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Chapter 1
 
   Wednesday, July 6th, 2016, 9:43 AM
 
   It was a hot day.  The mild summer had given way to the high nineties.  It was absolutely miserable out thanks to the humidity factor, being outside felt like breathing soup.  Luckily for me, I was a sorcerer and it wasn’t bothering me at all.  It was child’s play to leach the heat from the air between my shields and skin as I walked down the street.  I’d gotten a vision earlier, and would have to deal with it myself, there wasn’t time to call anyone else.
 
   I walked into the bank that was about to be robbed, and looked around.  Normally bank robberies wouldn’t even be on my radar, and on the off chance I ever got stuck in one, I’d honestly most likely just ignore it.  Not from callousness, I just had enough on my plate dealing with the supernatural world.  I couldn’t play super hero.
 
   Thing was, I wasn’t here for the robbery itself, at least not directly.  
 
   I was here for Monique Washington, a six-year-old child that was about to become a human shield, and then a hostage, and finally, never to be seen again.  Simply because the bank robber would get careless and allow her to see his face.
 
   I couldn’t allow that to happen.  
 
   While the world of the normal humans wasn’t mine to police, it was a habit to interfere where kids were involved, specifically kidnappings.  It was a habit I just wasn’t willing to give up. 
 
   Not to mention what would happen to her mother, shot in the crossfire between a security guard and the culprit.  She would bleed out and die before help could arrive.  Ironically, the security guard would be just fine, after two surgeries and a couple of weeks at the hospital, followed by a few months of physical therapy.  
 
   I’d considered simply moving the girl and her mother with a few persuasive words, and if that didn’t work, I could outright mesmerize them to get them to move away from the wall that would be bathed in bullets very shortly.  The problem was, that wouldn’t work, the guy already had decided to use her as a hostage if the police arrive before he could leave.  That meant my only real option was stopping the robbery itself.
 
   I read the man in front of me, Martin Sorrentino.  He had a sob story, and a hard life.  I felt sorry for him a bit, but then I knew plenty who’d had it worse growing up.  Who in fact had gotten even more screwed by the system, and who hadn’t turned to bank robbery, or taken to hiding behind little girls.  So that feeling wasn’t much of an excuse for his future actions, at all.  I simply noted it, and felt a small amount of compassion, I could relate.  He was also on parole, which admittedly I couldn’t relate to.
 
   I mesmerized him with a thought, and put him under compulsion to turn himself in to the police.  He wouldn’t go to jail for twenty years for armed robbery, since he didn’t actually rob the bank, but he would end up doing another five-year stretch for violating his parole by carrying a gun.  I wasn’t sure how right what I’d just done was, but I knew little Monique and her mother wouldn’t have argued about the morality of it.  I stayed a few minutes after Martin left, and then went out the door and back toward my office.
 
   This was my new thing, apparently I saved kids before the kidnapping these days.  Oh, I still did it the other way around too, when Mike or Aiya called me for a lead in a case where the trail had gone cold.  Or a concerned parent or sibling came to visit in the office.  But for me, and my visions, over the last month I’d been nipping them on the bud before it even happened…
 
    
 
   It’s been around a month since I’ve taken over running the city’s supernatural population, or perhaps more accurately, since the city has been running me.  So far I’ve been lucky enough not to have to kill anyone, and I’m dreading it when the time comes.  I suppose I owe my reputation for that, killing two thirds of the vampire council had the city’s vampires walking on eggshells.  
 
   Still, I’d never had qualms about self-defense.  When I’m protecting my own life, or the life of another, I felt fairly justified killing a rabid rogue werewolf, or a vampire that got their jollies from killing humans.  Self-defense, I never lost a wink of sleep over it, not since the first time anyway.
 
   I also understood on an intellectual level, those that risk exposure, and disregard the secrets of our world, were playing with fire.  They might start a war between humans and the supernatural races, and they usually were unbalanced in other ways as well.  They needed to be put down.  I really got that, and agreed with it.  But… I’d never had to do that.  In my heart, I knew there was a big difference between self-defense, and an execution for crimes against the supernatural world.
 
   But that was my job now.  Chicago was mine to police, at least when it came to supernatural beings who’d break our most sacred rule.  I understood the need, but I also dreaded it in my heart.
 
   My magic hadn’t increased since that day above Tara’s store, when I’d fed my power to Aitheria and learned some truths, but some things come easier now.  
 
   Much easier.  
 
   My magic is more responsive and sensitive to my smallest desire, which requires greater control on my part, a disciplined mind.  My air traveling is even faster now, a little less than three second to get from Chicago out to the suburbs.  
 
   That’s somewhere around twenty miles a second.  Roughly, I never actually got out a calculator and precisely looked at the distances and time involved.
 
   My fire abilities have improved as well, I can see the connections between others without effort, and in a way it actually takes effort to not see them now.  The only thing that hasn’t become easier is the visions, if anything they’ve gotten worse, and I’ve failed to control them every time.  Luckily, I’ve only gotten one every three days or so, the rest of it has been just pulling information which works the way it always had.  After each vision I always feel wrung out and need sleep, although thankfully it hasn’t knocked me out yet.
 
   My enemies were still out there, I have no doubt they’re still preparing, but they haven’t attacked yet.  I’ve had a month to prepare, practice, and plan.  I couldn’t imagine I’d be given much more time than that, but I wasn’t in a hurry either.
 
   As for my soul mate bond with Aitheria, I’ve come to terms with the idea of it.  I’ve also accepted I don’t completely understand it yet.  I couldn’t deny that I loved Aitheria, she’d been my companion for life, but it wasn’t a mortal love, there was no physical component to it.  It was… like the devotion and love toward family, but not quite that either because there was a kind of intimacy, a close sharing.  Still, that was closer to the truth than any other description I could give.
 
   Plus, Sierra didn’t have a problem with it, so it seemed foolish for me to do so, or to waste time worrying over it.
 
   It was hard to believe it had just been a year since I got my powers back that night on my twenty first birthday, and I’d found out what I was.  My birthday was in just three weeks, so in one way things had moved so much faster than I expected.  That was my fault of course, for not keeping a low profile.  At the same time, it’d been incredibly frustrating, and there were so many things I still didn’t understand or know yet.  
 
   Not about my elemental powers, that I was content to learn in time.  It was all about my enemies, who they were, why they were after me, and all the rest of it.
 
   I walked into my building and on my way up to the office I felt Kira Downs, the reporter, up in my office.  I wondered what she was doing there, I’d given her a compulsion last time not to chase me down for stories anymore.  When I reached for the information, I had to suppress a chuckle.  Her visit had nothing to do with a story.  Her younger sister had gone missing.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Wednesday, July 6th, 2016, 10:08 AM
 
   Kira was standing by my door when I got upstairs, wearing a pair of jean shorts, and a clingy shirt.  She was an attractive woman.  She’d have to be to get a field reporter position.  She had golden blonde hair, blue eyes, and a heart shaped face.  She carried herself well, was willowy, and looked good on camera, and off for that matter.
 
   I didn’t think she held a candle to Sierra, though I might have been biased about that.
 
   She looked nervous, not about me, but worried about her younger sister.
 
   I opened the door and waved her in.  I decided to put her out of her misery, the young reporter was in turmoil.
 
   “Take a seat, Karla is safe by the way, do you want a drink?”
 
   The usually graceful woman almost tripped over her own feet when I said her sister’s name, but she caught herself and slipped into the chair in front of my desk.  She looked up at me, obviously wanting to question me about my statement, but she took a deep breath and answered my question instead.
 
   “Coffee?  I know you have some.”
 
   I laughed lightly and said, “I am a bit of a coffee addict.”
 
   I walked over to the sideboard and poured a couple of cups from the vacuum sealed coffee pot.  It was still hot, so I just added a little cream and sugar and handed her a cup before I sat behind my desk with mine.
 
   Kira asked nervously, “Karla’s really okay?”
 
   I nodded, and took a sip.  Kira mirrored me and waited pretty patiently for me to answer.  She had… poise under pressure.
 
   I had no desire to make her wait or drag things out, but I took a moment to read a little bit more about her life, and reached out with the power of air.
 
   Kira had been twenty and a junior in college, when her mother died in an accident.  Her father had been absent from the picture since she was five, so he was no help.  She’d found herself with an eleven-year-old sister to raise, and had impressively met the challenge, even while she finished college and then pursued her career.  That was seven years ago now.
 
   “She’s fine.  Just… you’re not going to like it, but it’s also not as bad as you think.”
 
   She gave me a pleading look, so I went on.
 
   “Bart isn’t such a bad guy, and he’s really going to make her happy.”
 
   The blood drained from Kira’s face, “That young man is a…”
 
   I held up a hand to stop her diatribe, “He’s her husband, as of two hours ago.  They ran off to Vegas to elope as soon as Karla turned eighteen.  They’re staying at the Hilton, and will be back here tomorrow night.”
 
   They’d only had enough cash for a one-night honeymoon.
 
   I was really trying my best not to laugh.  It wasn’t at all funny to Kira.  She was convinced her baby sister was throwing her life away, but in this case it wasn’t true.
 
   Strangely, I was positive he’d be a good husband, and father.  The information was all there, in the future.  He’d do his best to keep Karla happy, and wouldn’t bail when kids came along, which was something Kira’s and Karla’s father had been unable to do.  
 
   Clearly though, Kira wasn’t happy at all about it.  Hopefully she wouldn’t fight it so hard, all she’d accomplish would be putting a rift between her and her sister, who she loved like a daughter.  That part I wasn’t sure about at all, maybe because it could still go either way?
 
   Still, it was rather precipitous to run off and get married at eighteen to your high school sweetheart, but this just happened to be one of the few times it would actually stick, and work.  One of the exceptions that proved the rule.
 
   Kira frowned, “Why Vegas?”
 
   I shrugged, “Fast and cheap.  Plus, I think she was worried you’d find out if she did it here, you have all those contacts down at the courthouse, and there’s that waiting period involved.”
 
   She was kind of in a daze, so I was patient and just drank some of my coffee while she processed this.
 
   Kira finally said, “They’ll be back here tomorrow night then?”
 
   I nodded, “Yes, and I know Bart is… colorful right now.  But he will step up in a big way, it’s not as bad as you think.”
 
   Bartholomew Cross, he was kind of a hell raiser, or he had been in high school.
 
   Kira’s eyes narrowed, and I saw her reporter instincts kick in.  I’d told her many times my psychic power only worked on kidnap victims and missing children, and that I couldn’t control it.  She was wondering how I knew about Bart if that was true, and I decided I’d said enough.  I suppose I was just a sucker, because I hadn’t wanted her to be so worried.  It also occurred to me I hadn’t even mentioned money, or even charging her at all.
 
   That was interesting, maybe I thought about her as too close to treat like a customer.  Which was weird, because she wasn’t a friend, just an acquaintance, and one I didn’t particularly like either.  Probably that hero complex I had.  Beautiful upset woman, equals me being an idiot trying to make her happy.
 
   Kira asked the expected question, “How do you know that?”
 
   “Know it?  I guess I don’t.  When I felt where she was, it just seems like a good thing.  I don’t get any bad vibes, like she’s making a mistake.  On the contrary, I get the feeling she’s exactly where she needs to be at this time in her life.  I trust that feeling.”
 
   Hopefully that was vague and mystical sounding enough to get her reporter instincts to lie back down.  Psychics said that kind of general crap about life all the time in the movies and books.  I really didn’t want to have to whammy her again if I could help it.  I didn’t have a problem with a compulsion when it was necessary, but I had qualms over using it at the drop of a hat.  Especially when it was my own mental laziness that caused the problem to begin with.  I should have guarded my tongue better.
 
   Kira who was clearly unconvinced about Bart’s goodness asked, “Fine, what do I owe you?”
 
   I smiled, “Don’t run a story on it, and we’ll call it even.”
 
   I knew there was no way in hell she’d run a story on her own sister, but she seemed to appreciate the sentiment.  She seemed grateful even, deep underneath her consternation, and she finished her coffee in a few quick swallows.  We said our goodbyes and she moved out with a purpose.  I had a feeling she’d be tracking them down at the hotel, no matter what I’d said about it being a good thing.  Maybe I shouldn’t have given her the hotel name, although honestly, that would have only slowed her down for a half hour tops.  
 
   I was also just as sure the newlyweds would be way too busy to answer the phone.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Wednesday, July 6th, 2016, 10:32 AM
 
   She ghosted in as I filled my cup, and finished off the pot of coffee.  She was dressed in a woman’s suit.  Black pencil skirt, a black jacket that conformed to her womanly curves and was open down to her navel, with a yellow strapless shirt underneath it that clung to her body like a second skin.  She had on a pair of two inch heeled shoes.
 
   Her hair was a gorgeous and shiny blue black, her eyes a warm gray color, and her beautiful face wouldn’t have gone amiss in a modeling magazine.  We’d grown a bit closer over the last month, from trusted business associates to a true friendship.  She’d been surprised when I gifted her with earrings so she could contact me if she was in trouble, and that seemed to be the point when we started to grow closer.  
 
   She’d never been afraid of me, past the night we met anyway, but now she was even more comfortable in my presence.  Considering what I was, and the stories about sorcerers, that was a rare thing.  Even better, she got along with my mate very well, which in our world was odd.  The whole vampire and werewolf thing with opposing elements.
 
   She looked nothing like Diana, but I’d always felt a twinge of pain and remembrance for the first supernatural I’d ever met outside of Aitheria whenever we got together.  Still, they weren’t that similar, it was merely because they were both vampires, and both worked with me as the contact person for the vampire world.  Even that wasn’t the same though, since Caroline reported to me, not the other way around.
 
   I also didn’t feel awkward around her at all, despite her beauty.  I still got twinges of that, when I met a beautiful woman I didn’t know.  But considering I was mated to one, and was friends with several others, it just didn’t bother me anymore.  Especially when I knew them well enough.
 
   I didn’t pull any information, I preferred to speak to friends without foreknowledge when possible, plus even an air sorcerer deserves to be surprised on occasion.
 
   “Caroline, I can put on another coffee for you?”
 
   She shook her head and smiled, “I’m good, thanks.  I have news.  Good and bad.”
 
   I turned my head and smiled at her, “Good first please.”
 
   “Tim found a job, and is toeing the line.  He is… grateful for the mercy of a second chance.”
 
   I sighed, I didn’t pull the information, but I still had a guess as to what the bad news would be.
 
   “Alright, hit me with it.”
 
   She replied, “Mark is gone.  He complained about your sentence almost constantly the last month, and we think he took off last night.”
 
   I took a sip of coffee a I pulled that information.  Mark was definitely running.
 
   “He’s in Kentucky already, and going south fast on interstate seventy-five.”
 
   Looked like the thing I was worried about was finally here, and I had no choice but to kill him.  Execute him really.  I’d tried to spare him when he’d turned cat burglar, threatened exposure, and ruined lives.  I was conflicted about it to say the least.  On the other hand, I could make a case that I would be protecting others by ending him.  He was too stupid to follow the law not to risk exposure of our supernatural world, which meant I was protecting all supernatural beings by removing him from this life.
 
   Was that all just sophistry to convince myself it was self-defense or rather, would be done in defense of others?  Probably, but there was an element of truth to it as well.  Mark was a fool, and a risk to all of us, including the humans he was so careless with.  Mesmerizing humans was supposed to be the last option if all else failed, and not an excuse to be lazy.
 
   Either way, it was my responsibility to take care of these things now.  Chicago was mine to protect.  Even worse, since I showed mercy earlier I’d have to make a statement with his death, or risk the vampires thinking I was weak.  I hoped Tim kept doing well, that might make it worth it.
 
   I frowned, I really didn’t want to be in charge, but unless someone offered to take over I was stuck with it now.
 
   “Get to the coven house, and gather some witnesses for his execution please.  I’ll be there in a half hour.”
 
   Caroline put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed it before she left.  She knew I wasn’t all that thrilled with this.  
 
   I wrapped the power of air and fire around me, and ordered it to take me too him.  He was hundreds of miles away, but it still took less than a minute for me to get there.  Of course, he was driving around ninety miles an hour down the highway.  When I opened my eyes, I found myself surrounded by air, flying above him down the freeway.  I was also wrapped in invisibility, so the humans couldn’t see me.
 
   Invisibility wasn’t the easiest thing, but I’d had a lot of practice over the last month doing it.  It was just the best way to hide from the humans when I did crazy crap like this in the middle of the day before a ton of potential witnesses.
 
   He was in my sphere of air now, so I reached down into his mind, and mesmerized him into taking the next exit off the road and parking.  I could have grabbed him right out of the car, but that would have made a mess.  Even if I’d managed to time it so only his car went off the road, it wasn’t a good idea to do it that way.  If only because it was sloppy, and would leave unanswered questions behind.
 
