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Dedications

Special thanks to my wife Heather who keeps me grounded and to Merlin the Cat, we are his minions.


There are monsters among us. Shapeshifters, Vampires, Witches, and Demons roam the land unchecked by human law and order. My name is Jack Dalton, and I am America’s monster hunter.

The state of Maine was a long way away from Washington, DC. Especially in winter. My truck was holding up fairly well for being both used and rebuilt. Non-military government vehicles generally broke down after long or hard use. Lowest bidder and all that. My newest assignment was taking me toward the frozen north. I was on my way to see a town full of Witches!

Witches. Just saying the word gives me the shivers. At the FBI Academy, we were taught just the bare minimum about them. They were humanoid and could pass for one of us at will. Groups of them liked to congregate and call themselves Covens. And finally, they were scary powerful. General orders were to stay away from them. Really freaking far away from them. Now here I was, going to meet a group on their own ground. 

Anastasia, my immediate supervisor, filled in the blanks for me just a little before I left Washington. When the world changed in 1914, dozens of paranormal species were dragged into the light. Witches were just one, but they had an advantage. They looked human and often married humans. 

I had realized that Witches were around, but I had been totally ignorant of the existence of groups of non-magical humans that either worshiped magical beings or tried to use Magick themselves. They called themselves Wiccans or Neo-Pagans. 

According to my briefing paperwork, there was a worldwide upswing in Earth-based religions at the moment. Analysts at the FBI said it was due to paranormal exposure. I think it’s just that people are scared and lonely. Many of the traditional religions aren’t cutting it for them. It made me wonder how anyone could tell the difference between real Witches and fake ones. Or if there was a difference at all. I was starting to realize this assignment was going to be a pain in the butt.

One of the best things about my new truck was the cot in the back. While I’ve got nothing against sleeping under the stars, setting up a tent and then having to take it down is too much trouble. Roadside stops and most campgrounds are right on the main roads, anyway. I never worry about thieves or bandits. There’s an arsenal in the back, and the letters FBI on the outside to dissuade most thieves. But there are always a few idiots.

“…when he pulled in. I got a good look, and the back was full. Gotta be a salesman or something. Those guys always have cash.”

“I don’t know Jake, it says FBI on the side.”

“Don’t be a dummy. It also says auto parts if you look closely. It must be some sort of delivery van or something. He’s got plenty of green. I was there when he checked in. Come on Peter, see if you can jimmy the lock.” 

I’m normally a light sleeper, and after the last assignment, I’ve started to carry weapons everywhere. Better safe than sorry. Hearing that one of my new friends was the guy that checked me in made me regret accidentally flashing my cash. There’s always a next time to be more careful.

There was a faint sound of metal on metal towards the front of my truck. Those locks don’t work the way that others do. The FBI garage did something special to them.

Thunk! 

“Shhh. Peter! What the hell are you doing?” Jake whispered to his companion.

“This lock is goofy. No place to access the tumblers. I’m trying to pry it,” Peter answered.

“He’s in there you idiot! You might wake him up,” Jake replied.

“I wrapped a handkerchief around the end. It’ll work. Trust me,” Peter said as he pried at the door.

Ker-thunk! “Ouch!” Peter almost yelled.

There were a slight sound and a grunt.

“What did you do that for?” Peter whispered trying not to moan as he shook the pain off his fingers and tried to rub his head at the same time.

Jake drew back his hand after whacking Peter across the back of his head. “You're an idiot. You’re making more noise trying to be quiet than doing this regular. Come on, we’ll try the back doors.”

One of them picked up the crowbar, and both men stepped around to the rear. The moonlight allowed me to see them through the back window. I assumed the taller man was Jake. He wasn’t rubbing his head like the other man still was.

“Now pry right here next to the window lock,” Peter pointed.

While they were discussing things, I carefully unlatched the rear. One push was all it would take to open it.

There was a slight metal on metal noise as the crowbar was inserted then a gasp of surprise. “It’s open!”

“Shhh. Quiet you idiot! What do you mean it’s open?” Jake whispered.

The back window opened up. “See, it’s open already.”

Both men leaned in to look at the window and found me staring at them, gun in hand. “Freeze!”

Peter dropped the crowbar and yelped as it hit his foot. 

Shaking his head, Jake held up his hands. “Next time, when your sister says to give you a job, I’m saying no!”

Trust me when I say the looks I got from the local police force were priceless. My truck isn’t set up for prisoners, so I had the both of them trotting behind the van on wires. It seems the two men had been robbing travelers for several months. The police hadn’t a clue it was an inside job.

The police chief looked at my credentials and told his cousin, Jake, he was an idiot. That was my cue to leave town and continue my journey. 

It was nice to be back on the road and on the new interstate system. The only part of this that was annoying was all the toll roads. I understand that the highway is needed, and it has to be paid for somehow. It also isn’t really my money I’m using.However, it was still irritating.

“Twenty-five cents please,” the toll booth attendant held out her hand.

The smile on my face as I looked at the pretty blond girl dropped. “A full quarter? Wow, that’s expensive!” 

Glancing at my truck and then back at me she continued to smile. “The state of New Jersey wants to continue to have excellent roads for its residents to use.”

“Really?” I asked her. That statement was a little too pat.

The attendant’s smile dropped off. “Not really. To be truthful, it’s to stop all the shunpiking people. But don’t say I told you that.”

Being from Texas, I smiled at how she pronounced ‘you.’ It came out as ‘youze.’ I thanked her and continued on my way.

