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Chapter 1 – Body
The chill autumn air made me shiver as I crouched over the body just off the Ramble in Central Park here in Manhattan.  I pulled my trench-coat tighter around me as the frilly black dress I wore under it wasn’t ideal in the biting wind which rustled the leaves around my feet.
The detective I was partnered with last week in the Violent Crimes Division of the NYPD, Rashid Sader, was prodding the ridiculous hat I wore with the point of a pencil while I gently lifted the lapel on the victim’s jacket with my latex-gloved hand as he prompted, “A witch’s hat, really?  Isn’t that just a little too on the nose, Vosh?”
I huffed as I pulled out a base model LanePhone, rolling my eyes at him as I tried to power it up, “I was at a Halloween party with my Coven on the other side of the park in the North Woods when the call came in, smartass. And since I doubt you’d want to wait out here in this shitty weather while I went to my car to get the dumbass red armband, I figured this would be good enough to identify myself as a Witch.”
It was ludicrous that any Majika practitioners in law enforcement were required to wear red arm bands to let the public know we were Witches was akin to wearing a scarlet letter.  What difference did it make if I were Malefica or Sapien?  It isn’t like I could just conjure up a suspect, I still had to do the same work as the Sapien detectives, I just have a different… tool-set.
And why didn’t the two Aelftus officers on the force have to wear some sort of armband?  I rolled my eyes at myself.  Duh Enid, their pointed ears and almost glowing blue eyes already advertise they’re Elves.  I almost reached up to touch my rounded ears on impulse but stopped myself as the home screen unlocked the phone by holding it in front of the young black man’s face, trying not to wince at the blood covering the side of his face from the small caliber gunshot wound to his temple.
Someone from the growing crowd behind the crime scene tape called out, “Hey, Witch!  Don’t you need a warrant for that?  Abuse of power!”
In shared frustration with me, Sader ran his latex-clad fingers through his dark, slicked-back hair, which was just starting to show the first few hairs of grey as he approached middle age.  If not for his beak of a hooked nose, he could be considered handsome.  “Fuckin’ armchair detectives don’t know shit.”
My first impulse was to snap back at the man behind the tape something along the same tack, but I was still smarting from my first dress-down by the Captain for something similar at the scene of another murder two days back.  I mumbled, “Looks like we have an Axel Timmons here.”  Sader nodded as he scribbled that down in an honest-to-goodness paper notepad he carried everywhere.  He says those of us who used our cells and pads were hindering ourselves somehow.  I don’t get it.
He put his pad away and pulled out an evidence bag from an inside jacket pocket, his equally antique Colt .45 revolver catching the lamplight there by the jogging path.  I powered the phone down and dropped it in the waiting bag and he sealed it, then filled out the chain of custody on the bag with his pen.
I pointed to the bulge in the victim’s back pocket barely visible in the puddle the man lay in.  “He still has his wallet and his cell.  This wasn’t a mugging gone wrong.”  I exhaled in frustration. “Where’s CSI?”  We couldn’t roll the body to retrieve the wallet until the crime scene techs went over everything and took pictures.
He looked back. “The meat wagon just arrived, and everyone in CSI was at home or parties, they weren’t already in the park like you, Vosh.  They’ll be here in a bit.”
“Yeah?  And what’s your excuse?  You got here just a minute after me.”
He chuckled and shrugged, offering an explanation. “McLaren’s”
Of course, the man was single and didn’t have a home life from what I’ve determined in the short time since we were teamed up together in my first posting.  So the man trolled the local bars looking for hookups or just to let off some steam.  McLaren’s was a popular haunt for off-duty NYPD officers. And it was just two blocks away.
I whispered, keeping my voice low so the gathering crowd, who all had their cell phones out filming the scene, wouldn’t be able to hear, “You’ve been drinking?”
He nodded and shrugged unapologetically. “I was half way though my first brew when the call came in.  We’re not on duty, so sue me.”
I sighed and looked down at my coat, knowing it hid the witch’s costume I wore to the costume party the Central Park Coven was throwing tonight.  This wasn’t exactly how I normally dress on the scene either, but as he said, we were supposed to be off duty, but murderers don’t work on our schedule.
Tonight was a big event for the Coven on Halloween.  Not that there was anything special about Halloween for witches, it was just the absurdity that everyone and their dog thought ‘All Hollows Eve’ was some sort of special day for witches and somehow amplified our Majika.  So we partied hard and had a grand time basically making fun of that misguided and misinformed stereotype.
Here we were thirty years after the Great Disclosure, where Evan Lane and Nita Haverson along with Agatha Kowalski, revealed to the world that Elves and Witches walked among the people of the world.  Evan and Nita manifested their Elvish traits at the world media event they arranged for the announcement.  And Agatha whispered to the elements to call up a small dust devil of dandelion fluff on the stage to demonstrate her Majika.
I’m sure that likely wiped her out for a week since magic isn’t this explosive powerful force you read about in fairy tales.  It is more a coaxing of nature to perform small things when you share your own natural energy with it.  Something like that dust devil is beyond my current ability, but maybe when I’m in my eighties like Agatha had been, I might be able to pull it off.
He wiggled his brows. “Until they show, can’t you just,” he wiggled his fingers. “Oogity boogity or some shit?”
I sighed and closed my eyes to count to three to calm myself then opened them and turned my head slowly to the grinning man.  He was pushing my buttons intentionally.  Most of the precinct did the same, some out of jest but some because they were indignant that I, a Witch, made detective right out of the academy.
All the precincts in the city fight over the few Witches who chose to become police officers, so they fast-track us to detective.  And since I, through no doing of my own, am in the most prestigious Coven in the city, got placed in the most coveted department, Violent Crimes, ahead of officers who have done their time in the trenches working their way up through the ranks.
Most believed I was only in the CPC because my dad had been in the Coven, so I was a ‘legacy’, since that’s what the Coven let them think.  It certainly wasn’t because of my Majika or any other qualifications.  So as Sader said, sue me.
“What do you want me to do?  You’re seeing what I’m seeing, and until CSI can process things…” I trailed off, looking at the water dripping from the branches of the mostly bare trees above us to splash on the colorful fall leaves at our feet.
I looked back toward Bow Bridge and The Lake then back to the body, thinking of the light, almost freezing rain just a little over an hour ago, when I arrived at the party, I had rushed in to avoid it as it started.
Standing, I started toward The Lake, my Majika already reaching out to touch the world around me. The whispers of the world started to swirl around, making me aware of the life around us.  It was a euphoric sensation that was only soured when I glanced back at poor Axel, a discordant tone that broke the natural cycle that danced across my perception, a life taken before its time, a sense of wrongness.
“Hey, Vosh, where are you going?  Vosh, God damn it.”  I heard Sader’s rushed footsteps crunching the leaves behind me as I absently lifted the crime scene tape and wandered through the trees away from the scene and the crowd on the jogging path.  I was tangentially aware of the uniformed officers stopping people and the press who were starting to arrive from following me when my partner hissed, “Keep them back.”
I could almost see the wrongness diluted in the Lake as I approached the water, knowing some of the rain had already trickled down from the crime scene and reached the man-made body of water.  I would have to act fast before it was too diffuse to remember.
“Vosh?”
Oh.  I looked back at him, holding onto the whispers around me in a delicate grip in my mind. “Hang on a second.”
I crouched at the water’s edge, cocking my head and listening to those whispers, which evoked the living world around us until the haze, red and black, was on the edge of my perception again.  I reached a cupped hand down and the shock of the frigid water almost broke my concentration as the haze diluted even more, sinking into the waters.