   Not that there still wouldn’t be questions, but the human authorities would find the abandoned car on the side of the road, and discover it was a stolen vehicle from Chicago.  They’d eventually assume it was stolen and abandoned on the side of the road.  An unsolved crime, but much less of a problem than a car accident where the driver just disappears.
 
   Which of course meant Mark had not only ran from his sentence, he’d compounded that by breaking the rules again.  Not only against stealing, but speeding twenty miles over the speed limit while driving a stolen car was idiotic as well.  I suppose it was my fault for showing him mercy in the first place.
 
   He pulled off the highway and into a gas station, and parked near the back away from most everything and everyone else.  I verified there were no cameras nearby, and surrounded him in the power of air, and took him without warning.  I imagine he was freaking out, not knowing why he was pulling over, or who was responsible.
 
   I smiled grimly as he fell to the ground and started to throw up when we arrived at the coven house.  It was petty, but a result of moving at twenty miles a second, without closing his eyes first.  It was a disorientating way to travel, even for me.  I was a little bit angry at him, but much angrier about what I was going to have to do.
 
   I wrapped him tightly with my power so he couldn’t run, and waited for Caroline and the others present to get outside.  I’d told her a half an hour, but it had only taken about fifteen minutes to go get him, and he was almost all the way down to Tennessee when I’d first gone after him.
 
   I had to do it, and I had to make the vampires fear stepping out of line.  Yet, there was no way I’d be able to torture him, or draw it out.  I just didn’t have that in me.  So I had to get a little creative to both show that I wasn’t weak, but in a way that I also would be able to live with what I was about to do.  When they all got outside, I didn’t waste any time or drag it out.
 
   “Mark, you were shown mercy, and have broken your parole, as well as your word.  There will be no third chance.”
 
   I wrapped a noose of air around his neck, and pulled it tight.  Beheading someone is a bit gruesome, but it’s also a relatively painless death, which served both of my needs.  It wasn’t quite enough to make an impression though.  I also immolated his head as it fell toward the ground as a gratuitous show of power, and nothing but ashes touched the grass in the back yard, and then his body followed quickly in the same manner.
 
   Not even a bone was left.
 
   I knew it made sense, I knew it was necessary to prevent anarchy in the supernatural world, but I still felt sick at heart for having done it.  Yet, I didn’t allow any of that to show on my face.  I looked around at everyone, who were all frozen in place in fear, and I did it with a casual look on my face.  As if I’d just taken a sip of my coffee rather than had taken a life.
 
   It took a great amount of my mastery over fire magic not to look upset, or even throw up.
 
   I couldn’t blame them for the fear, and it was part of the plan.  It’s probably disturbing to see someone as powerful as a vampire die in a spectacular fashion with so little apparent effort.  I hadn’t even needed to move a finger.  I gave a polite nod to Caroline, and I let the power of air take me back to my office.  I figured a picture was worth a thousand words, so there was no point in trying to make a speech, doing that might have even lessened the impact.
 
    
 
   I didn’t just leave that fast so I could release the hold on my emotions, I was worried.  I’d noticed something while retrieving Mark.
 
   “Ria, are we surrounded?”
 
   Aitheria asked, “Why do you ask?”
 
   I should have known that was coming.  She couldn’t really talk about it, if I didn’t already know.
 
   “I felt them, when we moved south, a number of air elementals paced me from the front.  Then another set paced me on the way back.  So, are we surrounded, so I can’t run, or hide?”
 
   Not that I had any plans to do so.
 
   Aitheria sighed, “Yes, there are about thirty air elementals surrounding the area around Chicago, including above the lake, kind of like a sensor net to make sure you don’t disappear on them.  They can’t watch from too far away, because I’d be able to block them.”
 
   I frowned, “Why haven’t they attacked?”
 
   Aitheria replied, “It’s complicated, and I can’t really explain.  Except that they would be breaking our laws by attacking a mortal directly, which is why they’re keeping an eye on us until your mortal enemies arrive.”
 
   Huh, that sounded like an explanation to me, which meant it was probably a lot more complicated than that in truth.  It also didn’t make sense to me.  If they can watch and pass on information to mortals, isn’t that interfering?  I didn’t bother asking her, she wouldn’t tell me anymore than she already had.  If it didn’t makes sense, all that meant was I was missing a critical piece of information.
 
   Which was nothing new.
 
   Aitheria asked in a concerned tone, “Are you alright?”
 
   I grunted, “I’ll live.  It was an ugly thing, but I’m a member of the supernatural government now.  As long as I only do what I have to, and don’t start killing people to keep my power, I won’t worry too much.  Still, it’s not a fun thing, but it’s not meant to be fun.  I think I’d just bow out if anyone challenged me for it.”
 
   Aitheria stood on my shoulder and caressed my neck, it was rather calming.
 
   “Are you sure about that?  What if they weren’t like you, and just wanted the power?  What if they abused it?  Would you let Caroline, Tara, and the pack, live under that kind of threat?”
 
   I frowned, I hadn’t considered that. 
 
   I complained, “Life was simpler last year.”
 
   Aitheria giggled, a tinkling choral sound in my mind that lightened my heart.
 
   “You make a good leader because you don’t really want it, or crave the power.  Your heart is strong enough to withstand the cost.”
 
   I was glad she thought so.  I wasn’t so sure.  
 
   I decided to take a walk and left the building, it might help me think.  A part of me knew Aitheria was right.  People in charge of things had to make crappy calls sometimes.  It was part of the job.  It still didn’t make it easy though.  Wishes wouldn’t change anything however, and it was my responsibility now.  I walked a few blocks and circled around my office at random just going wherever my feet led me.
 
   Eventually, I made it back into the office.
 
   I’d just sat down when I felt Mike’s and Aiya’s spelled jewelry reach out to me in warning.  The feeling might as well have been the sound of a starter pistol.  I’d been given a month reprieve since my enemies had found me, and apparently my time was up.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Wednesday, July 6th, 2016, 11:46 AM
 
   Mike and Aiya had been working on a case in conjunction with the organized crime division.  Several of their cases on missing teenage girls had led to the mob.  I’d tried to stay away from them, but they were making that difficult.  The girls weren’t kidnap victims exactly, more like runaways that were being taking advantage of.
 
   It involved an illegal floating casino in a modified ferry sized ship, where other vices such as drugs and prostitution, under aged and otherwise, were made available to select clientele.  Currently they were out on a police boat with a pair of detectives from organized crime, as well as a boarding team.
 
   I’d known all that already, when I’d pointed them in the right direction a couple of days ago.  I hadn’t been worried about them, according to my power they’d be fine.  Except, all of the sudden they weren’t, fine that is.  There was a supernatural somehow involved, and I only knew about it because of the spelled jewelry that Mike and Aiya wore.  The information on it was completely blocked from my power.
 
   Which meant, it was either a witch, or another sorcerer with more power than my own, which had somehow become involved.  Which most likely made it a trap, and one that I had no idea what it was that I was walking into.  That didn’t matter though, I certainly wasn’t going to run and hide with Mike and Aiya in danger.
 
   I wrapped myself in power, and turned invisible before I let the power take me.  I realized I couldn’t just appear on a boat with a gaggle of police on it, not without raising an eyebrow, or most likely a lot of eyebrows.  It made things… complicated to say the least.
 
   I popped out above lake Michigan just over a two seconds later, which put us out fairly far from shore.  I was two hundred fifty feet up, which was on purpose, as it was the reach of my power.  I frowned as I looked at what was happening below.
 
   The relatively small police cutter was being tossed and battered by waves.  Waves that were way too high for a day without a storm cloud in the sky, and the calm air that surrounded us.  The source was supernatural, and obviously so because the waves were limited in scope and only effecting the police boat.  I didn’t think whoever was responsible was worried about exposure, by the way the police held on to the rails for dear life, all the witnesses would be killed shortly anyway.
 
   That meant I needed to both stop it, and clean up some memories up afterwards.
 
   Close to the police boat was the casino boat, although there was no way to tell what it was from the outside.  There were a number of people up on deck dressed up and drinking wine, as well as several young women in bathing suits catching a tan.  Out on the side closest to where the police boat was, stood a man alone, a sorcerer of water.  He glowed with power to my supernatural senses.  The others on the boat seemed to be staying away from him, which was good or they’d have seen the water assault on the police boat as well.
 
   I hadn’t met one before now.  Just fire and Earth, and had only fought the former.  I had no idea what a water sorcerer was capable of, yet I had the feeling if he wanted to, he could just pull the boat right down and sink it if he wanted to.  Either he enjoyed playing with the people he killed, or they were simply the bait to get me to show up.  Perhaps both?
 
   It was probably sloppy thinking to assume that because he was my enemy, that he was also that ruthless and evil, but I couldn’t help but make that judgement.  Either way, I needed to do something fast.
 
   The sorcerer looked up, he must have sensed me.  He smiled as if delighted, and I felt his power reach for me.  His power ripped the water vapor out of the hot humid air, and it surrounded my shield and started to pull me down toward the water.  I had no doubt he wanted to pull me under where his power reigned.
 
   Two could play at that game.
 
   I reached down and thickened the air around him, and tried to squeeze him, but he had his own shield.  At the same time, I released the power of elemental fire, and flash boiled the water containing me.  If he was stronger than me, it wasn’t by much and I stopped descending.  He continued to surround me with water as I burned it off and tried to break his shield with air at the same time.
 
   After a few moments of this, neither one of us made any progress, but then the waves stopped attacking the police boat as he put all his focus and power on me and his shields.  I started to lose ground again, as the water appeared faster and seemed harder to boil, it was even putting more pressure on my shields.
 
   This clearly wasn’t working in my favor, time to change the game.
 
   I stopped trying to break his shield, and just built up the air magic all around him, making it thicker.  I spared a thought for the police, and wiped the last ten minutes from their minds except for Aiya and Mike.  They’d be fine now.
 
   Then I called upon the air to move us both, four miles straight up.  At first there was a struggle as his power continued to try to pull me down as mine tried to move me upward.  However, he had none of his magic trying to keep himself in place, which was a rather large mistake.  He shot up like a rocket, and I followed as soon as I was beyond the radius of his reach and the water magic dragging me down simply fell apart.
 
   I smiled when I heard his startled scream…
 
   He was far from helpless as we faced off over twenty thousand feet high in the sky.  Yet, there was less water vapor up here than at the lower altitude, and there was also the not so small matter of him not being able to pull water magic directly from Lake Michigan anymore.  He still had access to power, but it was much less.  A lot like my air magic when standing on the ground and I could only pull from a half sphere.  He could only pull through the water vapor in the air.
 
   He was even denied the water in my body, since I was shielded, but I supposed he could pull from his own.
 
   I pushed hard into his shield with air, and I also put some fire into it this time and tried to burn it away.  He gave a good effort, but we were close to even down at the lake, now he just didn’t have a shot at all.  Not without help, and if I had more enemies nearby they chose not to help him.  His shield broke and I pulled information from his mind, and then took his life.  
 
   I couldn’t wield the element of water of course, but learning about what it could do seemed wise to me in case I had to face it again in the future.  I also wanted to know what he knew.  I was tired of being in the dark about everything.
 
   Unfortunately, he didn’t know crap.  All he knew was he’d been paid millions of dollars to capture me and hold me alive under the water until those that hired him came for me.
 
   Capture, not kill.
 
   To say I was confused by that fact was an understatement.  I’d thought my enemies wanted me dead.  Well, they did, or at least Michael the water sorcerer had thought so.  They just wanted to do it themselves, but he didn’t know why, nor did he ask questions.  Michael had been a mercenary of sorts, and water sorcerers didn’t make good rulers of cities, except maybe Venice.  It took them too far from their concentrated element.  He only took jobs where he could work on or in the water.
 
   They could still access their element anywhere there was water vapor, which was everywhere.  Just like I could access fire from anywhere there was heat.  Obviously, they were much more powerful in the water, just as a fire sorcerer was more powerful in a fire, or by an active volcano for instance.  The higher the heat the better.
 
   They could also control water inside humans, and if stuck in a city, an area packed with humans would make them stronger.  The only reason he couldn’t have just torn my body apart using the water in it was because of my shield.  
 
   Besides the obvious, control of water in all its forms, vapor, liquid, and ice.  They were also good at persuasion, and could control the less passionate emotions where fire held no sway.  I didn’t want to make all water sorcerers out to be bad, but that made them perfect con artists, since they could calm people’s fears, and bull crap their way into anywhere.  Much like water could wear down stone, they were persistent, patient, and they usually found a way to get things done.
 
   I suppose to give it a positive spin, they would also make excellent psychiatrists and councilors, if they would deign to help anyone.  Politicians and lawyers too, anywhere that subtle influence would make a difference.  They could defuse a riot, or even persuade humans not to notice they were there.  Which is how and why he’d been ignored while on a mob casino boat, and everyone else had been blissfully unaware of his presence including the boat’s security.
 
   Either way, Michael had been merely a hireling who knew nothing, not even the identity of my enemies.  He’d been hired blind and paid anonymously.  He hadn’t been all that powerful either, on par with me, and I’d only been doing this for a year.  I felt no guilt at his end though, he planned to keep me prisoner and would have turned me over to my death, just for money.
 
   Regardless, I needed to warn everyone that things have gotten started.  I supposed I’d have to wait to tell Mike and Aiya, they were in the middle of a raid right now, but I was sure they had some clue already given what just happened to them.  After all, I hadn’t taken their memories of what happened.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Wednesday, July 6th, 2016, 12:10 PM
 
   Caroline looked relax and confident as I finished the retelling of what had just happened over lake Michigan.
 
   She said in a calm voice, “I’ll be fine.  I’ll be extra cautious but I still have a job to do.  I don’t have time to go run and hide.  Besides, from what you just told me, you’re the one that needs to worry about yourself, not me.  Sounds like the people you know are in danger of being used as bait, not actually killed.  I’m not discounting the danger, but honestly I’m more worried about you at this point.”
 
   I hadn’t quite considered it from that angle.  I hadn’t taken the time to worry about myself yet, I was more concerned about all my family, friends, and allies.  I had no idea what was coming next, but whatever it was would be serious.
 
   I nodded, “I suppose you’re probably right.  Still, I’m working blind here, and I’m not sure where they’ll attack next.  Just… be careful.”
 
   She smiled at me, “Nice to know you care.  Don’t forget that I work for you, if you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.  Speaking of working for you, I have the second quarter taxes ready for you to look over and sign.”
 
   I picked up the folder, and pulled the information.  I grabbed a pen and signed it, and then closed the folder.
 
   She raised an eyebrow, “Just like that?”
 
   I grinned, “Did you forget what I do?  I’d know if someone were cheating or being dishonest.  Either stealing or lying on our corporate taxes wouldn’t go undiscovered.  How is the coven doing after that unfortunate bit of violence this morning?”
 
   She tilted her head, “I don’t suppose you’d…”
 
   I laughed, “No, I’m not doing your taxes.”
 
   I hadn’t read her.  I was just getting used to her sense of humor.
 
   She chuckled, “The coven is fine, but also too afraid to cross you.  I think they’re also getting the idea if they follow the rules they’ll have nothing to fear.  They all sort of expected you to torture Mark, but you just ended it quickly.  It’s obvious you don’t enjoy that sort of thing.  Of course, I knew that from the beginning.
 
   “The point is though, one of the things about being a vampire is weighing the risks and rewards when considering stepping out of line.  None of them believe they could escape or hide from you at all, or keep a secret.”
 
   To be fair, they couldn’t.  Even hiding underground wouldn’t work anymore with my new tracking abilities as a fire sorcerer.  
 
   “Anything else before I go?”
 
   She shook her head and said playfully, “Just be careful, you dying would be an inconvenience.  I’d stop being important and all that, and just be another newbie vampire in a sea of newbie vampires.  I’d have to fall back on my good looks, sex appeal, and personality, which would be utterly tragic.  I like being the crazy vampire that works with the scary and all powerful sorcerer.”
 
   I snorted a laugh and shook my head, “I’ll try not to let you down.”
 
   I had no doubts that if something did happen to me she’d be just fine, even without falling back on those looks of hers, which were far from inconsiderable.
 
    
 
   I had to see Tara next, but I was also hungry, so I pulled out my phone as I left the building.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   I said deadpan, “Tara, I’m hungry.”
 
   She replied haughtily, “Well I’m not going to cook for you.”
 
   I sighed in faux sadness, “I suppose I could let you take me out to lunch instead.”
 
   She replied sarcastically, “Oh, thank you so much.  May I?”
 
   I laughed, “Umm, I would like to talk to you, seriously.  I need to fill you in on a little duel I had with a water sorcerer above lake Michigan an hour or so ago.  My enemies are definitely in town.  At the very least, be extra cautious.”
 