Highway 95 in New Jersey wasn’t any better than the one in Maryland so I couldn’t see the ten cent difference. But each state had its own way of paying for things. Reaching out with my right hand I patted the file cabinet in the passenger area. Having funds to pay the toll helped.

Seeing the sign for Maine was heartening. It wouldn’t be too much longer now. I still wasn’t sure I was up to meeting a town full of Witches. What if they turned me into a frog or something? Eating flies for the rest of my life didn’t sound fun.

<<<>>>

“Marcella are you sure about this meeting?” Minerva asked as she dug into the backyard planter.

“It needs to be done. The humans grow in strength and power. Our Coven is the most public and vocal of all. It’s not just my position on the Council that drives the need for this connection.” Marcella pulled back and brushed off her hands. 

“The Garden is a full-time job. We all know that around here. But do they? You’ve seen how the local Maine representatives act when we mention Magick. If we weren’t spelling them the moment they set foot in the county, we’d be taxed out of our own houses. They know we’re here. It hurts nothing to speak to them. Besides, we can always spell this man as well.”

“True but did it have to be the FBI? They are responsible for so many lies and misunderstandings of late,” Minerva replied.

“That’s not completely their fault, and you know it, Minerva. Demons are the most manipulative creatures among the worlds, and we were invaded by thousands of them. It’s still a great accomplishment for the humans to have been able to beat them down all on their own. Trust me when I say that the Council debated for a long time on whether to help them openly. If they hadn’t enslaved the Packs, we might have done much more to help,” Marcella pointed out.

Minerva looked at her long-term boss and friend, “Are they really enslaved?”

“What else do you call the situation they are in then? They aren’t allowed to vote, each group has to live on one of the reservations, and the only way off is military or government service. To me, that is slavery. This young man that is coming here is supposed to be different though. He was raised among the Packs and is considered a Pack member. He is one of the very few non-shifters to achieve that honor.”

After a deep breath, Marcella continued, “Only our power prevents that sort of restriction from happening to us.” Marcella added as she looked into her friend's eyes, “You were still overseas when we were revealed in 1914. But I was here and so was Grandmother Verity.”

“What did she do?” Minerva asked.

Marcella shifted position, leaning her back against the planter they were weeding. “The town has always known what we were. We Blackmores founded it after all. Telling others outside of the limits is harder. Nobody outside of Salem wants to have Witches in their town. Not real ones like us. So, after the reveal, the state of Maine officials came calling. They’d heard the rumors and were ready to believe much more than usual. Magick is not a secret around here. The first thing that they tried was to arrest Agnes Huckleberry for casting spells in the park.”

Minerva smirked. “Is that why she hates the highway department so much?”

“Pretty much. The idiots just about had Agnes dragged into their car when Chief Middleton arrived. Were you here when he was sheriff?” Minerva shook her head no.

“Big strapping man with long blond hair and a beard. He must have had Viking stock in his background somewhere. Anyway, he came to a screaming halt, his police car siren blasting. It was a huge mess. They had the State Police with them, and they ignored our chief, claiming he was tainted. When they started brandishing weapons, Verity got involved,” Marcella explained.

Minerva winced, “She was a force to be reckoned with. What happened?”

“She charged out of the restaurant, which in those days was across from city hall, and hit everyone with a freeze spell. And I do mean everyone. Since she was mad, half the town was stuck for almost an hour,” Marcella explained.

“That’s it?” Minerva asked.

“No. When all of the humans came out of the spell, they found themselves standing on the edge of town next to their cars. Both the Governor and the Superintendent of Police found a pissed-off Witch in their offices that day. Grandmother paid each of them a personal visit. She never told me what was said, but from then on we’ve been left alone here. No interference.” 

Marcella looked past her friend to the very large cat standing on the porch. “I can tell you that we got chocolate and flowers every holiday while those two were still in office.”

“And the Feds?” Minerva stressed.

“Nothing. Although, J Edgar Hoover didn’t have control of the FBI until 1935. It was the Bureau of Investigation before then. He did control that in the 1920s but they had their hands full with prohibition and smuggling. They pretty much left us alone. We get Feds in here from time to time poking around, but Agnes usually turns them around before they get past the first hill. So far they either haven’t noticed the weather around here or are ignoring it. I’m hoping this one is better. That’s what the Were say at least,” Minerva replied.

<<<>>>

The New England area of the US is delightful to drive through. It's much better than the parts of Texas and Illinois that I grew up in. I spent most of the formative years of my life living in the middle of a Were reservation in a very rural part of Texas. Weres are just like everyone else in America. They go to work, they take care of their families, and they bitch about taxes. The only difference is they turn furry several times a month. The whole full moon thing is just Hollywood fiction. Most Weres can change at will, but only the Alphas can change more than once a day. Alphas can also change infinitely faster than others. You never, ever, want to be on the wrong side of an Alpha with an attitude. 

When mom remarried, and we prepared to move to Illinois, the local Pack performed a ceremony inducting me. It totally surprised me that they thought I was that worthy enough to induct. The memory was one that would never leave me.

<<<>>>

“Jackson Dalton, present yourself to the Pack.” Alpha Dingo announced to the Pack. 

I winced when I heard my full name being announced. Only my grandparents called me Jackson. It didn’t sound right to my ears, so I didn’t use it. The entire pack was here for this ceremony. I could see friends both young and old in the crowd surrounding me. Standing up in the center of everyone, I gave a little wave.

Ron glared at me from the top of the rock formation in the center of the natural amphitheater we were in. Ron Dingo was one of the Weres in my late father’s tank unit. My entire life I’d heard about the unit’s bravery in the face of evil. Fighting Demons took a particular amount of courage. 

