathed heavily. He liked the young Witch, but he never considered just how hard the job she was doing was. No backup. That just sucked!

 

"Is there anything we can do?"

 

"Pray? I would say start calling the hospitals and ambulance services. They won't come within a hundred miles of a Pack war. Only when it's over will we get help. Just pray." She stared at her screen. The unit had use of a satellite, and she could see the slaughter that was Arbor. "How are the children?"

 

Bill glanced to his left. Ivan was playing with Thomas, but Joey and Chandler just sat there staring off into space.

 

"I guess they're OK. Did you call Sheriff Geri?"

 

"First thing. He should be here any minute. According to him, the State Police won't get involved, but they will take the kids off our hands if he brings them in." Ana checked her exterior cameras.

 

"He's here." She pointed to camera four. The Sheriff was driving a panel truck. As they watched, he backed it into a neighboring space behind the RV.

 

"That's weird. He parked just out of view of my cameras." She fiddled with the controls.

 

"Is that the best view you have?" Bill walked over to the main screen.

 

"No. I am always prepared." Ana pressed a button, and a camera rose from the roof to aim at the Sheriff's vehicle.

 

"The bad man! The bad man!" Thomas started crying, and the two silent children huddled closer to each other.

 

"What bad man, Thomas?" Bill ran to the boy and held him.

 

"The bad man! He came to see us with the stinky ones. He said not to worry he would take care of us."

 

Bill pointed at the screen. "That man offered to help you, but left you there?"

 

"Yes. He told the stinky men that we were too old." Thomas hid his face and began to cry.

 

Bill looked at Anastasia. He didn't have to even say a thing. "I'm on it. His computer might not be hooked to the net. There is body armor in the cupboard over there." She pointed to the cabinets by the door.

 

Looking inside, Bill found better armor than the Bureau issued.

 

There was a knock at the door. Bill waved at Ana to answer him.

 

"Hello, Sheriff Geri. Thank you for coming. Are you sure the State Police will help? When I called them, they refused to lend any sort of support."

 

The Sheriff stuttered for a moment. "Uh... Well... I've, uh, worked pretty close to them for a long time. They trust me. Are the kids ready to go?" He glanced up at the window and tried to see inside the RV.

 

"Is he alone?" Bill studied the Sheriff on the screen as he checked his weapon.

 

Ana zoomed in on the Sheriff's van. She saw the top of a man's head hiding on the other side of it. "That would be no."

 

"Stupid. He thought we would just give him the kids without checking first, didn't he?"

 

"Pretty much." She stared at her computer for a moment. "Stupid habits too. That cipher is so last year."

 

"Find something?" Bill checked his weapon and magazines as he watched the sheriff on the screen.

 

"You bet. I call this one a 'twofer.' Rescue slaves and put away a creep. Have you ever worked VCAC?" Ana looked up from the computer

 

"No. I was asked once a few years ago, but I thought I would accidentally put a bullet into one of them, so I turned it down. I know a guy, though."

 

"So do I. Try not to kill this one. Agatha will need him alive to prove her case against him, public official and all." The rules that governed the Vampire Nation were very few. Child endangerment or exploitation of any kind was dealt with most harshly. Being staked out in the sun alive wasn't the worst thing that could happen if you were caught.

 

"He's not a Were or anything is he?" Bill looked at the Vampire a little worried.

 

"Him? No. The Mayor is but this guy got elected. I suspect the guy in the van is Buster, Daniel Jaeger's brother."

 

Bill stared at the screen. "He's the one that found the body, isn't he?"

 

"Yes. If he gets hurt, it is not a big deal. He is a Wolf, though, so use silver."

 

"That I can do. If something happens to me, don't let them in." Bill grabbed his shotgun. He put a big fake smile on his face and stepped out into the sun.

 

"If something happens to me they will experience something very few have ever lived through." Anastasia glared at the video screen. She glanced at the kids, but none of them seemed to have heard her or acknowledged it.

 

"Hi there Sheriff Geri. Thanks for coming over." Bill held out his free hand to the Sheriff.

 

Geri took it as he eyed the shotgun in Bill's hand. "That's a lot of firepower there. Expecting trouble?"

 

Bill carefully tried to keep the Geri between him and the man in the van. "We were ambushed on our way out last time. Just being careful."

 

"Yeah, the State Police mentioned something about that. They said the Weres involved were frozen?"

 

"Special Agent Blackmore is a Witch. It's sort of what she does. So where are you taking the kids?" Bill peeked around the RV briefly.