   Tara and I had settled into a weird kind of friendship over the last month.  The kiss that was forced on us in the old warehouse was just a distant memory now.  We still steered clear of any flirting, mostly because I had the feeling she still wanted me to a certain extent, and in that case flirting would be a jerk move on my part, even cruel, but light banter was quite common between us lately.
 
   I supposed some would consider that a type of flirting, but the point was there wasn’t any innuendo involved.
 
   Caroline and I were probably a bit more borderline that way, but I think that was mostly because we both knew that we both were in love with different people.  Somehow that made it safe.
 
   I was probably overthinking it, and focused back on the conversation.
 
   Tara replied in a concerned voice, “But you’re okay?”
 
   I smiled, “Great, just a little hungry.”
 
   Tara said slyly, “Fine, I’d be delighted let you buy me lunch, and Chinese was a great idea, glad you thought of it.”
 
   I snorted, “Sounds good, I’m so glad you liked my lunch choice.  I’ll be at your store in five.”
 
   I shook my head as I hung up the phone.  Guess I was having Chinese food for lunch…
 
   It was probably strange that we even talked at all after what happened, and considering how she felt about me, but we were allied powers in Chicago which seemed to take precedence over those relationship considerations.  Otherwise we might have walked away from each other and never looked back because of the baggage between us.  I was glad that wasn’t the case though, it might have been strange, but we were still friends.  If nothing else, time would work it all out.
 
    
 
   After lunch with Tara, who was another one that wasn’t all that worried about herself at all, just me, I went back to the office.  
 
   I found myself telling the story a third time, when Aiya and Mike called me after their bust, once they got somewhere private.  I’d also decided not to wait until I got back to the house to tell the pack, and conferenced in Sierra and Derik so I wouldn’t have to explain a fourth time.  We offered Mike and Aiya the chance to stay at the pack house, we had a few extra rooms there, but they didn’t take us up on our offer.
 
   Despite the fact they’d already been used as bait once.
 
   Everyone was clearly taking the position I was the one that needed protection.  Which was nice in a way, but very frustrating at the same time, I didn’t want anyone else to get hurt.  The idea of having all these allies was appealing to me in the past, but now that it was time to help me, instead of me helping them, I didn’t like it at all.  I didn’t want to see anyone else hurt.
 
   Which was naïve I suppose.  I considered closing up office and going home, but most of the pack were still out at work, I could also tell they were all fine through the ally bond.  There was also the fact my power clearly wanted me here in the city right now.  I knew they were blocking my sight, or parts of it, but it would be foolish to completely disregard my power, especially now that I was in more danger than I’d probably ever been in previously.  The power of air had helped to guide me for the last year, and even before that, when my power was mostly suppressed along with my memories, and I’d thought I was just a psychic.
 
   I was hit by a vision, strangely, not a super one that would leave me drained.  One of the old kind.  For some reason that wasn’t very comforting, my subconscious must know I didn’t need to be weakened in that way right now.  It certainly wasn’t something I’d controlled consciously.
 
   I typed the details in on my phone, and sent it to Mike and Aiya.
 
   A man named Brandt Richardson was at the Lincoln Park zoo.  He had a camera, but it wasn’t the animal exhibits that were the focus of his attention.  He knew he was a sick man, but had talked himself into merely taking pictures of the zoo’s younger clientele.  He hadn’t seen the harm in it, no one would know, or get hurt.
 
   Except, in one hour and twenty-three minutes the perfect opportunity to snatch one of the children would come along, and he wouldn’t be able to stop himself.  Brandt would see it as karma, or kismet, like it was meant to be.
 
   Those kinds of people were the worst of the worst, and I fought the urge to go sterilize the bastard and burn out that part of his mind.  With my power and knowledge of anatomy it would be simple.  My friends would make sure it didn’t happen though, what I’d seen wouldn’t take place.  Beyond that, he was a repeat offender, and was not supposed to be near schools, or places that children frequent, like the zoo.  He’d be going away another few years at least.
 
   I shuddered, and was pulled out of my dark thoughts by a knock on the open door.  I actually startled a little in surprise in my chair, because I hadn’t felt anyone coming into the building, or up the stairs.
 
   When I looked up my alarm fled and I smiled at the petite woman.  She looked like a soccer mom.  Thirtyish, shoulder length light brown hair, and warm hazel eyes.  She was wearing a pair of blue jeans, and a loose yellow blouse mostly unbuttoned with a light blue sports bra underneath.
 
   “Melody, how are you?”
 
   I hadn’t seen the Earth sorceress again after we’d talked that first time in the coffee shop.  I was a little suspicious at her timing, yet if she meant me harm she wouldn’t be knocking.  She also wouldn’t be up above the ground like she was, in my domain.  Although she was so old I imagined it wouldn’t make much difference, I was almost sure her reach could make up the difference.
 
   She walked in, “I’m not sure why I’m here.  I suppose I’m curious, but we all know what happened to the cat, so…”
 
   I gestured to the chair, “Take a seat, you want coffee?”
 
   I’d brewed more of course.
 
   When she nodded I stood and walked over to the sideboard, and made us both a cup.  I may not have been able to read her, but I also never forgot anything and had total recall.  It was easy enough to recall how she’d done it last month.  A dash of cream and one sugar.  Real sugar.
 
   Melody smiled and said, “Thanks,” when I handed her the coffee, and then said casually, “Someone tried to hire me to take you, and trap you below the Earth.  It made me curious, you have some very dangerous and old enemies.”
 
   I suppose I looked a little alarmed, because she added, “I said no of course.  I’m not a mercenary, and I choose my own fights.  But I was curious, when we met you seemed like a reasonable young man, polite and caring even, very rare traits for a sorcerer.  I’d planned to come back in a couple of decades, maybe ally if you hadn’t gone around the bend as so many of us do.  But like I said, I was curious, and wondered if I misread you at our first meeting.”
 
   “I’m afraid I can’t indulge you,” I said a little sourly, “The first time they came for me I was just five years old, and they killed my mother.  My enemies are family enemies, and I’m afraid I’m rather in the dark about who and why, and have been for a long while.  I can tell you I’m being watched, so they probably know you’re here right now.”
 
   She waved around, “This room has a lot to say about you, and all good.  You’re an interesting man.  I don’t think you just lied to me, but you know more than you’re saying.  Of course, it’s none of my business.  Just, watch your back.  These fools that are after you have bargained for true power, not like that idiot Jaben you managed to take out.”
 
   She stood up and knocked back the rest of her coffee.
 
   “You make a good cup of coffee.  If you survive you’ll see me again.  I’m tempted to stick around and help, but then I haven’t lived as long as I have by making bad bets.  We could be friends, maybe allies, but I don’t know you well enough to risk my life yet.”
 
   She put the empty coffee cup down and walked out.  That was, very strange.  And what the hell had she meant by bargained for power?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
   Wednesday, July 6th, 2016, 3:44 PM
 
   The place looked odd with nothing in it, and I was a little lost in the memories of the past.  I hadn’t been here very long, but it still had good memories attached.  I supposed I was saying goodbye to the place for the final time, before dropping off my keys with my last rent check.
 
   I still had a month left on the lease, but I didn’t see any reason to drag things out further.  Over the last month I’d cleaned the place out.  I’d donated some of my electronics and furniture, some I’d sold on eBay.  My personal things, such as the remaining clothes, and a few knickknacks with sentimental value, got boxed up and sent to the pack house.  The rest I’d simply disposed of.
 
   I’d considered getting storage at first, it was my stuff, and I didn’t want to just get rid of it, but then I didn’t see the point of keeping it just to have it collect dust in a room with a big orange door.  I’d be with Sierra and wasn’t changing my mind, she was mine and I was hers.  Putting things in storage seemed like a waste, I’d never need it again.
 
   A safety net I neither needed nor wanted.
 
   Still, there were good memories here.  Surprise breakfasts with Aiya, and visits from Diana before things had gone bad there.  Long conversations with Aitheria, and even the uncomfortable interview with Kira came to mind.  Not to mention the first time I made love to Sierra.  It wasn’t a sad thing, I was happier now living with Sierra and the pack, it was just a wistful feeling of moving on and closing the last chapter of my life.  The last remnants of my old single life were being cleared away.
 
   I walked through one more time, though I knew I hadn’t forgotten anything, and then locked up.  I headed downstairs to the wall of mailboxes, and dropped the envelope holding the key and check into the drop box there.  I was about to go home, my new home, when my phone went off.  I pulled it out, and it was Tara.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   Tara asked, “Hey, will you take me home?”
 
   I chuckled, couldn’t help it.  Then I winced at the awkwardness that descended.
 
   There was silence for a moment, and then she said, “That probably came out wrong.  I want to check the wards I set up for the pack, just in case they attack there.  I also want to set up some more inactive ward traps and teach Carrie and Selene to trigger them.”
 
   Tara had set up wards around the house and yard over the last month, the whole property really.  They would dampen the powers of other sorcerers, but she’d somehow keyed me to them so they didn’t effect mine.  Probably more hair or blood, I didn’t ask or go looking for the info.  As far as powering the wards without Tara there, Carrie and Selene could do so as werewolf mystics.
 
   Well, it would certainly help, but only if my enemies were stupid enough to attack me without taking out the wards first from the outside.  Granted, I’d been that stupid, but only once.  Luckily I’d lived and learned from the mistake.  Still, it wouldn’t hurt, and at the very least it might slow them down a little.  There were also other inactive wards that were similar, but had to be activated.
 
   “Alright, I’ll be there in five.  And thanks Tara.”
 
    
 
   Tara had her long red hair put up, probably because it was still hot as hell out.  She was also dressed rather conservatively.  She still looked sexy, but her black skirt almost reached her knees, and she had a loose white blouse on.  She’d been showing a lot less skin ever since she’d had that stalker, and I wondered if she’d ever go back to the old way she dressed, or if this was a permanent change.
 
   After a quick hello, and she told me she had everything and was ready to go, I wrapped us both with power and moved us to the pack’s backyard.  Tara shot me a smile, and then moved off straight to Selene, who was sitting with Derik, Katie, and Clint.
 
   As for me, I relaxed when my eyes fell on my mate.  I hadn’t realized exactly how worried I was until that moment.  She looked stunning in a yellow sundress that hugged the curves of her body.  Her soft brown eyes lit with a smile when she saw me.  She walked over and gave me a quick hug, and then stepped back.  The look in her eyes told me she wanted to kiss me, badly, almost as much as I wanted to kiss her.
 
   Still, we both refrained, neither of us wanted to rub it in Tara’s face.  I hoped she would find someone soon, but until then Sierra and I would hold the public displays when the witch was present.  Still, she was a werewolf, and werewolves thrived on touch, so she grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze.
 
   “I have to tell you something,” she said and dragged me toward the house.
 
   When we got up to the privacy of our room, I kissed her passionately, and my hands might have started to wander a bit.
 
   She kissed me back, but then giggled and pushed me away.
 
   “No, I really do have to tell you something,” she caressed my face with a light touch, “Although we should definitely have that other discussion before we go back downstairs,” and then she led us over to the bed where we sat.
 
   I smiled a bit bemused, “What is it?”
 
   Her smile made my heart skip, “You know what we started to try to do last month?  Well.  You’re going to be a dad.”
 
   “A dad,” I said a little in shock, but my face was already smiling, and then a million things went through my head of everything that could possibly go wrong.  I shook off those things and smiled wider.
 
   “Umm, do we want to know the sex, and stuff?”
 
   Clearly I did, my magic reached out toward her body twice to check but I managed to control it.  I was also very excited about having a child with her, but that was all underneath what I was sure was my outward appearance of shock.  But she clearly felt my excitement and happiness over the ally bond.  I can’t even explain how many arguments that bond helped me avoid, she had no insecurities that I didn’t want this.
 
   Then she’d kissed me, with passion and an almost desperate need to join as one, as she tore at my clothes which were clearly in her way.  I supposed we could have that conversation later, about the baby’s sex I mean, apparently being pregnant made her… rather frisky.  I was a very lucky man, and had just enough brain power left to throw up a privacy shield around our room.
 
    
 
   It was quite a while later when we were snuggled together, rather content, when she brought the subject back up.
 
   She caressed my chest with her head on my shoulder and asked, “What is the sex, I think I would like to know.  Also, will she be a werewolf, or a sorceress?”
 
   I grinned teasingly, “She?  And would it matter?”
 
   Sierra shrugged, “I’m not calling our baby an it, so she’s a she until you check.  No.  I’ll love her no matter what she is, but I’m curious.”
 
   I nodded and kissed the top of her head.
 
   “You know if it’s a girl, I’ll have to buy a shotgun, and practice my scary dad face.”
 
   She slapped my chest, “Stop stalling, dinner is soon and we still have to shower.”
 
   Yeah, I could feel it myself.  The ally bond felt… hungry.  Not exactly that, but there was subtler information to be read in the bond that I shared with the pack than I’d first thought when it was created.
 
   I moved my hand to her stomach and put my palm against it.  I didn’t have to, but I wanted to, and I sent the air magic into her body, and essentially did a pre-natal scan.  Reaching out for the information hadn’t worked, sometimes when it was too tied up with emotions it didn’t.  And Sierra being pregnant with our first child certainly qualified.
 
   “She’s definitely a she.  As for the other, I have no idea.”
 
   She lifted an eyebrow, “Really?”
 
   I nodded, “I sense a spark of elemental fire magic.  But since I’m blind to earth magic I don’t know if she has it.  Which means, based on what I do know, she could be a fire sorceress, or a werewolf.  I’m sure Carrie or Selene can finish the diagnosis, based on if she has earth magic or not.”
 
   She frowned, “Not air?”
 
   I shook my head, “My mother was a fire sorceress, I think that’s what runs in my family.  The air thing is complicated, and is caught up with this whole mess and my enemies.  I don’t understand exactly, but I’m pretty sure I’d just be a fire sorcerer if it wasn’t for the air elemental inside me.”
 
   She kissed my shoulder, “So… any chance she could be both?”
 
   “I don’t think so.  It’s an either or thing.  Only vamps can be more than one thing, since it’s not a natural race.”
 
   She added, “And you.”
 
   I sighed, “Yes, and me.”
 
   I wasn’t sure how, or why.  But it was clear to me without the elemental inside me, no matter how it got there, I wouldn’t be two things either.  Which meant I was unnatural too.
 
   Sierra grinned up at me impudently, “Don’t worry, I still love you even if you’re a freak.”
 
   I gave her a wounded look and tried to object, but her hand wandered lower on my body.  The woman didn’t fight fair.  I thought about mentioning we needed to shower for dinner, but then, I wasn’t that stupid…
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Thursday, July 7th, 2016, 4:22 AM
 
   I woke up in a cold sweat as my phone rang.  I’d been dreaming, having a nightmare really.  For some reason I couldn’t control the magic anymore, and everyone I cared about was dying in the dream, in front of me while I was helpless.
 
   It wasn’t real though, and it wasn’t anything to do with my power to see the future.  I knew that, but I was still shaken.  I grabbed the phone and answered it, a little annoyed when I saw it wasn’t even four thirty yet.  No one should have to wake this early, not even with coffee.
 
   “Hello,” I said rather groggily.
 
   “Mr. Edwards,” said a cold female voice, “My name is Anise, and this game has gone on rather long enough.  I have your family, if you want them to live you’ll show up at your office in the city within the hour,” and then she hung up.
 
   I was wide awake now.  Like I’d drank a pot of coffee and then three red bulls.
 
   I reached out with my power for information, and was blocked.  How had she gotten my family without setting off the warning spells?  I turned to my fire elemental magic and found the connections, they were easy to find, the ones that would lead me to my family.  This Anise may be able to block my power to gain information, but she couldn’t hide them from me.
 
   I knew I wouldn’t have much time when I got there though, I was sure I was being watched by air elementals, even if I couldn’t see them.  I shook Sierra awake.
 
   She looked up at me in concern, “What’s going on.”
 
   I explained, “They have my family.  I’m going to get them and bring them here.  They might… follow me.”
 
   She nodded and jumped up, we both got dressed, and she said, “I’ll wake the others.”
 
   I gave her a soft kiss, wrapped myself in power, and traced the emotional connection I had with my family, and ordered the air magic to take me there.
 
    
 
   I didn’t know how long it would take for Anise to respond, so I didn’t waste any time.  I appeared in the air over two cars heading toward Springfield.  They were full of humans with guns and body armor.  That’s how she got around the spell, she’d hired human mercenaries to kidnap them?
 
   I reached down into the two vehicles and wrapped my family in power and sent them straight to the living room in the pack house.  That would be some conversation when I got there, but there was no time to be subtle, I could clean it up later.  It was more important to send them somewhere safe, and Tara had the place warded.
 
   At the same time, I dug into the mercenaries’ minds and looked for information.  They didn’t know anything about Anise, except that she’d hired them for a job.  They didn’t know anything important, and didn’t care to.  Except, this wasn’t their whole team, the rest of them were on a different assignment, specifically to bag two cops.  Mike and Aiya, and Jenna would be taken as well.
 