Then just before it drifted away into nothing, I raised my hand, a piece of that wrongness swirling in the chilled wetness.  I turned and looked toward the crime scene again, then held the water up to my lips and started to whisper, my Majika amplifying the whisper beyond my perception, creating a hissing echo of the words, of the favor I was asking of the water in exchange for a taste of my own nature held inside of me.
{Audi aquam deprecationem meam. Ostende quid vidisti. Revelare.}
Then I lowered my hand to the ground and the water flowed out between my fingers as the water around us answered, a reverberating ripple across The Lake hissing and fading with the echos of my whisper.  I looked up at the sharp intake of breath from Sader, his eyes wide.  “Son of a…”
He sidestepped quickly as globules of the water trickled around the leaves across the ground, heading uphill.  I gave him an apologetic look and said as I stood to follow after the water as it made its way to the body.  “Sorry, it’s hard to split my concentration between the whispers and the people around me.”
He nodded, though there was no comprehension in his dark eyes.  Then he prompted as we both tracked the water on either side, him more apprehensively.  “What’s it doing?”
I shrugged and supplied, “Some of the rain fell on the scene during the murder, it’s made its way to The Lake.  I just asked if it can reveal what it saw.”
The man stopped for a moment before continuing on with me. “Seriously?  It can tell you…”
Rolling my eyes again I shook my head, cutting him off. “No, it can’t tell us who did it.  It can only give impressions of wrongness in nature.  And water remembers.”
Then just as the water arrived at the body, it split in three, one losing coherency and soaking into the ground at the body and the other two trickled off toward the northwest. We followed it, ignoring the questions now being called out and the bright lights being shone upon us from the gathering media. About twenty feet outside of the tape, the two globules of water collapsed and sank into the wet ground behind a bush.
We both crouched and with the tip of his pen, Sader moved some crushed leaves aside and called back, “Expand the tape line.  Give us twenty feet around us here.  Where the hell is CSI?”
We were looking at what appeared to be the imprint of a military boot.  I reached out to push a couple leaves aside where the other globule had returned to the earth among a bunch of randomly disturbed and crushed leaves.  There was a glint of metal under the shifting lights of the media and flashes of cellphone cameras.  I muttered, “Damn,” at the .22 casing laying there, noting those crushed leaves all around it.
“The killer tried to police his brass, but couldn’t find it in the leaves.”
Sader looked on, squinting one eye in pain from what was likely an oncoming headache as he virtually glared at the shell casing. “.22 long, rimfire?”
I was nodding and he looked back at the body of the victim murmuring low to me, “You think he’s… one of them?”
Giving him a plaintive look I prompted, “You mean an Elf?  You can say it you know.  And I don’t know… we won’t know until CSI does the blood work.  And if so, we’ll know soon enough when his body manifests if protoelastin enzyme dump at death saturates his tissues.”  I didn’t want to think this was another serial killer targeting Elves.  Two wasn’t a pattern, yet, and we didn’t know if this was an Elf at this point yet.  The fact the man had dark blue eyes didn’t mean a thing as plenty of African Americans have blue eyes, though not common.
He growled out, “Well if it is, we need to work fast before those sanctimonious pointy-eared bastards take the body and evidence citing the Disclosure Accords.”  Then he was whirling on our boys in blue. “Get on the god damn horn and get a fire under CSI’s collective asses.  We need them here, yesterday!”
Well, there goes the party.


Chapter 2 – Evidence
It was all I could do to stop from wanting to close the victim’s staring eyes over the next couple minutes while we waited for CSI.  After running Axel’s name and coming up empty, with no criminal record, I was on the line with PEP and the Department of Transportation to get camera footage of the area for the past couple of hours.
Rashid was interviewing the Park Enforcement Patrol mounted officer while the bystander who stumbled upon the body was kept on the other side of the scene until we could get to him.  It was standard protocol to separate witnesses, and even first responders like this so their eye witness accounts aren’t affected by each other.
I had to smile inwardly at the strength and power of nature radiating from the horse, who gave off an almost imperceptible glow from where I stood, while I was arguing with DOT about subpoenas… this was a murder investigation.  I mean come on, Athena’s light, man.
A commotion in the crowd had me hanging up and moving quickly back to the victim when people started calling out, “Look!  He’s an Elf!” and “They killed an Elf!”
I was muttering, “Agatha preserve us.  Sader!”
He was already jogging over, eyes wide, ending a litany of curses with, “Damn it.”  And waving over to CSI who had just arrived “Come on, come on.  Those Elvish pricks are going to steal the crime scene any moment now.”
I closed my eyes and exhaled after seeing Axel’s dim dead eyes brightening and ears lengthening as the protoelastin relaxed the muscles that repressed his Elvish traits as it soaked into his system.
All these cameras… it was probably already circulating all over the social media sites, meaning the Elves were now aware of it.  While not as biased against Elves as my partner, he was right.  The Aelftus Assembly would be taking over the investigation now that we knew the victim was an Aelftus citizen.  They’d be spouting off about the Disclosure Accords and we’d be stonewalled by their legal department.
The race was now on to gather as much evidence as we could before their representatives, or worse yet, the Riibari clan showed up to take the scene and the body before we could process the scene properly.
The Riibari were an independent clan, well sort of.  Since their rediscovery just a couple years ago, they’ve been given a seat on the Aelftus Assembly, but operate against the Assembly’s orders as a sort of independent security force for all of the Aelftus, including the non-voting families.  They had been used centuries ago by the Assembly as silent assassins to keep the Sapiens from discovering that Elves walked among them.
Back when mankind was first evolving, the Homo erectus had four branches of evolution, the Homo-neanderthalensis, Homo-Aelftus, Homo-Maleficas, and Homo-Sapiens.  However after the decline of the Neanderthal, the Aelftus and Maleficas populations were quickly eclipsed by the Sapiens.  The violent nature of the Sapiens had the other branches of humanity go into hiding.
Where the Maleficas were able to hide among the Sapiens, having no physical differences except a perception of the energy around all life and nature and being able to influence it in small ways, the Aelftus evolved, adapting to the threat of being hunted to extinction by developing the ability to hide their Aelftus traits by regulating the protoelastin in their blood.
In just seven minutes, the CSI team was able to get pictures of everything, allowing us to search the decedent’s body and get his wallet.  The casing was collected and the medical examiner rushed in to do a cursory examination before the coroner whisked the body away.  Damn it to hell, this was not the way to conduct an investigation.  And we would investigate.  A murderer was still out there, and we didn’t know if they were Aefltus or Sapien, and we didn’t want them continuing to murder people in our city.
Sader was pushing all the evidence bags into my gut as he started to rush off toward the police tape which was stretched from tree to tree around the scene.  “Go, go.”
I only glanced back once as he arrived in front of four beautifully dangerous-looking Elves who were just flashing ID at the uniforms who were blocking their entry into the scene.  Two had the alternating charcoal and black patch of the Riibari, and the others the International Elf Assembly’s Security Division patch.
One of them started to peel off toward the coroner’s van as it started to move through the crowd. Sader put on a forced smile. “Ladies, gentlemen, what can I do for you?  How can the NYPD assist?”
“Move.”  The woman said flatly as I ducked under the tape and moved quickly into the trees.
I knew that voice from all the news coverage of the war between the landless sovereign nation of the Aelftus, and the Laramer Coalition.  Holy crap in a basket, that was Dianda Riibari, the second most famous of her clan… and by all accounts, one of the most deadly.
