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      Flying, swimming, and attacking all in the same battle wasn’t something I was used to doing. The moment the Dragon hit the water, I was thrown from his back. My personal shields are what saved me. The ballistic body armor Chuck had fitted me with almost dragged me down to the ocean’s depths. Slipping out of it with broken fingers was the real challenge.

      I felt like a wounded and drowned rat as I pulled myself to shore. We’d crashed near some small town. Fishing wasn’t my thing, and I’d barely gone anywhere in Maine other than town, so nothing stuck out. There were houses and a church. A small lighthouse blinked out at the sea. I could be anywhere. The Dragon hit water and several small watercraft when he’d crashed. I’d managed to swim to a spot near a large dock or pier.

      Whoosh! Whoosh!  The fighter jets swooped low, firing into the Dragon. Like before, the missiles blew holes into his hide.

      Hearing an unfamiliar whirring sound, I scanned the skies. A trio of attack helicopters hovered near the other coast of the small inlet.

      Trying to stand upright, I realized one of my legs might be broken. Using my good hand, I dragged myself closer to the cement pilings of the dock, hoping it would give me some sort of protection.

      All three choppers and the planes opened fire on the Dragon. If he wasn’t dead before, he would be really soon. Modern weapons were a definite deterrent to their kind. It made me wonder if we shouldn’t have just let them into the valley. The government might have had some ideas of how to stop the invasion. No need for witches to die. It’s the human’s world too.

      I couldn’t just lie here thinking about what if. My buddy Fergus needed me, and Grams must be crazy with worry. I chuckled to myself darkly. The last anyone saw of me I was flying a Dragon! The blond chick on TV can kiss my ass.

      Carefully I worked my way up the embankment toward the church, crawling on my hands and knees. Surely they would have a phone I could use inside. Maybe some medical supplies or something as well.

      Crawling and hopping, I made it across the road to the front entrance of the church. A large sign read, “Cutler Methodist Church.” Cutler. It had to be the name of the town. At least once I found a phone I could tell Grams and she could send the troops to come get me.

      I settled down near the concrete steps to rest. My head was killing me, and my vision was screwed up. A concussion was all I needed right now. There were sirens and flashing lights all over the place in the distance. It sounded like more military or police. My creds were in my other pants and I was in no shape to talk my way out of anything right now. Magic be damned as well. I doubt I could stop a marshmallow, much less a tank or something. Too pooped to pop as Chuck would say. Gripping the railing in front of me, I tried to pull myself up the stairs. Who puts stairs on the front of a church, anyway?

      “Agatha Blackmore?” a voice asked me. Tipping my head back, I could see a couple of really blurry men wearing dark clothing.

      “If you’re arresting me go ahead, but I think I need a doctor first,” I replied holding up my one good hand. “Falling off that Dragon hurt like a bitch.”

      “Your name is Agatha Blackmore then? The only daughter of Teegan Blackmore?” the voice asked me.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and then opened them, trying to see better. “Sure. But leave my mom out of this. I’m the only one that fights Dragons around here.”

      “Excellent. They will be ever so pleased we found you,” the man replied. The blurry shapes closed in on me, blocking out the light.

      “What are you…” I felt a prick on my bad side and then blackness. My last thoughts were of my family as I faded away.
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      Darkness.

      That was all I could see when my eyes opened. Whatever that guy had given me was powerful. I could hardly stay awake. I tried to still my mind. At the Academy, we’d learned about knockout drugs and truth serums, but I never thought I would run into either of them in the Magical Division. Paras tended to use otherworldly ways instead of chemicals.

      Wherever I was, it was enclosed and smelly. The feeling of being in a coffin wasn’t a good feeling. Sniffing the air, I got flashes of memory of my grandmother's garage and the damp mildew of a storage shed.

      It was the blinding light of a car trunk opening that brought all the clues together.

      “... they won’t come off, I tell you! Take a look if you don’t believe me. No latches, hidden buttons, or locks, visible or invisible. It’s like she was born with them on!” The man’s voice was familiar to me. Like a long-forgotten dream, it all sounded so real, so…  so important.

      “What else?” Another man’s voice, this one more forceful, asked. He was unknown to me, a lisp blurring his words.

      Straining my ears, I tried to force the men to speak louder, to tell me what was happening, but I kept missing words here and there.

      “... damage. She’s stable for now… broken... search... the trunk. It was necessary!”

      Both men were just dark shapes to me. The glare of the sun behind them hid their features from me. I squinted to see better, my FBI training clicking in and giving me away.

      “She’s awake! Close the trunk!” The second man’s lisp sounded like how a serpent would speak. Lots of hissing.

      “No, let me do this instead,” the first man replied. “Keeping her isn’t part of our deal.”

      Try as I might, I couldn’t turn my head or even raise my arm. A sharp prick of pain came from my neck and like before, my world descended into darkness.

      I was aware and yet not aware as my mind tumbled over and over in the darkness. Whatever drug they gave me caused me to pass out but not lose consciousness. Somehow, I could understand everything all at once. Like my mind was on speed. Figures, colors, numbers, and concepts that should have been beyond me flitted through my brain. I could almost see how to construct portals and gates. The math was complex, but the sheer power they contained! If I could just…

      “Finally.” A dry and dusty voice sounded in my mind. It brought with it images of sand and ancient ruins. “We’ve tried before, but you weren’t ready.”

      “Ready for what?” I asked.

      “To accept us. To accept me. There is a proverb among your people. Good things come to those who wait. I’ve waited, Agatha. I’ve waited so, so very long for someone such as you to come along.” The voice was like an old coat, soft and comfortable, as it settled in around me.

      “Who are you?” I thought at him.

      “We’ve tested you and you passed. You’re a true descendant of those who have gone before you. Agnes began what I will finish,” the voice replied.

      “Agnes,” I whispered in my mind. “What does she have to do with this?”

      “On the physical plane? Nothing. She put you on the true path of Guardianship. But you are injured and need your rest. Now that you can hear me, we will speak again,” he whispered.

      Whatever drugs they gave me were kicking in hard and just keeping my wits was a struggle. I tried and tried to hold on to the contact the voice was giving me. It was the only bridge to the outside world I had! “Wait!”

      The sound of my own dry, cracked voice surprised even me. My breath was ragged, and short, but I’d managed somehow to speak.

      The voice... the presence... an ancient feeling of loneliness and grief loomed over me again. The dry voice whispered again, “I am here.”

      My mouth was so dry it felt like the desert. The paralytic drugs made even breathing a struggle, but I managed to swallow the spit in my mouth. “My friends... family... the Coven. What. Happened.” I half gasped the words out.

      Nothing but silence answered me. I could still hear the murmurs of the men outside the car, but the dry voice was quiet. “Please,” I gasped again.

      “I will show you, but then you must rest,” the dry voice whispered to me. “Do you promise?”

      Against all odds, I nodded my head even as the very motion of it sent daggers of pain shooting through me.

      “Speak not and watch. Much has happened,” the voice replied.
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        * * *

      

      “We don’t know!” Robert Moore yelled, beating his hand on Marcella’s desk. The Species Council Consul and head WereCat was angrier than he’d been in a century.

      Everything had happened so fast. Dragons, cultists, zombies, and other monsters had blasted through Otherwhere and invaded the valley. Their intent was to seize and hold the Garden Gate. Only a combined force of Legionaries, Witches, and assorted Agents had stopped them. Government fighter jets had even shot down a Dragon. It was a frantic call from Marcella that brought Robert here, along with all the Weres he could round up. Driving them to Maine hadn’t been his idea, though. The human television show the X-Files had it right. Too many secrets.

      Robert took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “The people we have embedded in the military have reported in. Agatha isn’t being held in any location known to them. And before you say it, I am aware that many of the alphabet agencies have secret prisons and facilities. Trust me on this. My sources are impeccable and are at the highest level. They don’t have her.”

      “Then where the bloody hell is she?” Marcella demanded as she scanned the faces in the room. Three days. That is how long it had been since a Dragon fell to earth and Fergus lost his connection to Agatha.

      Robert leaned back in his chair away from the edge of the desk and sighed. “I wish to gods I knew. The army has the whole area outside the valley closed off. If it wasn’t for the barrier, we’d all be detained or worse right now.”

      “Catherine, do you have anything to say?” Marcella asked.

      Cat was sandwiched between Chuck, Madeline, the Bs, and what remained of the lost Arcane team. If that group hadn’t showed up when they did, she might have been zombie chow by now. “I called in every favor, trying to track down information. This new administration is good. They’ve managed to lock down the entire country. I tried everyone I could reach, and nothing. Even the Sea Scouts are under arrest. Marines out of Pendleton locked their facility down, going so far as to stretch a net over the harbor entrance. No Mer in or out. All of our people are blocked.”

      Madeline leaned forward, touching Cat’s arm. Casting her eyes upward, she locked them on the Witch Queen. “Arcane has gone to ground, at least the Mages have. They must have spent years infiltrating the government to set this up.”

      “Where do we stand then? This valley can’t be it. The humans don’t know all of our resources,” Marcella asked her.

      Madeline groaned and shook her head. “We did this one to ourselves, and I do apologize to you. Arcane is very thorough. We’ve watched your people for years. Much longer than you know, actually. Our units have shadowed the Blackmore family and all the known members of the Species Council for more than seventy years.”

      Almost the entire room looked at the former FBI Director, shocked by her words. The Species Council was one of the largest and oldest secrets in the world.

      “This is the modern age. Surely you knew it wouldn’t stay secret? Members of our Government have known about it since 1914. While you were trying to keep things from us, human intelligence agents were prying loose all your secrets. There are very few things we don’t know,” Madeline explained. She looked across the room to the Vampire in the corner. “You and your people are the only exception, and that is mainly due to where your cities lie.”

      “And the fact that we can sense them. Don’t leave that part out. Strangers stick out like sore thumbs in Russia. Arcane’s spies are easily spotted,” Anastasia remarked. “Our culture isn’t like yours.”

      Madeline inclined her head before continuing. “Arcane was the clearing house for information about all of you and others, but now even that isn’t sure. Commander Best may have gotten the buildings, but many of the assets are in the wind. The entire Mage force has gone underground, along with the surviving teams.”

      “None of which tells us where Agatha is,” Anastasia replied. The former FBI forensics head and Vampire elder stood, her gaze taking in the entire office. “All my backdoors into the Bureau have been closed as well. If they had her, they wouldn’t keep it a secret. Look what they did with the attack here…”

      Marcella agreed. From the get-go, the new government had proclaimed it was all the Witches’ fault. Everything from the Demonic invasion in Charleston to the Draconic Empire’s incursion. Witches and other Paranormals had gotten too far into how the government worked and were threatening the American way of life. That message was on every television, social media outlet, and newscast. It was a complete reversal from the previous administration.

      “So what now?” Chuck asked. “We know she’s alive. Fergus can tell us that much.”

      “We keep looking. But dealing with everything else is priority as well. We have to get a handle on the politics coming out of Washington and all these new military groups that have formed. How long can all of you stay?” Marcella asked the group.
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        * * *

      

      Beep... beep... beep... beep... beep... beep... beep

      “Ugh, make it stop,” I spoke into the darkened room. The incessant beeping woke me up. Discovering I could move my head without agonizing pain, I looked to my right. Wires and tubes connected me to several bags of liquid hanging on the IV stand. A red flashing light accompanied the alarm. Everything around me screamed hospital. But which one and where?

      “Where am I now?” I whispered to myself.

      Almost in response to my question, a door opened. A short older woman dressed in generic hospital scrubs rushed into the room. Without even a glance at me, she reset the IV machine, pushing several of its buttons all at once.

      “Hello?” I croaked. The woman in front of me spun around as if I was a killer or something.

      “Oh my! You’re awake,” she replied in a low voice. Stepping closer to my bed, she started checking my vitals. I blinked several times as the woman shined a light into my eyes. “Please don’t try to move. Your injuries are quite extensive.”

      Unable to turn my head or even raise my arms, I could only watch as the old woman pulled out a syringe and injected me. “This will help you sleep.”

      “Where... Where am I? Those men…” I felt my eyes start to close all on their own. “Why? Why are you doing this to m…”

      Locking her features into my memory, I filed her away for when I escaped whatever this was.
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      The color of the room changed. That was my first thought as I opened my eyes. Checking myself over, I could see the IVs and other medical things were gone as well. Upon closer inspection, I could see the room was different.  “Where am I?”

      First things first. I stood up from the low cot I was on. Ground and center. Gathering my thoughts, I did what every single one of my magical teachers had stressed. Blank your thoughts. Think of a plain white wall if you have to. Feel the ground. Grounding isn’t just making sure you’re standing; it’s so much more than that. For Witches, earth is both an element and a power. It's one of the five cornerstones of all magic. Directing my thoughts downward, I embraced the power freely given. Now that I was grounded, I projected my personal shields.

      And nothing. I could feel my magic. It was a part of me as much as the fingers of my hand, but I couldn’t project it. Sinking into full lotus position, I felt for the earth again. Magic freely given I could absorb, but projection was null.

      “What the hell?” I muttered to myself. Visually scanning the room, I couldn’t sense anything but the walls. “Tricky.”

      Unfolding myself, I moved back to the cot. Earth and Air were available to me, but not much else. Very few Witches could bond with more than one element, and those that could do all five were almost nonexistent. Except within the Blackmore family. We were all taught to embrace all the powers. It was the reason my Aunt Camilla was so desirable to the Demonic powers. It was also one of the reasons my magic was different.

      Meditating, I sat unmoving for several long moments. The voice in my dreams spoke of many things both past and present. “Something wicked this way comes…” I murmured, paraphrasing one of my favorite Bradbury quotes. Ever since leaving Briarwood for the first time and entering the Academy, I knew there was a destiny unfulfilled waiting for me, but it was beyond reach. Now after braving Demons, Dragons, and the unknown, I could almost feel the edges of it. The voice hinted at it. Of Mice and Men, or in my case Guardians and Protectors. There was a difference between the real and the imagined. No matter what this new situation was, I knew there were greater things to be had.

      Looking around the room again, I had a stray thought break through.

      Fergus. Where’s my Unicorn?
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        * * *

      

      “No. I refuse.” Fergus trotted to the edge of the coffee table and shook his head.

      Former FBI Agent Cat Moor shook her fist at the tiny unicorn, a curse on her lips. “Listen, you deceitful little hay burner, you swore in front of the entire council to help us and I’ll be damned if you’re going back on that now!”

      Fergus smirked. “You’ll be damned? Sounds fun. While I have no memory of whatever it is you’re saying, I can say I won’t go with stinky cats anywhere. Nope. Not happening.”

      Fergus jumped and disappeared from the table.

      “For God's sake, Marcella. Can’t you control him?” Cat asked the older Witch leader.

      Marcella shifted in her seat and looked into Cat’s eyes. “Not without Agatha. You know as well as I do that their bond is what keeps them together. He only tolerates the rest of us.”

      “Has Robert found anything to help us?” Cat asked.

      Marcella shook her head. “Nothing. If the American Witches Council knew anything of Agatha’s whereabouts, it died with their failed operation here. Bethany was a master of keeping things close to the vest. That’s one situation I allowed to go on too long. I knew she was deceitful and had an agenda, but not that she would just hand the world over to domination! How could we all have been so blind to it?”

      “That’s how evil gets you,” Agnes Pickleberry interjected. “It sits in the corner looking completely innocent, worming away at the edges of your soul. Things like love, loyalty, and friendship are what protect you from it. The bonds we make amongst one another are what truly matter in life. Power is an illusion. One that the Demons know how to manipulate all too well.” The much older Witch hadn’t spoken much until now.

      “I still should’ve seen it.” Marcella shook her head. “As head of the Species Council, I had direct dealings with them almost every day.”

      Reaching out, Agnes patted Marcella’s knee. “They were careful to only send those not in the know to you. You yourself talked to the survivors of that little coup of theirs. Half of them had no idea they were being used. She got that deep into their psyches. Even they don’t know what they told her. It’s a blessing for most of them that we wiped them.”

      “That burns me up as well. We, the Blackmore Coven, shouldn’t have to be the protectors of the world. It’s not my job to destroy the magic and lives of those who break the rules,” Marcella explained, even as she made calming motions with her hands. “But who else? I know. Don’t even try to say it. Our European allies couldn’t do it, I know. Under the current political climate, they’re in an even worse state than we are.”

      In the six months since Agatha’s disappearance and the Draconic invasion, the world and nation had changed. The new administration had cracked down on what they called the paranormal threat, tossing out any and all Weres in public service. Laws not seen since the early part of the twentieth century were being dusted off and put back into place nationwide. Paranormal camps were off the table for now, but new restrictions were already in place.

      “Tell me about it.” Cat leaned back in her chair. She and Chuck were let go the moment Washington realized they were in Briarwood. Lumping them together with whom they considered to be paranormal terrorists, the two former agents were on all the no-fly lists. “Shoot on sight” was the rumor. “I’ve reached out to all my contacts everywhere. It’s not good. Only a few would speak to me and not start tracing the call.”

      “And?” Marcella asked.

      “One of my old bosses, Albert Nixon, gave me the lowdown. Since I did my initial training under him, he’s moved up to a supervisory slot in Atlanta. According to him, the new regime in Washington is rolling out all the old laws. There’s a plan in place for full implementation at the start of the new year. Things like no-fly and state border crossing checkpoints are just trial runs. FBI Director Offenburg and President Montfort have a plan to start tattooing all registered Paranormals for easy identification,” Cat explained with a look of horror on her face. “It’s part of the ‘Protect America’ plan.”

      “I’ve seen the broadcasts.” Marcella motioned to the television in the room. “What of our protection outside?”

      “Not going away anytime soon,” Chuck jumped in. He, like Agnes, had sat quietly until needed. “They closed the Academy at Quantico last month. We all knew it was coming, so no surprise there. Agatha’s lab is still shielded as far as I know. My contact on the base said they used a shield breaker similar to those we found a few years ago, but it didn’t work. All the instructors have been reassigned or let go as we were, but they retained the administrators.”

      “Do you know why?” Agnes asked him.

      Chuck nodded. “It’s as we thought. They turned the campus into a military-style training base. The Posse Comitatus act of 1878 prevents the military from acting inside the US unless the president directs them. Montfort and the Hammer may control the White House, but they were unsuccessful in securing the Senate or the House. If he tries to use the military for roundups, they’ll impeach him for sure. So they’re creating a new force.

      “Homeland Security is what insiders are calling it. The new force is to be commanded by former Director, now Peoples Commander, George Blake. Already they’re recruiting from all active duty agencies and militia groups. My guy at the Academy has seen plans that include light tank and armored car divisions. Somebody’s throwing a lot of money at this.” Chuck clenched his fists. “If I’d known what a mess that weasel would cause I’d have squeezed the life out of him right then and there in Charleston!”

      “If it wasn’t him, it would be someone else. What of the blockades around the valley?” Marcella asked again.

      “Not going away. If anything, they’re building them up stronger. Construction crews have moved in and they’re building up a wall and gate system like at the Mexican and Canadian borders. Robert’s Were force is still guarding both sides of the barrier. Should we pull them back?” Chuck asked.