   I reached out, that information was blocked, I couldn’t tell where they were.
 
   Still, I had four mercenaries below me that knew the others very well, and were connected to them by bonds of trust.  I used fire magic to trace the connections, mesmerized them to turn themselves in for kidnapping, and then followed those connections to the other four men.
 
   When I stopped moving a few seconds later, I opened my eyes and took in Aiya’s apartment.  I could also feel them now that they were in my sphere of power and I couldn’t be blocked.  Mike and Jenna were tied up in the SUV out front, and Aiya was still asleep in bed.  The four men broke in Aiya’s place right then.
 
   I reached out and sent the three of them to the pack house, it was my first priority.  When I reached out and mesmerized the men to turn themselves in, I ran out of time to act with impunity.
 
   In a flash of fire, a man appeared in front of me.  He was a fire sorcerer.  I may have run out of time, but apparently Anise didn’t come after me herself.  
 
   I wrapped him in air and ordered the air to take him straight up.  It occurred to me it would only take about five seconds to put him in space, only two seconds before he couldn’t breathe at all. Plus, it would be extremely cold and he’d be cut off from his power.  Unfortunately, he wasn’t as stupid as the rest I’d face, and went up in flames, and appeared behind me while escaping my power’s grasp.
 
   So much for fire not being able to move a person quickly, I supposed Melody was right when she called Jaben an idiot.  He also wasn’t one for banter because he attacked me immediately.
 
   He hit my shields with a blast of fire from behind, and I went through a wall, although my two air shields surrounding the fire shield didn’t break, it was still a bit disorienting to be thrown through plaster and wall studs.  I sent back a combination of fire and air, but the guy moved across the room again.
 
   I decided to run at that point, and surrounded myself in power, but his attack burnt into and consumed that power, and I couldn’t go anywhere.  It also put the wall next to me on fire.  Crap, Aiya was going to kill me.  If I lived that is.
 
   Still, we were surprisingly evenly matched, he wasn’t quite as strong as Jaben had been, but on the other hand he was a much better fighter than Jaben.  I also got the feeling he was only trying to beat down my magic and knock me out.  He wanted me alive, no doubt to take me to that Anise woman.
 
   Why she wasn’t here herself I didn’t know.  Either I was wrong about my guess that she was actually in charge of this little war, or she was just used to having others do the dirty work.
 
   I tried to escape again twice more, but he wasn’t having it.  I also failed to move him, he clearly knew what an air sorcerer was capable of.  So I changed my subtler approach to battle, to a much blunter tactic, and attacked with a huge blast of rolling fire and air.
 
   And then when he couldn’t see me for a moment, I wrapped myself in invisibility and stepped to the side.  He’d still sense me, but it wouldn’t be exact.
 
   A blast of fire flew by my right side, and blew another hole in the wall.  I frowned as Aiya’s bedroom went up in flames, and could hear the approach of sirens, as well as all the other residents moving out of the building.
 
   Good thing I was in charge of Chicago, or I’d be in deep crap for risking exposure.
 
   He kept blasting away as I moved around silently and sensed the elemental magic around me, as I slowly pulled more and more power toward me, letting it build up.  I spent the time not just to frustrate him, but figure out a way to win the fight.  My usual tactics, and brute force, weren’t going to do it.  His teleport jumping, or whatever it was called, was really annoying.  Which… gave me an idea.
 
   I sent another normal blast at him and smiled as I saw him start going up in flames, again.
 
   I sped up my body, and more importantly, my speed of perception.  His fire jumping trick slowed down, and I felt and studied the magic around me.  More importantly, I had the time to trace his magic, and figure out where he would end up before he got there.
 
   I surrounded that space in a strong air shield, and then sucked out all of the air inside of it, making it a vacuum.  What had been happening in a blink of an eye, felt like several seconds as he appeared in the new spot, with a lung full of air.  The pain of explosive decompression from his lungs disrupted his concentration, and I took full advantage.
 
   I sent the buildup of power inside the shield, a massive swirl of air and fire which fed each other and consumed the fire sorcerer’s body in the blink of an eye.  I also managed, because of my currently enhanced perception and speed, to steel a few things from his mind.
 
   I was really curious about his ability to teleport, even though that had been his downfall.  He’d depended on it too much in our fight, which made him predictable, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t be useful to me.  I also needed to know what he knew about Anise and my enemies.  Although he turned out to be just another mercenary like Michael, he did know a bit more.
 
   Anise was an air sorcerer, an exceptionally powerful and old one.
 
   That’s it.  All he knew.  It was frustrating to say the least.  I laughed at the absurd thought, that perhaps I’d win the war, and never find out what it was all about.  Well, it was a better thought than dying without ever finding out.
 
   I looked around at Aiya’s burning apartment which was in shambles.  I could put the fire out, but that would be really hard for the humans to understand.  Sure, they’d already have a mystery about how the fire started, except they’d blame that on the four mercenaries outside, when I was finished setting them up for it that is.
 
   Still, the idea of just letting all her stuff go up in flames didn’t appeal to me either.  I reached out and put the fires out, and then grabbed her fire extinguisher and sprayed it around until it was empty.  I needed to go before Anise either came for me herself, or sent someone else.  She was probably already aware of his failure from her spies.  I was exhausted from using my power to speed up my body and perceptions for even for those short few moments, and if I had to fight her anytime soon I’d rather do it at the pack house, where we were strongest because of Tara’s wards.
 
   I just did one more thing.  I picked one of Aiya’s neighbors that was still moving outside, and convinced him he’d put the fire out with the extinguisher.  It was far from a perfect cover story, but it would have to do.  I wrapped myself in air and went back to the pack house, and appeared in the kitchen…
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Thursday, July 7th, 2016, 5:09 AM
 
   I must have been more wiped than I’d thought, because I stumbled when I went for the coffee.  Suzy grabbed me and saved me from braining myself on the counter.  That would have been embarrassing.
 
   Suzy asked, “You okay?”
 
   I nodded, “Just tired.”
 
   She wrinkled her nose, “And you smell like sweat and smoke.”
 
   She turned and made me sit down at the smaller kitchen table, and grabbed me a coffee.  I probably needed to sleep, but I could hear my uncle in the other room demanding to know what was going on.  It would be a while before I could sleep this off.  I hated using my power to speed up my body and mind that much, the price was always high, but I don’t think I’d have beaten him if I hadn’t.  I heard Mike trying to calm him down.
 
   “Thanks Suzy,” I said almost absently, but meaning it.
 
   She smiled, “Take a minute, everyone is out there waiting for answers.  Your uncle is a bit upset, they woke up just a few minutes ago.  They must have been put under when they were taken, maybe a drug?”
 
   I nodded, “They were unconscious when I moved them here.  I have no idea what to tell them.”
 
   Suzy shrugged, “Tell them the truth, if they can’t handle it bamboozle them into forgetting.”
 
   I sighed, “I hadn’t planned to tell them about this world.”
 
   Suzy asked, “Why not?”
 
   “Because…”
 
   I trailed off.  I’d never really thought about it before.  I’d just decided that I would never tell them, without really taking a look at the reasons.  Part of it was to keep them safer, but only a part.  I realized the truth was, that I’d been afraid of their reaction.
 
   “Because my uncle may hate me even more than he already does, and my aunt and cousin might reject me if they can’t handle it.”
 
   Suzy frowned, “Isn’t it better to find out?  Rather than just miss out.”
 
   “Yes, I guess I just hadn’t thought it through very well.  Do you need any help?”
 
   She giggled, “Stop avoiding the issue and get out there.  Carrie and Selene will be in to help me with breakfast when it’s time, though it’s horribly early I really don’t think anyone will get back to sleep.”
 
   She helped me up and walked with me out the kitchen door, like a mother hen with a weak chick.  When I got out into the living room, Sierra hopped up with a concerned look on her face as she too wrinkled her nose.  I’d have to shower soon.
 
   My uncle looked at me rather accusingly, “How the hell did we get here, and what’s going on?”
 
   I cleared my throat, “It’s a rather long story.  Suffice it to say, that the people that killed my mother and failed to take me are back.  Oh, and magic is real.”
 
   He turned a little red in the face.  I didn’t blame him and I wondered if the reason he never liked me was because of the mysterious way my mother, as well as the men that came for me, died when I was a kid.  Was that it?  Had he just been afraid I would bring trouble to his door?  That I would bring harm to the wife and child he loved?  
 
   It hadn’t been obvious growing up because I’d lost my memories for so long, I hadn’t even remembered the attack, but it fit all too well now, and explained a lot.  But now… it made all too much sense.  I felt guilty and uncomfortable, I had brought danger to his family.
 
   Sierra pulled me down onto the couch, and sat against me.
 
   She asked in a cheery voice, “So, is now a good time to tell your family I’m pregnant?”
 
   All the eyes in the room turned from me to her, and I realized she’d just thrown herself under the bus on my behalf, to break the tension, or at least, shake up its focus.  
 
   Amy gasped, “I knew it!”
 
   My aunt shook her head and refused to be baited, and then looked back at me like she wondered if I was sane, “Are you okay, what did you mean, magic is real.”
 
   “Magic is real.  Your sister in law had magic, and so do I.  My daughter will as well.”
 
   We’d discovered last night, when we finally went down to dinner and had Selene take a look, that my daughter was going to be a fire sorceress.  Without the presence of earth magic, we knew she couldn’t be a werewolf.  
 
   If I could at all help it, I’d be around to teach her how to use her power, so she didn’t have to struggle and use it through guesswork, and figure it all out on her own.  Like I’d had to.
 
   Amy asked doubtfully, “Magic?”
 
   I nodded, “I’m not really a psychic.  I…”
 
   It took a while, but I explained what I had to, so it would all make sense.  Of course, in the end it came down to a demonstration before belief sunk in for them.  They now knew what sorcerers were, and about werewolves, vampires, and witches.  As far as my uncle went, he took it about as well as I’d expected, which was to say not well at all.  He was afraid for his family, and if looks could kill, Anise wouldn’t have had to go to any further trouble.
 
   My Aunt took it well, but seemed a little in shock.  Amy, who was close to me, was both excited and incredibly angry at me simultaneously.  Excited because she thought magic was cool, angry because we were so close despite the age gap, much more like brother and sister than cousins, and I’d kept it from her for almost a whole year.  In essence, I’d lied to her.  We’d even grown a little apart over the last year because of it, and I supposed I had a lot of making up to do there.
 
   She got up and stormed out of the room.  Suzy gave me a look, and then followed her, which made me feel a little better.  Still, I’d have to talk to her myself soon, I’d have followed her then if I didn’t have my aunt and uncle to deal with.
 
   My uncle asked angrily, “What now?”
 
   I shook my head, “This should all be over soon, but right now this is the safest place you could be.  It’s protected.”
 
   I looked at Aiya, Mike, and Jenna, “All of you.”
 
   My uncle frowned, “I have work Ben, I can’t be hiding here from the world.”
 
   I nodded, not sure what to say.  He could go to work, but he’d be in danger there, although not as much as he would at their own house.  Human mercenaries, in case Anise had hired more, wouldn’t want to take him from too public a place.  And if a supernatural went after him, the spells on his ring would kick in.
 
   I explained my reasoning, and he reluctantly agreed.  I could tell he wasn’t happy about it at all, and was angry I’d gotten them involved in this, whether or not I’d really had a choice in the matter, which I hadn’t.
 
   Aiya sighed, “I can stay here for a few days, but I still have to go to work.”
 
   I wasn’t surprised she was willing, her and Todd were still going pretty strong and she’d spent more than a few nights here over the last month.  Todd was a goner, but Aiya seemed to be holding back a bit, and not rushing things.  I wouldn’t judge, after all, it had taken me seven months to even realize there was a thing between Sierra and I.
 
   Mike nodded in agreement with Aiya, “Us too.”
 
   Mike seemed to be taking it all in stride rather well.  I also wasn’t overly surprised he’d want Jenna here where it was marginally safer.  He wasn’t going to argue about it either.
 
   I nodded, it was close to six thirty, it had taken a long time to go over everything, or most things anyway.  I’d kept Aitheria a secret, and was rather vague about the details of what I could do, and how. 
 
   I stood up, “I need to get a few more winks if I’m to be ready for anything else, the fight took a lot out of me.”
 
   Sierra came with me.  We shared a quick shower, unfortunately I was too tired to do anything else but get cleaned up, and I passed out as soon as my head hit the pillow.
 
    
 
   I woke up around nine, and stretched.  Sierra was gone, no doubt to work and I took a moment to review what the fire sorcerer had known and I hadn’t.
 
   Fire walking was what he called it.  Weird name for teleporting, but it wasn’t really teleporting anyway.  For one, it still wasn’t faster than air could move me, and it was limited in distance, perhaps fifty miles or so.  The reason for that is I’d have to hold my breath.
 
   The way it worked is I’d have to cover myself in flames of elemental fire, as a shield.  Then use normal fire over that, completely covered, to build a gateway into the elemental plane of fire, through which all the movement took place before spitting me back out onto our plane of existence.
 
   It was why he’d always appeared to go up in flames when he’d disappeared.
 
   The greatest advantage that it held over air travel, despite the severe limitations of no way to breath during the moving, or the restriction of how far I could go, was that the travel happened on another plane of existence.  That meant even heavily vaulted rooms couldn’t contain or deny a fire sorcerer who knew the technique.  That barrier wouldn’t exist on the other plane, as opposed to the air magic which could only get past more simply barricades.
 
   It was also why the fire sorcerer was so badly affected by my trap.  Air couldn’t exist on the elemental plane of fire, so all the air around him inside the shield was left behind, with the exception of what was in his body.  That meant when he appeared in the vacuum, all that appeared was himself.  Even worse, because of the inherent limitation he’d been holding a deep breath, probably a habit when using that ability to travel a mile or two to maximize the oxygen taken along with him.
 
   The absolutely worst thing a person could do when exposed to vacuum, is to try and hold their breath, it would have a devastating effect on the human body.  It tore his lungs apart as soon as he’d come back through.  Granted, it wasn’t much of a worry for the most part, unless I was facing another air sorcerer it wouldn’t come up very often.
 
   I got up and headed downstairs, and went straight for the kitchen for more coffee.  I was also giving serious thought to not going into the city today.  The kitchen had Aunt Marge, Amy, Jenna, Clint, Katie, Suzy, and Selene around the table.  Honestly it was really strange, like my two separate worlds had collided.  Okay, not like that, it was exactly that.
 
   “Feeling better?” Katie asked, “You looked like hell this earlier this morning.”
 
   I grinned, “Smelled like it too?  Yeah, I’m much better.  Where did everyone go, I figured I’d be woken up when it was time for them to hit work.”
 
   Jenna shook her head, “Sierra was worried about you and made us all let you sleep, she took Aiya and Mike to the train on the way to work, and Derik gave your uncle a ride home to get his own car to go to work.”
 
   I guess life goes on, but it felt wrong not hunkering down in the house.  Except in that situation it would be a lot easier to wait us out, than the other way around.  My enemies were patient.
 
   My aunt asked, “How are you doing?”
 
   I shrugged, “Me?  I’m used to the craziness that is my life.  How about you and Amy?”
 
   Amy gave me a dirty look, “I’m fine.  So what’s the real scoop between you and Sierra?”
 
   “Werewolves are like wolf packs in that they stay together as an extended family.  That’s the real reason I moved in here, instead of the other way around.  We are mates, for life.”
 
   Amy looked at me as if that was the most romantic thing she’d ever heard.  I’d have to watch out for her.  She seemed a little too enamored of magic.  She couldn’t get in any trouble around here I supposed, but she did have one option to join our world.  Luckily she was too young though, and I doubted there was a vampire in the city dumb enough to turn my cousin.  At least, not for a few years.
 
   Well, either she’d grow out of it, or… she wouldn’t.  It was only my job as a big brother to make sure she grew up all the way before deciding something like that, and maybe I was just overreacting.  I also hadn’t forgotten that her and I still needed to talk.  I owed her an apology, at the very least.
 
   I’d just taken my first sip of coffee when Caroline’s spelled jewelry went off.  Damnit, Anise was truly a dark being of the blackest evil, couldn’t she have waited before launching another attack, at least until after I’d had my first coffee of the day?  I put the cup down and traced our connection through elemental fire, not even bothering to try for the information I knew I’d be denied.  I waved while I said Caroline’s name as an explanation, and then the magic took me away before they could respond.
 
    
 
   I appeared in a conference room on the fourth floor of the building I owned after inheriting it from Charis.  Caroline, and a couple of other vampires, were pinned to the wall with air magic.  It wasn’t Anise though, it was another flunky.
 
   I could tell because his power was slightly greater than mine in air, when I met my true enemy I was sure they’d dwarf my power.  Especially after what I’d learned from the fire sorcerer.  Plus, the air sorcerer was male, which was of course, the biggest clue..
 