 

"We have a foster home set up and ready to receive them."

 

"We? We who? I thought all your deputies quit?" Bill looked back at the Sheriff.

 

"Uh, I still have one of the paid deputies. Buster is over in the car." He pointed.

 

"This is the same Buster who is related to Daniel Jaeger?"

 

The Sheriff spread his hands as if to plead.

 

"Hands up!" Bill swung the shotgun around. "Call Buster over here!"

 

Bill heard a tearing sound and realized he forgot again that Weres could hear everything! He looked up just in time to see 300 pounds of Timber Wolf charging at him.

 

 

~~~~~~~~~

 

A meaty paw swung toward her head as Cat's other form roared a challenge at the WereBear. Her four-inch claws swatted back catching the bear across his hind leg. The Bear stood up on its hind legs and roared! Ten feet of snarling Bear would scare anyone except a giant Cat the size of a small car! Cat leaped, knocking the Bear down as she dug her claws into its belly.

 

I could do nothing as I watched the two titanic Weres try to kill each other. I peered around the edge of the door hoping to catch the fancy man, but he was missing. The closet contained a tunnel leading somewhere. I would have to wait until I had help to search.

 

The Bear struggled and managed to flip over causing Cat to lose her grip on him. He stood up on all fours. Blood streamed down across the floor as he tried to regain his strength. Cat charged him biting down on his front leg. Her saber teeth piercing his leg. She shook her head ripping a chunk of flesh off. The Bear collapsed in pain.

 

"The necklace Cat! Remove his necklace!" I yelled at Cat.

 

One swipe of her claws left deep cuts down the face of the Bear as well removing the object in question. Finally, I could do something! I muttered my freeze spell, and the Bear froze in mid swipe!

 

Cat's other form stood in front of her opponent. She was breathing heavy. Blood seeped from a myriad of slashes and cut all across her body. I carefully stepped over to her.

 

"Cat? May I approach you?"

 

The big cat looked in my direction and nodded. I placed my hand on her flank and muttered my best healing spell. The connection we had as a non-traditional Pack allowed more power than usual to flow into her. As I watched, the cuts along her back and sides slowly healed and closed. I felt an additional surge of power and looked up into the pale face and eyes of Chuck.

 

"I heard the battle, but couldn't get to you. The stairwells up there are totally trashed. I almost fell off the third floor."

 

"Is anyone left alive up there?" Chuck looked scared to death.

 

"No. All dead. Someone shot everyone in the head just to be sure. It's pretty gruesome up there. Is she going to be OK?" He ran his hand over Cat's head and scratched behind her ears.

 

"She's fine. I wouldn't do that if you value your hand." She snapped at Chuck at that very instant to make my point.

 

"Daniel Jaeger and Stephan Petrov are dead. But this isn't over yet. The Reverend is behind this. He has to be. We need to find him."

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 20

 

 

Ever wonder what happens when you try to stop a runaway car with a shotgun? That is what happened to Bill when he fired on the charging Wolf. His shotgun was loaded for Were with shells stuffed by silver and Wolfsbane. The first blast caught Buster in the left shoulder and the second in his face. The Were was dead after the second shot, but 300 pounds of dead Wolf just doesn't stop. The momentum carried his body forward into a slide across the parking lot to stop at Bill and Geri's feet. Racking another shell into the chamber, Bill brought it around to face the renegade Sheriff.

 

"Whoa! Dude! It was all his idea." The Sheriff pointed at the now dead Wolf.

 

"Poor judgment is not the reason I'm arresting you. You are very lucky we don't just shoot child molesters without a trial first. The boys from the church remembered you. Consider yourself under arrest."

 

Sheriff Geri looked both ways like he was going to cross the street.

 

"Don't even think it." Bill swung the butt of the shotgun up catching the Sheriff across the face, knocking him to the pavement. Bill bent over and put cuffs on the man. All the unit had was Were cuffs so there would be no escape. They used a locking system different than those used by regular law enforcement.

 

Bill dragged him to his feet. "Get up." Grabbing a length of chain from the rear of the SUV he locked the man to the picnic table next to the RV.

 

"Anastasia, see if you can get the State Police on the phone again. Tell them we have some trash for them to take out." Bill said it to the air knowing that the microphones and cameras would catch it. This was a righteous bust, and it was all recorded.

 