One of the Elf Assembly Security was skirting around the other way, eyes scanning the trees in my direction, his ears swiveling my way, tracking my progress.  Grah, he could hear me no matter how lightly I ran… we needed to get this evidence to the precinct.  They could do the political dance to get it from us, but by then, hopefully, we can bring the killer to justice.
I tried not to focus on the pursuit, and instead listened to the world around me, beyond my other senses, beyond the physicality of life to its heartbeat and chanted, the whisper fracturing and echoing in a thousand hissing tones.
{Creaturae si nox est, audite preces. Gaude et transmeans semitam meam.}
I staggered.  Communing with my Majick twice in the last few minutes had a wave of fatigue washing over me.  I was at best, a mediocre Witch, my blood not being pure.  And large castings like these without the help of the Coven were going to wipe me out for hours.
But my plea was answered a moment later when every rat, mouse, pigeon, squirrel, cat, really every animal in the general area came bounding through the trees, running, leaping, spinning in joy.  And when they converged upon me they split off in every direction into the darkness like a sunburst.  The sounds of their passing through the bushes, over brittle autumn leaves, and swishing through the grass, feathers rustling, causing a cacophony of sound.
I had to grin when the sound of pursuit stopped.  I knew his sensitive ears were being assaulted by all the sound of the animals passing, masking my own footsteps as I trudged along, my energy sapped. Then I huffed in exasperation when a melodic baritone called out, “Nice try detective, but not good enough.  I’m going to need those evidence bags.”
Gah!
I stumbled out onto a jogging path and right into a group of people who were just standing there as if waiting for me to emerge at that exact spot.  I looked up as hands reached out to steady me, and then a wicked grin spread across my face as multiple grasping hands started divesting me of all the evidence bags.
Turning back to the trees, I adjusted my hat and then crossed my arms as a huge smile split my face as the big Elf exploded from the trees far faster than any Sapien or Malefica could run, and he skidded to a halt in front of me and the twelve other women and men all dressed in Halloween costumes.
He blinked at the ridiculousness of it, and I could see him realizing there were thirteen of us here, his eyes widened, the bright blue of his eyes easily seen even in the darkness of the path.  He sputtered, “Mistress Yvonne.”
The leader of the Central Park Coven, Yvonne Teisner, in her unflattering pumpkin costume, a green stem hat on her head, cocked a brow, her arms hanging around the bulk of the puffy outfit. “Gerald.”
Oh, she knew the security officer?
He looked from her to me. “I’m sorry to interrupt your night Mistress, but I have business with Detective Vosh here.”  He glanced my way. “Detective, this is an internal Aefltus matter, you need to hand over all evidence collected at the scene in accordance with the… um, Accords.”
I shrugged and held my hands out to my sides and said truthfully through a toothy grin, “I can honestly say that I am not in possession of any evidence from the murder scene.”
He looked at me, narrowed his eyes, then looked at the rest of my Coven.  “Really, are we going to play games?  Hand them over.”  He snapped his fingers at the other members.
Yvonne reached out, moved me aside, and stepped right up to the man, her big pumpkin belly crushing against him, standing to her full five foot five to his six foot two and asked with a cocked brow, “Excuse me, but are you deigning to give orders to Malefica citizens, and in our park?”
She stressed the word ‘our’, since the International Malefica Headquarters was here in the North Woods, our Coven being ceded stewardship of Central Park in the same Accords the man was flaunting.
He inclined his head in frustrated respect. “No, Mistress.  But an Aelftus citizen was murdered, and we need the evidence to investigate and bring the murderer to justice.”
“And is that not young Enid’s purpose here as well?”
“Yes but…”
“Yes, but nothing young man.”
“I’m one hundred and thirty.”
“Don’t argue.  You should be working together with Detective Vosh here instead of against her. There are tens of thousands of NYPD officers, a literal army who can help prevent more senseless murders like this, yet you Elves have to do everything yourselves.”
“Ma’am, we…”
“I’ll expect your Assembly to contact our liaison office if there is anything else, good night Gerald. Give my best to Janicia.”
“But…”  He glanced at me, and my shit-eating grin hadn’t left my face before he deflated. “Yes Mistress Yvonne.”  Then he shot me a poisonous scowl as I wiggled my fingers at him in a little goodbye gesture before he stalked off into the night, cursing under his breath.
Yvonne turned to me as everyone started handing the evidence bags back to me from under their coats, “I knew allowing you to join the NYPD was going to be nothing but a headache, Enid.”
I countered, a brow cocked, “You don’t ‘allow’ me to do anything, I’m my own woman.”  I narrowed my eyes at the smile which was twitching at the corners of her mouth.  “And what are you doing here?  I mean, I’m grateful, but why aren’t you at the party?”
She shrugged. “We felt a burst of Majick in the park, and came to investigate since we knew you were out here, child.”
“I’m thirty-three.”
“Don’t argue.”  She was quite pleased with herself at being able to use that line twice in two minutes and I had to hold back my own grin at that.  She must practice those lines in front of a mirror.  She continued, “Then when we felt the second… really, you must learn not to flood the area with your castings, you’re just dumping energy, you need to learn to conserve or you will wipe yourself out.  When we felt the second so near, we waited for you to join us.”
She shrugged like that was a normal thing to say.  I looked back in the direction I came from and then said, “Well, thank you.  We won’t have this evidence long, but maybe we’ll have it long enough to catch the killer before the Assembly takes it all from us.”
“As ever, the Coven is here to serve.”
This got a chuckle from the others and I rolled my eyes as I offered, “Yeah, right.”


Chapter 3 – Duffy International
The next few hours were pretty hectic as we raced about, gathering more evidence while the coroner worked quickly, giving us the expected cause of death, homicide resulting from traumatic brain injury of the temporal lobe caused by a gunshot wound.  A .22 round was recovered and high-resolution pictures and scans were made of the bullet before the State Department filed paperwork to release the body and any physical evidence recovered in the morgue to the medical representatives of the International Aefltus Assembly.
Damn, they work fast.  It hadn’t been even three hours and they worked their way through the bureaucratic red tape.  It would be a couple weeks before the results of the bloodwork would be done, but the preliminary toxicology report came back negative for the most common drugs and alcohol.
Doc Orlan didn’t get a complete autopsy done in the rush against the clock, but it was enough when we woke a very grumpy specialist Itachi to do a preliminary ballistics comparison of the round against the other murder Sader and I were assigned to.
“From what I can see, without the physical rounds, the two rounds’ striations are a match and appear to have been fired from the same weapon.”  He indicated the side-by-side comparisons on his screen.
As I muttered a curse under my breath, Sader told him, “Thanks, Jamal.  And thanks for coming in so late to do this.”
“Just get the bastard who did this and we’re even.  I’ll give you a full report in the morning.”
We nodded and the man yawned and said as he shuffled off toward the door, waving an arm behind him without looking back… were those pajama bottoms? “Will do.”  Then we shared a resigned look as we made our way down the darkened halls to the stairs, to head back up from the basement to our cubicles on the second floor.
Now that it was confirmed that both victims were killed by the same weapon, and both were Elves who were repressing their Elvish traits, it just complicated things.  And we had a limited time to work before the rest of our evidence was scooped up by the Assembly’s underlings.
We got to our cubicle and sighed as we looked at the two whiteboards across from us against the wall.  I said as I looked at my empty coffee mug on my desk, “I’ll start establishing any commonalities between the two victims.”
He nodded, picked up his own mug, and reached over to grab mine, as he headed toward the break-room to start a fresh pot of the battery acid that passed for coffee here, calling back, “I’ll look into financials until we have the camera footage.”