Members of the Pack touched me as I stepped forward. “Sir?”

“Now is not the time for mirth. You are called to the Pack Moot. Do you wish to join the Ghost Pack now and forever?” Alpha Ron asked.

I bowed my head. Even though I was leaving the state, to be a member of a Pack would open doors for me. I also didn’t want to disappoint my friends. “Yes, sir. I would be honored to join the Pack.”

“Kneel.” Ron pointed to a level spot at the base of the large rock.

My friends had mentioned parts of this ritual, but not anything about kneeling. Once I was down, I could see carvings in the rock that looked to be very old. I was confused. The Pack had only been here for less than thirty years.

Spreading his arms wide the Alpha raised his head to the sky. “We present this man-child to the Gods of Earth, Air, Water, and Fire. He is of age and has proven his worth to the Packs of the Western Forest. We ask that he be accepted into our midst and granted everything owed.” 

I was supposed to keep my head bowed, but I opened one eye and looked skyward in time to see a lightning storm in a clear sky! For less than a minute, lightning flashed, the wind blew, and the earth trembled. My veins began to burn. Clutching my arms to my body, I gritted my teeth and tried to not scream. And then it was gone.

“Do you still breathe Jack?” Alpha Ron looked down at me, concerned.

Swallowing I looked up at him. “Yes, sir. What was that?”

I rubbed my arms searching for what caused the pain but couldn’t find anything. 

“Our Gods are mysterious and powerful. You have been given something that only a handful have ever been given. Everything in this world has a price. For you, it was a small amount of pain. You bore it well. Welcome to the Pack, Jack.” Holding out his hand, Ron lifted me up. Standing on the rock, I could see that it wasn’t just the Ghost Pack. It was all the Packs of the reservation.

<<<>>>

I didn’t know it at the time, but I was literally given something rare and unusual. The Gods, if they actually exist, had offered me a portion of the powers that help the Were. I could see, smell, and run better and faster than I could before. It came with a price though. My natural endurance was stronger than before, and I had to train extra hard to learn how best to use my new abilities. 

More than once at the Academy, they checked me to see if I was a paranormal in hiding. I might be the only human in America that's been forcibly exposed to sunlight, silver, holy water, and garlic. I’ve eaten more garlic than most Italians. But being able to run faster and shoot with more skill was a benefit, not a chore. 

Throughout this entire trip, I made notes for my files. Where to stop, eat, and where the best gas stations were, topped the list of things I wrote about. Each case I conducted needed pictures and extensive information recorded. I realized halfway through this trip that I was laying the foundation for the division to carry on after I was long gone. Gone were my usual cryptic notes, as longhand became my main style.

Highway 95 took me right into Maine. Getting off the newly built highway and onto an old-fashioned two-lane blacktop was almost a relief. Small towns and backwoods were in my future. Briarwood was where I was headed. It was supposed to be along a river on the Canadian border. That was actually something else I looked forward to. Seeing another country was a treat. Even if it was just across a river.

<<<>>>

The road climbed quite high in the hills and then dropped down into a valley. The road sign said, “Briarwood Ahead.” It was early winter, but the fields looked as green as summer. I stopped and took several pictures. If this was Witchcraft, it was impressive. There was a roadside vegetable stand as well, but I didn’t stop.

Briarwood was very much like every small town I had passed in New England. The buildings were old and well maintained, carrying a certain charm that set them apart though. It made me wonder how old this town was. One of the older houses had a sign that announced that it was a bed and breakfast, and it looked very appealing after my trip. Perhaps, it was time to stop sleeping in the truck for a while.

“Welcome to the Briarwood Inn. Do you need a room tonight?” The woman at the counter was bright and cheery.

Smiling back, I replied, “Yes, thank you. I’m not sure how long I’m going to be here but for one person, please.”

The woman slid me the registration book and introduced herself. “I’m the owner here, Abigail Mueller.”

I carefully filled out the page and reached for my wallet. 

Abigail glanced at the register and lightly touched my arm. “No need for that Agent Dalton. Marcella Blackmore will handle your bill. She told us you might be staying with us.”

“My expense account can cover it since I’m on assignment,” I protested.

“Keep your money. It’s covered. I have a nice ground floor room set aside for you with a parking lot exit. Breakfast is at seven. Would you like to get settled in?” Abigail held out a key to me.

It was late in the day, and I was hungry. “I think so. Anyplace around here open for dinner?”

“Of course. The Badger Hole Diner is open every day, rain or shine.” Abigail pointed toward the door. “If you leave my place and head toward City Hall, you’ll see it. It’s directly across from the big statue in the park. Can't miss it.”

“The statue or the diner?” I asked.

Abigail chuckled, “The diner. The statue is of Herman Shlock, the supposed founder of the town. Of course, we all know better. The diner just started serving so you might want to hurry. The place fills up pretty quick.”

Turning to look, I followed the line of her finger and spotted both the statue and a sign that read Badger Hole. “Why Badger Hole for a name?”

“You would need to ask Marcella that question. It’s her family's place. You’d best get a move on. Leave your truck here, it’s perfectly safe. No one will touch it,” Abigail reassured me.

Wondering how she knew I had a truck since her view didn’t include the parking lot, I nodded and started out across the square. 

Marcella. I wondered if it was the same Marcella Blackmore I was supposed to meet. There can’t be all that many women named Marcella around here, right?

Whoa! For such a small place, the diner was jumping. It looked more like a full-blown restaurant inside the brick exterior. A steakhouse feel would be how my mom might describe it. We ate out rarely growing up, and that would have been a big compliment from her.