~~~~~~~~

 

 

"Ready to rule boys?" Reverend Austin smiled at his two Betas. Not many Packs allowed WereWeasels into them. Too many of the Weasels became thieves and renegades. It was a species trait that they shared with their mundane counterparts. Josiah liked the musky little fellows. They had been with him for years.

 

 "We will spread out and consolidate each section of town as we go. The Sheriff is on our side as well as half the officers. All that should be left of the other Packs is women and children. Those we can easily dominate. Then we find the diamond mine and all become rich! Dream of a lifetime, boys. Dream of a lifetime."

 

Walking over to the map laid out on the barn table the reverend and con man smiled. "Laskin, take five Specials and circle around here. This should be where the Petrov escape tunnel comes out."

 

"I can tell you exactly where it comes out if you like. Boss, we have a big problem." Everyone turned toward the new voice.

 

"Arthur! I assume by your presence that Stephan and his leadership are taken care of?" Josiah smiled an even bigger smile.

 

"They are. Daniel Jaeger is dead too. That problem I mentioned? Those FBI agents stepped in at the last moment and almost killed me! Did you know the leader was a Witch?"

 

"Actually, I did. That was why I gave you and the most of the Specials those amulets. Did her magic work on you?" Reverend Austin smiled at the fancy dressed man.

 

"It didn't. They still kicked our ass. I think the Specials that Daniel had are either dead or captured. I got away by sheer chance." Arthur looked down at the map of the town. "This thing is useless as long as they are still alive. Our story has to be perfect, or no one will believe we didn't kill anyone!"

 

"I already sent Buster and Geri after our next generation and that Agent out at the fish camp. He's human. No way those two can screw that up. Where did you say the Witch and her team is at?"

 

"The basement. Or at least that is where the girls were. That big guy wasn't there." Arthur looked at the map again.

 

"They have to come out somewhere. Send out the scouts again. They are to shoot anyone coming out of that house. If it's any of our people, well, they will have to take their chances. Happy?" Josiah looked at Arthur.

 

"Mostly. This was your best scam yet, Josiah. We just have to fix a couple of things." Arthur grabbed a rifle from the pile and went to join the snipers.

 

~~~~~~~

 

We had a minute while Cat healed, so I examined one of the amulets from the slavers. To a non-magical person, the pendant looked like a fancy locket. Inside was what mattered to me. "Someone broke the rules in making these things."

 

Chuck looked at me. "Did you ask me something, Agatha?"

 

"No. Sorry. I guess I said that out loud. Whoever made these, broke some rules in doing so." I carefully tore the spell apart using a small pocket knife I carried. That was one piece of advice I heard about at school. Always carry a knife.

 

Herbs mixed with hair and what appeared to be clippings made up the entire spell. The definition of Magick is changing the physical nature of something using non-scientific means. This was one form of that. The clippings are what interested me the most. I dropped into my magical sight and took a serious look at the completed item. There were actually two spells here. One to protect the wearer and one to bind them to the person they were made for. It sparked a memory that made me smile. I would have to mention this to Grandmother. If this had been a ring, it would have been hilarious. I separated out the clippings. That was the part that bound the wearer.

 

"Agatha." I looked over, and Cat was back to herself and naked. I chuckled at her expression. At least Bill wasn't here.

 

Chuck smiled and pulled out a packet of clothing from his gear bag. Nakedness is still the biggest problem for Weres in the modern world.

 

"The fancy man got away, but between us, I think we got all of them." I pointed toward the closet. "There is an escape tunnel through there. By the time I could open the door, he was gone."

 

"Not your fault Agatha. What about Stephan? Is he dead?" Cat sounded sad.

 

"He is. So are Daniel Jaeger and lots of others. This was some sort of double-cross. Daniel attacked Stephan who was in turn attacked by the Austin Pack. We knew this was a power play, but we are still missing something." I looked at the frozen Bear.

 

"Have you tried calling Anastasia? She might know by now what's happening?" Chuck looked at the both of us.

 

"And a child shall lead them," Cat smirked.

 

"Yeah, yeah. Laugh it up." Chuck scowled at the both of us.

 

I pulled out my phone seeing the hundred or so messages from Ana and started dialing

 

~~~~~~~

 

 

"Josiah, the cat is out of the bag."

 

"What did you just say?" Josiah stared at one of his Betas, Kuna.

 

Kuna looked at the phone in his hand. "One of our informants just called to tell us the State Police know everything. Slaves, kids, double-cross, and the rocket launchers. Everything. They just picked up Geri and Buster out at the fish camp. They know he's a pervert."