It was going to be a long night.
When three AM rolled around, our eyes were almost crossing from the copious number of camera feeds we had access to, and none of the footage was particularly helpful.  Rashid, with a yawn that was causing me to want to return it reflexively, called it.  “Until the local businesses with security cameras, open and we can request their footage, we’re at a standstill.  And we won’t get cellphone records until the morning.  We should get some sleep and start fresh.”
I agreed, what little we have been able to discover, wasn’t much.  Just that like the first victim, Ezekiel Simmons, there was no indication on their social media that they were Elves.  Add to that that their family names weren’t in the NYPD’s list of clan names supplied by the Elf Assembly.
Both young men seemed to be among the families that either didn’t agree with the Great Disclosure or were hiding from the Assembly for one of the various reasons.  My hand drifted half way up to my face before I stopped the subconscious gesture.  The death of these men just exposed their families to the Assembly and the public.  Hmm… I’d have to look into that as well, could that have been one of the motives of the killings?
There was just one thing left to do, now that we’d identified Axel’s sister through FacePing postings.  She lives here in the city, and she didn’t need to learn of this through the media or online.  I looked over at Sader, who appeared to be thinking the same thing, his face strained, and eyes resigned.
I pursed my lips and we raised our hands and did a round of rock paper scissors.  “Damn it.”  His rock beat my scissors.  He said without humor, “Sucks to be you, Vosh.  I’ll meet you here at eight and we can start fresh.  The Pointies will be gathering up everything when the front desk opens for regular office hours, the Cap won’t be able to put them off any longer than that.  He’s already tap dancing around releasing it now with all the red tape he can concoct.”
“Gee, thanks, Sader.  And seriously, can you stop using that slur?  Do you call me a Hexer behind my back?”  I was never partial to the Pointies' racial slur for Elves nor the Hexer slur for Maleficas. Though the Witch title, which started out as a slur after the Disclosure, was embraced by us Majick practitioners.
He must have read this in my expression since he deflated a little. “Yeah, yeah, sorry Vosh.  I just get frustrated that the damn Elves think they’re better than us, and it makes our job that much harder. At least you witches don’t have the same attitude.”
I cocked a brow. “Have you not met Mistress Teisner?”
The man chuckled as he rubbed his face in exhaustion. “Fair enough.”  Then he sobered. “Seriously though, you want me to tag along on the death notification?”
I shook my head, grimacing at what I had to do. “Nah.  I got this, get some sleep and I’ll see you in the AM.”
He was already heading to the stairs, patting Jozef, the night janitor on the shoulder as he passed the wizened old Hungarian, waving back to me without looking, “Take a uniform with you.”
“Stop acting like a senior detective.  I know what to do, assmunch.”  He chuckled.  Ok, so bringing a uniform with me was a good idea.  This would be my first death notification, Sader had to do the last one.  And he sort of was my senior partner, being on the force for fifteen years, but us Maleficas officers were technically in a different line of command.
I hoisted my messenger bag on my shoulder and contemplated leaving my service weapon in my desk drawer, but I would be ‘on duty’ for the notification, so I left it in my shoulder holster under my trench coat, then trudged toward the stairs after turning off my little desk light.
“Night Jozef.”
He responded with his heavy, wheezing accent, “Good night, detective,” then shared a sad smile with me, knowing what I had to do.
As I made my way down the stairs, my feet aching from all the walking and running I’d done in these impractical thigh-high boots.  I thought abut the wisdom of my partner in having a change of clothes both in the locker room and in his bottom desk drawer.  All I had in my locker were some workout sweats, and they’d be just as impractical as this stupid sexy Witch’s costume I wore to the party as a joke.
I stopped at the desk sergeant’s counter, grinning at the light snoring coming from the old man with his feet up on the counter, an honest-to-goodness newspaper draped over his face. Sport’s section.  I’d never seen him before since I was only familiar with the day shift sergeant.  Looking at his ID clipped under his badge, I tapped his foot. “Hey, Finn.”
He was up and pulling the newspaper off his face, blurting out, “I’m up, I’m up.  It’s not what it looks like, I was just sleeping.”  The old coot had a wicked twinkle in his eyes at his own humor that had me smirking.  He rubbed his silver buzz cut as the newspaper fell to the floor.  “Oh, hey, yer the new Witch-y recruit.  What can I do for you, Detective Vosh?”
I waved that off. “Enid, please, or just Vosh.”  The humor left my tone as I deflated a little, shoulders slumping as I shared while I wrote an address from memory on a scrap of paper with a pen I retrieved from a collection in a coffee mug on the counter, “I’ve got a death notification to deliver, can I get a car to meet me there?”
He pursed his lips in a tight line as he inclined his head. “Will do, Vosh.  And hey, welcome aboard.”
I gave a two-finger, scout salute, and wandered toward the stairs to the underground parking level of the nineteenth precinct. “Thanks, Finn.  Nice meeting you.”
When I slid into my little Haverson Motors Robin compact, I dropped my bag on the passenger seat, on top of the Witch’s hat.  Gripping the wheel, steeling myself for what was to come, I started the car.
Before long, I was pulling up to a familiar building.  One of the few four-story buildings in the core not torn down to put up a high-rise, just across the street from the Lane Tower and Haverson Spire. Two of the tallest buildings in the city, each one foot shorter than Freedom Tower.  They were owned by the two most powerful and richest Elf families in the world and were considered Aelftus sovereign territory, housing the International Aelftus Assembly chambers.
I had to double-check the address, this couldn’t be right.  This brownstone was just about as famous as the two skyscrapers it faced.  I stared at the address on my cell, then back at the Duffy Building.  Fut the actual wuck?  Caroline Duffy was a self-made billionaire, a Sapien whose wealth eclipsed some of the richest Elf families in the world.  Her philanthropic endeavors and social programs in third-world countries marked her as one of the most altruistic women in the top ten billionaires in Forbes.
Looking one last time at the beautifully maintained building, then my files on my phone, I shrugged to myself as the black and white pulled up with a couple uniformed officers.  This was the address we had for Abigail Timmons.  Well, it was an awfully big building for just one person to live in, even with the bottom two floors being the offices of Duffy International.  So maybe Miss Duffy leased out some of the rooms?
I leaned forward and looked up the stone stairs to the darkened main lobby, even this late at night, a doorman was standing in a classic uniform by the heavy oak doors with stained glass ornamentation around the windows.  Chrome and gold lettering on the windows twinkling in the streetlights and the headlights of a passing street sweeper read, “Duffy International,” it didn’t need anything more than that.
I started to reach for my glove-box for the dumbass red band for my arm when I looked at the witch’s hat currently being crushed by my messenger bag.  I narrowed my eyes at it a moment then smirked to myself. “Fuck it.” Then I extracted the ridiculous, but still fashionable hat and worked some shape back into it and slid out of the car, making sure to clip my badge and ID to the lapel of my jacket.
I took a deep breath of the frigid air which was devoid of all the life energy in the park, firmed my resolve, then motioned to the patrol car, and one of the officers stepped out and wordlessly joined me at my side.  Steeling myself I marched us up the steps, the Hispanic officer had a grimly serious look on his own face, telling me he knew what we were here for.
As we approached the tall doorman, in his impeccably pressed uniform, doorman’s cap, and stark white gloves, I said, “We’re here to speak with a Miss Abigail Timmons.”
The man cocked his head, repeating, “Mistress Abigail?  Of course, she has already retired for the evening, may I tell her what this is in regards to Detective…” he looked from my hat to my badge and ID, “Vosh?”