Entering the diner, I gave my name to the hostess. “Agent Dalton? We have a table prepared for you in the corner,” a smiling woman spoke to me.

Did everyone in this town know who I was? I could see people looking at me as I passed and whispering to their tablemates.

The table was what I would call a federal agent special. It was positioned, so someone sitting at it had a full view of the entire room from the safety of the back corner. I could see everyone and not worry about what was behind me.

I had just opened the menu when an older-looking woman slid into the chair across from me. “Hello, Agent Dalton. I’m Marcella Blackmore.”

The woman sitting across from me was in no way old. Maybe there were two Marcellas?

“Hello. Director J Edgar Hoover sent me to see you, I think. Is there an older lady I should be talking to?” I asked it even as the back of my brain started screaming at me. Manners. I could hear my mother. Never ask a woman her age.

As soon as the words left my mouth, I instantly regretted them, but Marcella? She started to giggle, then laugh. She laughed loud enough to catch just about everyone's attention for about thirty seconds after which everyone in the restaurant ignored her. That told me right there that I had the proper Marcella Blackmore.

She waved a finger at me as she gasped for breath. “I was warned about you, Agent Dalton. Big Ron said you were both funny and awkward at the same time. I didn’t believe him at the time because FBI agents are notoriously dour, but I do now.”

I was about to say something, but the mention of Big Ron or Alpha Ron as I know him shocked me to the core. Weres, as a people, are even more closed-mouthed than some of the native tribes. I’d never, ever, heard them discuss any of the other paranormal races. Not even in passing. How did this woman on the other side of the country from Texas know an obscure Pack leader?

Marcella smiled, “Witch got your tongue? I’m surprised. Did you think we wouldn’t check you out? I’m sure the FBI has a thick file on me and this town already.”

I just nodded, keeping in mind that one of the things that Anastasia told me was this sort of mission was like playing poker. Don’t show your hand to anyone. To be truthful, the file wasn’t very large. Apparently, none of the early federal officials believed the local Maine legends. Witches were consigned to Salem only in most people's minds. 

“Well, then we did the same thing. Just because we’re different doesn’t mean we can’t communicate with each other. Ron and I are old friends. You can imagine his surprise when I asked about you. He sent warm regards on your promotion and asked me to tell you to stop on by the next time you’re in Texas. He’s very fond of you, you know,” Marcella informed me.

“I know. He and my father served together and were friends.” I explained.

Marcella smiled at me, “I hope we can be friends as well.” 

She motioned to the menu, “Eat what you like. The Coven will pay all costs. We really do wish a congenial relationship with the FBI. I know you are hungry and tired of driving. Settle in and get some rest tonight. Tomorrow, ask Abigail for directions to the house. I’ll expect you for lunch. Say twelve or so. Try not to be late. We have ever so much to discuss. Enjoy.”

I was barely able to get a word in as she hopped up and majestically sauntered out of the diner. Along the way, other patrons nodded respectfully or bowed. What sort of town was this?

<<<>>>

“Well?” Minerva asked.

Marcella looked at her best friend and confidant and smiled. “Success, I think. He’s interested at least. Name dropping his Alpha’s name was what did it.”

“And Kassandra wasn’t clear at all about this boy? We’ve managed to stay off their radar for this long. I worry what a closer relationship will bring. Your grandmother would have just zapped him. You’re not going to break the covenant are you?” Minerva asked.

Marcella gave her friend a sharp-eyed look. “I may be the head of the World Species Council, but I won’t break our covenant. Even though there is some public opinion to the contrary, we were correct to agree to it. Humanity is dangerous enough without our help. At least our trained help. Even I cannot do anything about Russia and some of the far Eastern holdings.”

The Covenant was an agreement that Magick folk put in place following the mistakes made during the human’s so-called First World War in 1914. The Vampire Purge and what followed was a tragic accident, but it drove home the point that helping humanity destroy themselves wasn’t a good idea.

It was the ultimate law for those that signed. No paranormal Magick user, whether they be Witch, Wizard, Mage, or Mystic, would actively help the humans. For some, it cut them off from very lucrative work, but the risk to everyone was just too great for disaster. 

Minerva frowned, “Is anything being done about them?”

“Not really. What can we do? All the officials with any sort of power over the general users are dead. I understand their reasoning for breaking the Covenant but the toll upon them…” Marcella trailed off. 

The Demon War was devastating to many groups. The Volkhvy of Russia took the hardest hit. With the Demon Horde turning toward them, they helped the humans of their country and performed the second Great Spell of the century. It took everything they had, but they managed to kill and banish the Demon Prince raised by the dictator of the country once known as Germany. 

In the aftermath, it was discovered that Germany, Austria, Prussian, and parts of France were wiped clean. After years of demonic occupation, the population had been stripped to feed the never-satisfied demand for food. Humans, animals, paranormals. The Demons were insatiable, and they had destroyed the very structure of the cities in their efforts to harvest the last, surviving living beings. Buildings had been left in ruins, creating a scene of desolation and despair.

Those paranormals that could escape had done so earlier in the war. Fleeing by foot along hidden pathways, slipping through the occasional portal, they abandoned a suicidal stand to attempt to live to fight again. The land was left unprotected and suffered terribly until the Volkhvy’s Great Spell.

The Demons enacted their revenge as they were magickally dragged back to the Hell they came from. The Volkhvy were wiped out, eliminating in one blow the entire senior and most skilled practitioners. Magick users still existed in Russia, but they were few and scattered. 