      Marcella glanced at Agnes for a moment, then shook her head. “No. Leave them be for now. Until Robert comes back from Otherworld we’ll stick to the plan. Make sure a member of the Coven is standing by at each location to bring them inside if need be, though.”

      “Do you really plan to just hide away from all of this?” Cat asked Marcella with an arched look.

      “You forget, Catherine. I’m responsible for more than just this small valley. Every paranormal in the world is beholding to my Council. We are the ones that make the laws we live by. This isn’t the first time a government has turned on us, and it won’t be the last. Not even in my lifetime! I play the long game. The Dragon threat isn’t gone, but it is diminished. For now, Otherworld will act as a way station between this world and the next. Protecting our people is my plan first and foremost,” Marcella explained. “If the Gods will us to be destroyed, so be it. But until then, we will survive.”
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        * * *

      

      “It’s not that I don’t want to help them, but my loyalty is to Agatha and Agatha alone. I’ve told you all about my hatred of the Cat people. Why should I help those creatures?” Fergus asked his friend.

      Gil O’Darby sat and stared at his friend and favorite customer for a moment. Ever since accidentally running into the tiny unicorn inside The Garden in Maine, the Leprechaun had wondered if he’d ever grow up. The members of his own race took more than a century to mature, so Gil allowed Fergus his foibles. “Did ye swear to help them?”

      Fergus wiggled back and forth for a moment. “Maybe?”

      “If ye swore to the Gods, ye know the consequences of not following through. These are the people your missy is sworn to herself. If she’s still alive, it behooves ye to help them! Ye know Agatha would want it that way,” the Leprechaun answered with a bit of a scowl. “Trust me, my boy. I’ve been supplying beings more powerful than ye with artefacts longer than some countries have existed.”

      “But still…” Fergus protested.

      “No. Ye gave yer word and among folk like us, that is the true value of something,” Gil explained. “Just so your trip wasn’t wasted though. Get something from the closet. How about another pair of shoes? They’re purple this time.”

      Fergus shook his head. “Nope. This time I want a hat!”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re awake. Good. Now we can begin,” a booming voice said from above me.

      

      Looking up, I spotted a speaker and camera setup that had just emerged from the ceiling. Like the eye of an insect, the camera lens was multifaceted.

      “Who are you? Why are you keeping me captive?” I cried out to the room.

      “There is a door that needs to be opened. We’ve brought you here to open it. Once you’ve succeeded, you will be returned to your family,” the voice said.

      Keeping my voice steady and calm, I looked up at the camera. “That’s not the whole answer. Who are you and where have you brought me?”

      “Far from your home. As to who we are, you may consider us family, and as such, know that we mean you no lasting harm,” the voice replied, even as the camera receded into the ceiling once more.

      The other family. Grandmother and I were just discussing them. Yakuza Kitsune, known as the Shinigama family, if I remembered correctly. Without saying a word, I sank back down to the floor. Placing both hands on the ground, I looked for my connection to the Earth.

      Of the five elements, Earth is the one always with me. People like to say, “Keep both feet on the ground.” That’s the best way to connect with the element.

      Slow and steady wins the race is the best definition of Earth. Think of it as a solid, slow moving, unstoppable force. Once it gets moving, there is nothing that can stand in its way. My status as Guardian of the Garden put the element firmly in my corner.

      “You should meditate more often. It quiets your mind,” the voice from my dreams sounded in my head. “Do you finally understand? And are you prepared?”

      “I’m beginning to, Khonsu. By accepting the mantle, must I stay in Briarwood?” I asked, guessing his name. All the clues were there. I just needed time to process them.

      “No. As a true Guardian, you are allowed to travel but must respond when needed to protect your charge. Your Garden truly rivals those of MY time. Your line is to be commended for that. Now, concentrate. What I have to say is long and intricate,” Khonsu commanded.
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        * * *

      

      “Why is she just sitting there like that? Where’s the fear and panic? She should be calling out for help or something by now!” Lord Kenji Shinigama asked Toshiro, his advisor and friend.

      “This one isn’t like all the others. She was raised by Lady Marcella Blackmore personally,” Toshiro replied. Opening a file on the desk, the much older man began pulling out candid photos of the woman in question. “The girl isn’t like the mother.”

      Shinigama growled, “If only. We had everything in place to take them all until that woman interfered! This is the only chance we have to open the door now.”

      Toshiro only nodded in agreement. He knew when his lord was in a snit. Almost twenty years ago, they’d managed to track Kenji the Younger to the state of Maine. Lord Shinigama’s oldest child and heir, young Kenji fled the family estate in the dark of the night for reasons known only to him and his father.

      “Did your son ever try?” Toshiro asked without thinking. Covering his mouth, the advisor winced.

      Shinigama glared but answered anyway. “Not exactly. There is a ritual our family performs on each member’s birthday. As you know, our family is old, much older than many of those we left behind in Japan.”

      Toshiro bowed his head. “So I have learned.”

      “When the Goddess Inari left this world, she entrusted the Pathways of Heaven to two great clans, the Zenko and the Yako. Over time, they warred for possession of the key and the way home.” Lord Shinigama spread his hands wide as if to encompass the room. “Our people came to this world through those doors, and it is through them we shall find salvation. But the war prevented any of that from happening. Inari’s priests hid the secrets of the key from first the Zenko and then the Yako. Dark versus light. Like the humans, we divided ourselves again and again and again until all knowledge was lost.

      “In time, overtures of peace were made. But the secrets stayed secret. We are the most direct descendants of the Yako clan, and the only ones to retain any of Inari’s teachings.”

      Toshiro jerked his head up to stare at his Lord. “We are?”

      Ignoring the question, Shinigama continued, “That information is what gave our historians a clue to what the key is. My son himself discovered it.”

      “My Lord Shinigama, I don’t understand. If we have the key, why the girl?” Toshiro asked, pointing at the screens in front of them.

      Giving his advisor an imperious glance, the Lord explained. “It’s not a what, but a who. In an ancient scroll, a long-dead priest explained that only certain selective bloodlines could access the Pathways. Using this clue, my son looked beyond our culture to those gajin in the West and in Rus. There are many Gods and many doors. But only a few may pass.”

      “And the girl?” Toshiro asked.

      “Because of her other family, we believe her to be what they call a Guardian. One of the Blackmores once held that title. Young Kanji was taken from us before we could know for sure,” Shinigama replied.

      “But he ran! If he planned to help open the door, why run?” Toshiro asked his lord.

      Lord Shinigama sighed and looked away. Nodding his head, he looked back. “We only know they have the potential to work as keys. We don’t know how. The priest was writing in a diary, not an instruction manual. Our historians have only the practices of the time to work from. Kenji speculated that only a willing blood sacrifice to Inari would suffice. The blood of a family member would need to be smeared upon the door as the rites were performed.”

      “And he refused,” Toshiro speculated.

      “Correct. My son refused. To give your life for your family is the greatest gift a samurai can perform. But he ran instead. My other son, Kenji’s twin, Denji, took his place,” Shinigama said with pride. “The ritual was performed, the sacrifice made, and the door... the door remained closed.”

      Toshiro looked at his lord in shock. To lose both sons… “What happened?”

      Shinigama looked past the screens to the wall beyond his workstation. A mural made up of colored foxes with multiple tails covered the surface. “The researchers believe he got it wrong. Looking at the gajin more closely, we see that they use intense magic or a spiritual bond to access what they call Otherworld.”

      “Otherworld? What is that?” Toshiro asked.

      “Other Gods, other beliefs, and possibly a way into Heaven. But only a Guardian can open the way. We think, I think. That this one,” Shinigama tapped the screen showing Agatha Blackmore. “This one can get us there. Gajin she may be, but she is of both our line and theirs. She will help us return to Heaven or the door will run red with every drop of her blood!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “From time immemorial, there have been those known as Guardians protecting the Ways, whether human or other. Chosen from the very best troops available, the guardians were trained and bred to serve the Gods,” Khonsu explained. “They were the superheroes of their time.”

      “Agnes Pickleberry, one of my teachers, explained some of this to me already,” I blurted out. Usually, when I meditate, I find myself in a white room void of any stimulus. This time, however, was crazy different. I was in the biggest library I’d ever seen and I’d walked the aisles of what had been the Library of Alexandria!

      The God slightly inclined his head. “Agnes Pickleberry is on the Path of Wisdom, whereas you are on the Path of Service. Do not disregard her teachings, though. Wisdom can be found in many places. When you stop learning, you start dying. Now, as I was saying. Guardians of the past were the best of the best of their time. But as civilization grew, their purpose changed. The rulers of the land wanted them not as protectors but as enforcers.”

      “Like the European Councils?” I asked him, remembering Grandmother’s story about Verity’s reasons for leaving the continent.

      “Pah, they are mere shadows of the past. With the protectors gone, the Ways became contaminated with those seeking pain and death rather than knowledge and trade. Of the hundreds of portals in your world, only the most divine survived our wrath. My brothers and sisters barred humanity from them,” the God Khonsu explained. “Only the most powerful or divine may use them now. Only the Portals though. Gates are something else.”

      “Like Charleston,” I said. The Gate at Fort Sumter came to mind.

      “Exactly. Gating is as much a science as a practice. The Demons you battled in Charleston had to have the power of a true Witch to operate as they did.” Khonsu shook his head and let out a low chuckle. “Those Strega outwitted themselves on that one. If they’d been paying just a bit more attention, they might have won it all. Don’t feel too bad for Camilla. She was lost to your family years before you were even born. Those of the lower plains had her in hand, whispering their madness to her. They used her as a pawn in a much greater game than the ones you mortals play. Enough talk. Come with me. Your lessons begin now.” The God motioned me forward.

      For something that was happening inside my head, all of this seemed so real! Khonsu put me through my paces, shields, spells, and strength. If I wasn’t dodging fireballs, I was throwing them. The FBI’s drill sergeants could take a page from this God.

      “Three laps, Blackmore! Every time you miss, you owe me a pushup,” Khonsu yelled at me. His outfit had changed from that of an Egyptian king to that of a track and field coach. Even his whistle sounded real. “It’s for your own good.”

      “One... two... three… why does this feel so real if it’s all in my head,” I muttered to myself, even as I went down to the ground for another pushup.

      “Reality is overrated. I never once said all of this was in your head, now did I?” the God remarked as he heard what I said. “Don’t you trust me?”

      “... five,” even as I said it, my eyes popped open. I was still on the floor in a half lotus position, but now I was drenched in sweat. Aching from overexertion, my legs almost gave way as I tried to stand up. I heaved myself backwards and fell onto the cot.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Did you see that? She’s soaking wet!” the black clad kitsune on watch asked his companion.

      The second watcher blinked a few times, his face a complete blank. “Rewind it a half hour or so.”

      Manipulating the camera controls, the first man rewound the saved footage. Flipping a toggle, he sent the video to his partner’s screen. “Done.”

      Watching the screen silently, the man stared at the woman on the screen. He zoomed in and slowed the footage down. “Right there.”

      “What?” The first kitsune slid his chair closer. The Witch on the screen was on the floor, and her eyes were rapidly moving behind her lids. “Is she possessed or something?”

      “No. It’s REM sleep. Look at her forehead,” the second man pointed out. “She’s sweating heavily.” Scrolling down, he watched her arms and legs. They were twitching.

      “It’s like my dog when he’s dreaming. He twitches like that,” the first man said.

      “Similar. Can you make a copy of this? Our Lord’s advisor needs to see it,” the quiet man explained.

      “Dude are you sure about that? He told us not to bother him unless it’s an emergency,” the first man said.

      “And astral projection isn’t an emergency? If that’s what she’s doing she could blow the whole operation and bring the Council down on us,” the second explained. “Do it. I’ll take it myself if you’re so scared.”

      “No, no, no, I’ve got it, Kia. Just watch the screen. Are you sure she can’t get out?” the first guard asked.

      Kiaka despised nicknames. Charles had always cut his real name short, and now he could only shake his head. The higher ups usually just called them guard one and guard two. Not very creative, but neither was the job. Sometimes his cousin was so stupid to allow even that name. Family. What can you do? It was very frustrating. “No idea. The Mages say she’s trapped. They put some sort of block on the area surrounding the cell. That much was in the briefing notes on the girl. It’s those damn bracelets on her arms. She’s a threat as long as they’re there.”

      “Why didn’t they take them off?” Charles asked him.

      “Couldn’t, they don’t have a catch. Complete circles on both of them,” Kiaka explained, making a cupping motion with his hand. “The report says they’re magical artifacts. Let me guess. You didn’t bother to read it.” He hooked his thumb towards the very thick notebook on the table by the door.

      Charles made a face. “It’s reading. I asked if there was a vid or something I could watch.”

      Kiaka shook his head. “Tell me again why they made you a guard?”

      “I volunteered? You know how my mom and dad are. Family business or no business. Unless I went out of California, there’s no chance of working locally. They bitched up a storm when I tried to go to the university. Even vo-tech was too much for them,” Charles explained, never taking his eyes off the main screen. “Dad pulled some strings to get me this gig. Not a lot of upward movement inside the clan right now. Unless you want to work in one of the oiran houses. The women are nice to look at, but I like keeping all my fingers on my hands. Thank you very much.”

      “Of course he did. That explains so much to me now,” Kia shook his head while rolling his eyes for effect.  “You work hard, do your job, put in all the hours, and still your idiot cousin gets to be your supervisor.”

      Looking away from the screen, Charles spun around in his chair. “I’m not your boss, that's a damned lie.”

      Kia arched his eyebrows at his cousin. “You make how much? And tell me if I’m wrong, but didn’t you just make up the new shift schedule last week?”

      “I did, but Kung asked me to because...Oh! Oops? Sorry bud,” Charles acknowledged.

      Kia snorted, holding out his hand. “As I said. Give me the chip. I’ll run it upstairs.”

      Charles stood up from his chair. “No. It’s my job. As you just pointed out. I’ll do it.”

      Kia’s face started to shift and become angular as some of his foxlike traits started to show. “Give it up.”

      With very wide eyes Charles backed up several steps, bumping into the table with the monitors. “Let’s not be hasty now, cousin.”

      Kiaka flexed his hands as they sprouted fur. Twisting his head back and forth, he smiled as not one but four tails pushed their way out of his pants through cleverly disguised holes.

      Swallowing whatever he was about to say, Charles went down on one knee in a motion of supplication. “I’m sorry. Here, take it.”

      Kiaka snatched the chip and left the room, slamming the door in the process.

      Charles took a deep breath, trying to calm himself. In Kitsune society, those with the most tails ruled. Kia had four! When they’d played as kids he’d only had two, just like Charles. The most tails he’d ever seen was on a guy his father met with once, seven in all. There were rumors that the Clan Lords had up to ten or more, but they were way above his pay grade. Looking back at the screen, he froze at the blinking red lights. Uh oh.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      All the training the God was giving me caused me to rethink my situation a bit more. While wearing my Guardian bracelets, I was magic. The two of them allowed me to directly tap into the ley lines that crisscrossed the very planet I stood upon. There was no way to block me from that power forever unless someone took them, and to do that they’d have to amputate my hands. Trust me when I say I didn’t plan to give them any ideas along that route. Khonsu didn’t come out and say it, but they were the key to the box I was in and I was going to figure it out and use it!

      Sitting up on the cot, I stretched my hands forward, reaching for the sky. I needed a good stretch from all the exercise I was getting in my head. That bit of thermodynamics needed to be explored at some point. The perfect workout cure. I could see it now. Mental exercises for your heart and health. Body by Agatha.

      Taking a deep breath, I filled my lungs with air and held it. Air was but one of the five elements. Earth, Air, Fire, Water, and Spirit made up the universe. The spellwork around me might prevent me from projecting my magic, but I could still feel it. Switching on my mage sight, I scanned the room.

      “Ouch!” Squinting, I could now only see large white blobs in my vision. The entire room was like staring into the sun. Concentrating, I shut down my regular vision and opened ONLY the mage sight. Much better.

      LED lights instead of flood lights this time. The walls glowed, there was so much magical energy in them. Whoever set this up had planned it for years. Magic like this took time, lots of it. The room was a veritable bunker.

      “Magic can only flow one way,” I muttered to myself. Concentrating, I attempted to push my power out slowly, using all five elements. Nothing! It was there, I could reach out and touch it. But using it was another story. At least in the room it was.

      “The room,” I had a funny, almost crazy, idea. What if I could trap the element and then release it physically? Was it even possible? I’d ask my bracelets, but they’d all but stopped talking to me after Khonsu appeared. It made me very suspicious. Dealing with the Gods was such a pain in the ass! Having Odin peeping at me was bad enough. Winging it sounded good to me. What was the worst thing that could happen? It wasn’t as if these guys keeping me here were doing it legally.

      Earth, as I’d said earlier, I could absorb, but since I didn’t have direct contact with it I couldn’t project the magic into objects. Not yet at least. Fire was similar. The electricity in the walls was right there… I just couldn’t reach it. Spirit was off the table as well. Someone or something was blocking all spiritual energy in the room. That was a feat in itself. Ghosts are everywhere. Looking at the world with mage sight is like watching every old movie you’ve ever seen at the same time. Every historical period all mashed up together. Filtering it was possible and one of the very first things you learn as a Witch. Not everyone can even speak to the dead and trying to is one of the things the Witches Council looks for. Necromancy is illegal. According to most histories I’d seen, each and every Necromancer ever revealed went bad. Including Aunt Camilla. Which is why Summer and her family were now being watched most carefully. But I digress.

      The toilet in the corner of the room was one of those composting chemical sorts. No water other than what I put into it and just… Eew! Not happening. There was a slight possibility of my using urine to break free, but that was not a technique that appealed to me. Chuck and Fergus would never let me live it down. So Water was out. That left Air, one of the most interesting of elements.

      There are several Air Adepts among the members of the Blackwood Coven. They are most useful for protecting the valley from tornado and other storm damage. But that’s not all Air Magic can be used for.

      I read too much. Fiction is my downfall. While I’m sort of aware my magic is more than a little overpowered, it doesn’t help me to get ideas from mundanes writing fiction. One of my favorites wrote a whole series about secret telepaths running the world. They use something called Air Shields which got me thinking about this situation I was in. What exactly is Air made up of?

      I’m not a science geek but I am a geek of sorts and I do have my own research lab back in Virginia. That is, if the military hadn’t broken into it yet. I can only assume they aren’t very happy with me after the Dragon attack. In my lab I do occasionally pick apart the things I read about in fiction. Not everything in books like Harry Potter and the Craft is fake. Besides growing Fergus his special magical hay, I blew up some stuff and experimented.

      The air we all breathe is only 21% oxygen. The rest is carbon dioxide, nitrogen, argon, helium, hydrogen, and other stuff. More than eighteen hundred types of bacteria are in there as well. All filtered by your body's lungs. It’s the very act of breathing that interested me the most. The spell preventing me from doing magic was contained in the shell around me, but the air is everywhere. If I could enchant or change the composition of the what I had inside my body, it could do the work for me without my express direction. Basically, I was seeing if the magic was just aimed at me or the room itself. The former was harder than the latter, but seeing how complete this place was, it was a very strong possibility.