“No, you may not.”
The seriousness of my tone had the handsome black man doing a sort of half bow and inclination of his head as he opened the door for us. “The security desk is just to the left there, they can escort you to the suites.”
“Thank you…”
“Harold.”
“Harold.”
The two men at the security desk stood when we approached, the looks on their faces let me know that they were already surmising we had some bad news, which made sense with us showing up in the middle of the night like this, and I’m sure my strained face was broadcasting my own dread of what was to come.  I already knew this was going to be one part of being in the NYPD that I was going to hate most of all.
I just prompted, “Abigail Timmons?”
And with a hesitant nod, their eyes on my hat, one of them picked up a landline and dialed.


Chapter 4 – Caroline Duffy
That’s how I found myself up at a set of nondescript wooden doors on the third floor of the building, building security knocking lightly at them.  The uniform standing at my back.  A moment later one of the doors cracked open slightly.
The security guard inclined his head. “Mistress Abigail.  A NYPD detective would like to speak with you.”
The short, sleepy-looking black woman, in a silk bathrobe, her hair matted from sleep, peered around the door at me and Officer Hernandez.  She stifled a yawn as her eyes landed on my hat.  “Is this something I can supply you with Miss Duffy’s lawyers’ number for?  It’s late officers.”  Her eyes pulled down to meet mine and she stilled.
Shaking my head, I looked from her to the security guard. “I’m not here to speak with Miss Duffy, I need a word with you, Miss Timmons.  In private.”
She looked again to the guard then me as she tied her robe tighter, opening the door hesitantly.  I noted she was quite lovely, and her guarded but inquisitive look brought your attention to her sharply intelligent eyes, which were blue like her brother’s.  “Will I need to have my lawyer present?”
“Not at all.  Umm…”  I looked back at the two men. “Is there someplace we can sit?  I need to speak to you about your brother, Axel.”
Her eyes narrowed slightly, curiosity turning into mild alarm.  “Axel?”
“Please, Miss Timmons.”
She stepped aside, holding the door.  I glanced at the officer and he nodded and just stood to the side of the door with building security.  Abigail said, “Thank you, Karl,” dismissing security.
The man supplied, “Yes Miss Abigail.”  Then to us, as he started to turn, “Use the left elevator when you leave, the others are locked out after nine.”
I absently said, “Thank you.”
Then Abigail shut the door and led me into a spectacular entry room that could easily double as a ballroom, with antique furniture and tables with a variety of expensive-looking artifacts and pottery and books in glass cases on display.  Dispersed around the space were flowers and plants everywhere there wasn’t a tapestry or expensive-looking rugs that appeared to be hand-crafted rather than factory-made.  I could feel the hum of nature radiating from them, telling me they were live plants, not artificial.
My eyes flicked everywhere.  Abigail was quite well off it seems, as I’m sure just one of the vases by a; was that a Picasso hanging on the wall?; was worth more than I made in a couple years on my meager salary.  The woman smirked slightly as she watched me while leading me through to a wide hall to the left.  She explained, “This is Caroline’s home, I’m her personal assistant slash house manager.”
My eyes widened a little and I looked back, amazed I was apparently in the inner sanctum of Caroline Duffy as Abigail said, “Ah, here we are, the lower study.”
She held a hand out and I stepped inside, eyes going wide.  It looked more like some sort of library than a study, with three of the walls lined with rich walnut bookcases filled with leather-bound books reaching to the ceiling ten or twelve feet up, and rolling ladders hanging on brass railings to access them all.  Another row of lower shelving units was just in front of the long walls of books.
In the middle were not one, but two seating areas, with warm leather couches and chairs around low walnut, carved, coffee tables.  A delicate chandelier of what looked like hand-blown glass above each. On the far end were two reading desks, one with one of those book cradles I’ve seen in museums so that you don’t touch the pages of valuable volumes and the spines are protected.
Behind the desks was a huge, floor-to-ceiling, stained glass window with two large, clear circular panes that resembled two eyes to me, looking out across the city, and I smiled at how strategically placed it was, since even this low, I could see a small portion of Central Park a few short blocks away.
“Detective?”
Oh!  I had stopped just inside the door and Abigail had moved past making an ushering motion. “Sorry, this is just a lot of books.”  If I sounded a little awed, it was because I was.  I mean, I love books and have a voracious reading appetite, especially books about faraway destinations.  I figure it is the only way I’ll ever be able to see the world, and I was a sucker for science fiction and paranormal books as well.
She chuckled as she stopped at the first sitting area and sat on one of the chairs facing a small couch that had carved walnut clawfoot legs. “This isn’t anything compared to the library in Caroline’s suite upstairs.”
I perked up but remembered my reason for being here, and I sat, pursing my lips.
She prompted, “You said you had questions about Axel?  Is he in some kind of trouble?  He was supposed to join me for dinner tonight but forgot as usual.  My brother is a little absent-minded, his head always in the clouds.”
I exhaled, and pursed my lips, then said, “Miss Timmons, I’m sorry to inform you that Axel was found murdered in Central Park earlier this evening.”
It took three long heartbeats for what I had said to sink in, her eyes widening as she processed it through the shock.  Her hand going to cover her mouth as her eyes started watering.  She choked out as I reached across to take her free hand to give it a squeeze.  “Murdered?  How, why?  Oh god.”
The pain and shock on her face had my own heart breaking for the woman.  Then her eyes widened even more when a realization dawned on her.  She looked at me, fear painting her features, her complexion going ashen.
She could read it in my eyes, and I nodded once to affirm her conclusion, “I’m sorry Miss Timmons, but the Aelftus Assembly has taken possession of Axel’s body after he manifested postmortem.  And they are going to try to take over the homicide investigation.”
Her grief was paired with horror.  I understood completely.  Her family, for whatever reason, had been hiding from the Assembly under an assumed name, hiding their Elvish heritage.  Now that the Assembly had her brother’s body, it exposed her entire family to them. They would be able to find their true clan name by DNA testing and try to bring them back into the fold.  Her life as she knew it was going to be upended in one way or another.
Her hand was still over her mouth, I looked around for some reason, then leaned in and spoke in a hushed tone, “Off the record, I can connect you with the Shadow Network if you need.  I don’t know why your family wished to stay hidden from the Assembly, but this tragedy doesn’t need to destroy your family’s efforts.  Are your parents still with you?  I didn’t see any mention of them on Axel’s social media accounts.”
She stilled, looking uncomfortable, as if I were trying to trap her in some way, before whispering, “You know about the Shadow Network?”
I nodded and assured her, “I do.  Better than most.”
The Shadow Network was a group that was spread out around the world, of men and women, Sapien, Aelftus, and Maleficas, who helped Elf families stay under the Assembly’s radar.  Setting up a series of safehouses, arranging new identities, and protecting them from discovery to be governed by the Assembly again.
Some families have been hiding their Elvish heritage for so long, that their children and grandchildren are sometimes unaware that they are Elves.  And are usually told before they reach maturity and their Elvish traits manifest.  But on occasion, they manifest before they can be told, and they manifest in public, surprising those around them just as much as themselves.  They call these unexpected events, Elfing.
After someone Elfs, the Assembly swoops in to take them and their family under their wings whether they want it or not.  It can disrupt the entire family of the person who Elfed, undoing sometimes generations of hiding.  Even so, some have just accepted it as their reality and way of life and the reason their family started hiding in the first place was lost to time.
I know I make it sound like the Assembly is bad, but they’re not.  They’re just like any other form of government.  While most embrace the culture under them, some have their own reasons why they want to be dissociated with them.  I sympathize more than they can imagine.