Those with Magick tried to teach and pass on what they knew, but without guidance or advanced training, they failed. As a result, they were pushed into tactics of survival that left no room for Covenants or anything that did not allow them to feed their families. The Russian witches became mercenaries, renting out the only skill that they had in a desperate struggle for survival.

“We could have helped, if they’d asked,” Minerva stated.

Marcella nodded. “True. The debate in council chambers was hot and heavy over possible actions. It wasn’t the first time Demons visited, and it won’t be the last time. Most of the paranormals and Magick users made it out of the exclusion zone before the spell activated. The fact that we allow the mercenaries to exist at all is a form of reparation on the Council’s part. Other than human government, there is no one to talk to there.”

“I thought the Vampires ruled Russia? Surely they have some influence on the people,” Minerva stated.

“Not like what you would imagine. Russia is difficult. The current Tsarina is a Vampire herself. The council of advisors is dominated by them as well. My Vampire advisors suggest we leave them be for now. The mercenary force revenues are the main way that the Russian government earns hard currency,” Marcella replied.

“That’s already too much in the way of politics for me to track. Russia’s just one country. How do you handle all the rest?” Minerva asked.

“Carefully. The Council doesn’t have much pull in Asia, but for the rest, I have excellent advisors and assistants. So tomorrow, do you have the luncheon planned out?” Marcella asked, obviously changing the subject.

<<<>>>

That night I had a lot to think about. The files I was given were woefully incomplete. I could see that now. They were missing some things, but I wasn’t sure what. Making a snap decision in the middle of the night, I jumped in the truck and left town. The roads outside of Briarwood were treacherous at night. It may have been like summer in their little valley, but everywhere else, it was winter. There’d been a snowstorm and ice was everywhere. Checking my maps, I found what I wanted only a single county over.

“This is very much out of order, son. Let me see those credentials again.” One of the many things the Director had put in place was a way for Federal Agents to reach Washington in case of emergency. It was supposed to be used to report suspected espionage or catastrophic events, but my clearance level allowed me to use it. Every State Patrol office was supposed to have a top-secret phone line.

The officer on duty at three in the morning had to wake up his Captain, who didn’t find it all that amusing to go out into the cold to help me, but he did it. 

“I sure hope this is important for as many folks as you just woke up, son. Everything matches what’s here on the paper. Corporal Howard will show you the phone. Now I get to wake up even more people to tell them you used the phone. I hope Governor Reed isn’t sleeping too hard. Can you tell me what’s this all about?” Captain Chamberlain asked.

I rubbed my chin. “It’s not a total secret, but I’m in negotiations with the leaders of the Coven in Briarwood.”

The state patrol captain blanched, “Them! Make your calls. I pity you, son, I really do.”

It was almost chuckle-worthy, but I didn’t laugh. Whatever Marcella’s people did to the State Police, it seemed to have worked.

<<<>>>

The phone was inside a tiny closet. There was room inside for a chair and a child-sized desk, but that was all I really needed. I asked for a pad of paper and a pen. There was a special dispatcher who was as surprised as the Captain had been when her phone rang. Getting her to direct my call to the Special Assistant to the Director was the easy part.

“The world better be on fire!” 

I couldn’t help myself, “I thought Vampires were awake at night?” 

“They are, but I’m incredibly busy right now. Jack? How did you get this number?” Anastasia asked.

I took a deep breath. “I used the state patrol emergency line. I wanted to be both secure and get through to you.”

The Vampire started laughing. “It’s secure, but you kicked over an ant’s nest by using it. You do realize that the paperwork associated with this line is like a mile high? We’re both going to be signing our names for hours. What was so damn important?”

“I met with Marcella Blackmore tonight and realized the briefing paperwork is missing something,” I pointed out.

“Good. It proves to me that you aren’t an idiot. What do you think is missing?” she asked me.

“Background history. The founding of the town, demographics of humans versus paranormals, and the relationships that they all have. The state officials are hiding something as well. My file doesn’t have any of that covered at all,” I informed her.

“Believe it or not, I told Director Hoover that we needed to give you more, but he’s still in a snit about you actually being able to do that job. I have no way of giving you anything quickly. I assume you’re meeting tomorrow or you would have used a normal phone like everyone else?” Anastasia asked.

“Yes, I have been requested to come in the late morning and have lunch with Marcella.”

The Vampire took a deep breath and explained, “The basics are this. Witches live longer than regular humans. Marcella was born sometime in the 1800s. She’s run that town since the thirties. Forget Jamestown or St Augustine, Briarwood is the oldest town in America. There was at least one Witch on the failed Roanoke expedition in 1585. When settlers arrived in Maine, the beginnings of the town were already there. More than ninety percent of the people in that town are Witchfolk. They are either Magick users or followers of one form of Wicca or other Neopagan religions. There is a lot of politics involved, but there has been more than one occasion when a Witch from Briarwood has appeared in a Governor’s office and scared the bejesus out of them. We like to say that this country hasn’t been invaded since 1812, but Briarwood has never been occupied. No British, French or even Native invaders have occupied it. Even we don’t know the entire story.”

“Marcella is a Power in this world. I won’t get into details, but her Coven is THE most powerful one in the entire United States. Step lightly around her. She may look like someone’s grandmother, but she’s a shark. Just so you know, they were the ones that requested the meeting. And they insisted that you lead the team,” Anastasia explained to me.

“Team?” I asked.

“Call it a reward for doing a good job. Be careful Jack. If anyone can turn someone into a frog in this day and age, it’s Marcella Blackmore. Regardless of the paperwork. If you need me use this phone again.

The phone cut off leaving me staring at it. Looking down I perused the brief notes I took. It was starting to look like I was standing in a minefield all alone.