      Microbes and bacteria are living organisms, and technically we Witches were banned from tampering with live things. Not that anyone paid all that much attention to that bit. I certainly hadn’t. Fergus, the squirrels, and those damned Jackalopes were exhibits A, B, and C.

      Taking a very deep breath, I began to enchant the air inside of me by altering the microbes. It was slow. Much slower than I expected it to be, and it required more than a single breath, but as I exhaled the altered organisms began to flow toward my objective, the door. In or out, it was the only way to do this. I’d love to bust through the wall all dramatic like, but there just wasn’t enough hydrogen to use. I could couple it with nitrogen and build a very primitive explosive, but I doubted my captors would give me all that much time since they seemed to be observing me even now. It was good that air was invisible.

      Mage sight only allows you to see so much unless you expend more magic, which I needed to conserve. So it was only my imagination that showed my exhaled particles latching hold of the door on all sides. Altered microorganisms did their little jobs and began weakening the rubber seals all along the rim of the door, voiding its airtight status. I’m sure there was a sensor or something that was giving me away, but it was all or nothing now.

      “Now pull,” I instructed my little pretties.

      The door unlocked itself and swung open. Giving the camera above me a smile, I walked out.
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      Maybe leaving my cell wasn’t the greatest idea I’ve had this week. That was the statement running through my brain the moment I stepped outside. While it wasn’t the room I was in, the hallway didn’t look any different.

      “Where now?” Looking both ways all I could see was white seamless walls and doors, lots of doors.

      Beeeep. Beeeep. Beeeep.

      Any choice I might’ve had was taken away from me when red and yellow lights started flashing up and down the hall. The clanging of doors and locks from one end brought me up short. “Crap.”

      Looking up, it was all I could do to not smile. A trio of cameras, mounted high on the wall, all stared at me. Waving my hand, I ripped them down. Telekinesis was still a pretty cool power to have.

      “Left it is then.” I ran down the hallway.

      Bringing up my hands in a fighting stance, I punched outward even as I projected my power outward. The doors in front of me burst outward with a crash as a fireball the size of a small car hit the advancing guards. “Whoa! That’s a big improvement there. Now if that’s all of them...”

      My entire time in dreamland with Khonsu wasn’t just to train my mind. We worked on fighting styles and magical attacks as well.

      “Stop right there!”

      Bits of door flew everywhere as six more heavily armed men in body armor came charging through the doors even as they collapsed around them.

      I had no intention of returning to the box they had me in, so I didn’t even think to slow down as I ran for it.
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        * * *

      

      “I can feel her, I tell you!” Fergus yelled even as he jumped up and down on the kitchen table. Since Agatha’s disappearance, he’d spent most of his time split between the Blackmore estate and Agnes Pickleberry’s antique shop.

      Briarwood may have been cut off from the modern world, but that didn’t kill it. Humans in town had always known of the Others. Verity Blackmore was the founder, after all. The first wave of English settlers were shocked to find the Blackmore manor upon the hilltop surrounded by what would become the Garden. Which is why the house resembled a patchwork collage of architecture. Everything from classic Tudor style to Victorian was represented.

      Jumping suddenly, the micro unicorn appeared inside Minerva’s living space located to the right of the kitchen. “She’s back I tell you!”

      Minerva grimaced at the dancing unicorn trotting across her collection of cookbooks. With all the extra residents the mansion had been attracting of late she’d had to get more creative with expanding the portion sizes of things. “Damn it to hell, Fergus! I’m working here. Who in all the names of the Goddess are you screeching about?”

      Fergus stopped dancing and looked up at the older Witch. “Agatha of course. She’s back, I can feel her again.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Minerva shook her head negatively. “I only say that because of the last couple of times. You said the same thing both times.”

      Shaking his whole body like a dog drying off, Fergus stamped his feet, “No. Those other times were real. I swear! She’s West of here somewhere. I can feel her in my head.”

      Minerva wanted to believe the little hay burner, but this was the third time he’d said the exact same thing. Agatha was apparently witch-napped after killing the Dragon Prince on the coast of Maine. Searchers from both Briarwood’s forces and that of the government scoured every house, outhouse, and doghouse. Everyone wanted a piece of her. Other than blood, nothing was found. Then a month later Fergus announced he’d found her. Sort of. The little unicorn had reacted just like this, jumping around with dance maneuvers. He’d sworn up and down that Agatha was alive and close.

      Marcella, with the aid of the Pack and every scryer in town, searched half the country for her granddaughter with no avail. Even using truth spells on Fergus were useless. Agatha’s original spells cast when she was still a child effectively made him immune to magic. It was his word versus the evidence.

      Three months later he tried it again, announcing he’d found her. Small actions were taken, but no search parties, and no major scrying spells. There was way too much happening in the world to drop everything on the word of a tiny mischievous unicorn.

      It started almost immediately after the Dragon invasion. The death of the President started it. Vice President Montifort, no President Montifort,  showing his anti-paranormal sentiment, replaced his predecessors cabinet with like-minded ones. It seemed that Montifort’s moderate political leanings were all a lie.

      Far right radicals not seen in years were suddenly on television both in the White House and out of it. Congress stood on its ear as late term elections surged with anti-paranormal activity, pushing many old school members out of office. The new agenda was clear. America was for the normals. After more than a century of open dealings, paranormals were being forced underground again. This time it was at the point of a gun.

      Almost nowhere was safe now. It was so hard to believe it all happened in less than six months. Only Briarwood was truly safe now. So called hidden enclaves were everywhere, but most modern paranormals lived amongst humans now. Going into hiding when everyone knows your name is almost impossible. Throw in the new American Defense Corps and the President’s new relocation agenda and an unconnected Paranormal was screwed.

      “Fergus, seriously, third time's not the charm. You have to stop. Don’t you see what this does to Marcella?” Minerva explained to him.

      “No! No! She really is there. I can feel her inside my head. No matter what you think or what you believe I am telling you the truth, just like those other times. She’s alive and I’m going to find her,” Fergus shouted up at her.

      Minerva sighed, “Now isn’t the time for this. I’ve told you. Marcella and the others are tied up trying to get our people out of the occupied zones and food into the valley. I know you’ve seen the tent cities springing up all around here. But if you insist about this, I’ll grab one of the Coven’s scryers and have her take a look. Does that work for you?”

      Squeezing his eyes tight, Fergus shook his head, “No. I’m going after her. Tell the others she’s back.” The tiny unicorn suddenly started tapping out a rhythm on the table. “Goodbye Minerva.”

      Jumping out, Fergus disappeared in a flash of light that lit up the room. In the past he’d kept his jumping a secret by limiting distance and movement. But this time he had an entire continent to cross and time was of the essence. The feelings and what humans called vibes he was getting from his mistress were scaring him. Agatha was in trouble, and he was going to help her.

      “Goddamnit! Freaking unicorn,” Minerva cursed. Slamming the book closed in front of her, she slid out of the kitchen chair. Grabbing her shoes, she stomped into the kitchen.

      Minerva’s room was the oldest part of the house built in the 1600s by either Verity or one of her settlers. Never ones to tear down history, the Blackwood family made a practice of preservation when it came to their property. Everything had a use.

      Pacing up and down the length of the kitchen, Minerva tried to get her mad out. Stupid unicorn. Since his unique form of magic prevented spells from taking hold, he was impossible to track every time he went off in a snit. This time though seemed different. He was more focused. She pursed her lips. The unicorn that cried wolf. That was what many of the older Coven members called him. But this time she wasn’t so sure. Was it even possible for a bond like that to exist? Weres had Pack sense, so why not herd sense? Needing an expert opinion, Minerva whipped out her phone quickly, typing in a number.
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        * * *

      

      “No! Absolutely not,” Catherine Moore shook her head at the small pack of Weres confronting her. Known as Cat to her friends and family, the short blond former FBI special agent was a fierce contender. She was a throwback, meaning her animal was prehistoric rather than modern. In her case, it was an enormous sabretooth tiger.

      “But no one is using it. It’s just plants and stuff. The humans can grow things somewhere else,” the pack alpha stated even as he triggered his Alpha mojo. He and his group were new to the valley and thought they’d found a choice spot to settle. All that was blocking them was the stupid female in charge. Who puts a chick in charge anyway?

      Sensing the waves of power coming off the man in front of her, she smiled, ignoring them. “Those plants you refer to are part of The Garden. Capital letters in case you didn’t catch it. Ninety percent of the humans you see around here are Witches. The Garden is their charge and they will protect it with their lives. So no, you can’t have it. They’ll be a pack council meeting in a few days for you and your lieutenants to attend. Decisions will have to be made then.”

      The Alpha intensified his power. “What sort of decision?”

      Making a brushing motion with her hand she swept invisible crumbs off her shoulder. “Stop with the power play. That crap doesn’t work on me. You were told before coming into the valley you’d have to choose, so don’t play dumb either. My father and the Witch leaders will lay it all out in nice simple terms for you, don’t worry. What it boils down to is easy, either stay or go.”

      “Stay or go where?” He asked.

      “Come to the meeting and find out. Now if there’s nothing else, I need to see to the others,” Cat replied.

      They were all standing around on the Northern edge of the valley right next to the Garden. Looking to her left, she gave a big man sitting on a car bumper a nod.

      It’d been a hard six months in the valley so far. Cat lamented the fact she and what was left of Agatha’s team were forcibly retired by the FBI. Not by choice at all. The Witch’s Council made them turn in all official Bureau equipment to give the government less cause to come after them for theft. Guilt by association was what they had going on at the moment. If only those in Washington knew the whole truth.

      Charles Winthrop, called Chuck, slid off the loaner car and stood up. Being out of the FBI was a little too weird for him. Since joining almost everything he owned was Government issued. Now it was no car, no clothes, no money… Having your accounts frozen for just being a paranormal sucked. But he wasn’t the only one that got screwed. Just about every paranormal in government service all the way down to the guy that cleans the floors was out of a job these days. That was one of the reasons the valley was so packed right now. Lack of a job hurt, but he had friends and contacts he could rely on. Many didn’t, and that left them vulnerable.

      “Don’t walk away from me like that, I’m talking to you!” The alpha sputtered. “You NEED to tell me these things.”

      Cat could feel his full power and really wasn’t impressed. “That's all you got? Because I’m not really feeling it. I mentioned my dad to you, Robert Moore?”

      The alpha and his crew looked at her with puzzlement on their faces. “Who?”

      Cat looked over at Chuck who gave her a facepalm. Sighing, she shook her head once as she assumed her warrior form.

      All species of Weres have three basic forms: animal, warrior, and humanoid. Animal was just as it sounds. Each and every Were belonged to some sort of predator group. This was real life and not some romance novel, so there weren’t WereDeers or gophers. Wolves, cats, dogs, rodents, and bears were the most common. Weresharks were a thing as well. Not really related to the natural ones. But that is another story entirely.

      Warrior form is the most interesting. A cross between human and animal, it had all the advantages with few of the weaknesses. The only problem being most Weres couldn’t hold it or hold it for long. Some alphas could also transform body parts without fully changing. Like their hands, feet, and faces. Those sorts of power were infinitely useful with keeping order and intimidating others.

      “Robert Moore, the head of the Were Council? He works for the Species Council as well. He’s the guy that lined up all the Packs letting us know how to contact you,” Chuck spoke for the first time even as Cat ripped out of her clothes. “You boys are in the big leagues now.”

      All three leaders froze in place. Chuck was a big guy in human form, but Cat was a monster. A medium build body as a human Cat transformed into a ten foot tall cat creature with huge teeth and claws. With paranormals, size mattered little. Unlike most alphas her age, she could speak in that form as well.

      “Do as you are told and survive. The door here swings both ways,” she growled, taking a step toward them pushing out all HER Alpha mojo at them.

      Chuck could only laugh as the alpha and his men hit the ground running and kept running. Cat was able to suborn another alpha, but that wasn’t something she wanted to do. Her pack was small and she liked it that way.

      Looking down at her partner and pack member she let a small growl slip out, “That went well.”

      “You’ll get the hang of it. Have to since your dad and Marcella put us in charge of this mess. Only so much we can do anyway, you know,” Chuck replied.

      “But I want so very badly to do more,” Cat growled again. The song Black Magic Woman started playing suddenly. Looking down at her feet Cat pointed. “Grab my phone.”

      “You know I love that ringtone, right? Who’s calling you?” Chuck asked even as he pulled it out of the pile of shredded clothing.

      “Minerva or Marcella. That’s one of the house phones,” she said, gesturing for him to answer it. Giant paws and claws didn’t make for easy phone use.

      “Cat’s phone, how may I assist you sir or ma’am,” Chuck spoke into the phone to the giggle of the giant warrior next to him. FBI speak was very prevalent with him.

      “Chuck, this is Minerva. Can either you or Cat explain Fergus to me?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Rubbing my head, I moaned a bit. “Ow. Let’s not do that again.” I’d woken up on the floor yet again. Only this time, I remembered my trip. Taking one or two of my captors with magic was easy. Fighting an army alone was insanity. Wonder Woman I am not, no matter how hard I like to think I am. So much for Khonsu and all his help.

      Pop!

      Something… an invisible hand whacked me upside my head in a ghostly Gibbs maneuver. Glancing upward, I inclined my head. “I’m just frustrated. Don’t hold it against me, ok?”

      The room was silent. I’m sure the assholes listening in on me must’ve thought I was insane. More insane. I doubted they’d ignore me now, though. Looking around my cell confirmed that. The bed was gone, along with anything not bolted down. And it looked as though they’d reinforced both the sink and the toilet. Nothing like a bit as telekinesis mixed with some magically enhanced strength to scare the bejesus out of a bunch of Kitsune warriors.

      Now that I’d had a real good look at their soldiers and guards, I knew what they were. And I could take a really good stab at where I was. Getting that info to Grandmother and the packs was the real issue.

      Rubbing my arms and legs told me nothing was broken or damaged beyond some serious bruising. I now knew what a football quarterback felt like. A losing one. I slid to one side and rolled myself onto the mattress, the only part of the bed they hadn’t removed. At least I had that. “Use what you have to help yourself.” That was what the god told me. He’d shown me how to use the bracelets and explained so much that my brain hurt. My powers were my own, though. Each guardian was different in their own special way. Agnes said the same. Grunting, I sat up straight with my back to the wall. No full lotus, though. That shit hurt my legs too much. Half would have to do for now. Those mystics of old were a trip, to be able to sit like that for hours at a time. Casting my magic sense out again, I scanned the room for weakness first.

      “Nope. Blocked,” I traced the hieroglyphics on the bracelets with my eyes. Contact with the God of Wisdom caused the ornaments to gleam like new. Somehow they were blocked as well. I could almost feel the shield at the very edge of my consciousness. It felt as though an entire coven was at work.

      Powers, I thought to myself. What did I truly have that might help me here? Meditation wasn’t really my strong point, even though Grandmother had trained me well before passing me off to the FBI. Every martial art master I’d come in contact with, as well as the fictional ones I loved such as Master Chuin the Great and Kwai Chang Cain, all said the secret was breathing. Learn how to breathe and you can overcome all obstacles.

      Closing my eyes, I took a clue from Ralph Hinkley and thought of a blank white wall or sheet of paper. Still your mind and breathe. I could hear one of the masters whispering into my ear.

      Ever so slowly, breathing in and out, in and out, in and out, my body started to relax. Aches and pains numbed themselves down as every sensation faded into nothingness and oblivion. “White paper.” My whispered chant to myself became silent as I slipped into what Grandmother called a fugue state of mind.

      Reaching out, I could ‘see’ my powers in the corners of my mind. Everything in its place, as Minerva would say.

      “You’ve come far, my child. Achieving inner bliss is beyond many of the mystics that walk your world today. What you seek is right in front of you. Do you have the strength and the will to use it? That is my question to you,” Khonsu’s familiar voice echoed in my brain.

      Witches are born with powers. Usually they kick in at puberty when the hormones in our bodies start to change. I was an early bloomer. Four years old and casting spells like a pro. A pro lost in a jungle with a blindfold over one eye. I look back and cringe at the mistakes I made and the sheer and utter chaos I created… Fergus and the purple squirrels being the worst of it all. I might have stopped all the potential problems and just turned Camilla into a chicken or something early on. Karma. It’s not my friend.

      But back to powers. Because of my family, I had access to more powers than most witches. Powers not seen in centuries. Powers like the ability to dreamwalk.

      Dreamwalking scared the crap out of me. Plain and simple. I’d knowingly done it one time, and it still gave me the shivers. Grandmother and my contacts at Arcane promised me that the Strega cavern had been filled in and cemented over, but deep down just the thought of it scared me. Atavistic terrors and all that. Mundanes would say it gave me the heebie jeebies. Having waking dreams of that place prevented me from ever touching my talent for it. Khonsu knew it, too.

      Reaching out with my mind, I scanned for active Theta waves. My estranged relatives had me blocked in, both magically and telepathically. But dreams were something else. Grandmother and Minerva had researched it. According to a journal left by one of my more ancient great, great, great family members, everything living gave off an ‘aura’ of power when they dreamed.

      REM sleep is what scientists call it. Rapid Eye Movement. It’s during REM that your brain oscillates at an electrical frequency, creating Theta waves.

      Scanning outward, I let my thoughts drift like a leaf in the wind. While not asleep, I could just barely sense the presence of a half dozen guards outside my cell. Drifting out the door and down the hall, I felt several dozen more. Ever so gently, I let my consciousness drift toward the group.

      Unlike the guards, these Kitsune were all seated around a stage. A wiccan-style altar, complete with pentacle and elemental representation, was set up in the middle of the room. Studying it, I could make out many of the runes being used.

      Traveling in dreamspace was a bit like walking through fog. If I concentrated on something I could see it, but everything else was only partially there. Which is why I couldn’t quite understand what the runes were being used for. But I could jump into the head of the guy sleeping in the corner!

      Kitsune! There were fox spirits everywhere! We were in what appeared to be a town square or temple grounds. Ruins and fanciful buildings surrounded us. The people were more human looking than fox. Seeing through the eyes of the man I’d jumped into, a priest of Inari if he was to be believed, I was experiencing his dream. Both Agnes and my grandmother gave me lessons on how to do this, but it was still my first time soloing since training. Supposedly, dreamwalkers could control the dream. That bit was too hard for Agnes to explain properly. All the books said it was intuitive. It was time to find out if that was true.

      “Where are we?” I asked the priest, my voice whispering in his mind.

      “Home. The lost land. Lord Inari’s domain,” the priest replied. Taking a step forward, the man began to walk among the people.

      Foxes with multiple tails were common here. I observed older beings with five, seven, and even nine tails. The only foxes with one tail were children.

      “Are your people shifters like the wolves and the cats?”

      Fox spirit creatures hadn’t been covered at the academy. The FBI stuck to creatures encountered inside the boundaries of the United States for the most part. It was my first boss, Jack Dalton, who filled me in on the more unusual. He’d said at the time that while there were Kitsune out in California, they kept to themselves and were part of the mob. Policing organized crime wasn’t part of our charter. Supernatural or not, we were supposed to let the regular agents deal with them. Unless someone was spelled or zapped in some way. Then we got it.