 

"Are they coming here?" Josiah grabbed his phone and turned it on.

 

"No. Not yet anyway. They want the FBI to take care of all the combatants before they will come and help."

 

The phone lit up like a Christmas tree beeping and flashing. Josiah studied it for a moment. "We do indeed have a problem. According to this, we are all implicated in a long list of charges."

 

Josiah closed his phone and laid it on the ground. He pulled a pistol and shot it to pieces. "That solves that part. No phone equals no tracking chip. "Kuna, contact your brother. It's time to leave town for a while."

 

The WereWeasel frowned as he pulled out his phone. Whenever it's too good to be true, it almost always is.

 

"What about us? Are you going to leave us all here to face the music with the Feds? We had a deal!" Arthur stepped out from behind the barn.

 

"And we still do. After all, we sort of know where the mine is located. We just have to search for it." Josiah reached into his pocket and touched the small red bag within.

 

"That's not sufficient. I killed for you. Pay me now or suffer the consequences!"

 

"What would those be Arthur? What if I was to say you belong to me and me alone. How about now?" Josiah touched the red bag again and muttered some words.

 

Arthur froze in mid-speech. Only his eyes betrayed his panic.

 

"Never ever put on magical jewelry without finding out what it does first. A good rule of thumb to live by, don't you think? Now. This is how it's going to be. We will be relocating and you, my friend, will be coming with us."

 

"Not if I have anything to say about it." A new voice joined the conversation.

 

~~~~~~~

 

 

Josiah and his two lieutenants looked in my direction. Tracking them down was easy enough if you have something to trace. Fingernail clippings for example. Led us right to them.

 

"You're under arrest."

 

Josiah began to laugh. "You're going to arrest me? I have avoided being imprisoned by the best throughout history. What makes you think you can stop me now?"

 

I stared at this man who killed three Packs. I was tired. Blood and who knows what else stuck to my clothing. Mental images were plastered into my mind of the horror this man and his cohorts created in this town under the guise of being members of a church. Of helping people. "You are a plague upon the Earth, Josiah Austin. It is my job to stop you." I waved my hand and tossed a freeze spell at him.

 

"You can wave that little hand all you like, but Magick doesn't work on us. We are protected." My spell hit them and had zero effect. "Arthur over there told me what happened when one of us attacked you. You cannot hold your shield forever, and you are too tired to defeat all of us."

 

I watched as Josiah, his lieutenants, and all the guards shifted into their other forms. WereWeasels are frightening looking.

 

"Cat?" I called back to her. She and Chuck were my backup, but there were six of them and one of me.

 

"I'm too tired to shift. Is there a way you can get the spell off them?" Cat groaned. 

 

They were immune to my Magick, but not the area around them. I cast, aiming for the earth beneath them and it became like quicksand.

 

"This will not stop me. I will rip your head right off." The Austin Alpha roared at me in his warrior form. He struggled in the soft earth to pull himself up.

 

Cat and Chuck began firing their weapons at the shifted Weres, but bullets bounced off of Josiah. He only laughed at their attempts.

 

"The Witch who worked with you should be tried along with you," I yelled at him.

 

"Too late. Me and the boys ate him one night. Didn't we boys?"

 

The giant Weasels managed to dig their way out of my trap and were stalking toward me, sharp teeth gleaming. I thought for the thousandth time. How did Jack do this without Magick? That thought gave me an idea. Reaching into my bag, I palmed two of the bombs I made.

 

Throwing as hard as I could I tossed the bombs at the group of trapped Weres.

 

"I told you Magick doesn't work on us, little girl. I'm going to eat you and your little friends!" The bombs exploded on contact and clouds of smoke surrounded the Weres.

 

"It's not Magick. It's science." I could hear Josiah and the others choking and hacking in my aconite cloud.

 

As the smoke cleared, I could see the Weasels writhing as they shifted back into their human forms. The same could be said for their leader.

 

"What is happening? I don't understand! I'm immune to Magick!" His Warrior form was gone, and a human stuck in quicksand remained.

 

I walked over to him and yanked off his necklace. "Not anymore you aren't." I drew my weapon.

 

"Going to shoot me now?" Defiant to the end.

 

"I ought to, but I think jail is the place for you now."

 

"I've been to jail before. Do you really think it will hold me? Weres don't do well in prison. We don't play nice, nice with the meat puppets. I'll be out soon enough."

 

"A federal facility is a lot different than what you may remember," I stated. "And Arkansas? They have the death penalty now. I don't think you will be getting out anytime soon."

 

I really should have thought things out before I tossed the bombs. Trust me when I say that trying to put handcuffs on a naked man trapped in the mud is not the most interesting thing in the world. Although it works much faster after you freeze him.

 