<<<>>>

“Good morning Agent Dalton! Did you sleep well?” Abigail was awfully bright and shiny at eight AM when I literally crawled from the bed. 

I clutched the coffee in front of me like it was the last cup on earth. It was going to be a very long day. “Just fine. I’m not used to soft beds. I usually sleep on a cot in the back of my truck.”

“That’s terrible! You should tell that Mr. Hoover to pay you agents more then. We still have eggs and toast left, would you like some?” Abigail asked.

I answered her in the affirmative and went back to studying my notes. Marcella and the others obviously wanted something, or they wouldn’t have asked me here. Figuring out what they wanted was my primary mission. After that, any of my observations would be an excellent way to flesh out the file. From the reaction of Captain Chamberlain and his man, the State Police did not come here very often. Understanding why might explain a lot. 

A plate of eggs and toast was placed in front of me. “Here you are, Agent. Milly, our cook, said she put a little cheese, onions, and peppers in there for you. Texas-style she said. Please enjoy it.”

I wasn’t so sure about ‘Texas Style,’ but the food smelled wonderful. Taking a bite, I knew instantly what she had added. They weren’t green peppers but Hatch chilies, giving me a taste of home. Texas-style indeed! It wasn’t until the last bite that I looked around. Where did someone find those sort of peppers in Maine, let alone the winter? More questions searching for answers.

“Abigal?” I called out.

The smiling woman appeared at the door to the kitchen. “Yes, Agent?”

“How do I get to the Blackmore house from here?” I asked her.

“If you look out that window, you should be able to see it. The family built right on the top of the bluff overlooking both the valley and the town.” She pointed out the window behind me. “Take the north road and make a left at the first turn you come to. It’s right next to the vegetable stand. Go past the entrance to The Garden and drive up the hill. Only house up there. I believe you’re expected at noon. You won’t want to miss Minerva’s cooking regardless. She’s the best cook in the entire valley.”

“There’s a garden here?” I asked.

“You’ll see. The view is best from Marcella’s house. She’ll explain it to you. Is there anything else?” Abigale asked.

I shook my head and peered out the window. The house looked very impressive from here, sort of like it was watching everyone and everything.

<<<>>>

“Is everything all set for lunch?” Marcella asked.

Stopping to wipe her hands on the apron around her waist, Minerva answered, “Of course. Would I let you down? I’ve got all your favorites and a few new things as well. Milly called and said he liked the eggs, so for starters, I’ve put together a bit of Texas fare, tacos and such.”

“Excellent. I want you there as well, we can get some of the girls to serve in your place.” Marcella instructed Minerva.

“How’s the harvest coming along?” Minerva asked.

“So far so good. There has only been a couple of incursions this week. I’ve got half the Coven patching holes. We can fix all of this if we can only find Emesh. He’s got the ability to mend the fabric of space and time. That is completely beyond the scope of my powers, and you know it,” Marcella replied.

“What are you going to tell the FBI about the incursions? If some of those critters get out of the valley, all hell could break loose,” Minerva pointed out.

“It’s under control. We don’t have any…” A yell from outside brought Marcella up short. Both women looked out the window to see a large creature emerge from the garden gate and race across the yard. “Oh, damn!” 

Marcella muttered to herself and cupped her hands as she ran from the kitchen toward the very large wraparound porch. Thrusting her hand toward the fleeing creature she shouted. Balls of light left her hands and illuminated the animal. When the light dimmed, it stood frozen in place in front of the lawn maintenance shed.

“What is it? If it’s one of those veloc.. velockator...V creatures. Save it for me. They taste like chicken.” Minerva yelled at her friend.

Marcella examined the frozen creature. “The word you’re looking for is Velociraptor. Somehow the portal in the Garden is either locked onto a world in early development, or it’s time traveling for some reason.”

“Can’t you Magick it closed?” Minerva asked.

“No. It is the unstable one of the pair. The other one goes to a pocket universe that is mostly stable. Time is a bit different in there as well. In a good way though. I really don’t want to go for outside help on this, but if the portal is shifting, we need to do something. There are much larger things than this looking for a way in.” Marcella pointed to the dinosaur.

<<<>>>

I had several hours to kill, so I drove around. Briarwood was a nice little town. Lots of shops and parks. The people seemed content, and that in itself was a bit unsettling. Out in the rest of the world, some countries were only just now settling down after the Demon War. Trade was coming back, and luxury goods were finally accessible again. Here it was like time had stopped. I didn’t see any major industry or activity until I reached the far edge of town. A large industrial building stuck up in the middle of a pine forest. Dozens of the newer refrigeration trucks were lined up to receive fruits and vegetables for distribution. Garden Deliveries was the name on the building. At least now I knew where most of the townsfolk worked.

Following Abigail’s instructions, I was able to find the Garden entrance and the road to the Blackmore estate fairly easily. The entrance to the Garden interested me though. Dozens of people were filing in and out of the main gates.

“Is this the Garden?” I asked.

“Of course. How can we help you, Agent Dalton?” A grizzled looking man asked as I approached.

Giving him a funny look I asked, “Does everyone know who I am?”

The man chuckled, “Pretty much. We were told you were coming and since you’re the only stranger here…”

“OK. I understand. I was freaking out there a little. What sort of vegetables do you grow here?” I asked.

“We grow all of them. Would you like something specific?” He asked me.

“All of what?” I asked.

“Vegetables. The Garden provides for all and is able to produce all. Is there something you wish of her?” The man smiled and patted the gates he was standing next to.

“No, thank you. Does this road lead to the house?” I pointed to the road and then the house in the distance.