      The priest paused for a moment as if to consider the question. Slowly his head shook back and forth. “No. We are a separate people. Ancient and spiritual. Lord Inari created us as servants. It was our job to spread his blessings.”

      “Was? Do you no longer serve him?” I asked.

      “We are divided. The Zenko sought to destroy us and in their haste doomed our people. Inari banned us all from his service as punishment, locking the gates and sealing his realm from us. It is our home. Our true home that we cannot now reach. All because of a few idiots.” The priest spread his arms around him, growling out his despair. “This is but a fantasy world. What we could and shall become again if we can defeat our enemies. The great spell will work, and we shall have our dominance. Regaining paradise is finally within our grasp.”

      Everything around us changed suddenly. Gone were the temples and people. Foxes of all ages and color faded from view. Looking around, I could see we were back in the auditorium. The priest was still asleep. Reaching out with my mind, I gently probed his mind. He wasn’t just a regular priest. He was one of the High Priest’s assistants.

      Like flipping through cards in an old-fashioned card catalog, I parsed the man’s memories, searching for why they needed me so badly. Stopping for a moment, I pulled out a memory…

      “... unsuitable. Lord, there is still time to preserve your family honor and save face! The prophecy states…” the priest waved his hands at Lord Shinigama.

      “No! My family is everything to me and my wife. I should kill both you and your master for even suggesting killing my son! How dare you. Know your place, priest,” the lord spat. Motioning to his guards, he pointed. “Toss him out and bring Master Unway to me.”

      I slipped the card back into the file. A gigantic library was how I was perceiving the inside of the priest’s head. It sort of looked like the Library of Alexandria in Otherwhere. Now there’s a couple of brains to dive into. Either Mack or Owl would be fascinating to poke around in. Pulling out another card, I joined a conversation between the priests.

      “The prophecy states it will be the youngest. Inari has sent us the signs. Somehow, someway, we must convince our lord to eliminate his third born son. We control the second. When he reaches puberty and comes into his power, the doorway will open and it will be I… I mean we will bring forth the way,” Master Unway whispered to his assistant.

      “But master, you told me that prophecy cannot be controlled. How does killing the boy help us?” the assistant asked. “Won’t it just push forward another generation?”

      Crouching down, the old priest rocked back on his haunches. “No. There is more than one prophecy and more than one translation. Even the Zenko, Gods above and below curse their name, have their own versions of it.” Pointing his finger skyward, the old man continued. “When the stars align exactly as foretold in the first exile pronouncement, the issue of the King shall grant the power to return. The scion of the prince will hold sway with the Gods themselves.”

      “Scion of the prince? Does that mean a child?” the assistant asked his master.

      “It does. For the first time in a thousand years, the alignment is forming. We need to control all the variables of the prophecy. Two sons rather than three. Our prince needs to be mated and have issue when the stars align correctly. Nothing else matters if we are to regain both our position and our home,” Unway replied with a smile. “You cannot imagine how many in our order have worked tirelessly to achieve this. We will open the door and control the power of the gods.”

      Holding up the card representing the conversation I had just witnessed, I wished for a moment I could record it somehow. There was a prophecy and my father was part of it. My mother refused to speak of it, but Grandmother and I talked a lot about my father Ken. She told me he never spoke about the family he left behind, and she never pressed. That he was on the run was obvious. Even Cappy said Ken was always looking over his shoulder for something. Now at least I knew some of it. But why kill him? He was third born, not second. Digging into the man’s mind, I pulled out a third and final record.

      “Why isn’t it working?” Chief priest Unway screamed at his companions. “All the signs have been met, the child taught the proper technique of magic, and we have the door. Something is wrong.”

      The second son of Lord Shinigama was married off to agree with the prophecy. A child was born. He was magical, as all Kitsune are. His every form and spell were molded by Unway and his assistants. The savior of the race would be controlled by the priesthood.

      “What could it be? Kintaro is perfect. He’s a shining example of what a true Kitsune warrior should be. If there is a problem, it is yours,” Lord Shinigama replied. He and his guards stood off to one side, observing the ritual.

      “My Lord, we have done all that the prophecy has dictated. Prince Kintaro, Kanji, is the right person, at the right time, with the right powers to open the door. If there is a flaw… it is on the part of the Gods and not for us to refute.” Master Unway bowed before the clan lord.

      Lord Shinigama looked past the priest to his grandson. Dressed as a traditional samurai warrior, he stood braced against the door as if trying to force it open. “Could it be the wrong door?”

      “It was your father that led the raid during the great earthquake to seize it from the Zenko. We’ve had it under lock and key ever since. It matches the one in Fushimi. Do you want us to try that door? It would mean negotiating with humans,” Umway replied. The old priest bowed his head to hide the sly grin on his face. It was well known that the clan lord disliked humans.

      “No. Bring me the prophecy. I want a more modern look at translation. The door and Kintaro aren’t going anywhere for now. Dig into it. I want everyone on the same page here,” the Lord ordered. “We have the edge over the others. The door and the power are ours.”

      Reslotting the card into the man’s virtual head, I thought for a moment. One question answered, but even more posed. Who are the Zenko? Why is the door so important? And what part did my father play in all of this? Maybe it was time to talk to my captors in person.
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      “Hay. Must find hay!” Fergus cried out as he hopped down from the roof of the house he was on. Despite what he might have told the team, there were limits to what he could do. Big limits. “Stupid magic.”

      Jumping blind never ended well. That was one of the first things the little unicorn learned after the first time he jumped. Accidents happen. It was all Zeus’s fault actually, or that’s what he told himself all the time. When in doubt, blame the cat.

      “Close your eyes envision the place you want and jump,” Fergus muttered sarcastically.

      “Mommy, do we have any hay?” Hannah Carson asked her mother. The young girl had been playing in the backyard.

      “Hay? You mean like what horses eat?” Mary Carson stared at her daughter in confusion as she nodded. “Honey, why do you need something like that?”

      “For Fergus, he told me he was hungry. The tea I gave him wasn’t enough. He liked the cookies, though. Peanut butter is his favorite!” Hannah replied.

      “Is he one of your friends from school?” Hannah had started pre-school a week prior and was still getting used to being around other kids her age. Both Mary and her husband Dan worried she was overwhelmed by it all.

      Hannah smiled up at her mom. “No silly. He’s a unicorn.”

      Mary blinked, her thoughts askew. Shaking her head slightly, she looked back down at her now bouncing daughter. Stuttering, she asked, “A unicorn? For real?”

      “He fell out of the sky into our yard. Do you want to meet him? He’s really funny,” Hannah replied as she bounced up and down on her new sneakers. “Can I keep him?”

      “He’s outside right now? Is he like the one we saw at the zoo last year?” Crossing to the kitchen window, Mary scanned the yard for a horse-like creature. During a trip into New York City the previous year her husband Dan took them to the magical animal exposition in Central Park. There was an all white unicorn on display there that was purported to speak. Only those with the Sight or the Ear could hear it, though. Magic didn’t run in her or her husband’s family though. Unicorns only flew in fairy tales. “Where is he exactly,” she asked, not seeing anything out of the ordinary.

      “At the table. He’s having tea and trumpets with the whole family,” Hannah replied. “If we don’t have hay, can I have more cookies? Fergus is really hungry.”

      Tea party. Mary leaned forward, bracing herself against the kitchen counter to look down at the small folding table Hannah used for her parties. Like always, it sat just below the roofs edge in the shade of the house. Surrounded by almost every stuffed animal from the child’s arsenal, Hannah’s tea parties were legendary amongst family members. The precocious five-year-old liked to serve tea to any unsuspecting person. Dan, Mary’s husband, found that out the hard way when Hannah trapped him with a cup. Just thinking about that incident made her smile. The trials and tribulations of being a parent.

      Hannah headed back out the door to her party.

      “Have some tea with me daddy,” Hannah thrust a toy cup into Dan Carson’s face. He’d made the mistake of walking onto the outside stoop and been spotted.

      Taking the tiny cup in his hand he smiled down at his daughter, “Did you make this just for me?”

      “I did. Try it, it’s my special brew,” Hannah smiled up at him as he drank down the liquid inside.

      “Mmmm good,” Dan exclaimed. “Tasty.” Keeping a straight face was something he’d learned in business, and for this it was important. Upsetting his child during what looked to be a happy moment wasn’t cool to do her. But that tea tasted god awful. Tangy, but in a bad way!

      “Fergus likes it too. Did you want a salad to go with it? Mom didn’t have any hay, so I used dandelions and grass,” Hannah explained.

      Rubbing his stomach Dan shook his head no, “Sorry kiddo. I stopped for wings and beer with the guys and I’m all full up. Maybe next time ok? Or…” he paused, “or we can go check out that Billie Burger place sometime. I hear they have a neat kids show. Much better than that cardboard pizza place we went to for your birthday.”

      Hannah clapped her hands, “Can we? Mandy Sue said they have dancing clowns and everything. Can we take Fergus too? He says he likes burgers and fries.”

      Dan looked around the backyard. “Is he a new friend of yours?”

      Hannah pointed to her tea table, “Daddy, he’s a unicorn.”

      Peering past his daughter, Dan could see her small table and chairs set up on the edge of the patio. Stuffed animals and dolls sat in the chairs surrounding it. “Oh, I see. Well, you tell Fergus he’s welcome to come any time.”

      Hannah hugged her father across the knees, “Thank you daddy.”

      Dan sipped at the small cup. Forcing a smile and trying not to gag, he told her the tea was delicious, again.

      “Really? I made it special for Fergus when he said he was thirsty. He said it was the bestest ever.” Letting go of her father’s knees, Hannah ran past him inside the house to find her mom.

      Quickly, Dan dumped the remainder of the small cup out onto the grass. His tongue tasting like vinegar or something forced him to spit. “God that’s awful,” he muttered to himself. “Next time skip the tea!”

      “Sounds like a good idea to me. She’s a good kid, Hannah. Reminds me a lot of my friend Agatha. That’s who I’m on my way to see. Your yard was just a stop on the way. You got any of that pizza you were talking about on you? I could really use a snack right about now,” a voice said to Dan.

      “Who said that?” Dan peered around the yard in search of an intruder, his protective nature kicking in.

      “I did.”

      Dan stepped off the porch onto the yard. “Show yourself!”

      “Seriously dude, you need to chill out. Look down.”

      Looking down at the table in front of him, he looked for the source of the strange voice. Seeing nothing but toys and dolls he peeked under the tablecloth.

      “Up here.”

      Like a prairie dog popping up out of its hole, Dan was up looking around again. “This isn’t funny. Show yourself now or I’m calling the police.”

      “Ah humans, and they call me stupid. Right here. The unicorn on the table.”

      Looking down, Dan found himself staring into the bright blue eyes of a small white unicorn. One that was talking to him.

      “Hi there. Nice to meet you. Now about that pizza?” Fergus asked.

      “Uh, uh, uh…” Dan’s jaw dropped open as he stared down. Squeezing his eyes shut for a moment, he counted to ten then opened them again.

      “Still here. You really need to feed the unicorn. It will all make sense once you put some bread and cheese in my belly. Or hay. Hay would be great right about now. Got any hay?” Fergus asked.

      Doing an about face, Dan walked away from the table, the unicorn, and all Hannah’s dolls. Maybe his wife had the answer.

      Turning toward the row of stuffed animals and dolls lining the table, Fergus started talking. “So, no pizza? This place is a bust. All I get is fresh grass and nasty tea. I could’ve stayed in Briarwood to get that. Pizza sounds good. Got my mouth all set for it. I think there was a gas station not too far from here. Do any of you remember it? Cardboard pizza is better than no pizza at all. Maybe they have some more of that jerky stuff. I could ask for hay flavor. That last guy just yelled and fell over. Not my fault I don’t carry money. I’m a unicorn, not a pack mule. Tell Hannah I said thanks, but I’m out of here.”

      With a slight pop, Fergus jumped away.

      Inside the house Dan could only stare at his daughter. She was dressed, but inside out and backwards.

      “Hannah, go find a better outfit, that one is all messed up,” Mary Carson yelled at the now dancing little girl. “Clean clothes should be on your bed.”

      Looking at her husband, Mary kept right on talking. “You got her all riled up on purpose, you know. I should make you fix her outfit. You’d have her dressed for baseball or something. I can cook you know, we don’t have to eat out all the time. How was work? Did you get that new account you were shooting for?”

      “Uh…” Dan dumbly looked from his daughter to his wife. He wanted to say words, but all that was coming out were grunting noises. Clearing his throat, he choked out a response. “Account. Yes. We closed… like we wanted. Did you meet Fergus?”

      “Her new friend? Sure. Isn’t it cute how she has those parties? I used to round up all my brothers and make them sit with me,” Mary replied.

      Dan licked his lips. “Did you speak to him? I was drinking some of the tea and…”

      Mary laughed, giving her husband an incredulous look. “You actually drank the tea? Oh Dan, tell me you didn’t.”

      “Sure. It was pretty nasty stuff though You know I try to support Hannah. But we need to switch her to Kool-Aid or something,” Dan answered.

      Clutching her chest, Mary started laughing even harder. Bending over, she had to grip the kitchen counter to catch her breath.

      “What?” Dan asked, not liking being made fun of.

      Mary bit her lower lip as she reined in her chuckles. Holding her palm flat and down near her knees, Mary explained. “Think for a minute. She’s only this high. There’s no way she can even reach the faucet in here or her bathroom.”

      “So? There’s a hose outside,” Dan pointed.

      “Like your daughter even knows how to use that. Seriously Dan. No. Not the faucet. Where else is there water in this house?”

      Not completely understanding, Dan looked at her then scanned the room. The hall bathroom was open and the only thing he could see was the toilet… “No, don’t tell me that.”

      Mary burst into laughter again. “I’m gonna call you piss boy from now on!”

      “Ugh.” Pulling his shirt higher, Dan started wiping his tongue.
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      Anchors.

      In my mind I tried to imagine a set of anchors like a deep sea fisherman might use, but all I could see were pirates. Damn Chuck and his drunken pirate fantasies. He’d dragged both Cat and I to all six of the movies as well as some really old ones starring this Errol guy. He made a good Zero too. Or was it Zorro? Fantasy wasn’t really my thing. I read a lot of Witch books.

      In between slaying Demons and getting ready for Dragons, both Agnes Pickleberry and my grandmother found a few moments to work with me. They’d taught me spells and techniques not written down anywhere. If I had the will and the way I could fly across the country without a broom, swim without using my hands, and divine every human being's perfect match. That last one was only in theory. Most just followed their heart. But neither of them touched upon dreamwalking. I’d had to do that sort of research on my own.

      Everything I read spoke of how dangerous it was. Similar to astral travel, dreamwalking removed a witch’s very essence from their body and projected it into another being. There were so many things that could go wrong. None of the books in either grandmother’s library or the Library of Alexandria explained how to do it exactly. Not even the forbidden tomes locked up in what served as Otherwhere’s basement vault. Owl and Mack claimed it was just that serious. Like a human urban legend, most witches knew a friend of a friend who’d tried it and died. It was one of my powers. I just had to know.

      It helped that I’d done it before by accident. Waking up in a cavern filled with terror and bones wasn’t a happy memory. I’d visited the Strega temple, and I’d done it alone. It took a god to show me the way though. The proper   way. Even Khonsu warned me. Set an anchor. Without it, I could drift off into space or something. So, I set one and let go.

      Up until the moment I cut the ties to my corporeal self, I wasn’t completely sure of three things. One, I was in California. Two, Fergus was still alive and free. Three, it was way later than even I thought it was. Seven months more than I thought it was. Well, six and change but at this point who's counting. During the many, many, discussions I’d had with both my grandmother and Cappy about my father and his family, they’d always said California. But just because you know something you can’t always trust it.

      Jack Dalton, my first real boss and mentor, told me lots of stories about the left coast as he called it. It was where the Demons came from and was way wilder than the East. Which makes sense when you take into account all the military bases and wide open spaces out there. He’d told me some pretty wild stories about Bigfoot and tunnel monsters. All we’d tackled were regular monsters like Weres and Vamps. Of course there were the dragons, but I’d really only taken down one of those.

      As a familiar, Fergus served as a battery for my magic. Concentrating, I was able to draw on what he stored to accelerate both my spells and my will-power. Just the fact that I was able to do it outside the compound my body resided in told me the little guy was healthy and free. Unfortunately, we couldn’t speak mind to mind or I’d let him know what I was up to.
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      Fergus was in mid jump when the drain hit him. Like hitting an invisible wall, the micro unicorn bounced not once, not twice, but three times before landing.

      Feeling like the ball in a game of pinball, Fergus shook himself like a wet dog. “Ugh!”

      Blinking a few times, he looked around at a small cluster of buildings surrounded by junked cars and cows. “What fresh hell is this now? If you can hear me, Agatha, that wasn’t freaking funny!” Fergus yelled up at the sky. “I love having you back by the way.” Shaking his head from side to side, he tried to loosen up a bit.

      He’d landed atop a pile of hay, which was nicer than the roof last time. Falling out of the sky suddenly wasn’t cool though. Shaking his head, Fergus started muttering to himself. “Witches. Can’t kill em, can’t live without them. Why did I agree to this familiar stuff again?”

      Thinking back, he remembered meeting Agatha for the first time and how she’d changed him. Going from a unicorn who thought he was about to die to a very short, talking unicorn, was a bit of shock. Barely trusting the Witches who’d helped him, he took a chance. It wasn’t as if he could’ve gone home. At least at that time. It wasn’t all bad. He’d made some friends and learned magic. Not that it was helping him here!

      “Your mouth is bigger than your stomach and it will get you into trouble one day, mark my words Fergus.”

      Fergus cocked his staring up at the sky. Minerva and Marcella made too much sense sometimes. Not that he’d ever admit it out loud. He could still hear her yelling at him. He was a unicorn, and unicorn magic was his territory. What did she know anyway? Sighing, he looked down at the ground. She knew a lot, apparently. Claiming that Agatha was ‘one jump away’ was running off at the mouth. Big words, short pants as Chuck might say. His first jump barely took him out of the state of Maine. If he hadn’t been yanked out of the sky, he might have made New York state. He’d been aiming for it all day. But no. Now he had to recharge in what looked like redneck hell.

      “Yuck,” Fergus spit out the mouthful of hay he’d tried to snack on as he climbed down from the hay bales. “Old and dried out. Don’t these hicks around here cover this stuff? Only boring cows eat this.”

      As if in response, one of the black and white bovine creatures let out a deep “moo.”

      “I wasn’t talking to you, Bessie,” Fergus peered up at the large creature next to him. “I’ve taken down bigger things than you and the rest of your pathetic herd. You don’t see me getting turned into a hamburger now do you? Where the hell am I, do you know?”

      Bessie’s large tongue gave Fergus a lick before sucking down a mouthful of fresh grass. Her hot breath made the tiny unicorn shiver all over. Too many remembrances of demons and very large cats.