   “Well that didn’t take long.  Surrender, and I’ll let the…”
 
   He cut off as I gave him both barrels.  I was too annoyed to talk, or even listen.  I put all my anger and frustration into the flames, along with feeding the light, heat, and gases it gave off back into it, and I surrounded it with air to feed the black flames as the combined might of my elemental air and fire struck him right in the face.
 
   Or it would have, if he wasn’t shielded, and powerful enough to hold it against my attack.
 
   Still, it had enough impact to toss him back into the wall, and was disorienting enough to loosen his grip on the vampires in the room.  I reached out and grabbed Caroline and the other two with my power, and wrested them from his grasp and moved us toward the Lake with a thought.  I felt him follow, along with Aitheria, and about ten other elementals of air as I moved out above the water, up the Illinois coast, and then circled back over land and back down towards the city.
 
   He may have been more powerful but only slightly, and at the speeds we were going his power couldn’t grasp onto me, or my passengers.  Of course, I couldn’t attack him either.  Instead, I led him in a merry chase through the city streets, along the El lines, and around the city while I tried to figure out what to do.
 
   It was my third battle within twenty-four hours, and my third sorcerer.  All I hadn’t faced yet was an earth sorcerer, and I hoped I wouldn’t have to.  Melody had turned down their offer, hopefully they hadn’t found a replacement.  Of course, I was getting ahead of myself, I still hadn’t come up with a plan to kill the latest one yet.  A sorcerer of air, like me.
 
   I’d like to say the idea of plumbing his mind for his knowledge and power wasn’t tempting at all, but I’d be lying.  Then again, my power was limited because of experience and practice, not knowledge.  It was very possible that I could actually know more than he did.  Although I did realize there was a lot I still didn’t know yet, my knowledge was miniscule next to Aitheria’s for instance.
 
   But this guy was no Aitheria.
 
   I turned my head and looked.  The guy was almost bored, he couldn’t stop me at this speed, but he was also having no trouble keeping up.  He looked like he wasn’t paying much attention, like his mind was elsewhere.
 
   I pondered that for a moment, and wondered if he would fall for something obvious.
 
   I headed straight up over the city, and then rocketed down to Tara’s store, and to the back room, inside her wards.
 
   The sorcerer followed me.
 
   Before he even realized his mistake, and that he was cut off from the power of air inside Tara’s wards, I hit his shield with everything I had to quickly drain what power he had left in his grip.  Then I seized his mind, ruthlessly stripped it, and crushed his mind to dust.
 
   “Don’t you knock?” asked a familiar voice.
 
   I looked over at Tara, who’s lips were twitching with amusement.  I took a moment to shield the dead sorcerer in air, and used fire to turn him to ash, and then sent the ash away with a thought.
 
   “Sorry, I was in a hurry.”
 
   The two vamps I didn’t really know ran for it at that point, and Caroline laughed.
 
   “I think once word gets around of what just happened, they’ll be even more scared of you.”
 
   I sighed.   I suppose it was a good thing, but I would have liked respect more.  Still, in the supernatural world the more powerful ruled the weaker, in that case being feared wasn’t a bad thing.
 
   Caroline added in a more serious tone, “Thanks for the rescue.”
 
   I nodded, “You’re very welcome.  He was actually stronger than I was, it was Tara’s wards which made the difference.”
 
   I quickly flipped through his memories, he didn’t know anything about elemental air that I didn’t.  He knew less in fact.  He didn’t know that elemental magic was actually controlled through the soul, he’d believed it was all brain power.  Since sorcerers of air or fire couldn’t really examine or feel their own souls, just direct them, I suppose that made sense.
 
   If it wasn’t for my connection to Aitheria, through my soul, I probably wouldn’t have figured that out either.
 
   Still, it wasn’t a complete waste of time to strip his memories, I finally had some interesting Intel on Anise, although the information was still rather thin.
 
   Tara winked and said teasingly, “Try to call ahead the next time you have a life and death battle.  Any idea what they’re up to?  Why didn’t they just send all three at once at you?”
 
   I frowned, that was a good question.
 
   “She might just be testing me?  Umm, the leader is a very old air sorceress named Anise.  The guy I just killed was one of her followers for the last twenty years.  Apparently he worked for her for the occasional tidbit of knowledge.  She has just two others with her, sorcerers I mean.  Both Air sorcerers, Raymond and Manny.  Apparently they’re all much more powerful than this guy was, but those two have been followers of Anise for hundreds of years.”
 
   Which means, I was probably screwed.  Okay, scratch the probably part.
 
   “I can only speculate as to why they didn’t just all come for me, based on the fact that she seems to like to make others do the dirty work.  That won’t stop her from coming for me though.  It also doesn’t explain the one at a time thing.”
 
   Tara shrugged, “Sorcerers, present company excepted, don’t play well with others for the most part.  My guess is sending a water, fire, and air sorcerer to work together would result in chaos.”
 
   Caroline asked, “So what now, how can we beat them if that’s all true?”
 
   “Witches are scary,” I said with humor.
 
   Tara raised an eyebrow.
 
   I shrugged, “It’s true.  I’m mostly depending on the warding at the house.  If they don’t fall for that I’m pretty screwed.  The only other thing I know is Anise is obsessed with me for some reason.  The sorcerer I just killed had no idea why, but she acts like her life depends on taking me down.  He doesn’t know why the elements of air share information with her either, which I’d love to know.”
 
   Aitheria sent, “I can’t tell you, which must be very frustrating.”
 
   I replied via mind speech, “Oh, it is.  But I forgive you.  Mostly because your small, adorably cute, and lovable.”
 
   She stuck her tongue out at me, but I knew she didn’t really mean it.
 
   “I don’t suppose either of you want to hang out at the pack house?”
 
   Caroline gave me a hug, which surprised me, we weren’t very touchy feely with each other.  Maybe she’d been more shaken than she showed?
 
   “No, but I’ll call if something happens again.  I need to watch the company, and keep a bunch of older vampires in line.  It’s like herding cats, even with the threat of you behind me.  You be careful though, if you need me call, although I can’t imagine what I could do against a sorcerer.”
 
   She let go of me and smiled, and then took off before I could respond.
 
   I looked over at Tara.
 
   “Don’t look at me,” she said softly, “I have a store to watch.  I can’t do much more to help either, even if I did join you there, the wards are solid.”
 
   I smiled, “Thanks again.  Sorry I just dropped in during a fight.”
 
   She waved that away, “We are allies, I was teasing earlier.  Plus, without the knowledge you gave me I wouldn’t have known how to exclude you from the anti-air wards at all.  It is the least I could do.”
 
   “I better go, I left everyone back at the house with no explanation when Caroline called.”
 
   I wrapped myself in air and went back to the kitchen at home.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Thursday, July 7th, 2016, 9:39 AM
 
   Amy squeaked, startled as I appeared, “You didn’t tell us you could teleport!”
 
   I shook my head, “Nope,” but then I remembered I kind of could with fire magic now, “well… sort of.  But I just moved very fast just now.  I didn’t teleport.”
 
   Yeah, that had been clear.  Still, I didn’t explain it any further.
 
   I filled them in quickly on the latest attack instead.  I completely downplayed just how powerful Anise, Raymond, and Manny were.  I used phrases like more powerful, instead of explaining I was a mere bug to their shoe.
 
   I wasn’t unused to fighting more powerful people, and depending on others simply to have a chance of survival.  I’d beaten Jaben by simply avoiding his attacks, and it wouldn’t be the first time I’d beaten someone with enough power that my shields were meaningless.  Still, I kind of got the idea I should be happy they’d been sending the second stringers at me so far.  Unfortunately, Anise has run out of those.
 
   I wasn’t sure if a clever ploy would be enough to get me through the next fight.  That didn’t mean I wouldn’t try.
 
   Amy gave me one of those looks only a teenager could pull off, it was a little angry and petulant.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   I hadn’t been looking forward to this conversation.  It also didn’t help that she was confronting me in front of the others.  I briefly considered taking her in the backyard, but that was pointless with werewolf hearing.  Plus, I had nothing to hide from my new family.
 
   “This world,” I waved my hands around, “is dangerous for a human to know about.  Originally, the vampire council was in charge of secrecy here in Chicago.  I might have been able to get permission to tell you about me and only me.  Which would have meant half-truth’s, and lies.  It’s only been the last few weeks or so I could have told you everything, and to be honest it never occurred to me to do so.
 
   “My enemies found me at the same time, and I’ve been too busy trying to plan for that and keep everyone alive.  I suppose I also didn’t want to tell you because I was afraid of how you’d react.”
 
   She frowned, “What else haven’t you told me?”
 
   I peered at her, “Spirits is a vampire club.”
 
   Her eyes widened and then she shot a surreptitious look at her mom.  Lucky for her, my aunt didn’t notice, being deeply engaged in a conversation with Suzy.
 
   She blushed as she realized the truth, and mouthed at me, “You weren’t in any danger were you?”
 
   I smiled, “No, but I appreciated the rescue anyway.”
 
   She sighed, “I suppose I forgive you, but don’t you dare take my memories away.”
 
   My aunt asked, “Rescue?  What rescue?”
 
   I shrugged, “Long story.”
 
   Amy looked at me gratefully when my aunt turned back to Suzy…
 
    
 
   The rest of the morning was rather tense.  I didn’t feel the need to be in the city today at all, and leaving the dubious protection of Tara’s wards felt rather foolhardy if I didn’t have to.  So I stayed in the house, and worried about everyone else that had to go to work.  Still, it wracked my nerves to a certain extent.  I was down to three enemies, the ones that had truly been searching for me my whole life.  Or at least, three mortal enemies.  As for the elementals, I had no idea.
 
   The point was, I kept expecting their attack to come at any moment.  Why wait?  But my expectations were not met.  I also wasn’t very busy, which meant I had a lot of time to worry about all the people caught up in my problems.  It got to the point where I even considered hunting them down just to get it over with, but that would have been suicidal and foolhardy, and I resisted the urge.
 
   I suppose even my subconscious got tired of my fretting, because it was just before noon when I got hit with a vision.
 
   I was James Cross.  Eleven years old.  I knew my… his whole life.  I was James Cross.
 
   We were on a camping trip with a few of my friends and hiking out in the wilderness.  Carl’s father had told us not to go far, but we were having fun, an adventure.  Until I slipped and fell, and rolled down a hill into the rocks.  I screamed as my leg broke…
 
   I looked up at the rising sun, long ago having lost track of the time.  Carl and my other friends had gone back to the campsite to get help, but they’d never come back.  I felt hot, and hungry.  My mouth was dry and dusty…
 
   I came out of the vision and I could still taste the grit in my mouth, and the helplessness as James Cross slowly died from exposure, and complications from a broken leg, six days, twelve hours, and forty-one minutes from now.
 
   I reached for the missing information, and learned that his buddies Carl, Mark, and Larry would have quite an adventure too.  They got lost trying to get back to the encampment, and weren’t found for three days, and by then they’d had no idea how to get back to where James was.
 
   It was too late to stop James’ fall, that had already happened over a half an hour ago.
 
   I pulled out my phone and called Mike.
 
   Mike answered, “Hello, detective Mike Taylor here.”
 
   “Mike, it’s Ben.  I have a strange question for you.  Do you or Aiya know any park rangers?”
 
   Mike blew out a breath, “I don’t, putting you on speaker, we’re mostly private.”
 
   Aiya replied after I recapped the question, “No, I don’t.  I’m sure we can chase something down though.”
 
   I thought for a minute.  If I tried to deal with the park rangers, there would probably be more pushback, they’d assume it was a prank call.  Still, it wasn’t their job to do this, I didn’t want to get them in trouble for working for me, and it was way out of their jurisdiction.  No doubt it would get back to Captain Martinez and she’d go on the warpath.
 
   “I’ll call, and if I can’t get them to listen, I’ll go myself.”
 
   I frowned, it wasn’t the best time for this.  On the other hand, I wasn’t letting an eleven-year-old boy starve to death because I was too busy protecting myself.  Based on the looks Katie and Selene gave me from across the room, I wouldn’t be going alone either.  I couldn’t exactly just swoop in and save the day with magic, too many questions would result which would lead to fiddling with memories.
 
   I pulled some information.  Carmine Bruzzese was one of the park rangers out there today.  I dialed his number and it started to ring.
 
   “Carmine,” he answered in a crisp voice.
 
   “Carmine, my name is Ben Edwards.  Listen, there is a group of kids in trouble out there.  If I give you the GPS coordinates, will you go take a look?”
 
   He sounded annoyed, “Who is this, how did you get my number?  You know I have your number, if this is some kind of hoax I’ll see you in jail.”
 
   “As I already said, this is Ben Edwards.  Perhaps you’ve seen news reports on me?”
 
   He grunted, “Yes, you’re that crackpot who thinks he’s psychic.  Stop wasting my time, if you bother me again at this number I’ll report you to the police,” and the phone call died.
 
   I was afraid he’d react like that.  I smiled at the irony, I guess that makes me psychic.
 
   “Anyone want to go on a hike?” I asked the house at large.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Thursday, July 7th, 2016, 1:15 PM
 
   I looked around me as we set off into the woods.  Note to self, when asking a pack of werewolves if they want in on a hike in the woods, they’ll all say yes.
 
   Only Gerald had stayed behind to keep an eye on my aunt and Amy.
 
   Which meant it was me, Katie, Carrie, Suzy, and Selene.  Which also meant I was way outnumbered by females.  They all felt like family to me, and I suppose in a werewolf kind of way they were all my sister’s in law.  
 
   The rest of the pack of course, were still at work, which did keep the number down at least.  Regardless, it had taken some time to dig out the backpacks so we looked the part, and a first aid kit.  Then we jumped into the SUV, it wasn’t a far drive to the campground.
 
   I was definitely rethinking the plan of just using magic to travel there, but then what?  I couldn’t zip him to a hospital.  I supposed I could heal him and bamboozle him and his three buddies, but sometimes it was the right thing to do just doing things the normal way.  It would suck for the kid, an eleven-year-old stuck in a cast for the rest of summer would be bored out of his mind, but better that than dead from exposure.
 
   Katie led us through the trails with a GPS app on her cell phone, while I kept an eye out, and my senses peeled, for the enemy.  Who still wasn’t coming for me, not yet anyway.  It was so… inconsiderate to keep me worrying like this.  What the hell were they doing anyway?  Oh, right, driving me nuts.
 
   I shook it off as best I could.  It actually was a bit hot out, but otherwise it was a nice day, and perfect for a hike.  Honestly I was never big on hikes, but I couldn’t deny it was beautiful, and I was certainly used to doing a lot of walking in the city, so that wasn’t an issue.
 
   Selene slowed a bit and walked next to me.
 
   “Is this what it’s always like?”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked.
 
   Selene shrugged, “It feels good to be doing this, I can see why you constantly work to save children from themselves and others.”
 
   I nodded slowly, “It does.  Sometimes it feels like I’m trying to hold back the tide with a single sandbag.  I can only do so much.  But on a case by case basis, it really does feel good knowing I make a difference.”
 
   Selene asked, “Is that why you do it?”
 
   I frowned, “Honestly I’m not sure.  I think that’s just one part of it.  I’m not usually big on self-reflection, but I think a part of me does it because of what happened to me when I was a kid.”
 
   She touched my arm and then entwined her hand around it, and said, “I think I get it.  Try to relax, and feel the nature around you.  I can tell you’re pretty tense about what’s going on.  We’ll find a way through it.”
 
   Touching like that would be flirting for any normal human woman, but for a werewolf, tactile contact between pack members had none of those connotations.  Just comfort, trust, and the bond between family.  They knew I wasn’t a werewolf, and touched me less often than others because of it, but couldn’t quite not do it at all.  If that made any sense.  It was simply intrinsic to their natures.
 
   I smiled, “I can try, but the earth isn’t my thing.  The sky is kind of nice though.”
 
   Nature was beautiful of course, and nice enough to look at.  But I could never approach the connection the pack seemed to have with nature and all that grew from the earth.
 
   She made a teasing face, “No one’s perfect.”
 
   Katie said loud enough to get all our attention, “We’re close, spread out and we’ll…”
 
   She cut off as she saw me pointing, and pouted at me before turning in that direction.
 
   What?  Air sorcerer, I knew exactly where the kid was, GPS or not.  I didn’t smile though, as it was she’d probably get me back for it later.  Exactly like a sister would.  Suzy, who was the gentlest of the group, gasped as we caught our first sight of him.  His face was twisted in pain, but he looked stubbornly brave and wasn’t crying out.
 
   “Why don’t we split up, the kid’s buddies are about a quarter of a mile east from here, you probably all have their scents by now right?”
 
   Katie shook her head, “No.  We can grab them on the way back to the campgrounds.”
 