~~~~~~~

 

 

The State Police, regular FBI, ATU, and a host of other alphabet agencies descended on us after we reported in. The death toll was in the hundreds and never thoroughly published. The news media kept us out of it. Special Agent Jeran Ford officially got all the credit for the fast work of his team in capturing the slavery ring and killers. Those in the know understood it was us and not Ford. But we don't do this job for recognition anyway.

 

"What's next for us?" Bill sat next to Anastasia without flinching away. He's come a long way.

 

"Chupacabra sighting. There is a small town in Illinois called Elgin that is being plagued by the things."

 

"I thought they were only in the Southwest?" Cat looked over at me puzzled.

 

I chuckled. "Funny story. A local circus had a pair of them as an attraction, and they escaped. They were trying to breed the creatures, and they apparently succeeded. Now they are all over the place."

 

"Are we the pound now?" Chuck commented.

 

"Magical critters are our job too. Think of it as an enhanced Jackalope hunt. These things have sharp pointy teeth and claws instead of horns."

 

"Oh, that makes all the difference then. Count me in, I guess. What else did the circus have?"

 

Anastasia pulled out a tablet and presses a couple buttons. "According to my research, they have a Phoenix and Unicorn too. Local officials are holding them for us. Some of their permits didn't check out."

 

"We need to wrap things up here and pay Billie Jean off for the use of her camp. Any thoughts on places to stop along the way to Illinois?"

 

Our little group was finally a cohesive team. Magical creatures and villains should shudder in their shoes or fur because Magical Crimes was on the case.