      “Cow slime…” eyeballing a porch on one of the buildings, Fergus jumped.

      Landing with a crash he slid across the rotten wood, hitting a barrel full of rainwater, which splashed down onto him. “Aaargh! Can this day get any worse?”

      “That depends on your point of view, youngster. Care to explain how a unicorn talks, and why it’s on my porch? This place is supposed to be impossible to find by mortal man,” a deep man’s voice said from the shadows of the building's front door. “Or anyone, actually. You can call this my retirement cottage.”

      “Looks more like a dump to me. What did you retire from being an extra on the Dukes of Hazzard?” Fergus snorted out. The place looked more like that really old show about the hillbillies, but he thought he’d be a little nice about it.

      The man moved into the light and stared down at Fergus. Dressed like a century-old farmer, he sported a long white beard and floppy hat. “Funny man. I’ll have you know that in my day this was a palace. A modern marvel of technology and convenience.”

      Fergus gave it a once over again before snorting. “Unless you mean a convenience store is moving in after they bulldoze the place I’d say you’re lying.”

      “Ah, youth. You can call me Woden, by the way. You still haven’t said why you’re all the way out here,” the old man replied.

      “Your name is wooden? That matches this dump pretty well. What happened, your parents watched Pinocchio too many times?” Fergus asked him with a laugh.

      “Woden. Like Whoa, but with a den at the end,” the old man explained, stressing the pronunciation of his name.

      Fergus shook his head, “Not getting it, Woody. Sounds the same to me.”

      “My name is old Norse. Listen as I repeat it. The sound of the oh is differen.,” Woden crouched down trying to get Fergus to understand him better. Words were power, after all.

      “Dude, seriously, I’m not staying here so who cares if your name is Woody. I always thought Buzz was the better actor, anyway. Can you tell me where I am? I’ve got a Witch to save,” Fergus asked.

      “If I tell you, do you promise to stay away from here? Witches and their like are why I’m hidden from reality. The world is changing and not for the better. Best to hide then be dragged into the pit by those who’d roast us for fun. Tell no witches you’ve even seen me here,” Woden replied.

      “No idea what you’re even saying right now. Much less where. Have you got food or not, Woody?” Fergus asked. “Time is money and the witches don’t exactly believe what I say is real, anyway.”

      “Since when does one of your kind have money? Has Tir Na Nog been resettled?” Woden asked him.

      “I’m from Montana by way of Maine. The only nog I know about is that nasty stuff humans drink in the winter. Rum and buttermilk is not a fun combination. Directions? I need to go West,” Fergus muttered. “Seriously now. Which way? I’ve got a Witch to save and I could really use a pizza right now.”

      Woden stood up and pointed. “Go that way twenty-five hundred miles or so. Stop when you hit the water. Can’t miss it. The Pacific Ocean is really big.”

      “Whatever. You never did say where I am. That sort of thing is super helpful if I have to explain my trip especially to pissed off Witches. Rest in peace or whatever,” Fergus turned away as he drew in power.

      “Unicorn, tell your mistress that time heals all wounds. The human’s weakness is also their salvation. The universe can take care of itself if it has to,” Woden stated as he returned to the darkness of the shack.

      “Mmm fortune cookies sound really good about now. Thanks for the lunch idea dude, even better than pizza. Later.” Without even a flash, he jumped.

      “The world is doomed. We are all lost if that is what serves as a hero today,” Woden muttered as he watched Fergus leave. “Ragnarok will soon be upon us.”
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      Three-hour time differences suck. Nobody of importance was asleep in Briarwood. Dreamwalking requires dreams to work the way it’s supposed to. Still energized from the power I borrowed from Fergus I’d walked the dream paths looking for my family. And didn’t find them!

      Nobody inside the valley was sleeping. As a matter of fact there weren’t all that many human or otherwise signatures to be found in it. I could sense something but couldn’t open the door to them. In a lot of ways the dreamscape was similar to Otherwhere’s Hall of Doors. If you replace doors with brains. Once I got inside there was so much I could do, but I had to get inside first. Casting my net a bit wider I searched for a sleeping mind. At this point I’d take a rabbit or a squirrel. The valley was just that empty.

      Wolves.

      Lots and lots of freaking wolves. Bears and cats too. But it was mostly wolves I was sensing.

      When my powers brushed up against a human mind things got just a bit clearer.

      “Six freaking months?” In this state of mind or body nobody could hear me, but I shouted it out anyway. I’d been in California in some sort of Kitsune wonderland for six freaking months! And the world stood on its ear and wept…

      Ugh. So stupid. Diving into the human further, I dug around a bit. Not the one directly in charge. He was the lieutenant. Just enough in the know to allow me to see the full picture from the government's side. Or at least the ones in power. Like the president and my former nemesis, the FBI director. It was the dragons that touched the whole thing off, and ultimately it was my own damn fault!

      For a human, the sleeping man was really in the know about many things. Invading his dreams, giving them a bit of a turn, I was able to really see the whole picture.

      Pumping up the public's fear of the supernatural and paranormal was just the start. The new President put pressure on every corner of the country pressing all the correct buttons: loyalty to pack not country, hidden cities, covens, vampire attacks, and the second demon incursion to name a few. Then the dragons attacked. Whether they knew it was about to happen or not they used it as an excuse to bring in troops and lock the cities down. My battle in the skies over New England only gave them more ammunition. Suddenly Witches and Weres were the enemy and not to be trusted among humans. The purge my grandmother feared was on. Or it had been several months ago. Now it was just clean-up. Rounding up everyone and shipping them to relocation camps.

      Making the sleeping agent wince in his sleep, I pressed hard on his brain. I needed to know more! Was this the reason I couldn’t find anyone? Digging deeper into the man’s subconscious I found the answers I sought.

      “Think of this assignment as a step up Lieutenant. Catching and holding these criminals is your top priority,” Supervisory Agent Larry Lundy instructed. “Washington was just a warm up exercise. This is the real deal here.”

      Lieutenant Shane Goody nodded in response. The Washington operation had been a small nightmare to set up and coordinate. More than half of all government agencies were infested by those of paranormal persuasion. In the end they’d just pulled up to each building, surrounded it, identified each and every known Paranormal subject, and removed them. His was one of a half dozen teams just like it. Captured subjects were shipped off to one of three existing facilities prepared specifically for them. This wasn’t the old world and the US government wasn’t the inquisition. Nobody died. At least not on his team. He’d heard a few rumors, but that was all they were, rumors. It was for their own safety after all.

      “Sir, do we know how many are in the valley?” Shane asked Lundy.

      “Several hundred we think,” Agent Lundy leaned back in his chair giving the young agent in front of him a steady look. “Briarwood has always been a hotspot for witches and other paranormal creepy crawlies. It was the main focus of the dragon invasion you know.” Flipping through the pile of files on the edge of his desk Lundy pulled the two thickest out. “We’ve had dozens of reports of teams of Weres and Witches stripping the countryside of food and other supplies. All contact with local law enforcement inside the valley ceased during the dragon attack.”

      “Humans and others then. We’ll round them up. Is the team I had in Washington available?” Shane asked.

      “You bet it is…”

      Mentally, I shifted inside the officer’s brain. Background was good, but I needed to know what the hell was going on and… I paused for a moment ticking things off my mental list. Grandmother, my team, and Fergus were what was important to me. They were what I needed to worry about. Digging deeper into the man’s psyche I found what I needed.

      “... some kind of freaking shield, sir. It popped up the moment we pulled in. If you start with the crushed patrol car over there looking past the river bend, you can sort of see the shimmer as the sun hit it,” one of the unnamed agents explained.

      Lieutenant Shane followed the man’s finger toward the river. Rough rapids formed by the way the river flowed into the valley caused a bit of spray. It was what really sparkled. Not the shield or barrier. But he could see what the man was trying to say. “Does it go all the way around?”

      “Sir?” The agent asked him, a puzzled look on his face.

      “The valley. Does the barrier go all the way around it?” Shane asked as he studied the road in front of them.

      “As far as my guys can see. One of the air units tried to land inside but they bounced right off. It’s not exactly a dome. More like a triangle. The chopper pilot said it was hitting a soft wall. The propellers didn’t break though, which we thought interesting. It’s all in my report to higher, sir,” the man explained.

      “And the troops?” Shane gestured to the roadblock just inside the entrance to the valley.

      “Weres. They came up to the shield and explained things to us,” the agent started to say.

      Holding up a hand I stopped him. “What things?” I demanded.

      The man in front of me looked up at the sky for a moment before speaking. Letting out what sounded like a sigh he began again. “The wolves were in charge. He said his name was Moore, Robert Moore. Mr. Moore told us the city of Briarwood was closed to government interference. Tourists and refugees would always be welcome but not anyone from the United States government or that of the State of Maine. His exact words sir.”

      “Seriously? Well, that can’t be allowed to stand. We have to get in there,” Shane stated. Pulling out his cell phone he made a call. If magic was involved he’d need someone on the inside and the new FBI had those sort of resources. Speaking into the phone he cursed a few times then nodded.

      Looking back at the agent in front him he grimaced. “My contact in Washington said it’s now a waiting game. Those bitches in there have sealed the whole damn thing in! As I said earlier, I won’t lay down on this one. Assistant Director Dalton might say he knows how these people operate but he isn’t the one out on the sharp end of things these days. Lock it down. I want active and armed agents every twenty feet around this place. They want to stay there? Fine we’ll let them. But no one and I do mean no one leaves. Call in the freaking National Guard if you have to but lock it all down now.”

      Damn. That explains some of it. All I could think of was my family and my friends. If Robert Moore was there Catherine was safe for sure. No way on earth he’d allow something to happen to her. As one of the Species Council enforcers Moore had the capability to move literal mountains of red tape and money. Grandmother must have called in all her favors to get him there.

      The name Dalton was troubling though. I hadn’t heard from my old mentor Jack in a long, long time. He was supposed to be retired in rural Texas. That’s what he’d said the last time we spoke. No way he’d volunteer for something like this. It had to be a coincidence.

      Ghost-like I passed through the shields and entered the valley. For once, being literally little more than a thought rather than substance was advantageous.
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        * * *

      

      “Did any of you manage to track him at all?” My grandmother was pacing the floor in Belial’s room. The self-aware former Christmas tree looked much like it did the last time I’d seen him, full and green. He was yet another of my childhood accidents. I’d wanted more friends so I made one. Only I would have both a talking unicorn and tree in my life. Belial pretty much embodied the house now. His magic took it over making the structure practically indestructible.

      Robert Moore sat with most of my team on the couch. Minerva, Callimachus, and a dozing Faith Vick took up the other chairs. Leaning forward Robert grunted to clear his throat. “None of my folks are capable of that. My…” he paused for a moment as if thinking of a word. “Call them my contacts if you like. But I heard through channels that a small gas station outside the capitol had a close encounter of the equine kind. A small talking horse appeared suddenly on the main counter. It stole four packs of snack cakes, beef jerky, and pizza shaped bubble gum before disappearing. That’s the only report we’ve managed to find so far. Was that his first landing, or were there others?”

      Cat and Chuck stared at each other for a moment as if communicating telepathically. That’s what it looked like to me at least. Cat shook her head looking up at her father. “We have no idea. Fergus has said he jumped places all the time, but it was only a year or so ago that we even knew he was magical. You’ve got a unicorn on the council, can’t he track him for you?”

      Robert winced. “As we understand it, Fergus isn’t a member of the herd. While they might’ve accepted him after that mess in Montana, it didn’t last. The first time they asked him to do something, he balked. Too independent for them, we think. And even if he was still a part, wizards cannot be tracked.”

      But he can be. Reaching up to my throat, I felt for my bag. My spirit bag. Insubstantial I might be, but the bag was still there. The kitsune hadn’t removed it. If it was there... what else was there besides the bracelets. It was something to think on once I finished up here and returned to California. Somehow I needed to contact someone soon before I was drawn back.
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      “A witch walks into a bar,” I exclaimed, linking into Faith’s dreams.

      The entire scene surprised me. Living with my grandmother up on the estate, I had a sheltered lifestyle. Fearing my power and influence, my aunt Camilla turned everyone around me against me. My power was too strong, too uncontrollable, and too strange. Things happened around me. Some were not always good. Because of that, I was kept home a lot. Beyond the surface, the town or Briarwood was a mystery to me. It still was even not that I was an adult. At the academy and on some of our assignments, we’d gone to restaurants and a few smaller bars as par for the course. But a place like Knockers was beyond me. Not something I expected from my local small town.

      Red and orange lights are what caught my attention at first. That and the acrid smell of spicy chicken. I’d seen the signs and read the menus. It wasn’t just local motels that carried them. Knockers was a national chain combining food, alcohol, and beautiful women.

      “Hello there, welcome to Knockers. How many?” The overly perky young girl at the front desk asked as I walked in through the front doors.

      Before answering I let my FBI training take over. Marked exits were on either side of the place along with what I suspected were kitchen doors. There were a few shabbily dressed men sitting along the bar either drinking or staring blankly at the many television screens scattered about. Employee wise I could only see three girls, one of which was Faith. She was behind the bar.

      Smiling, I replied to the hostess, “Just me thanks. May I sit at the bar?”

      “Sure! It’s full service so if you want food just ask,” she replied, waving me forward.

      Weaving to my left instead of straight, I kept one eye on the patrons, the other on my target. From what little I knew about the girl, this wasn’t a place I imagined I’d see her. The valley wasn’t supposed to be restrictive for young witches, at least according to grandmother. I’d been trained to possibly take over the Coven one day so I’d been taught all the rules and stuff. Just because I couldn’t go out didn’t mean the others were trapped with me.

      Wiping the bar down, Faith looked over at me with a smile. Her dream self looked almost exactly like I remembered except for a bit more boobage up top. Getting a closer look as she handed over a menu, I changed my internal comment to a lot more. She was definitely stacked! Kind of a surprise for little ol’ sheltered me. Signing her name on a napkin, she smiled again and asked what I’d like to drink.

      “Something diet?” I asked her. Alcohol didn’t mesh all that well with my magic on a good day and this was a dream after all. Taking advantage of her distraction as she filled my glass, I asked some questions. “Faith? Do you remember me from town? You’re in my grandmother’s coven, aren’t you?”

      With a smile, the young witch turned bartender looked up at me. “Coven? Is that a new drink? We’ve got one called Black Magic.”

      “No. Don’t you remember the battle a few months ago, with the dragons? You were part of a commando raid. Any of that ring a bell?” I asked her, trying to break through her dream state.

      Khonsu stressed to me that dreamwalking was as much a fist fight as it was a question and answer session. Dreaming minds become locked into whatever fantasy or altered reality the dreamer thought of. Interrupting those dreams took effort and practice. And this was my first time.

      “No, I don’t think so. Did you need to speak to my manager? Gina is right in the back,” Faith stated. Turning away from me, she started to organize her beer cooler.

      Taking a different track, I dove right in. “Listen to me, Faith. My name is Agatha. Agatha Blackmore. Remember? I used to work for the FBI. My team came with me to Briarwood. The Garden was threatened, and Otherworld was under attack. Don’t you remember the strike force of witches you helped put together? You helped fight the bad guys.”

      Faith shook her head back and forth. “No. I’m the dayshift bartender at Knockers. Fighting only gets you into trouble and hurts people. We don’t do that here. This is a happy place.”

      Reaching up, I squeezed my head. Dammit! Someone or something was blocking me. What exactly happened after I was kidnapped? I could see her in the real world, sleeping in the chair. This was obviously one of grandmother’s war councils. Time was running out for me. Those damn kitsune would notice before too long that I was not all there. Magic users aren’t stupid.

      Nobody in the bar seemed to notice when I slid out of my seat and walked around the bar. Stepping into the space near the food window, I confronted Faith directly by tapping her on the shoulder. “Faith! Look at me.”

      Standing up, the younger girl held both hands in front of her body as if to push me away, “You can’t be back here! It’s against the law.”

      “My name is Agatha, remember? Agatha?” Raising my hands, I conjured swirling balls of purple fire in each of them. “I’m a witch just like you are. You aren’t a bartender at all. You’re a witch in fine standing with the Blackmore Coven. Remember? Please remember. You have to tell them where I am, that I’m alive. Faith! Please listen to me,” I cried out to her. Closing my hands, I banished the flames.

      Faith shook her head again. “No. This is my job. Go away. Just… go away.”

      I let out a sigh. This was so much harder than I thought it might be. I’m only a super witch when things work as they’re supposed to. Bending down to meet her eyes, I smiled. “I’m sorry if I scared you. Tell Marcella and Minerva that you saw Agatha. The kidnappers took her to San Francisco. I’ll leave you to it then.”

      Turning away, I started towards the doors. I guess I could try searching the town for more sleepers.

      “Agatha?” Faith called after me.

      Spinning around, I gave her a surprised look. “Did you remember me?”

      “What are you doing here? Did you enroll at the college too? Your aunt said you were locked up somewhere,” Faith said.

      “No, I joined the FBI, remember? I was in town a few months ago to fight off the dragons. Do you remember that?” I had her somehow.

      Some way she needed to register my presence. I just wanted her to remember the whole thing and to tell the others. Grandmother would know if she said San Francisco or kitsune. Those two went hand in hand in our world. It was Marcella herself that told me I was related to them after all.

      Faith cocked her head to one side as if remembering. Telepathy isn’t one of my powers, but boy did I want it to be. Not sure if it would work in the dream world though. If wishes were fishes, we’d all own an aquarium. Seeing the young witch’s brow furrow only reinforced that.

      Slowly I explained using the simplest words possible. “Faith. I was kidnapped during the battle. Bad people took me to California. It was the kitsune that did it. Kitsune are fox-people, remember? They are a trickster race. Grandmother Marcella used to tell us all stories about them when we were kids. Do you remember the stories?”

      “Stories…” Faith’s face suddenly lit up. “Stories! The fox and star ball or the one about the wolf and… and… the hare! I remember. Agatha, I remember. But you stopped coming to story time.” Giving me a funny look Faith pulled back just a bit. “You didn’t want to play anymore. Mother said you were dangerous.”

      Too far. Having her remember childhood was a mistake. Concentrating, I pushed some of my memories into the dream. Khonsu told me much was possible in this state, but I only had so much time here.

      “Focus Faith. Kitsune are tricksters. They took me from my home here, with you and Marcella. They took me to California where all the other foxes live. They kidnapped me, Agatha. Remember my name. It’s Agatha. The foxes took me away. Say it to yourself Faith. Agatha. Foxes. California. Kidnapped. Remember?”

      Once again I repeated the words getting them ingrained into her dream state as much as possible. Much like a hypnotist would do, I tried to give her positive reinforcement to make her remember the words. Too much time had already passed. So much was wasted without them finding me.

      The room shifted like an earthquake, only stronger. My face jerked sideways, followed by a sharp pain, as if I’d been slapped. Time to go back, they’d come for me. Crying out even as my soul was yanked back to my body, I stressed the words. “Remember me Faith, remember Agatha and the foxes. Remember me.”
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      “... I still say we should. If he only jumped one state he could still be in the area. What would it hurt to ask?” Cat asked the group even as she was about to rip her own hair out. The entire conversation was getting old. Leave it to the damn hay burner to cause so much turmoil. Finding Agatha was a priority, but so was moving as much of the Were Nation to safety. If her father couldn’t protect them anymore... maybe she and Chuck could do something.