   I nodded, she was the only enforcer here, and she couldn’t be in two places at once.  There was no point in arguing, Katie was too protective of everyone here to listen, and she was probably right anyway.  No splitting up.
 
   We moved off the side of the trail, and James’ eyes widened for a moment when he saw us.
 
   “Hey, I’m ben.  The ladies and I are here to help get you back to the campground.”
 
   Suzy pulled off her backpack, and took out the first aid kit and something to use for a splint.  Katie did the same, but she pulled out a collapsible stretcher.  I did wind up cheating a little and putting him to sleep while we got him situated on the stretcher and his leg secured.  He was in a lot of pain.
 
   Katie said, “Suzy, Carrie, carry the stretcher, Ben, you can lead us to the kids.  They aren’t that far out of the way are they?”
 
   I shook my head, “It’s not a straight line, but it will only add a quarter mile to the walk.”
 
   The kids would get lost otherwise, but they still came rather close to the campsite before wandering off in the wrong direction.  We moved at a pretty good clip, it wasn’t all that hard to catch up to the eleven year olds.  Once we got back to the campsite, we didn’t even have to answer awkward questions.  They broke down the camp and loaded up in the car to head to the hospital.
 
   Still no enemy.  I was thankful, but rather confused.  It would’ve been a perfect time to attack.  Even with Aitheria here guarding us from Anise reading our location, there were all those elementals of air spying on me.  Surely she knew exactly where I was at all times.
 
   Maybe she had a soft spot for kids too?
 
   “Ready to get out of here?” I asked.  There wouldn’t be a problem using magic to get us back faster.
 
   Selene replied, “Nope, let’s hike back to where the truck is.  It’s a gorgeous day.”
 
   I sighed quietly, I should have seen that coming…
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
   Thursday, July 7th, 2016, 5:35 PM
 
   Mike muttered, “I miss the good old days.”
 
   We were outside in the backyard, the grill was fired up and dinner was almost done.  It was Mike, Derik, Clint, and I sitting around the table.  The women were all gathered across the yard talking, gushing really, mostly about the fact Selene, Jenna, and Sierra were all pregnant, and Selene was trying to give out advice between the giggling and joking since it wasn’t her first.
 
   I wasn’t sure where Gerald, Carrie, Todd, or Aiya was, and didn’t reach for the information, mostly because I did have a small idea, and I didn’t necessarily want the details of what the couples were up to at the moment.
 
   I turned to Mike, “Good old days?  You mean when you thought I was just a psychic, and there was no such thing as magic?”
 
   Mike snorted and took a sip of his beer, “No.  Back when I thought you were either a crackpot, or a con artist running a scam.”
 
   I laughed, along with Derik and Clint, “I see.  So back when everything made sense then?”
 
   Mike nodded and raised his beer, “You got it,” and took another long sip.
 
   “And your arrest record wasn’t nearly as good?”
 
   Mike glared, or at least, he tried to and failed as his lips twitched, “Watch that smart mouth of yours.”
 
   I shrugged, “I could see why you’d want that though, at least back then you had all your hair.”
 
   Derik and Clint started howling with laughter.
 
   Mike shook his head and took a long sip, “Fine, point for you.”
 
   Derik asked, “Is it really that bad?”
 
   Mike cleared his throat, “Honestly, no.  I’d rather know the truth.  It was just… simpler.  You know, ignorance is bliss and all that.  Jenna loves it, seeing the world through new eyes.  Which of course, is good for me too.”
 
   Clint looked over at Katie and agreed, “It does make life easier to keep them happy.”
 
   I shrugged, “There’re other advantages to being in the know, you don’t need to keep that bald spot you know.”
 
   Mike looked intrigued but uncomfortable by the suggestion.  I could see that, being comfortable with finding out about magic, and letting magic be used on him, was two entirely different things.
 
   Derik grunted and stood, “Steaks are done,” and walked over to the grill.
 
   It was still amazing to me that they could know that on scent alone.
 
   The ladies ambled over, and the two couples came outside, and we dug in.
 
   Generally, there wasn’t much talk during meals as werewolves ate with a single minded focus.  Mike and Jenna along with my Aunt, uncle, and cousin looked a little uncomfortable.  Aiya and I were used to it by now.
 
   It was a bit later on when everyone started to slow down, that Aiya broke the silence.
 
   “So any news?  Did anything happen today?”
 
   I told them the Caroline and air sorcerer story, which was new for most of them, and that we were just in a kind of limbo until they attacked us.  Which could happen at any time really.  And kept not… happening.  It was stressful.
 
   I spent some time practicing with air and fire, if I could grow in power it would help, but I doubted it would happen again for a while, I had to catch up my experience to my knowledge.  Still, it wouldn’t hurt to try and get better at controlling things either, even if only what I had currently.
 
   Despite my repeated and often attempts, I still couldn’t create the illusion of a candle flame that looked real.  I came a little closer now, it didn’t look like a picture, or a painting of a flame anymore, but it still didn’t look exactly right either.  I eventually called it a night, when Sierra came and dragged me to bed.  
 
   She’d always been affectionate, but it seemed magnified now with the pregnancy, and I was more than happy to follow her up to our room and allow her to seduce me.  
 
   Allow?  
 
   Who was I kidding anyway?  She didn’t have to do much more than breath to seduce me, I was quite obviously hers, and happy to be so.  When she pulled out the stops, I didn’t have a chance or even a desire to resist.
 
    
 
   I woke to a scream, and had no idea what time it was.  By the time I was up and pulling on clothes, Sierra was already dressed and moving out into the hallway.
 
   I heard Selene yell, “The wards!”
 
   I couldn’t feel anyone within two hundred fifty feet of me, which meant they were further out, and much more powerful than I was.  It also meant they were destroying the wards before moving for the house.  I slipped my shoes on and ran for the stairs.  Selene and Carrie were in their sleepwear, and they looked very uncomfortable.
 
   “You two alright?”
 
   Selene looked a little flushed and said, “We’re fine, but someone is destroying the wards from the outside.”
 
   I cursed.  We were so screwed.  Without the wards I wouldn’t have a good chance against them at all, not one of them, much less three.  
 
   No… not we, I was screwed.
 
   I looked at Sierra, she was beautiful and precious to me, and she returned my look with horror as she realized what I was going to do.  There was no point in putting them in danger.
 
   I wrapped air around me, and before Sierra, or anyone else could object, I ordered it to take me outside and up, and then followed the magic that attacked the wards.  I swallowed as my throat closed up, the magic was coming from almost a thousand feet away.
 
   Following the calculations of spherical volume, that made her about sixty-five times more powerful than I was.  When it came to power we weren’t even on the same world, much less in the same playground.
 
   I stopped in front of three people.  The two men wore cloaks, and I couldn’t really make out their faces in the shadows, but they were both around five foot ten, and wiry looking.  
 
   The woman that stood between them, had a stony emotionless face, and felt cold.  She reminded me of Charis, although she was a full grown woman and appeared in her early twenties.  She was no doubt beautiful, but her demeanor and visage killed any attraction.  She had long light blonde curly hair, and blue eyes.  She was wearing a dress that looked about forty years out of date.
 
   “Anise?” I asked boldly, “What do you want of me?”
 
   She smiled, but there was no warmth or happiness in it, “What makes you think I want anything from you?” she asked slyly.
 
   I was focused and ready to run, to dodge her first attack, maybe if I lead her to Tara’s shop?  Without finding a way to cut off her power, I was just screwed.  I wasn’t sure exactly what she’d meant by her comment, although a fair guess would be it was the elemental soul in the core of my body that she wanted.  Wasn’t that a part of me too though?
 
   She attacked, and there was no dodging it at all.  It came from every direction at once and pierced through my shields like they weren’t there.  I screamed in pain as my mind was twisted.  I accepted the inevitable, and hoped my mate and unborn daughter, as well as everyone else, would be safe.  I couldn’t even try to escape, all I could do was scream, I couldn’t focus my thoughts enough to do anything with magic.
 
   Then darkness rolled over my vision, and I knew no more.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
   Friday, July 8th, 2016, 10:32 AM
 
   The voices were faint, and I was surprised I was alive.  I was also shielded so I couldn’t move, or reach out to my elements.  My head was still spinning and I tried to focus on the voices.
 
   A choral voice but not Aitheria’s said, “You will be released after this service, you have my word.”
 
   Anise said coldly, “I want to hear it from him, with whom I have the pact, your word means nothing.”
 
   The other voice replied, “You would dare to demand my lord’s presence here?”
 
   Anise said mockingly, “Yes, and tell your lord he has one day, or I’ll kill the boy up here.”
 
   “That… would be insane.  You’d be signing your own death warrant.”
 
   Anise said uncaringly, “So?  Better death than this unceasing servitude… he’s awake.  Go now, and tell your lord my terms.  Either this task is worthy of my freedom, or he will lose what he wants and we will both die.  I no longer care which.”
 
   What the hell was going on?  I opened my eyes and immediately closed them at the stabbing pain from the bright light.  My head pounded and I felt like I’d been hit with a truck, and then ran over.  I couldn’t even find out what was wrong, much less fix it, without access to any power.
 
   Anise’s heels made a sharp sound as she walked across the stone.  I squinted my eyes to see, and was shocked to find I was inside a cave of some kind, there was bright light at the opening, which was maybe a hundred feet away.  The tunnel was rough, but it was also too straight to be natural, and I noticed a few braces.  Maybe I was in an old mine?
 
   “Ben, so glad you could join us.  I admit, I was a little annoyed at you for eluding my people and making me come after you myself.  I may have been a little rough with you.”
 
   I coughed and cleared my throat, “Sorry to be such an inconvenience,” I said dryly, “What is this about exactly?  I’d really like to know before I die.”
 
   She laughed, “Aitheria hasn’t told you a thing has she?  Interesting.  So you haven’t made a pact for knowledge?  I’ll admit, I’m rather impressed you’ve managed to get this powerful so quickly.”
 
   I shook my head, and immediately regretted it as the room started to spin.  I suspected she’d given me a concussion, or damaged my brain somehow.
 
   “Pact?” I gasped the question.
 
   She sighed, “You don’t even know that?  I take it back, I’m not impressed at all.  Are you familiar with the modern term word lawyer?”
 
   I whispered, “Yes.”
 
   She nodded, “Elementals are not warm and fuzzy creatures, or our friends.  They are alien, immortal, and capricious.  Before the non-interference rules, the elementals used to mess with us all the time.  All those stories of the wicked and capricious faery, or you may be more familiar with the tales of demon summoning, and demon deals?  They’re all stories of elementals of course, neither faery nor demons truly exist.
 
   “You see, they are word lawyers, they never lie in their deals, but they will and do mislead with the truth, and their pacts have more loopholes in their favor than the cleverest lawyer could fathom.  Even with the non-interference rules they now have, that doesn’t count if a sorcerer or sorceress asks for help, or knowledge.  You see, by asking they sacrifice their free will, and it is no longer seen as interference.  
 
   “Then the untrustworthy bastards force you into a pact.  They offered me knowledge for a few favors.  A thousand years later, and I’m still in bondage to that pact.  To be fair, I was young and foolish when they made me an offer, and they did give me knowledge, and therefore power, in the bargain.”
 
   She turned to Aitheria, “Let me guess, you’re here to block knowledge of him, and to prevent other elementals from offering him power and knowledge.  I imagine that would be inconvenient later on?”
 
   I was confused, my head also hurt.  Aitheria didn’t reply to Anise’s words.  What did any of this have to do with me?  
 
   She sighed and spat out in disgust, “Not you boy.  The creature inside you, the elemental of air that shares your life and is entwined with your human soul.  You see, if you made a deal for power, and did it as badly as I did, the elemental would be bound to that pact even after you died, and his and your soul broke apart.  Elementals have one very long lifetime, an eternity if not killed.  It would have been bound for its entire existence.”
 
   I felt… betrayed as the words sunk in.  Aitheria wasn’t here to guard me, but the elemental inside me, which was apparently me too… at least until my mortal life ended.  Which was very confusing.
 
   Two souls that shared the same mortal life, one of them that should never had a mortal lifetime.
 
   “Why?”
 
   Anise said coldly, “I don’t know how it ended up bonded to you.  Most likely your mother made a careless pact as well, and had no choice but to allow it.  Perhaps it was just curious about our lives, or bored, or… who knows?  I just know the elemental I have a pact with hates the elemental inside of you.  Apparently, he’s much more powerful than the lord I serve in bondage, and he saw this as an opportunity to kill his better.  If you die, underground for instance, the elemental of air would be completely screwed, and powerless to fight back.”
 
   I felt a surge of fear and horror at the thought.  Although that explained a lot, like why I was so scared to go below ground.
 
   It must have shown on my face, because she patted my hand in mock comfort, “Don’t worry Ben, your human soul will be just fine, and reborn in time.  That’s how this crazy world works you know.  That’s why I’m willing to die rather than go on and serve any longer.  My soul will go on, and the pact will be stricken in my passing.  I’m afraid you’ll have to die either way.”
 
   She didn’t sound very afraid, or even a slight bit guilty.  But then, I wasn’t exactly the soul of empathy when I killed my enemies either.  Still, I didn’t start this fight.  If it could be called a fight at all.  I was sure I was lying here quite fiercely.
 
   She laughed, and I realized then that she was in my mind, which for some reason scared me more than the specter of death.  Her laughter was a sound frighteningly devoid of emotion.
 
   “Is all that true?” I asked Aitheria.
 
   Aitheria didn’t reply verbally, but I could feel her in my mind, and I knew it was true.  I also knew she would know how the elemental got inside me, and why, but she also couldn’t tell me that, so I doubted I’d ever find out.  It was a mind screw.  
 
   Did she love me, or the elemental inside me which would share this mortal life’s memories with my human soul after my death?  Did it truly matter?  I found myself unable to think badly of Aitheria, true or not.  But it was undeniable, without the elemental inside me, we never would have met in the first place.  That thought hurt me worse than the way my head pounded to the beat of my heart.  There was still so much I wanted to know.
 
   At the same time, for the first time I feared what I might learn.  Had my mother allowed me to be possessed by an elemental for power and knowledge?  That didn’t sound right, but then I’d been five when she died, had I truly known her?
 
   It probably didn’t matter how I felt about it, I doubted I’d ever learn the complete truth.
 
   Anise started to pace as she waited for her elemental lord to show up.  I supposed I would live a little longer than his arrival, no matter his decision.  I closed my eyes and struggled to reach for power.  Air magic, fire magic, it was all beyond my reach.  I couldn’t even get enough magic to study the shield around me that Anise held so effortlessly.  Maybe I should just take a nap…
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
   Friday, July 8th, 2016, 4:13 PM
 
   My head was still a wreck.  I’d slipped in and out of consciousness all day.  To be honest, I felt a little relieved when the elemental lord arrived.  I recognized him from the vision I’d had of Zale and the court.
 
   “You would dare disobey and break the pact?”
 
   Anise smiled coldly, “I haven’t disobeyed yet.  You can either release me from the pact, and get what you want, or… you’ll lose me anyway, and your enemy will most likely rend you apart when I release him from this mortal shell, right here.  Who knows, he may even kill you before you can kill me?”
 
   The lord stormed in anger, and the wind picked up in the cave, but he didn’t attack.  Maybe he couldn’t attack, not until Anise had truly betrayed the pact.  Right now it was all just… speculations.  I had to admit, I admired Anise’s bravery for doing this, blackmailing and threatening an elemental lord probably didn’t happen every day.  I just wished she hadn’t had to hunt down my family to get out from under this pact. 
 
   Then again, Anise was just a pawn in this.  I’m not sure I’d ever really forgive her, but the elemental lord was my true enemy.  Or should I blame the elemental in my body for starting it all?  My mind wasn’t working that well right now.  I just knew there was more than enough blame to share around.
 
   He stormed in anger, but he eventually relented, “Anise, if you do as I requested, you will be freed.”
 
   She shook her head and made a disgusted sound as she waved a finger at him.
 
   “No word tricks, be specific.  You didn’t say when.”
 
   He scowled, but finally said, “If you mortally wound this human, and send him over the edge so he dies underground, you will be free of the pact immediately upon his death.”
 
   “Agreed,” she spat.
 
   She didn’t even look at me.  Air in the shape of a sword compressed to the hardness of steel and impaled my chest.  It was actually so dense it was partially opaque and easy to see.  The blade of air ran me through my heart bisecting it in twain, and then a great wind threw me backwards, over the side and into the main mine shaft.
 
   I’d be dead in seconds, I was already dead with my heart destroyed, my brain just hadn’t gotten the message yet.
 
   Then Anise’s shield on my body and mind dissipated as I fell below the earth, and I laughed as the power of fire was once again accessible and mine to wield.  I had maybe two seconds before I hit the bottom of the shaft, and perhaps just as long before I expired from my heart being destroyed, more than long enough for a single act of will.  I pulled a shield around me, lit the air on fire, and fire walked two miles straight up.
 