She knocked me out of my thoughts.  “Our parents live in New Mexico, I have to call and warn them.”
Nodding I exhaled and supplied, “We can help you with that, or I can have my contacts with the Shadow Network do it for you.  But right now, time is of the essence if we’re to find your brother’s killer. I have a few questions for you.”
I spun, half standing at a rich alto voice behind me, “What makes you believe you can protect Abigail’s family better than I can, detective?”
A woman who’s face everyone in the free world would recognize just as quickly as Evan Lane, Nita Haverson, and Agatha Kowalski, was poking her head above one of the low bookcases, an open book in her hand and some cute, round Lennon reading glasses perched on her button nose.
I swallowed hard, Caroline Duffy was even more striking than on television or the internet.  Tall for a woman at around six foot, and athletic in her tailored, professional skirt suit which showed off her curves and toned physique.  Her fit build and slightly plump cheeks made her look much younger than her thirty-six years.  Her hazel eyes were so piercing that I felt she could see through me and down to all the secrets I held inside.
My voice cracked up a couple octaves before I got myself back under control, “Miss Duffy! Umm… I didn’t know you were in here.”
She smirked as Abigail supplied, “Caroline is a night owl, always in one study or another, her nose in a book.”  She sounded as if she were chastising, almost like a doting parent would a misbehaving child, a woman who could buy a small country if the whim struck her.
The billionaire in the room offered sheepishly, “I was retrieving a book on a lower shelf when you entered.  I didn’t want to interrupt you, then when things got serious, it would have been too awkward for me to leave.”
“Like now?”
“Just so, Abby.  I’m so sorry about Axel.”
“When the Assembly finds out, they’ll probably insist I stop working for you and…”
“Oh pish, I’ll handle the Assembly.  We knew we couldn’t hide you were Elf forever.”  Then to me, “So Detective Vosh, does Axel’s murder tie into the other one in Times Square last week?  Are we looking at an Aelftus serial killer?”
“You, you know who I am?”
She smiled as she walked up to join us, and it hit me like a runaway truck, how was it even fair that someone so rich could look so… I swallowed.  “Of course, I know who you are, Enid, may I call you Enid?”  I nodded dumbly as the faint floral scent of gardenias and roses followed her in front of us.  “I make it my business to stay informed of what goes on in the city.  Ignorance is how people lose their fortunes.”
Nodding slowly, like that was a normal thing for someone to say, my mind cognizant of my paltry four hundred and two thousand dollar balance in my own savings I started to say, “I guess that…” Then stopped when both Abigail and I snapped our heads toward the window at the end of the room, my eyes widening, my eyes flicking from the window to the women, then I was diving on Caroline Duffy, bringing her down on top of Abigail as the shot penetrated the window with a little plink.
My hat was knocked off my head when the round passed through the space Abigail’s head had been a moment before.  I pulled them to the floor as a second shot and plink was heard, a round embedding in the hardwood flooring next to Abigail.  I was shouting as I reached inside my coat to pull out my nine mil, “Get behind the shelves!  Now!”
Another shot hit the couch they were currently behind me, and then they scrambled, staying low. Caroline pulled out her cell as they got to cover.  I looked around carefully, then started their way. This time I saw the muzzle flash from an office building beside Lane Tower. I dove and rolled and emptied my entire magazine toward the flash.  I know I couldn’t hit them at this distance, but I saw a shadow in the darkened office the shooter was using, moving for cover.
That gave me the chance to pull in the world around me, causing vertigo as I hadn’t fully recovered from using my Majika twice just hours ago.  But I had just enough left in me to commune with the scant amount of nature and natural energy in the space.
{Aer et aqua causam meam audiunt. Ab oculis emissitiis absconde nos.}
The world seemed to shudder, my Majika almost too weak to take hold this time, I strained as my whisper amplified and splintered, reforming in otherworldly echos, and then the water in the soil of the potted plants that lined the back wall boiled up in a mist that clouded the window.
I gasped and panted, falling to my knees as I fumbled for the spare magazine in my shoulder holster, causing my coat’s belt to untie.  A clicking sound followed by the hum of motors energizing and the rattling of heavy metal shutters sliding down and slamming into place on the window, had me turning to look back, seeing Miss Duffy with a finger stabbed on her cell.  It must have been some sort of security system she activated.
After another gasp, my head feeling as if it was going to split wide open, I had to steady myself with one hand as I swayed on my knees.  The self-made billionaire was on the move, dashing to my side, crouching and steadying me.
I exhaled shakily, holstered my weapon, and pulled out my cell, holding a finger up when she started to open her mouth.  A moment later, “This is Detective Vosh, badge number 3629, I have an active shooter at Duffy International.  Suspect is on the third floor of the Anderson Building, southwest corner facing the Duffy building.”
After relaying more information while Miss Duffy retrieved my hat, putting her finger through the bullet hole just above where the top of my head had been, I stood and turned to them.  “SWAT is on the way.  Is there a secure room we can move Abigail to?”
As the woman slowly nodded, reaching a hand out for her assistant to take, she narrowed her eyes at my hat as she handed it to me.  “Every room is secure now.  I just initiated a security lockdown. Nothing short of a high velocity, heavy caliber round can penetrate the shutters.”
Then she asked carefully, “How did you know there was a shooter?”
She looked between me and Abigail, who said, “I heard a round being chambered.”  Then almost apologetically she offered, “Elf, remember?”  Pointing at her rounded ears.  Even not manifested, Elf hearing was multiple times better than Sapien's.
But Duffy’s eyes were trained on me.  I offered with a shrug, lying through my teeth, “I felt a disturbance in the natural patterns of energy coming from that direction.”  While possible, maybe for Agatha Kowalski or Mistress Yvonne, that was a little beyond my paltry skill.
She narrowed her eyes.  Note to self, it appeared that billionaires have built-in, highly-tuned bullshit detectors.  I just shrugged again as I answered the incoming call on my cell.  “Hi Rashid, yes, I’m fine.  The bastard is out there somewhere.  He was taking pot shots at Axel’s sister here at the Duffy building. Right.  Yes.  I’ll be down at the main doors in a minute.”
I looked back and did a double take when I noted Caroline looking from my hat in my hand to the floor and couch where the other shots struck.  “You sure they were aiming at Abigail?”
“Of course, who else would he be gunning for?  We believe he’s targeting Elves who are hiding from the Assembly for some reason.”  My own statement caused me to go on guard as I thought about it.  Then I shook my own thoughts out of my head which was now throbbing with a splitting migraine, and smirked in morbid humor, “You think it was an assassination attempt on you?”
Her eyes never left mine, and I could see all kinds of gears turning behind them.  I was so through with this day.


Chapter 5 – Fetching
I didn’t get home to bed for another three hours.  SWAT and half a city of the on-duty NYPD converged on the Anderson Building and the Duffy Building.  After thoroughly scouring the office of a tax accountant I saw the shots coming from, nothing was found other than a perfect hole cut in the inoperable window which had gunpowder residue on it.  The hole was made with some sort of glass cutter.  Inspection of the office lock revealed some tool-marks on it, indicating it had been picked.
To my surprise, two of my rounds had impacted the window, but they had lost so much velocity after penetrating one window already.  My lower velocity, hundred fifteen grain rounds hadn’t made it through the office window, only cracked it, one embedding half way through the thick glass.
The shooter was using thirty-grain, high-velocity rounds which have a flatter trajectory, which hits a target with more kinetic energy than a lower velocity cartridge bullet can manage even though my nine mil rounds are over four times heavier than the .22 long.