      “Looking where? My investigators could find a full sized unicorn just about anywhere. They sort of stick out. But one the size of a mouse? Especially one that can act like a trickster on steroids? Impossible. We have to rely on crackpot reports we find on YouTube and the internet. And right now the public aren’t looking all that favorably on paranormals. Let’s just forget about him for now and start in on the real reason we’re here. Can we do that?” Robert Moore, Cat’s father, responded with a growl. The elder Werecat was used to getting his way.

      Marcella leaned back in her chair, stretching her arms out. “Ugh. Enough. Just enough. We’ve debated and argued too much already. Fergus will return when he wants to. If he truly knows where Agatha is then hopefully he will come back and tell us.” Taking in all shocked expressions, she forced a smile. “She is my granddaughter, you know. I love her and miss her just as much as the rest of you, but it’s been six months. Hell, it’s been longer than that and we all know it. New subject. Where are we with the evacuations and other plans? Anyone?”

      “All the Eastern Packs have either moved through the gate or are en route. With Robert’s help Cat and I convinced eighty percent of the wolves, cats, and bears to go. Many of the others are either too scared or too ingrained in the system to go. After more than a century of peace with humans it’s hard to believe they’d just up and throw it all away,” Chuck stood up and pointed to a large map on the wall.

      “Just the packs, Chuck?” Marcella asked.

      “They were the easiest,” pointed to Cat and her father, he continued. “We have the contacts to reach them. Some of the witches in the Carolinas told us no as well as the unclassifieds. In their opinion, they’ve hidden before and can again. My plan is to bypass them for now. We have to pass through most of their territory once we start securing the Western states. They might have changes of heart by then.”

      “Or be dead.” Minerva stated, her voice deep and ominous. Holding up her hand to stop Marcella’s comment, the old cook and housekeeper stressed her next few words. “Some of us are old enough to remember the purges and the hunts in previous centuries. This new government, they make what happened in Germany and Russia look like summer camp. If I didn’t live here, among all of you, I’d be scared.”

      “Which is why we’re doing this. Catherine, what do you have?” Marcella looked to the former FBI agent.

      Smiling, Cat glanced at the sleeping witch in the chair next to her. “Cat please. Working with Mack, Owl, and Faith here, we’ve got three dimensions set up for occupancy. Wereworld, Witchland, and Faery are our working titles.” Seeing the look on Marcella’s face, Cat laughed. “Just working titles to help us remember, I promise. As Chuck said. We’ve moved the packs, tribes, and others through the gates to the hall of doors. The Legion’s been most helpful in marking where we need to go since it’s infinitely possible to get seriously lost in there. But we’re managing. Some few are setting up in Otherwhere as well. Embassies and such to help facilitate supplies and trade. Especially if this valley will be maintained. It will be maintained, right?”

      

      “The Garden won’t allow it any other way. Besides, until those other worlds are built up we’ll be feeding everyone from here. The last time I spoke to Emesh he was setting up more wagon trains and traders. We’d be lost without him. Be sure the covens know and say a few prayers. Helping the divine never hurts our cause after all,” Marcella replied. “And this is Agatha’s home. She needs it to be here when she returns.”

      “Agatha!” Faith cried out suddenly as her eyes popped open. “I know where she is.”

      Everyone in the room stopped to stare at the young witch. Marcella asked first, “Where?”

      Faith blinked a few times to clear away the sleepy from her eyes. “I dreamed about her. She said she was alive.”

      Cat, knowing about Agatha’s dreamwalking power, poked at the young witch, “Where was she in your dream?”

      Faith grinned and looked at her mentor, “Knockers. She was at the bar.”

      “You went to Knockers and didn’t bring me any chicken wings? You know I like the spicy garlic ones,” Chuck blurted out. “Next time get some fried pickles too. Those are tasty.”

      Cat growled at her longtime partner. “Chuck, chill out! Always thinking with your stomach, you’re worse than the unicorn. Now. Why was she at Knockers, do you know?”

      

      Faith blushed a bit, her cheeks growing just a bit red. “I worked there for extra money last summer. College is expensive.”

      

      Marcella stepped forward, laying a hand upon Faith’s shoulder, “you might’ve said something. The coven isn’t poor, child. Come now tell us what else you saw.”

      Touching Marcella’s hand for reassurance, she started to explain the dream. “I was working my regular shift as the bartender. It was slow, really slow. Very few of the girls were there. Suddenly Agatha was there, at the bar. She ordered a diet Coke.”

      “And? Did she say anything else?” Marcella prompted her.

      “Stories. She got me to talk about the fox stories you used to read to us as kids,” Faith squinted as she tried to remember more of the dream. “California. I’m sure she mentioned California. That and foxes. Does that mean anything to you?”

      Marcella could only stare at Minerva. The two old women locked their eyes as if in silent conversation. Turning to Robert, she spoke. “We never considered. Could they have snuck in so far?”

      “Think of what was happening at the time. I’m surprised we noticed the damn dragons. I’ll get my contacts on it. We have to think the worst you know,” Robert replied, pulling out his cell phone.

      “What? What’s happening, Marcella? Do you know where she is or not?” Cat demanded.

      “California. Among the Kitsune. Her family has her. The family we never discuss,” Minerva answered for the Coven leader.

      “Is that a good thing or not?” Chuck asked the group.

      “Not. The Shinigama clan are yakuza. Japanese mafia. They control the prostitution, slavery, and gambling trade for most of the West coast. This has the potential to be really bad for us,” Minerva cursed.
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      “Wake up you little bitch,” the richly dressed man demanded even as he slapped me across the face another time. One minute I was talking to Faith, the next I was being tortured. That was what it felt like. Wincing, I straightened up my limp body a bit. Two of the guards gripped my shoulders and arms keeping me upright. “Wake up!”

      Squinting I looked up at the man. Stinging, my cheeks were starting to swell up. I’d been in fights before including the hand-to-hand training the FBI gave me, but for all of those times I’d been able to either heal myself or take a potion. This was different. I was still blocked. Even my bracelets were dead to me, which was strange. Khonsu told me they couldn’t be blocked. Not by mortal means. Which meant he wanted them silent for some reason.

      “Ah, it wakes. There are some fates much worse than death. We own several Oiran houses that would simply love you, even in a battered condition. Some would revel in it. You will speak and you will cooperate or suffer the consequences. Enough is enough. No girl-child is worth the trouble you’ve caused! Do you hear me you gaijin bitch?” The man slapped me yet again.

      “Why?” I asked through gritted teeth. A beat down wasn’t what I’d expected to return to.

      At the man’s instruction the guards threw me to the floor. Unable to catch myself, the impact further bruised my already sore ribs.

      “Why what?” The man demanded even as he kicked at me.

      “Why bring me here at all if you planned on just killing me?” I asked. None of this whole experience made a lot of sense.

      Kicking me again, the man grunted out a response, “Worthless girl. Just open the door.”

      Lying on the floor, I looked up at the man. He wasn’t the Oyabun. No way the head of the clan here would soil himself to torture me. This had to be one of the lieutenants, a kobun. A mean one at that.

      “What door? You have yet to explain anything beyond why you need it open. Not even why you animals kidnapped me in the first place!” I half shouted up at him even as his foot went back for another kick to my abdomen. My dreamwalking through the priest’s mind had told me the whole sordid story, but I wanted this man to admit it to me.

      “Insolent gaijin!” The kobun kicked me, making contact with my ribs again.

      Groaning in pain, I curled my body into as tight a ball as I could. The pain was intense.

      “Stop!” A new voice echoed across the room. “We need her alive, Toshiro. Hold your punishment.”

      Toshiro, the assailant in front of me, looked up then bowed his head. “Lord Shinigama. Forgive me. I was instructing the prisoner.”

      Ignoring his advisor, the leader of the clan motioned to the guards. “Pick her up.”

      Grabbing me by my now aching shoulders, the two men dragged me to stand in front of the kitsune leader.

      “Did you think we weren’t watching? We know you’ve been traveling. Where have you gone? What secrets do you expect to find? Your grandmother couldn’t have told all she knows of us. Have the Zenko clan contacted you, is that it? You can forget escape. Tell us how to open the door and your pain will stop.” Lord Shinigama smiled magnanimously at me. “We are the family you lack. Those others are all lying to you. Open the way to paradise and the rewards… The rewards will be more than you can imagine. Tell us the way!”

      I coughed and immediately regretted it. Pain lanced upward from my now aching ribs. A moment ago I’d have sworn they were cracked and broken. Concentrating, I could feel a trickle, a faint trickle of power from my bracelets. Either the God was helping me or the kitsune’s magic was weakening somehow. Healing was good, regardless of how.

      “You people…” I coughed again, wincing in pain. Taking a shallow breath, I started again. “You people have yet to explain anything. If I went anywhere it was to find out who, what, and why I’m here. Key, door, family, pain, nothing about you kitsune makes any sense.” Seeing their looks of shock I chuckled. It caused me pain, but I couldn’t help myself. “I know what you are. My father wouldn’t help you, why should I?”

      Lord Shinigama looked away from me and jabbered something in an unfamiliar language. To my uncultured ears it sounded like the language of manga, but not. The guards holding me twitched a few times but only increased their grip on me. Toshiro didn’t look happy at all. Especially now that the lord was yelling at him.

      Switching back to English, the clan lord scowled at his friend and advisor. “Leave this room. You are expected to defend your honor immediately. Instruct Unway to bring the door and attend us. We need to end this here and now. Go!”

      Hands together as if praying, the clan lord tucked his hands under his chin for a moment. Staring into my half shuttered eyes, he glared at me. “You are a problem, Agatha Blackmore. We have no idea what you’ve seen or heard here among us. But seers are limited in what they can do. All of your communications are either blocked or restricted by us. The Zenco clan have no power here. You will no longer have their assistance in escaping us.”

      My mind was going a mile a minute when I realized what the man was saying. They underestimated me. No one here bothered to do a damn bit of actual research into what I could do. They’d either gotten bad information or were too lazy. Grandmother might say that ‘the eternal conflict they were in blinded them to anything not part of the narrative they were pushing.’ I could use this to my advantage. Allowing my body to relax, I stopped fighting the guards.

      “You and your people keep mentioning a door. What door?” I asked him to continue to buy time. Looking about the room for the first time, I sensed what the pain blocked. Everything. The world was open to me for the first time in months. My bracelets were awake, and no one was blocking me.

      “The door to paradise. Both our salvation and our curse,” Chief Priest Unway called out as he strode into the room followed by his assistant. “We seek entry and you shall be our key.”
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      “There are two factions of kitsune, the light and the dark. The Shinigama Clan represent the dark here in the United States. Thousands of years ago at the dawn of time and history, if the legends are to be believed, kitsune were one people. There were no dividing lines. Not visible ones, at least. It all had to do with religion and belief,” Minerva started to explain. Faith’s revelation of Agatha’s location spurred them all into action. A war council was collected and formed of everyone involved. “Does everyone believe that the Gods are real, that they walked the earth in humanoid form?”

      There were nods all around even before Chuck raised his hand to speak. “We’ve all met Emesh. He’s like one of the really ancient Gods, right?”

      “Yes, he is indeed. You could call him one of the creator Gods. The Oak King is one of his many incarnations. Through my work with the coven and the council I’ve met many others,” Marcella replied with a smile. “They haunt this world.”

      “Haunt? Like ghosts?” Chuck asked.

      Marcella nodded. “You have to remember this is the modern age. Something both the demon lord and the dragon lord forgot. Humanity, while infinitely resilient, is very smart. They learn and grow quicker than many of the other races. Many of the ancient Gods refuse to give up on them. There is always that tiny hope that prayer will be forthcoming and their return to prominence foretold.”

      “Like with Wicca and some of the other pagan groups out there? That charges them up?” Chuck asked even as he started to nod. “What about ones that become commonplace like that florist delivery or those movies about the guy with the hammer? Do they do the same thing?”

      “Somewhat,” Minerva answered for her friend and employer. “Some science fiction writers have gotten it correct. Any worship counts for something. The Gods have many, many incarnations. Some are simply shades of the original. Like Odin, Wotan, and Mister Wednesday. Same person, but different. Read the book, don't watch the television show.”

      “Right, sometimes just speaking their name helps as well. Especially for the older, more obscure deities. Many of them have simply been forgotten or absorbed by newer ones. But we’re getting off track. The Goddess Inari is the mother of the kitsune. Legend tells that she left the Pathways of Heaven in their care when she ascended to a higher plane of existence. But without the Goddess and her influence, kitsune society crumbled. Factions were created. Light versus dark being the most prominent. And they were exiled to Earth for it. Since then they’ve warred against one another, clan against clan. It was this war that brought Ken, Agatha’s father to us.”

      Marcella paused, her eyes scanning the room. Using both hands, she swept her hair back. “Ken, real name Kintaro or Kenji, was one of three sons belonging to the Shinigama family of kitsune. That particular family resides in San Francisco, California. Ken was on the run and desperate. The town took him in, no questions asked, like it has for hundreds of years. He met my daughter and game over. She and Agatha became his life.”

      “Until they took it all away,” Cat muttered. Waving at the others around the room, she continued, “Chuck and I know the rest of that story. The clan conspired with Camilla to kill him.”

      “Mostly. My daughter did the deed herself where his clan could not. I doubt we’ll ever know the whole story. Ken was afraid for his life and that of his family. Cappy and I’d talked to him about it one night when Agatha was just a babe in arms. They told him he was the key, the solution of a thousand lifetimes. Having watched his own father sacrifice more than a dozen family members on the orders of the priests, Ken assumed that meant he was next. So he ran for it,” Marcella replied.

      “And now they have Agatha,” Chuck stated.

      “Yes they do. But she’s awake and we have resources they know nothing about. How about we get her back?”
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      “We will complete the ritual and open the door. You, like your father before you were conceived as a key to paradise. Through you we shall accomplish much,” the old priest proclaimed as he stood in front of me.

      Mounted to the wall inside the throne room, I hung there like a side of meat on display for all to see as richly dressed kitsune peered and poked at me. They’d tried to drug me but now that my bracelets were awake, nothing they gave me worked. My offensive magic didn’t work either, though. I suspected Khonsu was trying to make a point here somewhere. For now, I was content to squint at the goings-on of one side of the kitsune court.

      “We know you are listening. Have you nothing to say to refute us?” Unway asked.

      Opening my eyes all the way, I looked down at the kitsune priest. Unlike many of the others in the room, he had six tails rather than the standard three. Rank was a thing among these people.

      “What would you have me say? You seem set in your convictions to use my body as you see fit. Kidnapping me from under the noses of my team, the FBI, the army, and a draft of dragons even while I was in a fight was ambitious. It’s a lot of trouble just to kill me though. If this is how you treat distant relatives, I’d hate to see how you are with immediate family.”

      “You are no family of ours. What was my son thinking?” Lord Shinigama pronounced from his throne.

      “That he loved my mother and wanted to settle down. No thanks to you and yours. It’s not right that he was terrified of his family,” I replied. “Family is there to love and support you.”

      “Family does as they are told. Kenji was to have been our savior. It was foreseen that a child of my line would open the door. He was a disgrace to his family,” the clan lord spat. Raising his arms in victory, he shouted to the kitsune milling about the room. “But we have you now and the prophecy will be fulfilled. With your blood we have it all.”

      “Why blood?” I murmured low enough for only the guards and priest to hear. “If the door closes how do you plan to return?”

      Chief priest Unway scowled at me. “Worthless child. You know not of what you speak.” The young priest beside him looked troubled, though. Leaning toward his superior, he voiced his concern.

      “Fool!” Unway pushed the young man aside. “She seeks to sway you from the cause. Seal your ears or leave. I have no doubts.”

      “What is this,” Lord Shinigama asked. Leaving his throne, the large kitsune approached the priests. “What did she say? The ceremony must go as planned. We’ve sacrificed so much for failure now.”

      The younger priest prostrated himself, his forehead touching the floor. “The prisoner…”

      “Silence!” Unway kicked at his assistant, driving the man before him. “Hold your tongue in the presence of our lord. Insolent dog.”

      Glaring at the duo, Lord Shinigama barked the order to stop. “The ceremony goes as planned?”

      Unway kicked the younger priest again before turning to the clan lord. Bowing, the priest met his leader’s eyes, “Yes, Lord. Her blood will open the door for us.”

      “Why blood?” I repeated. “This is the gate to the Goddess Inari’s realm, is it not?”

      “The ritual is the ritual. There is power in life that eclipses all others,” the lord explained. “It is written in our lore.”

      I shook my head at them. “Blood Magic is only a single degree above that of demonic. You’d think a Goddess of prosperity would avoid that. She embodies the light, after all. Any magic used for evil is evil. There are other ways.”

      “Which have been tried. For countless years they’ve been tried. Sacrifice is the greatest form of loyalty to the cause,” Unway stated even as he approached his lord.

      “Did any of your current victims try magic? I heard the priests speak of my father’s brother. How his bloodline was to be used. Gate Magic is specific. Was spellwork attempted before death? If my blood opens the door how does it stay open or used a second time? Someone’s sold you a pig-in-a-poke here. A one time use spell does no one any good,” I explained to them. “My death should mean more than painting the walls.”

      “Silence you. You know nothing of our people,” Unway snapped at me. Pointing at the guards, he started giving orders. “We will do this now. Bring forth the door.”

      “Hold!” Lord Shinigama cried out. Eyes closed, head down, the kitsune lord stood as if frozen in ice. Only his lips moved. Turning his head, he glared at the priests for what seemed like a long second. “Did we try? Were any attempts made to save my children using magic not blood?”

      “Lord, the prophecy states…” Unway responded.

      Shinigama held up his hand, stopping the priest in mid-sentence. “Did my son attempt to open the door magically? Yes or no.”

      “The scroll clearly states that blood is needed to access the door. Danji did what was expected of him,” Unway answered.

      “So no then,” the clan lord replied. Shifting his attention to me, he waved to the guards. “Bring forth the door and place it near her.”

      “Mistakes happen. No one, even clan lords, is infallible. Within my realm of duties I am a Guardian. It’s my job to protect the pathways from those that would destroy them. Is it possible your sons were similar?” I asked.

      “Explain yourself,” the lord ordered.

      Keeping them talking ensured I stayed alive that much longer, so I did. Explaining the origins of guardians and what they did took hours. It was fortunate that Agnes Pickleberry and Khonsu drilled the information into me. Some of it I didn’t understand myself.

      “That proves nothing. The ritual could disprove all of it,” Unway replied. While I explained he’d sent for the magical scroll giving the blood ritual. Nowhere in the document did it actually say blood sacrifice.

      “Has it worked yet? How many years and victims have you tried? What of the others, the Zenko? Have they been killing others as well to access this place? I know you stole the door from them. Your people have extremely loose lips when they think they’re alone and safe,” I explained.