   I’d like to say it was an act of kindness, to save the elemental’s life within me.  That would be so heroic, a worthy reason to die.  If I’d thought it out, I probably would have done it for just that reason, so that Aitheria, who I loved no matter the truth, wouldn’t lose him.
 
   But the truth was, my last act wasn’t heroic at all, it was one of determined revenge.  It was even better than flipping them the bird or telling them to screw off.  I didn’t follow their conversation completely, but if I died above ground I suspected both Anise and the elemental lord would die.
 
   I was in pain, and angry as hell that I had to die for deals and games between others.  So as I fire walked up into the air, I was only doing so in the hope my passenger would live to avenge both of our deaths, to bring justice for the death of my mother, and kill that sadistic son of a bitch lord of air.  If the elemental within me truly would share this mortal life’s memories, I had no doubts he would do so.
 
   I smiled when the flames died away, and I felt the sunlight one last time on my face as I continued to fall to the ground far below me.  My biggest regret was I’d never see Sierra again.  Then my mind finally gave out.  Presumably, my body was dead long before it hit the ground. 
 
    
 
   I felt cool air in the shape of feminine hands on my face, and I wasn’t in pain at all anymore.  I was expecting some kind of afterlife, or… something.  But Aitheria’s presence on my lap was undeniably a surprise, the full sized Aitheria, or the shrunken me, either way.
 
   I opened my eyes and took in the surrounding storms, clouds, and open air, which we gently floated in.  There was no gravity, no land, no up or down, just air, storm, and blue sky in every direction.  I saw a few other elementals far in the distance, but none close by.  
 
   She said softly in her beautiful choral voice, “This is what this place really looks like, I wanted you to see it the way I do this time.”
 
   “It’s beautiful,” I said, wondering how I got here, and why.
 
   She smiled and answered that silent question, “I told you your soul was mine didn’t I?”
 
   As soon as my eyes widened she laughed, “Just kidding, mostly.  Or did you forget we were soul mated?  Yes, Ben, I was there to guard Diantherius, the son of Liantherius and second most powerful air elemental that currently exists.  But… you are my soul mate, it is your soul that resonated with mine, that I joined with, and which joined with mine.”
 
   I absorbed that for a moment, and caressed her back.  It wasn’t physical, no more than any other time before, but it was deeply intimate, two souls connected and touching.  I was also highly confused, I couldn’t imagine that this happened very often.  Yet, it felt right to be here with her.  I was also… relieved, and ashamed that I thought I was merely the tagalong, or just an afterthought earlier.
 
   She continued, completely ignoring my self-castigating thoughts. 
 
   “Dian pissed off his father.  He objected to the treatment and the meddling with humans, despite the so called non-interference agreement.  Liantherius got tired of his son’s arguments, and in a moment of pique, told him if he like mortals so much, he should try being one for a lifetime.  Then he bonded his son’s essence to your soul, and he was forced to share your life.
 
   “Liantherius did in fact have a pact for knowledge with your mother.  Though she was horrified to find out the true price, she didn’t have a say, or really any way to stop it short of killing you.  Binding your souls had a secondary effect Liantherius didn’t expect, it changed your soul so you could control air as well as fire, and the change is permanent, so in your next life, you’ll be born with both elements again, just without the hitchhiker.”
 
   I frowned, “I thought you couldn’t tell me anything?”
 
   She smiled, “Technically, you’re dead, which means you aren’t mortal right now, which means I can interfere to my heart’s content.  Where was I?  Right, your soul was changed.  Then shortly after that, the lord who is an enemy of Dian’s, decided to take this opportunity to end Dian.  I imagine he’s regretting that right about now, Dian is probably tearing his soul to pieces, one strip at a time right now.”
 
   Aitheria shuddered, and then took a deep breath, “So that’s when your mother made a second pact.  When we both realized how much danger Dian was in, and by extension you, we forged a pact together.”
 
   She was giving me all the answers I’d ever wanted, and my head was spinning.
 
   “A pact with you?”
 
   She nodded, “Not for knowledge.  She swore she would do anything to keep Dian and you safe, including sacrifice her own life, and I agreed to do everything I could to make sure you came out the other side of the elemental battle intact.”
 
   I smiled, “I love you Aitheria, even if that didn’t work out so great.  Me being intact I mean.”
 
   She caressed my face, it felt like a warm breeze and love all at the same time.
 
   “How do you know that?  I did say technically dead didn’t I?  Anise was right, we elementals are word lawyers, all of us.  That pact allowed me to interfere when it comes to keeping you alive.  Right now while I keep your soul safe, thanks to our bond I can hold you from moving on to the spirit world, I’m also busy fixing your body on the mortal plane.  It should be done… right about now.”
 
   I froze in shock as what she just said sunk in my already overloaded thoughts.
 
   She leaned in and kissed my forehead, and I felt myself falling asleep.
 
   She giggled in her choral voice, “I hope you don’t have any more questions, because technically, I’m about to not be able to answer them.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
   Saturday, July 9th, 2016, 1:32 AM
 
   I felt different when I woke up, and not just because I was lying face down at the bottom of a ravine.  I suppose the pact only allowed her to interfere to keep me alive, and not move me somewhere else, like a bed.  It was also late at night, one thirty-two in the morning.  It’d taken her a long time to fix my body, but then besides being impaled through the chest, I’d also fell two miles and bounced down the side of a mountain into a ravine and landed face down on the bottom.
 
   That had to leave a mark.
 
   My power felt the same, the reach of my spheres, but I felt more in me, and less at the same time.
 
   Less, because Diantherius was no longer in my body, I was… alone for lack of a better explanation.  And although my power draw was the same, I didn’t have as great a capacity to hold air magic as I’d had before.  I wasn’t all that worried about it though.
 
   More, because now I could feel the full pack bond, I could feel the fire that bonded our emotions, but also the steadfastness of earth.  I never thought I’d betray the pack, but now I was sure it was all but impossible because of the earth magic.  I didn’t mind, it felt right.
 
   It was strange, but it was apparent my blindness to earth had been a side effect of Dian’s presence.  Though I had no idea how or why, it was obviously true.  I probably also wouldn’t feel terror if I went into a basement, but then it still wouldn’t be a wise idea to cut myself off from the power of air like that.
 
   “You’re still here?” I sent to Aitheria.
 
   Aitheria laughed in the vaults of my mind, “Of course.”
 
   I nodded, “I’m happy you are, I just figured Liantherius would have another assignment for you, now that his son was no longer in danger.”
 
   She smirked, “You forgot what I told you, didn’t you?  Soul bonds trump oaths of loyalty.  I may leave, for short times if his need is dire, but he can’t force me to leave you at all.”
 
   I was happy for a moment, thinking this was finally over.  But then I remembered the elemental part was only half the equation.  I reached out for information.  Anise was dead, killed by the elemental lord before Diantherius turned him into soul strips.  But I couldn’t get any information at all about Raymond and Manny.  Would they want revenge?  Or had they left Chicago when their mistress died?
 
   Crap.  There was no way I was lucky enough for option two to be correct.  It was time to get back to the pack house.  I surrounded myself in air and ordered it to take me home…
 
    
 
   Sierra pounced as soon as I appeared, and kissed me hard, passionately, and for a long blissful interlude.  Then she took a step back and slapped me hard enough that I fell on my ass.  It hurt, a lot.  My shield was very sensitive to my will, and was very ineffective against my mate as a result.
 
   I looked around, and it appeared as if everyone was annoyed at me.  Except maybe Caroline and Tara.  I was surprised they were there, and they both looked rather amused at my plight, but not angry themselves.  I pulled the info because I was too afraid to ask.  Of course, Tara had come out to fix the wards, and Caroline… she’d just been worried she couldn’t reach me all day yesterday.
 
   I suppose I couldn’t blame them, I’d basically panicked that they were all going to get hurt or die in the crossfire, and had sacrificed myself.  Sure, it worked out, but only after I was tortured and killed.
 
   That was a really strange thought.
 
   “Sorry, I… panicked when the wards were going down, I didn’t think we had a chance, and figured better just me facing her in that case.”
 
   Tara crossed her arms, “Did you forget about the inactive secondary wards?  That was part of the plan, Selene and Carrie could have activated them after Anise got here.”
 
   I frowned, “Maybe.  Anise’s reach was almost a quarter mile, that means she could have locked down the magic in the area before even getting close to the house.  She was old, smart, and canny.  Umm, if I stand is anyone else going to hit me?”
 
   Sierra snorted and helped me up, “Was?”
 
   I nodded, “Anise is dead, and the elementals are out of the picture, but her two helpers are still alive.  They might have cleared town but I kind of doubt it.”
 
   Caroline smirked and echoed my own earlier thought, “You aren’t that lucky.”
 
   I gave her a look, but she wasn’t intimidated at all.  Damn it, all these women knew they could bully me.  Of course, that was also a good thing, I didn’t want my friends afraid of me.
 
   “Are the wards fixed?”
 
   Tara nodded slowly, “Yes, and I stayed just in case, since you were missing.  They also said they felt the ally bond break, for about six hours.  Which as you can imagine made the house rather tense, and upset your mate.  What happened?”
 
   “Yeah, technically I died for a while.  It’s a long story.”
 
   It was a testament to how weird my life was, that what I said didn’t seem to faze anyone.
 
   Amy cleared her throat, I thought rather bravely in the middle of all the supernatural races in the room, “We’ll we aren’t going anywhere, start talking.”
 
   I still believed that leaving had been the right call, but considering the current atmosphere in the room, I decided not to express that sentiment ever again.  It was also going to be hard explaining this without saying anything about Aitheria or the elementals, they were too entwined in what happened.
 
   The story wouldn’t make sense at all if I left that part out.
 
   Aitheria took the decision out of my hands, and showed herself to everyone in the room, including the humans.  I saw a lot of widened eyes, awe, and even some shock at the very small blue woman.  I realized this story would take even longer than I thought, and started at the beginning.
 
   “The first time I ever saw Aitheria, was as a baby when she played peekaboo above my crib…”
 
   By the time I finished the story, and filled in all the gaps I’d left in the past, it was close to three in the morning.  I was very happy I hadn’t kept it from Sierra at all, and she was about the only person not even a little angry at me.  She wasn’t even angry about me leaving them earlier anymore, apparently her punch had gotten it all out of her system, and she was sitting on my lap.  Well, Aiya knew about her too, so I supposed that made two of them not mad about Aitheria, but Aiya was still mad at me for being reckless.
 
   Derik said in a grave voice, “I know it’s late, and it’s a good thing we can sleep in tomorrow, but before we go to bed, what’s the plan now if the other two sorcerers show up?”
 
   I sighed, “If anything, as a group, we are in even more danger now.  Anise wanted me alive at first, in order to get herself out of a pact, and probably didn’t care about any of you one way or another.  If Raymond and Manny stayed, they’re going to want revenge.”
 
   Carrie said speculatively, “And since you took Anise away from them… they might want to return the favor with one of us?”
 
   Gerald grunted, “Sounds about right.  That means we stick together this time, no running off to play hero.  Understood?”
 
   I nodded reluctantly, “We might as well just follow the original plan.  Lure them here, or Tara’s store, and take them out when they’re weakened.  It’s a long shot, but I’ve got nothing else, they’re really powerful.  Not like Anise was, but much stronger than me.”
 
   I looked over at Tara and Caroline, “Are you two staying?  Or I could give you a lift home?”
 
   Tara sighed, “In the morning, I’ll stay until morning in case they attack, but I need to open my store.”
 
   Caroline nodded, “Me too, until morning I mean.”
 
   We broke up then.  Selene took charge of getting Caroline and Tara settled into spare rooms, and Sierra took me up the stairs.
 
   I had realized while telling the story I still had more questions, but of course, Aitheria couldn’t answer them.  I wondered what would happen when this life truly ended for me.  Would I hang out with her in the elemental plane, and then move on to the spiritual plane when I wanted to be reborn?  Would I have a choice?  If we were soul mates, and that was forever, would my oldest friend who I loved dearly help raise me again in my next life?  Or would she not be around until I died again?
 
   Aitheria wasn’t saying.  I supposed some things should stay a mystery.
 
   When we got to our bedroom Sierra kissed me aggressively, and I forgot all about those questions as we moved to the bed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
   Saturday, July 9th, 2016, 10:02 AM
 
   This was the second time I woke up this morning.  A few hours earlier I’d given Tara and Caroline a magical lift to the city and then promptly crawled back into bed, wrapped my arms around Sierra, and fell back asleep.  It was definitely time to get up though, I could smell the breakfast foods wafting throughout the house, and where there was eggs and sausage, there was undoubtedly coffee as well.
 
   Something occurred to me as Sierra stirred in my arms.
 
   “You lied to me.”
 
   Aitheria sent, “What about?”
 
   “That first few days I had my power, when I ran into the alley to save Diana without a clue what I was or what I was doing.  You saved me from having my head cracked open like a melon when that rogue threw me up against the concrete wall.  Then later told me you couldn’t do something like that again.”
 
   Aitheria ruffled my hair with a playful whirlwind, “True.  It was the one time you truly almost died over the last year while above the ground.  I didn’t think it wise to tell you about the safety net however.  For one, I wasn’t allowed to.  Two, it would have made you act differently, you wouldn’t have been as cautious.  As for yesterday afternoon, I couldn’t stop what Anise did because I was being kept busy myself.  The elemental lord that came, and is now dead, was more powerful than I, and there were many others to deal with as well.
 
   “If I’d told you, you might not have figured out ways to survive, and beat your enemies.  Plus, it would have been a huge mental crutch.  After all, the pact is finished with Diantherius returned to where he belongs, and I truly can’t save you again.  It was also why I was always so terrified when you went underground, where I truly couldn’t save you or Dian.”
 
   I guess that was all true.  I would have acted differently, perhaps not even made allies.  If I hadn’t tried so hard to stay alive, I also might not have managed to grow as powerful as I am.  I’d have also been a lot less confident that I could take on two air sorcerers with allied assistance.  They weren’t as powerful as Anise, but they still dwarfed my power, much like Jaben had however.
 
   Not that it was a sure thing, but I had a real chance.
 
   Sierra moaned and moved in my arms, I kissed the side of her neck until she was awake.  
 
   “Breakfast,” I said softly as she looked up into my eyes.
 
   She grinned, “Soon,” and pulled me down into another kiss.  She seemed insatiable these days, and I gave in rather easily to her desire, I certainly wasn’t going to argue…
 
    
 
   It was closer to eleven by the time we shuffled down to breakfast, freshly showered and already awake.  That didn’t stop me from grabbing a quick coffee before I sat down at the table.  Most of the house had finished breakfast already, but Derik, Selene, Katie, and Clint were still there.
 
   Katie asked, “Sleep well?”
 
   I nodded and looked around, I also checked the ally bond.  No one as far as I could tell seemed angry anymore about what I’d done, at least in the pack, but they also felt determined to not let me do it again.  
 
   Sierra replied, “Very well.”
 
   Katie smirked, “I bet.”
 
   I blushed and ate another forkful of eggs, with a piece of sausage.  
 
   Selene asked, “So do we have any idea what their plans are?  I’d just as soon get it over with so we can get on with our lives.”
 
   I shook my head, “They’re protected by their power, I can’t see anything about them.”
 
   Something occurred to me and I sent to Aitheria, “Does that mean you can’t block knowledge of me either, since the pact is concluded?”
 
   Aitheria replied, “No, I can still do that.”
 
   I added to Selene, “But they can’t see us either.  They know where we are, but they won’t know our plans, or be able to see what we’ll do and how it will turn out.  Maybe that’s why they haven’t already attacked.  They’re old, and probably worried about a turn out that they can’t predict.  I would be, or rather, I am.”
 
   I grinned, “I’m used to it though, I don’t imagine it’s happened to them in a long time.”
 
   It hadn’t occurred to me until then that they would be afraid as well, but it should have.  
 
   Derik said, “Well, too bad they won’t just leave.”
 
   “They might, we just can’t assume they will.  I’ve no proof they actually stayed at all.”
 
   I also had a few ideas.  
 
   The objective was for me to distract them until Tara, Selene, or Carrie can diminish their powers with the wards, assuming they don’t just fall in the trap but I won’t hold my breath on that.  Then I’d strike.  It was a simplistic plan, but the only one that had a chance of working.  The trick was to make the distracting part a lot more complicated and confusing than simply bouncing around and avoiding their attacks, they’re air sorcerers too, and will be faster than I could be.
 
   Well, either way it would be fun.  As I worked on my plan in my mind, I could hear Aitheria’s tinkled choral giggles in my mind.  Apparently she thought it would be entertaining too.
 
   I called everyone into the room.
 