We know the suspect is well versed with firearms, choosing the third floor, to keep the deflection angle of the glass to less than fifteen degrees with the smaller caliber rounds, and only having to penetrate one pane. Otherwise, their accuracy would have been inadequate for the attempt on Abigail’s life.
The rounds dug out of the study floor and furniture were the same .22 rounds as were found in the two victims, and I’m quite sure ballistics would be a match.
Officers were canvasing a five-block radius but the shooter somehow gave us the slip.
Captain Hugh was not a happy camper for multiple reasons, the least of which was someone taking pot shots at one of his detectives.
And I had to go through two indignities.  First was surrendering my sidearm on the scene, and having the Captain explain to me the process for officer-involved live fire exchanges.  I already knew from the academy, but still, it felt far less clinical than class having to do it.  It didn’t help that I’m Malefica, since the board of police chiefs argued we shouldn’t be armed at all since Majika practitioners can defend themselves with magic.  It doesn’t work like that, as tonight illustrated.
Secondly, I had to endure some strange looks from some of the officers and my partner, until I realized what they were looking at.  My coat had come open in all the excitement, revealing the… umm, not regulation dress of my costume.  Agatha preserve me, why the hell did I choose this sexy witch costume again?  It was proving to be a pain in my ass as much as the heeled boots were killing me.
Sader was riled up, even though he looked as exhausted as I felt.  Not that he ever chose me to be his partner, but he took it personally that anyone would be shooting at his partner.  And said he’d go in with me for moral support in the morning when I was to be more thoroughly debriefed by Internal Affairs and Captain Hugh.
If anything positive came out of this attempt, was that there wasn’t a thing the Elves could do or say to stop us from investigating now that an NYPD officer had been involved in this botched murder attempt by the suspect.  Aelftus special ops showed up on the scene to whisk Abigail away in protective custody just like Captain Hugh had already offered.  I was curious if they had already identified the clan the Timmons siblings hailed from, if so, how could they get DNA tests done so quickly on poor Axel?  It takes six weeks for our techs to run them, two if there is a rush.
Or did they, just like me, determine that if Axel were Elf, his family was too.
I was treated to quite the event when Miss Duffy first assured the Captain, “No offense, Captain, but I can provide better security for Abigail right here in the upper suites than your department can offer.”  Abigail gripped her arm, nodding and still in shock from first receiving the heartbreaking news of her brother’s fate, and then having a murder attempt on her own life.
Then Caroline stood toe to toe with an Elf who out-massed her two to one, and a Riibari woman when they insisted Abigail come with them.  “I’m sorry, but my employee and friend is under no obligation to go with you if she doesn’t wish to.”
“The Accords state…”
“The Accords are between governing bodies, not private citizens, and regardless, you cannot compel anyone to go with you against their will if they haven’t broken any local or Aelftus laws.  Ah, here are my lawyers now.  Your Assembly legal team is welcome to discuss the matter more in-depth with mine, but I assure you, you’ll find it harder to push around an entity that can match your legal department funding. Have a nice night, building security will see you out.”
Was it wrong that I found the display sexy as hell?
The two impeccably dressed legal types who were taking control of the scene joined their boss, producing business cards, as if from thin air, to hand to the Captain and the Elf representatives with an efficiency that told me they had a lot of experience doing just this.  They were similarly not impressed with the glares they were getting from the Elves, though to be completely honest, the slightly amused look from the Riibari woman was sort of intimidating, after seeing all the news reports of the raids the Riibari led in the Laramer War to liberate Aelftus citizens who were being systematically executed in those anti-Elf regimes.
There was a reason their clan was known as the Pallbearers.
The man tried one last time. “Miss Duffy, this is an Aelftus matter and…”
“And, these are my lawyers.  If you have anything to say to me, you can go through them.  Now if you would be so kind as to vacate the premises, it’s been a long, eventful night, and I wish to retire now.”  Her tone left no room for argument as it was a blatant dismissal.  I’ve never known a Sapien who was not intimidated by Elves in the slightest like this and it was sort of refreshing.
When the Captain started in after the frustrated Elves were led away by building security, “We’ll need to interview you and Miss Timmons down at the Precinct to…”  Caroline interrupted.
“Of course, Captain, you can arrange it with my lawyers, anything we can do to help catch Abigail's brother’s murderer.”  And the aforementioned lawyers produced more of those expensive-looking business cards for the Captain again.
I may be new to the department, but even I knew this was polite you’ll get a statement from us through our lawyers and not speak directly to us.  It was the sort of dismissal our Coven got on a routine basis from the Aelftus Assembly whenever we had questions for them.
CSI had finished up, taking my witch’s hat with them as evidence, and in a display which told the Captain she was done with him, with her sweet, polite smile, she turned to me.  “Detective, I can have my motor-pool send a car to drive you home if you wish.  That amazing display of magic seems to have wiped you out, you look dead on your feet.”
The gracious offer was appreciated, and her intense eyes on mine were more than a little distracting.  I blinked then shook my head slowly.  “No, but thank you.  I can manage.” I turned my head slightly to Abigail, but didn’t turn my attention from the intriguing billionaire, “But I still have questions about Axel for you, Miss Timmons.  We’re going to lose the physical evidence soon, and we need to tighten the net on the murderer.”  I swayed a little on unsteady feet.
“Of course detective.”
Then Miss Duffy offered, surprising me by not throwing up her lawyers between us, “You’re no good to us when you can barely stand.  I’ll make Abby and myself available to you in the morning. The front desk will let you up.”
Captain Hugh sputtered, “We’ll likely need to assign another detective to the…”
“We’ll only speak with Detective Vosh, Captain.  She’s already displayed she is willing to place herself in harm’s way to protect us.  If we’re done here, I need to make sure Abigail is brought to her rooms safely, she’s had an emotional night.  I appreciate all NYPD has done for us.”
Translation, ‘Buh bye.’
Sader insisted on driving me home as he stuck to my side the whole way out of the building, “Keys?”
I blinked at him, looking at his waiting hand.  Oh.  I fished my keys out of my jacket pocket, handing them to him and he placed them in the hand of a uniformed officer on the sidewalk.  “Can you please get someone to drive Detective Vosh’s Robin to her home?”
“Yes, detective.”
We got to his massive land barge of a sedan from what looked like the seventies, well maintained.  He opened the door for me, likely judging in my current state I’d likely fall over on my face trying.  Then he cleared an old book and a bunch of paperwork from the passenger side, just unceremoniously tossing it all into the back seat. Then made me snort but mimed dusting the seat off for me and making an ushering motion for me to sit.
We didn’t talk much on the drive to my place, I was just trying to keep my eyes open.  I’ve never pushed my abilities this far since I was a teen, training with dad and Mistress Yvonne when my Majika first started manifesting. It’s never a good thing for a teenager’s magic to start exerting itself with puberty kicking our asses and hormones flooding our systems.  Dad beseeched Yvonne to help me control it, having been a member of the Central Park Coven himself before being removed by the prior leader Master Orville, when dad married mom against the Coven leader’s demand he not.
Yvonne accepted under the condition I become the thirteenth of the Coven when Witch Geraldine Toff retired on her one hundred and tenth birthday as was tradition for Coven members, Malefica living around a hundred fifty years compared to Sapiens.  Normally a prestigious Coven like the CPC wouldn’t give a moderately powered witch like me a second glance, but my, umm… special circumstances intrigued Yvonne.  And she sold the Coven on the legacy angle, not disclosing my peculiar disposition.