      My many conversations and training led me to this confrontation. Khonsu was entirely too sneaky for his pantheon. There were many, many unanswered questions. If I escaped this, I was sure he’d answer them. Or make me figure it all out, again. Gods.  Bracing myself for possible pain and suffering, I made them an offer.

      “I’ll open the door for you, but I have demands,” I told the clan lord.

      “You are in no position to make them. We hold the high ground in this situation. Your blood can still be used in the ritual. Our clan will still win this,” the lord responded.

      I shook my head. “And that’s worked so well for you in the past. I have no heirs, remember? This is literally your last chance until the bloodline resets. Guardians are rare. Can you truly wait for another to appear?” I asked him.

      This was my ultimate hole card. My death. There was so much to live for. I wanted a mate, a career, and the freedom to simply live my life in the world of my choice. But to achieve all that I needed to risk my life. The wheel turns. My soul might join the endless cycle of death and rebirth because of this, or it might go where even I couldn’t predict. I had my own prophecy to live out too. Everyone seemed to forget that bit.

      “What are your terms?” Lord Shinigama asked.
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      “Where exactly are we again?” Cat asked, poking at a pinecone half the size of her head.

      “Humboldt, California. This is as close as I can get us without using mundane means,” Marcella replied. Getting here was as much a pain in the ass as she’d thought it would be. “Remember, none of you can ever, and I do mean ever, speak of where these portals are or who owns them.”

      “That’s too bad on so many levels. Chuck and I could sure use them for that future venture we discussed. Having secret and secure transportation anywhere in the world is wonderful from a security standpoint. But I do get it. The Council’s secrets are safe with us,” Cat replied as she fiddled with her cell phone. “According to this we’re half a state away from where we have to be. Any ideas?”

      “You and Charles are the investigators, dear. I am able to teleport us short distances but I need to have been there before to see where I’m going. The locals here were supposed to have transportation available. I did call ahead,” Marcella looked around at the forest as if searching for something.

      Chuck, on guard, did the same thing. “Is it the Fae? I know they have enclaves somewhere around here. Not much else lives in the forest unless there are some Weres. Are there Weres? Some of the prey variety, maybe?”

      Marcella smiled. “Unfortunately no. Weres would actually be easier than these people. The Fae turned my use of the portal down. Citing the official guidelines the council set down as the excuse. It’s my thought the door opens up into something they wish to remain private. You’ve noticed none of them have asked for transport off world. I expect them to make their own deal with Washington and the new government. Much of the exotic herbs and device market comes from them. This is something else, a species rarely seen outside the council chambers.”

      Chuck continued to scan the trees until Cat clapped him on the shoulder. The diminutive Werecat alpha and former FBI agent had better senses and noticed the forest locals before he did. “Don’t make any sudden moves.”

      Freezing Chuck slowly turned his head in her direction. “Whoa, that’s not something you see every day and me without my camera!”

      Standing next to one of the very large trees was a dark furry shape. If the duo hadn’t been actively searching, they’d have missed it completely.

      “Ah, excellent. Our contact is here,” Marcella exclaimed. “You can join us if you like. Just ignore the kids, they’re new to all this.”

      Sunlight revealed the dark shape as an apelike creature standing at least six feet tall. Large, well defined fur-covered muscles made the obvious Bigfoot’s arms and legs stand out.

      “That’s a bigfoot! Holy crap!” Chuck almost yelled out loud.

      “Calm yourself, Charles. You may call this individual Brad. He goes by other names, but the Americanized version is best. He’s my usual contact on the Species Council,” Marcella explained even as she switched to French and spat out a fast couple of sentences. Responding in the same language, Brad the Bigfoot waved his hand and nodded.

      “Wonderful. Some of Brad’s people should be here momentarily with transportation for us. Beyond the usual, is there anything you’d like to know about him?” Marcella asked them.

      Ignoring Chuck dancing around with his arm in the air like an idiot, Cat dove right in. “Are they worried at all about the political climate? I’m sure we can find them an escape route if we need to like all the others. Landing a Bigfoot would be a feather in the cap of any agency today.”

      Brad chuckled before speaking high speed French at Marcella again, who chuckled as well.

      “He says you should pay more attention to history. No one has found him or his people yet and they’ve been searching for years with cameras, sensors, and dogs. Brad’s people could hide on a pool table if they so wished it. He appreciates your offer as well Catherine, but they have their own magic and ways of getting around. One day they might even show you, if you’re that interested,” Marcella explained.

      “There is a first for everything though,” Cat commented. “Tell him I do understand I might take him up on that offer, one day.”

      Brad cocked his head to one side even as he started to chuckle again. A true Bigfoot laugh sounded like an owl crossed with a hyena. Deep and sharp was one way to describe it. Pointing North suddenly, Brad caught everyone’s attention.

      “Our ride’s here,” Marcella said. “Thank you, Brad.”

      Chuck looked back and was unable to find the large creature. “Where’d he go?” He started scanning the tree line and bushes again.

      Cat snorted. “Chuck, let it go. At least you can say you’ve met one.”

      “But, Bigfoot! We saw him once, I can find him again.” Chuck looked a bit frantic.

      “Bet you a dollar. They are only seen when they wish it. It’s a bit like Fergus and sarcasm. He only turns that bit of himself on when you two are around. Normally he’s quite sweet,” Marcella said with a smile.

      “Are you talking about the same pain in the ass unicorn we all know? Sweet isn’t a word I would use for that little hay burner,” Chuck shook his head. “I’ve seen him in all situations too.”

      “It’s a witch thing, you wouldn’t understand. At least they sent a big vehicle. Squeezing you into a compact car would be most difficult.”

      “Has Robert located him yet? Fergus, I mean,” Cat asked.

      “Not yet. There are strange reports of a horse stealing and eating beef jerky at a very wide variety of convenience stores from Maine to Missouri. We’ll have to assume he’s on his way. Do keep an eye peeled for him,” Marcella replied with a smile.

      A large four-wheel-drive SUV pulled up near them in the forest, a burly man dressed in logging gear driving. “Witch party of three?”
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      “You are not Elvis,” Fergus said to the large man in a white suit with sparkles.

      “Sure I am son, how many folks do you know can sing like this,” the white clad man broke out into song performing a surprisingly good rendition of Hound Dog on his ukulele.

      Hopping down from the table he stood on, Fergus shook his head a few times. “Nope. I don’t think so. I’ve listened and watched the real Elvis on the Tube more than once. Besides, when did the real Elvis become a vampire?”

      Elvis smiled, one fang peeking out, down at the tiny horse-like creature in front of him. “I’m as much Elvis as you are a unicorn.”

      “Nope. I watch that XYZ show on the internet. They’ve never said anything about Graceland vampires. I know a big shot in the vamp world too. She’s never told me about it. Friends tell each other stuff like that, mister not-Elvis.” Fergus accused.

      “Accidents happen. Who could you possibly know that matters to someone like me, anyway?” Elvis asked as he watched the unicorn investigate the small local Missouri museum.

      Fergus bounced around from one exhibit to the other, sometimes jumping up to look closer at things. Still on his way to California, he’d stopped at this roadside dive in Wright City, Missouri when he saw the sign for Elvis. Some music legends deserved a look, besides he thought he might be able to get a fried egg, bacon, peanut butter, and banana sandwich like the King used to eat. That sort of thing was hard to get on the road.

      “Not gonna say? Vampire royalty doesn’t hang with tiny horses. They might snack on one though,” Elvis said.

      Jumping back to the table he’d started on, Fergus looked up at Elvis. “Don’t you think that using Elvis is Dead as a sign is tacky? The vamp I know is named Anastasia. She’s supposed to be one of your ancients.”

      “Do you really know her?” Elvis asked him quietly, a tiny bit of fear in his voice now.

      “She’s part of the FBI team I’m on.”

      “By saying I’m dead, Graceland can’t sue me. It’s embarrassing enough that I can’t use my own name and likeness. It sucks being dead sometimes,” Elvis replied. “I used to live in Mississippi but ran into a bit of trouble there with the Fae and some local vampires. It got really complicated, really fast. This place was for sale on Ebay of all places, so I bought it. Now I can be myself all I want and get paid for it.”

      “Sure you can. Go outside much? Ok fake Elvis, since you don’t have any sandwiches here I’m gone. Have a nice un-life, I’ll mention you to Anna when I see her. Bye!”

      Peering out the window, Ferus jumped.

      “Wait… Dagnabbit. Don’t that beat all. Try to hide and some sort of magical unicorn thingy up and finds you. Time to pack up the blue suede shoes and move on.”
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      Lord Shinigama protested and yelled for a good hour before agreeing to honor my request. And he still tried to weasel out of my terms.

      Dealing with the divine might be my future as much as the Gods were interfering in my life. At some point I needed to sit grandmother down and get the truth out of her about all this. Way too many things have happened to me for there to not be some sort of divine plan. Khonsu showing up after the kitsune kidnapped me was a little too coincidental. Even he wanted something from them. My instincts, such as they are, all said I was overthinking it and it was something basic. Like a peace treaty. So that’s what I went with. Peace between enemies.

      “No.” Lord Shinigama protested for the thousandth time.

      My terms were simple. I wanted a joint opening of the door. Both factions of kitsune needed to be involved. There was no need to send all the way to Japan and other places for all the clan lords though. I just wanted both the Zenko and the Yako factions present. Simple. Like herding cats through a catnip factory.

      “Then forget it. Find another way to open the door. Trust me when I say that killing me or at least trying to will end very badly for you otherwise. You can wait another thousand or so years then. Find another way,” I fired back at the clan leader. All I wanted was for the Zenko to have equal access to the door at a minimum. I had suspicions about the realm they wanted into. That bit could wait.

      “Blood sacrifice is always available. You might be tough but my entire clan is formed now,” the Yako leader replied.

      Forming a ball of concentrated lightning in one hand and a fireball in the other I faced down the leader and his guards. “You might’ve had the advantage before, but my power’s back on at full strength now. Wanna play because nobody touches the witch. Not now, not ever.”

      Shinigama held his hands out in front of him. “Fine. We shall call the Zenko. I make no promises on their behalf.”

      Which is why I now stood waiting, casting small fireballs at illusions I’d created. After the first dozen or so the Yako court stopped watching, gossiping among themselves. Any day blood wasn’t spilled was a good day for me. Several hours later three extremely cautious Zenko representatives entered the hall.

      “Evil demons! Thieves! Betrayers! You dare to profane the holiest of holies? Why have you summoned us here?” The taller of the three kitsune demanded.

      Seeing the two groups side by side I noticed the differences. It was all cosmetic. Beneath the clothing and attitude they looked to be the same creatures. Tails. Ears. They even had the same coarse language.

      “They didn’t, I did. Nice of you to join us.” Pausing, I checked my watch. “Three hours late.”

      “So? Our time is our own. We refuse to associate with these… these… betrayers. We are celestial kitsune. Our lineage is the most sacred. We answer to no human or evil betrayer,” the tall kitsune answered.

      “Do you have a name or shall I just make one up? It was my idea to call you here, not theirs,” I answered. Khonsu and I were going to have a long conversation if he kept saddling me with idiots.

      “Konjaku, Lord Konjaku. I lead the local clan of Zenko. These are my current guards,” the tall man pointed beside him.

      “Do they have names, these guards?” I asked the celestial leader.

      “No. They are mine, not yours. Get on with it. Why call us here?” Konjaku crossed his arms menacingly.

      I let out a small giggle. No matter how old I get, I still find humor in the damndest of circumstances. I blame the company I keep. Chuck, Cat, and Fergus keep me young. “Frick and Frack it is then. Do you see the door behind me? Recognize it?”

      “Thievery. That is a sacred relic of the Zenko, left in our care by Inari herself. Stolen it was in my father's time. I… My people demand it be returned.”

      Lord Shinigama and his inner court sat like statues, staring at me. Looking in his direction, I could only sniff. Peacemaking was hard! “Have your people ever managed to open it?”

      Konjaku looked aghast at me. “No! It was entrusted to our clan by the Goddess herself. If she wished us to return to paradise she would invite us back.”

      “Uh huh.” I didn’t believe him. Human nature didn’t work that way. I was assuming it was the same for kitsune. I would’ve tried if I knew about it. “As I see it, the door and what it represents is the linchpin separating your two factions. Neither of you trust the other because of events happening thousands of years in the past. All revolving around the door and what it represents.”

      “The Goddess,” Konjaku intoned while Shinigama said, “Family.” The kitsune looked at each other in surprise.

      I smiled. “Not so different after all. I represent the largest coven of witches in North America. I am also related to the Yako by birth. In my role as Guardian I have the power to open many types of gates and portals. It’s my job to stand between light and dark, the candle and the flame, protecting the world from monsters. At this point, I’m not sure if either of you are the monster. I won’t know until the door is opened. Will you set aside your differences while I do this thing? Or should I just leave you to your conflict?”

      Both sets of kitsune looked at each other. Shinigama was the first to say anything. “Open the door. Please.”

      “And you, sir?” I asked the Zenko.

      “Please,” Konjaku replied.

      Rubbing my hands together, I approached the door. “Alrighty then. Let’s do this.”

      I’d had many hours of just sitting to scan the thing already. Artwork depicting battles with demonic creatures as well as those of the Goddess and her court decorated both the surface and the rock that held the frame. Someone at some point removed the door from wherever it originally resided.

      Concentrating, I tapped into my internal power reserves, the bracelets, and what was stored within Fergus. Unlike last time, his power didn’t take nearly as long to collect. The little pest was closer to me than before. Modern witches aren’t religious in the same way humans are. We worship those that have come before, like in Shinto, and those deities who’ve impacted our lives directly. This much I knew from my lessons with my grandmother. On a personal level I kept the Goddess in all her forms in my heart along with Emesh. Worshiping a God who brings forth food to feed the world wasn’t a bad thing. Inari was just one aspect of what I believed. Connecting to her power was easier than I thought it would be.

      Sitting before the door as if in prayer I held out a spiritual hand to the otherworldly connection. Slowly the stone door opened.

      “She’s done it! Claim the door before they get it,” Cheif Priest Unway charged past me followed by a half dozen robed acolytes.

      “Stop, wait! Give the portal a moment to stabilize!” My warning fell on deaf ears. The Yako priests were followed by both Frick and Frack as well. “The door came with warnings…”

      Stepping back several paces, I dug deep and readied my magic. Vibrations and power traces from several worlds and powers lay in what I’d received on my end of the spell. What they called paradise was far from what actually existed over there. “Ready your warriors. What comes isn’t the paradise you expect.”

      Like something from Hollywood, a large red and black tentacle swept outward grabbing one of the clan lord’s people. Ducking, I lashed out with my magic even as the screaming kitsune was sucked into the doorway. Having flashbacks from Charleston, I pulled on my magic. Just hurting the thing would only piss it off. We needed to either destroy it completely or close the gate. Or both. Hindsight being what it is, I cursed the idea of placing the stone door in the center of the room so everyone could see better! Now the thing had the entire room to reach into. Rolling left, I hit the demon with first a flash of extreme cold followed by force, smashing it in half. With a bellow, the slimy thing pulled back into whatever Hell I’d opened.

      Gasping I cried out to the kitsune around me, “I can close it but I need as much power as you can give me.”

      Lord Shinigama screamed at me, “You did this to us! Demon lover.” At his command, guards and armed retainers charged at me.

      Tapping into my bracelets, I threw up a shield wall. I wasn’t going to last all that long if I had to defend against the demons and the kitsune. Yelling back, I started my argument. “Pot calling the kettle black! First you kidnap me, torture me, and drug me. The moment I open your stupid door you try to kill me. The thanks I get. What about you, Konjaku? Do you believe I did this thing?”

      “No. We remember what the door truly represents, even if the Yako forget. The Goddess entrusted it to us for this very reason, as a guard against the legions of hell. I stand with you.” Casting magic of his own, the kitsune lord began freezing the kitsune warriors.

      A look of horror on the faces of the kitsune jerked me around to the door. Instead of tentacles there were now imps, dozens of imps, pouring into the room.

      “Damn it! Fergus, where are you when I need you?” Pulling on resources I didn’t know I had, I lit into the demons. Fire, lightning, and bursts of cold hit the screaming demons. Like Charleston, it was intense and destructive. Demon blood and ichor coated the floors. Praying the kitsune didn’t knife me in the back, I redirected my shields to the door in an attempt to funnel the imps. If I could slow their advance, I might be able to close the damn door! “Help me!”

      Fighting his way toward me, Konjaku laid his hand upon my shoulder. “Take what you need.”

      Accepting the gift of power, I funneled it into by bracelets. It wasn’t enough, but it would keep me upright while I blasted the demons. We needed to get ahead of the incursion. A new California front could devastate the county, again.

      Concentrating, I pulled power from those around me. Like water swirling down the sewer, I drained the kitsune around me. It was either me or them, and I wanted to live!

      “Eat horn demon!” With a pop, Fergus appeared in the middle of the throne room, immediately attacking the horde. Tiny but mighty, my familiar started taking down the enemy one imp at a time.

      I barely acknowledged him as Lord Shinigama’s hand clasped my other shoulder. Drawing in the new power, I dumped it all into the swirling spell in front of me. More and more and more and more until what felt like a nuclear bomb danced and twisted beneath my hands. “You messed with the wrong witch this time. This gate is finished.” Releasing the spell, I screamed out a warning, “Duck and cover!”

      Built half by instinct the rest by need, the swirling mass launched itself at the door and remaining demons. My last thought before the explosion was no more dragons!

      BaBaBoom!

      Bathing the room in power, flashes of purple, green, and red light streamed into and through the door melting it like a sugar sculpture in the rain. The door and the frame became one with the floor in the amount of time it took to take a breath.

      Unlike previous spells, this one didn’t knock me out. But I was prone on the floor with a unicorn on me. Fergus and his tiny, pointy feet were walking all over me complaining about meals missed and cats terrorized. Or was it terrorized by cats? Either way, he was doing it non-stop. “Fergus, chill out. I’ll feed you later. You’re a wizard, just conjure up a pizza for the Goddess sake.”

      Rolling over to one side, I took in the room. The door was just gone. Marks on the floor were the only traces left. Kitsune guards were still dispatching energetic imps on the edges of the room, but the source was destroyed. Unlike before, we didn’t have to deal with a demon prince this time. Less headache. Climbing to my feet, I began scanning the complex just to be sure.

      “Do you still wish to attack me?” I asked the local lord. Both kitsune leaders glared at me from the floor.

      “You destroyed the door,” Lord Shinigama stated. “Couldn’t you have just closed it?”

      I shook my head. “No. What separates us from the demons is their lack of ability to open and close gateways without help. They’re able to gain access to us by either capturing or possessing magic users. It was a split second choice made for me by your priest and others charging into the maw. If the larger demons didn’t just eat them, they could return to you possessed, their souls ripped out. Irreparable harm was caused the last time this happened. It’s what the battle of Charleston was all about. Lack of a doorway will protect your people.”

      “But the loss of heritage… We were entrusted with its protection. What do we tell the clan?” Konjaku whispered.