“Yes, it does. They are expecting you. Have fun and tell Marcella I’ll be looking into her little problem for her as well. I need to get loaded up first.” At my strange look, he laughed. “No worries my friend, just say you met Emesh and she’ll understand.”

I arched an eyebrow at him but replied anyway, “OK.”

Walking back to my truck, it was all I could do to hop in and drive away. This was getting to be a very strange place.

The house on the hill was magnificent. A true Victorian masterpiece of architecture. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to grow up here surrounded by these crazy people.

Marcella Blackmore stood on the steps of the house, waiting for me when I pulled up and stopped my car.

“Do you folks have like tribal drums or something around here? I swear everyone knows about me before I meet them,” I remarked.

“It can seem that way at times. At the moment, we’re a rather close-knit community. The produce plant is expanding soon, and we are expecting some new residents. Being insular is not the way to be. So this is my home.” Marcella waved, “It predates the town by a few years actually.”

Remembering my notes, I commented, “Not in this form though, right? Construction in the late 1500s would have been log cabins or something.”

“Touche, Agent Dalton. You’re correct. The first sawmill didn’t go up until the late 1600s around here, and they were still using the trench method which was very slow,” Marcella informed me.

“Trench method? I’m not familiar with that,” I commented. The intricacies of early American industry was beyond me.

Marcella smiled. “You dig a trench deep enough for men to stand in. Using a very large crosscut saw they stand in the pit and cut the log from above. Not efficient and very labor intensive. Parts of the kitchen are from the original house. There’s one spot where you can touch the rough cut of the boards. A lot of history in this house.”

There was movement just out of my sight which caused me to turn. Instinctively I reached for my guns! “What is that?”

A large lizard of some kind was running straight at us on its hind legs. 

“Not another one! How on Earth do they keep getting in,” Marcella pulled back her hand and tossed a fireball in the creature’s direction. 

Pulling both my 1911 automatics, I began firing. Like shooting fish in a barrel, the creature was hard to miss. The fireball hit it, outlining it in flames. The fire and pain distracted it, but my efforts were what brought it down.

The flaming lizard crashed to the ground less than ten paces from where we stood. Rapidly following in the first creature’s wake were three other, similar lizards. Quickly I dropped the magazines and reloaded my guns, but I wasn’t fast enough. Marcella raised her hand and screamed a word to the sky. Lightning flashed, and all three running animals vanished as if they hadn’t ever existed.

“If only we can find Emesh, he’s the one that can fix the problem. I can’t keep killing these things all the time. Someone is going to be hurt eventually,” Marcella muttered.

“Emesh? I met a man earlier who said his name was Emesh.” I explained about the man at the gate, including the fact that he had told me to pass his message on to her.

Marcella looked heavenward and muttered something I couldn’t hear. “Thank you, Agent Dalton. By just being here you’ve helped. Emesh is… Let’s just say he’s a gardening expert who has experience with alternate realities. He will fix the problem of the Velociraptors for us.”

“Is that what that thing is?” I pointed to the smoking lizard.

“Yes. It’s a dinosaur. I’m getting ahead of myself. Lunch will wait, let me explain the Garden to you. That will help you make more sense of all of this. Come with me.” Taking my elbow, she led me across the yard to the edge of the bluff.

“What do you see, Agent Dalton?” she asked me.

Looking down, I saw a different sight than I had expected. Instead of the town, there was an enormous garden laid out before me. Acres of farm fields and masses of vegetation were everywhere. “Where’s the town?”

“This is the Garden. When my ancestors settled this land, they planted the beginnings of it. Natural formations of Magickal energy called Ley Lines cross this county at all angles. One strong one called the Kachina Ley crosses over this very spot. 

“My ancestors took that Magickal force and infused it into the very earth surrounding this area to allow the garden to propagate. Little did they know at the time that they were creating life.” Marcella paused briefly to see if I had any questions. Caught up in her narrative, I was speechless. 

After a moment, she continued, “The Garden itself took on… call it a persona. We communicate with it through growth and need. It answers as it sees fit, which is not always the response that we either want or have predicted.”

My look of disbelief must have been very apparent because the Witch laughed softly before talking again. 

“The Garden has many capabilities and aspects. One of those is its control of access to other places, both on this world and others. There are entryways into other realities called portals that can be used to travel to and from those other worlds that exist naturally in many places here on Earth. The portal opened in Germany was similar to the one in the Garden. It was forced to access the Demonic plane through a little-used channel of Magick. That is where the Demons came from,” Marcella explained.

“Demons? You have a portal to Hell here?” I reflexively tightened my grip on the guns still in my hands before I realized that I had just pointed them at the Witch beside me. Shrugging in apology, I put them away.

“Not quite. The portals here could be forced to go to the reality called Hell, but they could go to other more dangerous places as well. My family and the Coven here would never allow that to happen. It is our mandate in fact. We guard the portals. Emesh is just one of many that we work with to prevent dangerous creatures like that from entering our world.” Marcella pointed to the still smoldering dinosaur.

“I don’t understand. Why tell me about this? When the Director hears about it, he could call up the army, and they’ll do here what they did in Conception, California. Then your town, this house, the garden, and all of it would be gone,” I explained.

“It’s because of that core reason that I wanted you here. We are a resource, not a threat and the government needs to understand that. I know this is hard to take in, but hear me out. The main Portal here is a stable one. We use it to go from here to a sort of way station between worlds called the Badger Hole Bar. The portal that let loose the velociraptors was a temporary one that is being repaired. We watch for those and usually slam them shut immediately. It takes a full Coven to seal something like that unless you’re a God, like Emesh,” Marcella commented.