 

~~~~~~~

 

 

Only the light from over a dozen candles lit the cave. A small table sat surrounded by gold, gems, and artwork not seen by human eyes for centuries. A lone human figure sat at the table. He nervously fiddled with his phone.

 

"Put it away Issac. No electronics allowed in here." A great, deep voice boomed. "Why are you here?"

 

"One of the Lost popped up on our radar recently. One of our contacts in America informed us of his capture."

 

"Did they really? Which one of our lost lambs is it? I had no idea that anyone over there was powerful enough to best one of us." The voice was softer but still the loudest thing Issac had ever heard.

 

"It was Sárkány. He was living in San Diego in a museum of all places."

 

"Interesting. Did he have the Book with him and was it recovered?" The loud voice was softer still. It had a cloying quality to it.

 

Issac swallowed. "Um, No. The American Witches Council laid claim to all of his possessions as well as his petrified body."

 

"Petrified? Petrified how?"

 

"Our Agents were not sure of that fact. Somehow, he was transmuted to stone. They think he might still be alive somehow."

 

"Interesting. Contact the Council. Inform them that our Ambassador will arrive soon to discuss returning our lost brethren and all of his belongings to the fold."

 

"Yes, Lord Leomaris, it will be done as you ask." Issac scurried from the cave into the light of the bright sun. He would rather be out in the cold and snow than in there. A loud roar shook the ground, and gouts of flame shot out of the cave entrance. Case in point.
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"Salad! I just love me some salad. If humans do one thing right, it's food preparation." I realize that talking to a plastic toy would mean I was crazy in some circles. Many would say I was nuts anyway. Certainly, a few in my old herd would agree. I can just see old Peter's face at my new size and ability to talk. He would laugh himself silly.

 

Thinking about Peter made me sad. I was supposed to fight him for control of the herd and the best breeding females. So much for that. He must think I'm dead.  

 

I walked out of my home and onto the table top. Agatha had brought me to this cold place with too many tall tables just last week. It was like show and tell all over again. I am sure scared of that Jack guy! He about jumped out of his shoes when she thrust me at him. Her being in the FBI has worked out well for me so far until now. She left me alone at times when she was in class and 'let' me order pizza and stuff. Now I'm in this truck-house-thing that she calls an RV. I haven't had the chance to explore it completely yet.

 

"Fergus, we have to go check out a crime scene. This is a strange city with lots of dangers, stay in the RV please."

 

"Sure. I can do that." I smiled at her and nodded my head. It was time to be like that human on TV, Kentucky Smith. Exploring strange new places, seeking out new food, and broadly going where no human has before. Or something like that. I only watched it for the horse scenes. As soon as the door closed, I sprang into action. OK. I walked into action. Springing is for the young.

 

At first glance this place was huge. If I had been full sized it would have been extremely cramped for a Unicorn to move around in. Much of the space was taken up by shelving and counters. Agatha said it was a working vehicle. I hoped it worked. If not we were going to be stuck here for a while. What interested me the most was the area around the table. I found a space under the table, up against the wall that would be perfect for a Unicorn fort. It was small enough for me but big enough for my TV and my recliner. A hidden space to watch in comfort and safety. No way those stinky cat's would find me here.

 

Moving stuff down is hard. I could jump down but carrying my phone was dangerous. I ended up dropping it on the couch then sliding it along the floor. My recliner came down the same way. Several hours later I had the perfect, cat free, Unicorn Fort!

 

"...we need to get the checklist and get moving."

 

"OK, let me check on Fergus first."

 

Listening, I didn't hear any cats, but I did hear my name mentioned. Not wanting my fort to be discovered, I raced out and got up on the table.

 

"Hey, buddy. Sorry, we took so long. The locals didn't want us involved with their case. How was your day?" I looked up at Agatha and gave her one of my smiles.

 

"Good."

 

 

"Wonderful. We are moving the RV today so hold on. The next assignment is only a few hours away." She stepped away and began checking cabinets and doors. With no one watching, I went back to my fort. What use was a cat-free space if everyone used it?

 

Halfway into the Sparkle the Pony TV show, I knew something was wrong! The walls of my fort began to shake and slowly move toward each other. My fort was getting smaller and smaller. Then the small entrance to my fort closed together, trapping me inside. I'd wedged my phone into the space to slow down the walls and dialed 911, because that is what humans say to do when in trouble.

 

"911 what's your emergency?"

 

"Help, the walls are closing in and trying to crush me!"

 

"Can you give me your location? I will send a unit right away!"

 

"I'm under the table next to the wall. I've got my phone wedged in the space to slow the walls down."

 

"...Where did you say you were?" The operator sounded strange all of a sudden.

 

"Under the table. The walls are like that scene in Star Battles where they were all stuck in that trash thingy. They are trying to crush me!"

 

"Sir, calling 911 for prank calls carries a fine and possible imprisonment. Stay on the line, and I will send..."

 

The walls made my phone bow and then it made a loud cracking noise! The movement stopped all of a sudden.

 

"Hey, Jack this thing is stuck or something. It got really slow all of sudden." I could hear Agatha's voice.

 

"Something might be wedged in the slide. Back it up and then go forward again." Jack yelled from the back room.

 

The walls started to move backward, then the broken and shattered remains of my phone dropped free, hitting the floor with a crunch. The walls stopped moving, made a strange grinding sound and then suddenly jerked to close up again.

 