      “The truth. When deciphering legends not everyone gets the details correct. You lost the door, but the Yako lost generations of sons and daughters attempting to open the door. Who lost more? As a people you need to embrace the pain and learn from it. The Gods are petty and cruel. They play games with their followers, calling it a learning experience. Was this a mistaken twist of fate or one of those experiences? Live in the now gentleman. What is paradise but a place of your own making.”

      Reaching down I scooped up Fergus, placing him on my shoulder. “Can anyone call me a cab? I’d like to go home now.”
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      Who needs a cab when family comes to pick you up? Imagine my surprise to find my grandmother, Cat, and Chuck trying to force their way through a skeleton crew of kitsune.

      With a wave of his hand, the Yako lord dismissed the guard. Bowing low in front of my grandmother, Lord Shinigama asked for forgiveness. “My apologies, Queen Blackmore. My family has wronged yours. We were misled.”

      Looking past the kitsune, my grandmother locked eyes with me. Smiling and nodding was a non-verbal signal we both used. Accepting but wanting the full story later, she nodded back to me. I gestured downward to remind her of the kitsune.

      “For now, you are forgiven. The loss of my granddaughter would have caused an open war with the Blackmore coven. But I see that she is now safe. Was she able to assist you?” Grandmother asked him.

      Being behind him, I missed the widening of the eyes and open-mouthed expression. Grams was an expert at catching men of power off guard and turning the tables on them. It was probably a good thing the kitsune were based on the West coast rather than the East.

      “Yes, she is a strong representation of our family. Kenji would be proud of her and her abilities. She saved us from our own idiocy. We might even stop the endless war,” Shinigama replied.

      “It isn’t for me to judge you. But if you wish closer ties with the Species Council, you will need to reduce your criminality. Ties to the Yakuza will only hurt you. Keep in mind that the humans are antagonistic to our kind at the moment. Staying insular may hurt more than help.” Making a throwaway gesture with her hand, grandmother changed the subject. “Is it possible for your people to fly us home or will I need to make alternative arrangements?”

      The Yako lord only smiled.
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        * * *

      

      “Our old bosses would freak out if they knew about this flight. Yakuza warlords and FBI don’t mix all that well these days,” Chuck commented as he inspected the jet.

      “Enjoy it while you can. We’ll be walking or riding from now on. Too many ways to be arrested in one of these,” Cat told him. Giving him a nudge, she plopped down next to me on the plane’s couch. “Slide Clyde.”

      Giving my bestie a big hug, I started grilling her on what’s been happening in the world. “... only small details. I did project myself out astrally and do a bit of dreamwalking. There were some details to be had from an FBI supervisor outside the blockade. Sleeping on duty can get you fired.”

      “Faith was able to convey some of what you told her. We got California and foxes. Marcella was able to fill in the rest. How hard was that for you? I remember the lessons with Agnes.” Cat hugged me back.

      “Pretty hard. Did you know she was a Knockers bartender in school? Her dream was all about working there and mixing drinks. It took a bit to wake her up in the dream to where she would recognize me. Now that I’ve done it a few times I think it’s another tool in my chest of magic. Too bad we aren’t investigating anymore.” I explained.

      Cat rolled her eyes and smiled at me. “About that. Chuck and I had a thought. Well, more than a thought. A plan.”

      Giving her a poke in the arm, I locked eyes with her. “Spill.”

      Grunting to clear her throat, Cat launched into her idea. “It’s like this. There are lots of paranormals getting scooped up by the government task force and either being disappeared or exiled. They either don’t know about the gateway to Otherworld or can’t get to us. We thought we might use some of the contacts we have along with my father’s people and create an underground railroad of sorts. We can use it to sneak our people through the patrols and blockades getting them to safety.”

      It was such a good idea it blew me away. But there was so much risk! I didn’t want to lose my friends. “Can you do it and not get caught?”

      Cat smiled. “Have you seen Chuck? He’s a giant. You’re gonna laugh, but we’re going to include Mongo as well.”

      I started to giggle. “Mongo’s a big goofball. The two of them might get captured on purpose just to see what happens.”

      “Maybe. You’ve been out of the picture, but his investigative skills got a real boost. I’m actually considering it, for real. It would be on a temporary basis, regardless. His parents are already in Otherworld. Mack conned the Thalarrs into opening up a BBQ shack on the main square across from the Hallway portal. Owl claimed it was help, but we’re sure there are free samples involved. Anna is staying close to home in Russia for now. America is entirely too dangerous for vampires. Marcella has the rest for you. Keeping track of your family and the town is enough to melt your brain as it is. How were the kitsune?” Cat asked me.

      “Assholes. They were in possession of an ancient doorway leading to the lair of a Goddess. According to their legends, it was from whence they came. My father was part of the royal family and possessed my Guardian powers. They had a prophecy saying that the scions could open the door. The priest interpreted that to mean the blood of the scions could open the door,” I started to explain.

      Cat’s eyes got wide. “Oh no!”

      “Oh yes. Human sacrifice. Kitsune sacrifice, but same thing. They wanted him for his power and his blood at the same time. It was why they took me as well. I used to have several uncles and cousins on that side of the family. Used to. Dad’s twin brother took his place on the altar, willingly took his place.” Reaching up I wiped a tear away. Even thinking about it made me sad.

      “So what are your plans when we get home?” Cat asked me.

      “Week long bubble bath. I feel like I’ll never get clean after this mess. I never got to wind down after the dragon battle. Maybe I’ll get some rest now, catch up on my mail and stuff. I’m sure grandmother has lessons or something for me,” I explained. I really did just want to chill for a while.

      Laying my head back, I tried to take a nap. It was a seven hour flight, and we still had Canadian airspace to deal with.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you awake yet?” My grandmother asked, rubbing my arms.

      “No. I wanted to sleep for a week,” I replied.

      “You don’t always get what you want, dear heart. We need to discuss your plans for the near future,” she started. Smiling, she gave me a hug. “When you vanished and Fergus freaked out I thought… I was worried. We knew you were out there, just not where. I swear to you, Agatha. I never thought of Ken's family. They were so off our radar we ignored them. It’s my fault.”

      I shook my head. “No. We were in the middle of a war. Shit happens.”

      She smiled at me. “That’s the first time you’ve ever cursed in my presence. Don’t do it again. Minerva still has those big blocks of lye soap in her kitchen.”

      I shuddered. I think I might have been eight or nine when I repeated a dirty word in front of Minerva, not thinking. Lye soap has a sharp acrid taste that you just can’t get out of your mouth for days. No repeating that experience for me. Just the thought of it made me want to gag.

      Grandmother laughed. “Your expression. Just wait until I tell her about this. The future. Because of this mess with the government and all the new laws, we’ve made some changes in the coven. There’s a lot more of us now. The auxiliary groups are all inside the valley and many of the townspeople joined us. I need you to take a closer role in things this year.” Holding up her hand, she shut down my comment. “The last time we plotted and planned for this we never thought it would get this bad. You remember what the seers said. With the gate open all the time and traffic flowing through it, one of us needs to coordinate better. I’ve enlisted your mother to help as well.”

      “Is she ready for that?” When I’d last seen her, Teegan was coming back from the fog she’d been in for years but was still touchy about things.

      “Some. Now that we’ve found you her worries will pass. She’s been helping with the younger witches. What I want you to do is run the coven for me. We need new blood and a new High Priestess. It’s past time to get your feet wet and dive right in,” Grandmother explained.

      “You need me to do what?” I asked in complete shock. The coven and all its parts were the domain of the Queen. A new HP meant a change in leadership and responsibilities. Was I ready to be Queen?

      I didn’t know what all of the family business entailed and I didn’t want to know. But it seemed to pay well. The clan of death had a literal fleet of private jets and secret airfields. We didn’t want to open the shield over the valley because of the government blockade, but landing in Canada was doable. Robert and some of his Weres picked us up.

      

      Agatha will return in book eleven, Ancient Spirits.
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      What a crazy year it’s been so far this year.

      

      We’ve all dealt with the issue of pandemic and loss. Thousands upon thousands of innocent people have lost their lives to a virus they didn’t understand. Many of us got sick as well. Me included. Was it Covid 19? No idea. Winter, cold and flu season, plus spring pollen usually means I’m sick regardless. Being sick slowed me down just a bit, but I recovered. Staying home all the time flipped my schedule, making me stay up way too late and get up way too early on a daily basis. Life of an author and all that.

      This book was hard. Hard to write and to plot. Agatha and her group have done so much in the past books and stories. Trying not to kill her off was difficult, especially with two more books in the series planned! But what happened needed to happen.

      Much like in Star Wars (Empire) this was one of those in-between sort of books. Clear off the old plot so the new one can take over. Will Agatha run the coven and be the Queen? How about what Khonsu had planned for her? And then there are the Feds, and Jack Dalton seems to be working for the bad guys! Our heroes have all split up, going their separate ways. Cat and Chuck (and Mongo too) have plans. I do have a book series kicking around inside my head based on that idea of hers. Anastasia is planning to take a trip. Think Vampire short stories.

      Of Otherworld, I only have Emesh and his story in the works. So far. But there are some expansions of characters including the Valkyrie series and some aquatic creatures I’ve mentioned. Federal Witch is still broad.

      Good news for the short stories and the Jack books is that they are all in the Kindle Unlimited program now. That bit is new for 2020.

      In the coming months I have a lot of things planned. More Space Chef, an Atlantis/Steampunk adventure, some high fantasy with elves and orcs, and more Athena Lee books. Yes, I said Athena Lee. It’s time to return to her world and find out what she’s been up to in the years I’ve been away. Expect two new offerings for her. And there will be more. My wife is now writing romance. Check her out as Heather Paul. We have a brand new concept urban fantasy series in the planning stage. Eight books in all, five of the covers are done.

      My tiny publishing company has grown up too. Besides my late Aunt Jeans mystery novel, we have an erotica author, and a guy I met at comic con writing twisted short stories. Expect a serial series and some men’s adventure from Jack Taylor this year.

      

      You can follow me on Facebook for more details.
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      My name is Jack and I’m a monster hunter.

      Imagine walking into a strange office and confronting people you don’t know. They approach you, confused that they haven’t seen you before and instead of identifying yourself you ask them a question. “Do you believe in Bigfoot?”

      Naturally, the reaction I got was a crazy one.

      “What? Who the hell are you?” the San Francisco California FBI Agents yelled.

      I stuck out my left hand. “Special Agent in Charge, Jack Dalton. Nice to meet you.” In my right hand were the credentials to prove it.

      The trio of Agents in front of me only stared. I will admit that I didn’t look like what most in the FBI would consider a proper Agent. My clothing looked more like I was in the military than the Bureau. Khaki colored pants and shirt was my norm on most cases that I handled. Standard FBI suits and shoes just didn’t work for chasing paranormals through the woods. The Director was very firm about the dress code for all offices, but I wasn’t directly under him. Even though I reported to his assistant, Anastasia, Mr. Hoover had to make monthly reports to a small sub-committee of Congress and the president himself about my activities. As a result, I figured a few rules could be broken in the name of comfort and ease of motion.

      “I’m here for your files on the entity known as Bigfoot? The main office in Washington was supposed to have called ahead a week or so ago for me?” I asked.

      Two of the men in front of me snorted and the third laughed, “You’re on the wrong floor for that. You want the Agents for Humboldt County. Get back on the elevator and go up to the fourth floor. Just follow the signs.”

      “Uh, thanks. You have quite the office here,” I replied.

      

      The snorting men joined the other in laughter as they brushed past me, continuing down the hallway. Only the speaker remained. Shaking his head, he smirked at me. “It’s all a big hoax anyway. Ape men in America? This isn’t Africa, after all.”

      “We have Werewolves and Vampires already, why not Bigfeet? There have to be paranormals that we have yet to meet,” I answered.

      “If you say so. Here in California we have enough trouble with emerging crime and Demons. There were far too many of those things that slipped past the boys down in Conception. Good luck with your ‘Foot’ hunt,” the Agent stated as he walked past me.

      For just a moment I could relate to what he’d said. I wasn’t a part of the law enforcement world in this part of the country. Only the internal gazette that all SAIC Agents received even mentioned events here. Organized crime was the big bad in this office. Unlike the East Coast, it wasn’t the Mafia. Here in California, it was Yakuza and Chinese triads. They controlled the ports and who or what traveled through them.

      Finding the elevators, I went up to the proper floor. The building was huge. In my limited experience, it seemed that only the office in Washington, DC was bigger. The San Francisco office was responsible for more than seventy-three thousand square miles of territory, including more than a dozen federal parks and facilities. There were more than a thousand people reporting in to this building alone.

      One such person was the elevator operator. Unlike Portland, there were still operators in the elevators and they were armed. It was a unique merger of security and maintenance that made a certain amount of sense. Why pay two people to do a single job?

      “Floor?” the man asked.

      “Fourth please,” I responded.

      Moving his handle forward, the elevator man applied pressure and the car moved upwards. “You’re new.”

      I glanced at him for a moment. “Jack Dalton, Magical Division. I’m just passing through.”

      “Interesting. Too bad you’re not cleaning house, then. This place could use it,” he replied.

      Dropping my head forward, I sighed. My reputation had preceded me. “Portland was an accident. If they had just cooperated as instructed, that mess might never have happened.”

      The elevator man shook his head. “Nope. In my position, I see it all. Hoover up in his kingdom has created tiny little fiefs. None of these folks want to give up the power that he’s given them. Not even a little bit. You’re an outsider to them, a threat, someone outside their control. Watch yourself when you come into contact with them. Portland scared them. They won’t be as easy the next time...and here’s your floor. Good luck.”

      The large metal doors opened with a slight screech and I stepped off. Looking back over my shoulder, I gave the elevator man a small salute. I was slowly getting used to strange advice coming from unusual places. Believing in otherworldly spiritual entities wasn’t a prerequisite for this job, but it was trending that way. I knew the Gods existed, because I’d met at least one already.

      I followed the signs in the hallways and finally found the office I was looking for at the end of the hall. Since the door was already ajar, I didn’t knock. “Anyone here?”

      Peeking inside, I could see two desks facing each other from opposite sides of the room. Filing cabinets lined the room, taking up all available wall space. Even the lone window was partially covered. Each desk had an agent behind it. But only one was awake. “What do you want?”

      I pushed the door open and stepped inside. Whipping out my credentials, I said, “Special Agent Jack Dalton. Washington sent me to you. I’m investigating the Bigfoot issue in Humboldt County.”

      The scowl dropped off the Agent’s face to be replaced by mirth. It started as a giggle that turned into a bold-faced laugh. “Simon, wake up!”

      Simon, who I assumed was the other man, didn’t budge. A faint snore could be heard from him.

      Reaching behind him, the first agent grabbed a book from a small shelf and lobbed it at the desk across from him. Landing with a boom, the book bounced off the desk and hit the sleeping man in the head. He jerked awake with a “...the hell?”

      “Nice of you to join us, Simon,” the first agent replied.

      Simon rubbed his eyes and glared at him. “What did I say about throwing things at me, Arthur.”

      The menace in Simon’s voice when he spoke Arthur’s name was clear even to me. I doubted these two would draw down on each other at work, but I was a stranger in a strange land here. I kept a small caliber weapon in a rear holder at the small of my back, and I was seriously considering reaching for it now.

      “That you’d hurt me. But I know you didn’t mean it. We have company.” Arthur pointed in my direction.

      Turning his glare to me, Simon spoke. “And?”

      I blinked at him. “And what?”

      Making a motion with his hand, Simon looked back at Arthur. “Don’t keep me in suspense here. I have a lot to do today.”

      Arthur snorted but answered him, “He’s here about the Bigfoot problem. Remember that order we got from Washington?”

      “Seriously? I thought that was a joke.” Simon reached into one of his desk drawers and pulled out a wrinkled and torn sheet of paper. Squinting at it for a moment, he looked back at me. “Dalton?”

      “That’s me,” I replied.

      “Arthur and I looked into this case and couldn’t find any definitive proof of anything. More than half the reported sightings and ‘evidence’ collected for more than sixty years, if you can believe that, is pure fiction. Fake footprints and men in monkey suits. That’s what this office has concluded in more than one report. As my dad would say, pure hokum. But what Washington wants Washington gets. Those three cabinets behind the door are what you want.” Simon pointed.

      Looking to my left, I could see three overstuffed file cabinets with even more stuff piled on top of them. I shook my head and looked back at the agents. “How far back do they go?”

      Arthur smirked. “Officially? Since 1958 when the Humboldt Times wrote an article about footprints and unusual sabotage at logging and mining sites in the area.” Pointing at Simon, Arthur continued. “Our predecessors did a ton of research into the subject. Not much else to do around here. Our assigned area is pretty boring. Some of those reports go back at least a century. Not sure if you’ll believe them, though. We didn’t.”

      “There is more in our country than just heaven and hell. The Demon invasion should’ve proved that to us. What sort of Paranormals are around here?” I asked them.

      Both men gave me surprised looks. “We don’t have any of those here.”

      “Not possible. Paras are just about everywhere. With this much open space there has to be at least one or two Were Packs,” I informed them.

      Simon shook his head. “I don’t think so. The tribes around here would’ve said something by now. Both the state and national parks take up a huge portion of our area. If they exist, they’re hiding really well.”

      Arthur tapped his finger against his lips, then frowned. “There used to be a small reservation of Weres on the site of Fort Bragg. It was just a couple of buildings that included a really old barrack complex. Nobody had been interned there since the fort was abandoned in 1868. The Mendocino Indian Reservation was closed then, as well. The Army reopened it in the 1920s but closed it when the Magical Act was passed. I assumed that the Weres there left, but it’s possible they might still be in the town.” He looked at his partner for a moment then back to me. “We never thought to check.”

      “So, there might be Weres. What does that matter?” Simon asked me.

      “A lot, actually. Werefolk are very observant, especially when it comes to their territory and hunting grounds. If Bigfoot exists, they would’ve run across it by now,” I replied.

      Simon slapped his desk. “Then why isn’t there a report somewhere about it? We have Weres in the FBI, don’t we?”

      I smiled. “We do. But they, like most other Paras, don’t trust us all that much. We did put them in camps for more than thirty years.”

      Arthur shook his head. “We let them serve in the military and alongside us.”

      “To do that they had to swear loyalty to our government and were not allowed to go back to the reservations and their families for more than five years without permission. We treated them like third-class citizens for years,” I explained.

      “Still, they do take the same oaths that we do,” Simon stated.

      “They do, and they respect them. What takes precedent for you, family or government?” I asked him.

      “Family,” Arthur blurted out even as Simon said, “Government.” Both men glared at each other.

      “See? It’s a hard choice for some. I was raised by a Pack in Texas, one of the few humans to even do so. Most Weres trust Pack, family, friends, and then government.” I explained to them.

      Simon cocked his head to one side and gave me a strange look. “How did that come about? Being raised by them.”

      I chuckled, “It’s a long story, but one I’ll tell if you help me move these into one of the conference rooms.” I hooked a thumb at the file cabinets.

      “Now, that’s just not fair, but you’ve got me interested. Come on, Arthur, let’s get our exercise for the day.” Simon stood and motioned to the other agent.

      

      Read more here!
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