   “Okay, here’s the plan, when they arrive, I want all the humans to run for the basement.  They should be safe there, even if all the rest of us aren’t.  Carrie, Selene, Derik, Clint, and Suzy will also be in the basement, it will be the safest place for Selene and Carrie to bring up the wards without being attacked or interrupted, but they’ll need someone down there with them in case the sorcerers try and take down the ceiling.  Gerald, Sierra, Katie, and Todd will be up here with me.  Then I’m going to…”
 
   Gerald cleared his throat when I finished, and then laughed, “That’s crazy, I like it.”
 
   Carrie frowned, “How long can you keep that up?”
 
   “Five, maybe six minutes, and then I’ll be out like a light.  They can probably go faster than me, but I don’t think they will, because they won’t want to pass out.  They’ll believe their shields will keep them safe until I run out of gas, and they don’t have allies to lean on.  If I’m about to pass out, or something goes really wrong, I’ll try and move us all into the basement with fire magic.”
 
   Derik sighed, “Even if we do win, the house… ah well, there are a few things I’ve wished I’d have done differently over the years, we can always rebuild.  I’ll head to the basement now.  We should be able to build a crude shelter in case the sorcerers drop the whole house on us.  I could probably rig some kind of air vent for fresh air in case of fire as well.”
 
   I felt a bit bad about that, “I considered trying to lure them to a different place for this, but I don’t think we have that much time to prepare a new place with wards, and the basement is critical for the plan.”
 
   At the very least, that insured if I died some of the pack would live, including the alpha and beta.  I’d really wanted to suggest Sierra go downstairs too, but she’s a dominant werewolf and a fighter, and I’d have lost that fight even if I pulled the pregnancy card, so I didn’t even bother trying.  The only reason it worked on Clint and Derik is they had the job of protecting the pack’s mystics, omega, and the humans.  For Sierra, she’d never leave her mate’s, my, side.
 
   That was probably the scariest thing about this plan.  We broke up and started making preparations.
 
   As for me, I worked on a very specialized shield configuration.  I was capable of all the elements I’d have to incorporate, but I’d never done all of them at once before…
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
   Saturday, July 9th, 2016, 3:38 PM
 
   Werewolves loved to be outside.  They spent a lot of time in the yard, or out on a run.  Which is why just five hours after our planning meeting, they were all a little restless at being stuck in the house.  Sure, they could go outside, but it would have been harder to get into our positions when the attack came.  
 
   So when the moment did finally come, and Selene yelled a warning about the active wards being attacked from outside, it was perversely something of a relief.
 
   We all scattered to our places quickly, it wouldn’t take them that long to destroy the wards from the outside.  I had Gerald and Sierra to my right, and Katie and Todd to my left.  It was important in the beginning that they knew exactly where I was, if they struck without warning my plan would die right at the start.  I was gambling they’d want to talk first, if they really wanted revenge they’d want to rub it in first.
 
   I winced when the wards went down, and the wall in the living room was ripped out.  Not just concern for Derik’s house, but how would we explain that to the neighbors later?  None lived all that close, but I hoped they had some kind of shield up around the house to obscure what just happened.  If they did, it was outside of my range to detect.
 
   They flew into the house and looked at us with a mixture of anger and arrogance.
 
   One said, “I am Raymond.  I’ll make you an offer.  Surrender to your betters, throw yourself on our mercy, and perhaps we will kill you quickly, and leave the mutts alone.”
 
   Katie growled.
 
   I had to stall them as long as I could, I knew the mystics were already working on raising the secondary wards.  My plan was okay, but the less time I had to actually do it the better.
 
   “I have a counter offer.  You are free of your mistress, and her death was already avenged by the death of the elemental lord that enslaved her.  We should have no argument.  Leave Chicago and we will… live and let live.”
 
   Manny shook his head in denial, “Her death is on your head!  If you had not moved from below the earth, she would still live.  Is that your answer?  Will you allow these mongrels to die in a last useless gesture of defiance?”
 
   Clearly, Manny was hoping I would, and he was ready to strike should I say yes.  Wasting time was over.  This was the most dangerous part of the plan, but it had taken me a while to figure out how to kill that fire sorcerer, and I had to speed up my perceptions to implement it.
 
   I surrounded the five of us with elemental fire, and disappeared for a split second.
 
   Things got a little complicated after that.
 
   The five of us reappeared, all with air and fire shielding, as did twenty other fire and air shields.
 
   Manny grunted, “What the hell is this?”  
 
   Obviously I wasn’t good enough with fire to create illusionary copies of me, but I was good enough to create a blob of light which occluded sight, they couldn’t tell which one was me at all, or which even had people in it and what ones were empty.
 
   The last way they’d be able to identify me was the center of my power.  Still, I determined how to obscure that as well.  Even at my full reach, my shields wouldn’t take one hit from these two, so I pulled the semi-globe of power back to just a hundred and fifty feet.  Then I reached for air a hundred and fifty feet out from around the other twenty-five shields.  It resulted in an irregular pattern, but I still pulled almost the same amount of power as normal as we were all scattered around the room.
 
   The only catch was, none of my illusions, or the four werewolves, could get more than a hundred feet from me, or they’d be identified as not me, and the air sorcerers would have a way to judge the true edge of my sphere of power and narrow down my location, which would be bad.
 
   Then all twenty-five of me started to run around, including me, and started to fire weak random attacks from the shielded illusions at both sorcerers.  Some raw magic, others sound attacks, and whipping winds.
 
   Obviously, to control all these at once in a real seeming way, except for four which ran on their own, I had to increase my speed and perception to as fast as possible, and push that limit as hard as I could.
 
   In short, total bedlam had broken out, and they had no idea what shields I or the four werewolves were behind.  I thought this was the best plan, confusion at its best.
 
   Manny chuckled darkle, “This won’t save you,” and he lashed out at a shield, which I broke off into two different directions, making the shield count twenty-six.  Then both of those illusionary sorcerers attacked him with weak attacks just to confuse him further.
 
   Manny growled and lashed out at three more, to similar results.  It was easy to keep up at the enhanced speed, I just didn’t know how long I could keep it up.  My body was already feeling tired.  I had to last long enough though for Carrie and Selene to activate and charge the wards.  It was also hard to keep track of time, when one second felt like thirty seconds subjectively.
 
   My biggest worry was that they’d hit one of the wolves or me instead a pure illusion.  But I’d need the wolves help to keep them from getting away when they lost contact with their power.  Plus, they wouldn’t have allowed me to fight alone anyway.  There were a few close calls, Gerald almost died twice in a row early on, but managed to avoid the attacks.
 
   Manny was losing it, and quite obviously frustrated.
 
   Raymond growled, “Control yourself, or we’ll knock the house down on our own heads.”
 
   I looked around, there were holes in all the walls, the opening to the kitchen was about three times what it should be, and there was another hole leading to the backyard.  The house was actually creaking, and I wondered if they’d taken down a load bearing support.
 
   It was getting harder to stay awake too after a while, and I tripped but recovered.  I just had to hope they hadn’t noticed that or I was dead.  Two seconds later… or perhaps one fifteenth of a second later in real time, the wards snapped on.
 
   I also heard a loud rolling thunderous sound.  Was that thunder?  It was hard to tell when every sound was so dragged out.
 
   Raymond and Manny cried out in alarm and made a run for the hole in the all.
 
   I reached out to the full extent of my power and blasted them both, but they still had some power held within them, and could draw a little despite the ward, and their shields held.
 
   Then I sat down, or more accurately, I fell back onto my ass.  I knew I’d pass out in seconds.  I sent all the shields to tackle and block them, and heard the werewolves growling and doing the same.  But Raymond and Manny struggled through it, their shields weakening, but still more than a match for the werewolves and a few paper thin shields.  
 
   As for me, I couldn’t focus anymore, and my vision got very blurry from pushing my body so hard.  I guessed the fight must have lasted at least ten minutes, which had felt so much longer to me subjectively as I tried to micromanage every movement in my deceptive show.
 
   Then there were two bright blasts of intense white light that seemed to etch themselves on my retina, and I passed out…
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17
 
   Sunday, July 9th, 2016, 9:52 AM
 
   I groaned as I woke up.
 
   “What happened?  My head’s killing me.”
 
   Sierra said softly, “You slept for eighteen hours, your body needs food and drink.  Come on, time to get up.”
 
   She helped me up and into the shower.  
 
   I finally found my feet under the hot water, “What happened with Raymond and Manny after I passed out.”
 
   Sierra smiled, “They’re dead, we tore them to pieces.  We couldn’t get through their shields, of course, they couldn’t spare the power to kill us either.  The four of us just tried to stop them from leaving bodily until their power ran down.  Still, if it wasn’t for Caroline and Tara they would have escaped.”
 
   My mind skipped and I remembered the searing light, “Lightning?  Right before they escaped?  How did those two get here?”
 
   Sierra giggled, “When the battle started Suzy called them.  Apparently even a baby vampire runs very fast.  She…”
 
   Sierra broke down in giggles and couldn’t talk for a minute.
 
   “Caroline gave Tara a piggy back ride, at about three hundred miles an hour.  You should have seen her hair.”
 
   I snorted, “So I did hear thunder there at the end.  Her lightning took out the rest of the air shields?”
 
   Sierra nodded, “That and it also knocked them back into the house, about fifteen feet or so.  That’s when the four of us pounced and just about tore their heads off.”
 
   “So, it’s finally over?”
 
   Sierra snorted, “Sure, your family’s enemies are all dead.  Over though?  I’m sure another mess will come our way.  Life is conflict.”
 
   She then kissed me softly, tenderly, as if to mitigate her words.
 
   She had a point though.  I in charge of Chicago, which meant I’d have to meet challenges internally, and challengers externally.  Still, I’d dealt with stuff like that over the last year, it wouldn’t be quite the same.  Not as personal at the very least.
 
   “But everyone is okay?”
 
   She nodded, “No one got more than a scratch, except… the house is a loss.  We’re going to have to move to a hotel for a while the house is… renovated, if not rebuilt.”
 
   She turned off the water, “Everyone is outside, we’re having a barbeque.”
 
   I smiled, why was I not surprised?
 
   I stole a kiss, and then we got dressed.  Our room seemed to have made it without damage, but when I went out in the hallway the floor was split in places, and there were a few holes.  We carefully maneuvered our way downstairs, and out back.
 
   When she said everyone she’d actually meant everyone.
 
   The entire pack, my uncle, aunt, and cousin.  Mike, Jenna, and Aiya were still here as well, the latter snuggled on Todd’s lap.  Even Caroline and Tara were still here.
 
   I could hardly believe we’d actually done it.  I couldn’t get lazy of course, I’d have to work on my power and not get arrogant.  The fact I’d managed to kill three sorcerers around my power, and three more powerful than I over the last year, was a reminder I couldn’t get sloppy in our world.
 
   Yet, at the same time, I felt like I had time to enjoy life more now.  It wasn’t urgent, and I could take it as it came.  I’d also be here for my daughter, and fate willing, she would grow up without the need to learn things herself, or create some kind of pact.
 
   Sierra treated me like glass, and I smiled at her reassuringly as she had me sit at the table and went to get us both food.  When she got back she settled onto my lap, and we shared the plate of food.
 
   Despite the destruction of the house, everyone was in a good mood, and joking around.  It was hard to believe how far I’d come in just under a year, and I was just getting started.  Even Aitheria, who was using my shoulder and neck like an easy chair, seemed content and relaxed.
 
   That’s when the vision hit.
 
   I was Karen Shepard.  Fifteen, a runaway from an abusive home just outside of Springfield.  I remember each time my mother beat me, or verbally abused me… abused her.  I’d come to the city in the hopes of my grandparents taking me in.  They did, but were even worse.  Now I was out on the street trying to figure out what to do, and a gang approached me.  I knew I should get up, I should run, but I was too depressed to move.  Hot, tired, and sweaty.  Maybe life just wasn’t worth the effort.
 
   The one in the lead said, “Well, well, what do we have here?”
 
   I snapped out of the vision, yet I still knew what happened, or what will happen in two hours and twenty-one minutes when that gang finds Karen.  No time had passed out in the real world, and I felt a little tired, but not too bad.  Nothing like what happened yesterday at least.
 
   I smiled, life does go on, and the possibilities for the future were endless.
 
   “Aiya, Mike, you know anyone working today?  There’s someone that needs a little help…”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Afterword:  
 
   I hope you enjoyed this story, if you did please leave a review.  Reviews are the lifeblood of independent authors, and I would appreciate greatly any constructive feedback or opinions.  
 
   Ending this story was a struggle for me.  I didn’t want to be one of those authors that continually pumps out books until a series gets stale.  Five seemed like a good number to end with, and it worked with the storyline and growth I had planned for Ben.  Still, it was hard to say goodbye to the character.
 
   Ben’s story is finished, despite him really just getting started in his life, the major plot arc for the series is complete.  I am not done with Ben’s world yet though, and already have the first book out in the Spirit Sorceress series if you want to check it out.
 
    
 
    
 
   About the Author:  If you have any comments or suggestions you can send me an email at dlharrisonauthor@gmail.com  If you like my work, or even if you don’t, please consider leaving a review of this book.  I can also be found at https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/7456808.D_L_Harrison 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Other books by D. L. Harrison:
 
   http://www.amazon.com/author/dlharrison
 
    
 
   The Formerly Dark Mage, by D. L. Harrison – This stand-alone fantasy book follows the life of Silvia and takes place in a world unique and separate to our own.  
 
   Silvia is a dark mage. Unfortunately, she finds herself about to be sacrificed. Someone must have told her evil master about her plans to kill him and take over.  After that, things just seem to go downhill. She has no choice but to escape the kingdom of Zual, something that to her knowledge has never been done before. She will need to deal with many issues she never had to face before.
 
   Among those issues, the white mages, and her conscience.
 
    
 
   Celia Winters Novel Series
 
   Witch’s Moon: A Celia Winters Novel Book 1
 
   Celia Winters was raised by her single mother, and her earliest memories are of the store her mother owns and the nearby coven, who have always been her family’s close allies and friends.
 
   She grew up believing her magic was weak, but she was satisfied with her life, and happy.  She was a midwife, healer, and supplier of surrounding covens.  
 
   Then her mother died, and she’s about to discover she isn’t who, or what, she believes herself to be, not completely.  She will learn that her entire life up until now was a lie.  She’ll need to figure out her place, who she is when she no longer recognizes herself, and try to hold on to her closest friends as she gathers enemies for the simple crime of her existence.
 
   She’s stronger than she believes, but will it be enough?
 
    
 
   Power of Air Series: 
 
   Just a Psychic: The Power of Air Book One starts off this series.
 
   Ben has grown up with missing memories of his early childhood. 
 
   He has known he was a psychic since his earliest memories, seeing the future and gaining knowledge with his gifts.
 
   Is it possible he isn't just a psychic? 
 
   Ben's world is about to be turned upside down as he turns twenty-one, all is not as it seems.
 
   


 
   
  
 



 Alicia Jones novels is a series that follows a bright young inventor and scientist named Alicia Jones.  It is a space opera and light science fiction.
 
   The first book is titled First Contact:
 
   Alicia Jones is a genius, and a little odd.  At just twenty-three years of age, she is close to finishing her doctoral dissertation.  But when she tests her latest theory in the lab to generate a strong EM field, it has very unanticipated results.  Results that lead to faster than light travel, and first contact with another race.
 
    Her life just gets more complicated after that, when she finds out who she really is, and that the universe may not be as nice a place as she’d been told.  Her determination to help keep Earth safe takes her to places more dangerous and strange than she’d ever envisioned.
 
    
 
   Spirit Sorceress series, by D. L. Harrison is a new urban fantasy series.  Miku is a spirit sorceress who spent the last one hundred years growing up and learning about her power in the forests near Seattle Washington.  She’s about to make her debut in the big city, but not in a way she ever expected.
 
   The first book is titled Spirit Sorceress:
 
   Miku is a spirit sorceress who spent her unusually long childhood in the forest away from the city with her mother and father.  After tragedy strikes, she finds herself alone and on her own.  She knows that one day she’ll need to move to Seattle, and fully accept her birthright, and if necessary finish her training on her own.
 
   But before she’s ready, and still in grieving, a rogue vampire and his band come along and change everything.  She’ll need to learn her new place in the world, and find some allies quick if she’s to survive.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Book Description
 
   Ben’s enemies know where he is, and they’re coming.  
 
    
 
   After a month of nothing happening, he is more than ready to face them, no matter what the outcome.  He’s wanted justice for his mother’s murder, and to find out the truth of his life.
 
    
 
   But when the enemy finally does show up, they are much more powerful than he could have imagined.  How can he along with a pack of werewolves, a witch, and a newbie vamp measure up to that?  He just isn’t sure if he’s going to make it out of this one.
 
    
 
   Note: This is the conclusion to the five book series.
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