The hole that led outside was open, and when it started to close again, I ran for it. To me, it felt like one of the cartoon characters from that show with the bird and the dog. My hooves started to slide, so I did what the race drivers always said. Turn into the slide! I threw my body in the direction of the slide, and I passed through the hole just as it slammed shut with a resounding crunch!

 

"Fergus, are you OK?" Agatha was peering under the table looking at me.

 

I glanced back at the entrance to my Unicorn Fort and gasped. The wall was completely closed. If I had stayed, I would be really flat about now.

 

"I'm OK. Uh, I sort of need a new phone."
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So ends yet another book in the Federal Witch series. Don't be sad about Cat and her possible lost love. She will find someone before too long. My wife jokes with me that I can't write a love scene. She desperately wants me to try writing erotica so she can laugh at me. I am of course resisting. Love interests will come along in time in the story. I don't really write sex scenes so you as readers are spared that at least. However, I did write a love story of sorts for an anthology recently.  Cupid's Bow and Cupid's Arrow are due to be released on February 8th. I don't have a link to it yet but I will post about it on my Blog and Facebook page. Fergus is the hero in the story. He explores his personal origins and tells of a lost love. Should be fun.
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Enough of me massaging Michael Anderle's ego. And my own of course. Let's talk about the future and what is to come next on this epic journey I call a writing career. I have three major series going at the moment: Athena Lee, The Federal Witch, and The Etheric Academy. 

 

Alpha class book 2 is next on my agenda followed by Space Cadets. The Athena Lee Universe book 2. We get to finally find out about Tisiphone and her friends on their internship. The comes more Alpha class. We have a great many Etheric Academy books planned for the future. Why not? The universe is broad and filled with fun and interesting species and aliens.

 

At the end of this book I have future books listed. The Federal Witch now has upcoming titles going all the way up to book 8! So expect at least 5 more in the series plus the short stories.

 

What else is there going on? Well I have a story planned for one of Author Craig Martelle's anthologies. It will be something new not related to the current series. No idea yet what it is yet.

 

There is a children's series kicking around in my brain that will come out eventually this year sometime as well as a passion project that might see the light of day. We will see. As always I can be found hiding on a myriad of websites including Facebook, Goodreads, Book Bub, and my Blog.  Drop me a line at tspaulauthor@gmail.com or make a comment or review. I do answer my mail. I have a merchandising site now if you are just dying for a Fergus coffee cup or Want to celebrate the Jackalope Hunt. 
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A cold snap had settled over the suburbs of Richmond during the night, making the tops of the trees heavy with frost. The tall pines bent slightly toward the ground, trembling in the cold wind. There was still another hour before sunrise.

Larry Blazney looked up at the trees and shivered as he pulled up the collar of his worn sheepskin coat, hunching his shoulders. His thick gray wavy hair was doing nothing to keep his head warm and the wind was easily cutting through the dark blue flannel pajama bottoms.

"Damn, it's cold," he muttered, giving the leash a shake to make Happy, his old yellow lab, stop sniffing and keep moving. "If you're not gonna' go there, keep movin'," he said, his lips stiff from the cold. "Didn't need a coat yesterday, today I'm freezing my butt out here. Damn Richmond weather. Come on dog! You're trying my patience," he said half-heartedly. He didn't really mean it. Since his kids had grown up and moved out the dog was his pride and joy.

Happy was nosing the ground around the tall English boxwoods that lined the edge of the property in front of the neat gray Colonial. Larry gave a small jerk on the leash to try and make her start walking again. The large dog stumbled to the side for a moment and went back to the bush, burying her nose at the roots.

"What are you doing?" asked Larry, annoyed. He grabbed Happy by the collar and pulled her head toward him. The dog let out a low growl, her mouth shut firmly around something, as she tried to turn back to what she was doing.

"Oh, you think you've found breakfast, do you? A little road kill du jour?" Larry spread his feet wide and carefully grabbed hold of Happy's jaws, prying them apart till she dropped what was in her mouth. The dog was old but she could put up some resistance to hold on to food.

"That kind of thing'll make you sick, Happy."

A small bone no bigger than the tip of his finger with the faintest bit of flesh still attached rolled out and came to rest at the tip of Larry's shoe.

"What's that?" he said, as he gave the bone a small kick to make it roll over. He held Happy back as he picked up the bone with his gloved hand, turning it around to get a better look. 

"What have you found, girl?" 

He walked toward the bushes, still bent over at the waist and brushed the dirt away uncovering two more small bones, the same size as the first. 

He straightened up, feeling an ache in the small of his back. 

"Oof," he muttered, still holding on to the bone from Happy's mouth. 

Larry startled as he noticed the man slowly walking toward him from the other end of the street just as a cold breeze suddenly blew straight into his face making his eyes water.

He blinked hard and looked at Happy squatting by the bush getting ready to relieve herself, and gave the leash a hard pull till Happy gave up and started trotting slowly toward the man. 

Larry let the small bone drop not noticing where it fell, and started walking again. "Probably some new dumb gardening tip," he mumbled to himself.

"Morning," he said, as he passed the man. The man nodded in return and kept moving. Larry stopped and turned back toward him. 

"Your car break down?"