“Wait, this Emesh guy’s a God? Like, God?” I pointed my finger skyward.

“Magickal beings walk among us every day. Some are spiritual beings, others are just forces of powerful Magick. Why do you find that surprising, Agent? They are living archetypes of our own imagination and belief. I called you here to explain everything to your Director Hoover. I could just pop into his office like my ancestors used to do, but he might take that as a threat,” Marcella replied.

Without more than a split-second pause, the Witch continued to explain. “This country has so much potential, and we want to make it so much more than it is. To do that, we need to be able to communicate with those in power. Tell them to leave us be and to trust us. We use our power for the light and to destroy the dark. Can you convey our message for us?”

It was information overload for me, and my head felt like it was simultaneously spinning and ready to explode. How would I tell the Director of the FBI these things and not have him lock me up? In my head, I decided to lay it all out for Anastasia and let her decide. She knew him best.

Realizing Marcella was waiting for an answer, I nodded. Living gardens, dinosaurs, Covens, and Witches, this was a mission to end all missions.

Over lunch, she explained more of the history and purpose of her group which confused me even more. As we finished our meal, the powerful Witch gave me some last instructions and messages to pass on.

“Take the information I’ve given you back to the Vampire that controls you. Let her inform your government. Tell her that a time will come when she cannot hide from her fate,” Marcella instructed.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t really understand all of this,” I explained.

“We know dear. Take what I’ve given you to heart and trust us. In the future, you will need our knowledge. Just take what life gives you and roll with it for now. What do you think of the fish? It’s local,” she asked.

The total non-sequitur threw me off even more. But maybe that was her goal, to begin with. Leave me floundering just a little, but clear on the messages that needed to be delivered. 

Instinctively, I trusted the Witch. She was intelligent and articulate, not bullying or applying pressure. Despite all of Anastasia's warnings, this woman was very nice.

My trip back home was going to be a very thoughtful journey, and the writing of my report might take me weeks.

<<<>>>

“Did you tell him what Kassandra said about him?” Minerva asked.

Marcella looked out at the Garden. She could see Coven members in the fields, and the serenity of that view eased her mind. Emesh was there with his load of vegetables for transport. He waved and pointed to where the random portal had been, and she saw that it was no longer there. Even from this distance, she could see Emesh’s satisfaction with its absence. 

Bringing her attention back to Minerva’s question, Marcella said, “No. Tampering with the timestream is never a good idea. Look what happened to Tesla. All that interference causes is trouble. What will come to pass will come to pass. Or not.”

Marcella paused, considering her next words. “Kassandra said he would help the savior of our Coven to achieve her best. If I told him the prophecy, Jack might then have asked what we needed saving from, and there is no answer to that. Not yet at least. Kassandra said other things associated with this Agent Jack that tells me we need to prepare for the future. And I, it seems, must find a man suitable for fatherhood. Who would you pick for that adventure?” Marcella asked.

Minerva smiled and caused her eyebrows to bounce. “What about that British movie star Sean…”

This ends Book Three of Jack Dalton Monster Hunter. 

[image: ]

 


Author Notes

Jack is growing, both in popularity and in depth. What I wanted from this series is a way to build backgrounds for some of my characters and still have good stories along the way. Enter Marcella Blackmore.

Marcella is one of the characters that are present in the series without having a real background described. I’ve hinted at things about her but never previously explained them in depth. I told my editors that I would never write a series based on her. She would be consigned to the cookbooks. In case you missed it, there are cookbooks, currently four of them, centered around the series. But those stories have Agatha and Fergus in them as well. Only Grandmother, a short story that appears in the book Cat's Night Out shows her in her true light. It is there that you get to see her in the position of a leader and mother. So I wrote her into this series and gave her some background. There will be more of that coming later. Not so much with Jack’s books but with a future series, The Trials of Verity.

I like to keep secrets about the future which is why I rarely discuss what I’m doing. In the Facebook fan group, Fans of the Federal Witch, I occasionally mention things. However, in the coming year and into 2019 I plan to add four new spin-offs to the universe. Wings of Justice, The Mer Sisters, Trials of Verity, and Bracelets of the Guardians. But before you all send me tons of messages and email be warned I have no idea when they will happen. I still have four more Federal Witch books to write and three Mongo mysteries. As well as seven more Jack books. That’s not even counting the co-written stuff or the short stories for the cookbook series and other projects. And a project I’ve got cooking with Author Blaze Ward. It’s called Boundary Shock, and it’s coming soon.

Something else I’m involved with is Wenebojo, It will change the face of entertainment as we know it and I will be telling you all more about it soon.

So I’m busy. But I always have time for readers and fans. Catch up with me on my Facebook page, the fan page, my author pages, and Bookbub. 
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I’m now into my second year as a published author. With over 25 works under my belt already my pace is relentless. Writing was never a goal of mine growing up. I really did fall into this accidentally. My wife and family knew of my love of books and urged me to try writing. It wasn’t until an author i befriended gave me a short push off a long pier that i really gave it a go. And what a go that was!

Athena Lee and Agatha Blackmore have given way to over 50 short stories. I write a lot. The future is in books and I’m in it for the long haul. Keep your eyes peeled for new and exciting things coming from me this year. Don’t forget to check the Blog every week for a new Wilson or Fergus story.

I welcome comments and questions on my blog. Follow me on Facebook  or visit my author page. I have an author page with BookBub too.

I’m excited, are you?
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Coming Soon!

Next up in the Jack Dalton Monster Hunter series ...
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