The man turned and looked at Larry, a faint smile on his lips as he squinted in the early morning sun. He didn't answer and started to turn away.

"Your car? Wouldn't it start in the cold?" The man turned back again and faced Larry. Larry took a few steps toward him as Happy trotted to catch up.

"Not too many people exercise in such a nice suit," said Larry, admiring the open charcoal grey cashmere overcoat and polished wing tips. "You trying to walk to a bus line? Need to use a phone?"

Larry liked being helpful. He was raised on a farm just across the river and had never let go of some of the old ways even if he did sell the farm years ago to make way for a mall.

"No, have a cell phone," said the man, patting his jacket. 

"Oh, sure," he nodded. "You must be new to the neighborhood. I pride myself on knowing everyone," said Larry, smiling as he offered his hand to shake. The man made no effort to extend his hand.

"Larry Blazney, I live right back there," he said, pointing over his shoulder from where the man had come from. "I'm the one with the purple door. That's how people give directions around here. Go past the purple door and hang a left," he said, letting out a small snort. "Was my wife's idea. Which one's yours?" He looked back toward home, trying to figure out which house nearby had recently sold. As he turned back he caught a glimpse of a leather shoulder holster. 

Larry's face gave him away, the surprise obvious in his raised eyebrows even if only for a moment. "Oh," he said, as he quickly tried to get back his easy-going smile.

The man hesitated and looked pained for a moment before he turned away from Larry and gave a small wave in the direction of Pump Road, the main thoroughfare that would be busy in just about an hour with people heading to work, but was deserted so early in the morning. 

"Oh, you have a ride," said Larry, looking at the dark blue Ford Explorer as it crept toward them. He felt a chill underneath his coat and a momentary fear passed through him. He turned to walk toward home, pulling on the leash to make Happy walk faster. "Come on girl," he whispered. 

Larry's last glimpse of his quiet little neighborhood was of his neighbor Wallis, turning around and around in an upstairs window, looking down at the ground. He tried to cry out to her, make her look outside, but the soft leather glove clamped down over his mouth didn't let any of the sound escape. 

A man in the front seat of the Explorer got out, pulling a handkerchief out of his back pocket as he bent down to scoop up two small bones. He wrapped them up tightly, pushing the small collection into his coat as he glanced up at the panicked look in Larry's eyes before his head was pushed down into the car. Larry was straining to see his purple door.

The man slid back into the front seat as he quietly shut the door, scanning the street for any movement. 

Happy let out shrill barks as the car turned around and headed back in the direction it had come from. She chased the car all the way to Pump Road, the leash dragging behind her, but stopped at the edge and sat down to patiently wait. Larry had trained her to never try to cross Pump Road alone. It was too dangerous.
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Finally!

 

The bonds snapped and my free hand immediately went to my mouth, pulling a long tube out of my throat. I could barely breathe around it, but I wanted the sweet release of breathing on my own. The tube ripped free, and "ripped" was an understatement. I coughed several times as action scraped and tore at my trachea, nearly puking as the pain of my action combined with a sudden sharp intake of air triggered my gag reflex. I fought it, having bigger issues to worry about.

 

I tossed the object off to the side and into the floor, straining my eyes to see. They were starting to focus, but the light was like the fucking sun burning into my retinas. Within moments I had the other hand pulled free. Some straps they were. I was able to break them rather easily. Then again, I was much more alert for the second one than I was for the first.

Instinct drove me to sit up, but that quickly turned into a bad decision.

The pain...

So much pain.

 

My hand wandered to my heaving chest, my breaths coming so fast and so harsh that I wondered if I'd ever calm down. What I felt shocked me. Mortified me. I wanted to scream, but I was too terrified. Something metal was embedded inside my chest. The entire cavity was splayed open as my fingertips brushed my heart.

My HEART!

I felt it. Warm. Wet. Beating.

 

I was, in fact, alive. I was alive in a hospital, to be exact. There had to have been a surgery. What was I thinking? I was split in two! Of course, there was a surgery! What had that doctor meant by pronouncing me dead?

"Time of death – 13:17." Those were words that I would never forget.

 

WARNING: This book is meant for audiences 18 and older. Language, violence, and sexual content.
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Family. Home. A future for your children. What would you fight and die for? 

 

As a shift leader on Trinsa Station, Alis Krin has spent her life mining the asteroid's living crystal, driving her people forward with sharp words and steely resolve. 

 

They might hate her, but they can't call her unfair. Life was the best she could expect living on the crumbled edge of the Known Galaxy. The mines, the people, and the station were her entire focus.

 

When new overseers arrive and make it clear that they mean to destroy the delicate balance the Trinsans have maintained for hundreds of years, it is a shock. Discovering that their agenda includes working the miners to death to support a coming war, ignites rage. But how can the Trinsans fight back without power and resources?

 

Their battle assets are the mines and their resolve, their stubborn refusal to be used, abused and thrown away. Someone will have to take the lead and make a plan. Someone will have to find a path to freedom for the most isolated station in the galaxy. 

 

Tested beyond her limits, Alis will need to call on every resource she can beg, steal, or invent to stand against an insurmountable enemy and lead her people forward. 

 

The future of Trinsa Station depends on the woman everyone hates.
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