I did sit up just before we arrived at my family’s second-floor walkup on 184th over the little bodega and cellphone shops in Little Italy in the Bronx, and wondered aloud.  “How did the shooter know about Axel’s sister and where to find her?  She had been in bed when I arrived to speak with her about her brother.  They wouldn’t have had a shot until at least the morning.  And it wasn’t like they were staking the place out waiting for her to show in a window, the owners of the offices that the shooter used said nobody was there when they closed the doors around seven PM.”
He shrugged and offered, “Likely the same way we did, searching Axel’s social media posts? Maybe he was hoping to get a shot in the morning before the owners of the suite showed up to open.”
“Maybe.”  Though it was plausible, something wasn’t ringing quite right about that theory.  We were missing something.  My mind wasn’t as sharp as normal, needing sleep so much at that moment. I furrowed my brow as I reasoned through it.  It was Axel and Ezekiel themselves.  How had the shooter known they were Aelftus, to begin with, to target them?  Or was it one big coincidence that both victims were Elves, and it was some other motive they were targeted?  Either way, wouldn’t the killer have done their homework ahead of time and already have known about Abigail?
Or they could simply have been targets of opportunity.  Gah!  My head was throbbing, I needed to sleep on it.  I voiced that, “I don’t know.  Let’s start fresh in the morning.”
He agreed, rubbing his face with one hand as he pulled up at the side door to the stairs to my place, “Good plan.  After Cap and IA rake you over the coals in the morning, sounds like you’ll have your hands full with the Timmons and Duffy women.  I can keep scouring all the camera footage both in the park and now the area around the Duffy Building.  Maybe we’ll get lucky and catch the shooter on video.”
I yawned and winced, since the motion sent little spikes of pain though my head, sharing, “Thanks for the ride, Sader.  Catch you in the Precinct in the morning.”  Yawning again, I added leaning my head back in before shutting the car door behind me, “Late morning.” I needed sleep or I was going to be worthless to everyone.
He pulled away from the curb and drove off, I turned toward the building and gasped, putting a hand on my chest.  Yvonne was standing right there behind me, with Second Witch Camille.  “The news was reporting on another murder attempt by the shooter.  We saw you in the coverage at Duffy International, Enid.  Are you hurt?  Your energy feels weak and strained, did you cast again?  You’ll get Majika burn if you push yourself.”
I squinted one eye. “Stop sneaking up on me, and yeah, about that.  I’ve definitely got Majika burn right now, my head is splitting open.”
Our Jamaican second shook her head and tsked, speaking in her wonderful accent, “Child, you know you gonna over do it one day.  Witches go for days without ever havin’ ta cast, ya know.  Majika isn’t ta be used all willy-nilly.  There’s consequences.”
Exhaling I tried to keep the whine out of my tone, I was a grown-ass woman after all. “I’m not throwing… gah, Agatha preserve me.  Someone was trying to kill us, I had to do something.”
Camille looked at Yvonne. “Ah don’t know why ya let her put herself in harm’s way like this.  It would weaken the circle if a Coven member were harmed, or worse.”
“As Miss Vosh is fond of pointing out, she’s her own woman.  Besides, you know she’ll just do the opposite of what we say anyway.”  She said the last with a little smirk.
“Yeah yeah you two, hardy har har.  If you’re done mocking my decision to protect the people of our city… I really need to get to sleep before I fall over right here on the street.”
Yvonne reached out a hand to place lightly on my arm. “Seriously, Enid.  The Coven protects its own.  If you need any help, we’re here for you, don’t forget.”
I smiled and said in resignation, “A circle is strongest unbroken.”  Well duh.  As trite as that was, it was sort of a motto for all Covens.  For some reason, thirteen Witches working in concert could perform some mind-blowing feats that didn’t work with more or fewer members.  So a completed circle of thirteen is almost sacred to Majika practitioners.
I said as I typed in the pass code into the electronic door lock when I realized I didn’t have my keys, “I really do appreciate it.  And thank you for your concern, it really does mean a lot to me, but I have an entire army of NYPD officers watching my back, so you don’t have to worry about me.”
I got the almost mothering look from Yvonne I got from my own mom all the time, “Alright.  Just don’t hesitate to call.”
“I promise.”  The door lock buzzed and I stepped inside, pausing to look back out as I entered, “Good night.”
She chuckled and said, glancing at the orange glow to the east, “Good morning.”
Camille added, “I’ll keep the poor Elves in my prayers ta help your investigation, child.”
I just nodded, knowing she would actually pray for them and me, it was just our Second’s way.  I just wondered who the loa, or god, of lost souls, was in her Vodun religion.  And I often wondered how many ‘gods’ of the many religions of the past were actually just Malefica using their Majika.  I think I read there is a theology professor at one of the ivy league schools who is researching that exact question.
The door closed and I heard the electronic click of the lock reengaging, then I headed upstairs and paused at my door, closed my eyes, and exhaled long and hard in defeat before turning around in the tight hallway that was indicative of these old four-story buildings.
Squinting one eye in apology, I raised a hand and knocked lightly on the door of the other apartment here on the second floor.  I heard light footsteps inside, and the door opened.  Mom smiled at me, her brow creased in intense worry as she dragged me inside. “Hi, baby.  I heard you and Yvonne speaking outside.  Someone tried to kill you?”  Of course, she heard, and dad was still asleep.
I shook my head, trying to alleviate her full-on maternal instinct as she stood there in her nightgown with her bedraggled hair, looking like my sister rather than my mother. “No, mom.  Someone tried to kill a woman I was speaking with.  There’s a difference.  And I’m fine.”  Then again I squinted one eye, “I don’t have my keys, can I get the spare for my apartment?”
“Of course.  Would you rather sleep here in your old room?  It’s almost morning already.”
Opening the little drawer on the entry table, I grabbed the stack of mail there waiting for me, and my apartment key.
“What happened tonight, Ein?”
I kissed her cheek, “Nothing mom, you know I can’t talk about cases.”
“I know no such thing, young lady, you’ve only been with the police for a week now.”
Grinning at her feigning ignorance I said as I backed back out their door, “Well now you do.  I’m going to be sleeping in late so don’t wait for me for breakfast.  Tell daddy I love him.”
She hugged herself and nodded, telling me as she closed the door behind me, “You be careful out there honey.”
“Yes mom, love you.”
“Love you too brat.”
I let myself inside my place, and shrugged out of my trench coat, letting it fall to the ground as I wrestled the damn boots off.  Never again with these damned heeled torture devices.  My next Halloween costume is going to feature sensible shoes.
I dragged myself to my bedroom and just flopped onto my bed before sitting up and squirming out of the dress, then grabbed my contact case from my nightstand and took my colored contacts out, sighing in relief when that alleviated part of my headache.
So many questions were swirling through my head as I flopped back on my pillow and closed my eyes for a second, fully intent on getting ready for bed.  Well, that intent proved to be as useless as a platypus at a lumberjack convention, since I was waking up almost six hours later, a little paw on my face as my ferret, Sunshine, was rooting around in my hair.
“I’m up, I’m up.”  I pulled her from my face, the little bell on her collar tinkling as I sat her on top of her cage next to my bed.  “Yeah, sorry I didn’t feed you when I got home, I was a little bit wiped out.”
I poured out some of her food into her dish while glancing at the clock on my radio on the nightstand before sitting bolt upright in a mini panic.  My new motto was, “Shit, shit, shit,” as I got up and dashed into the bathroom for a quick shower.  I really wasn’t making a good impression on the Captain or the rest of Violent Crimes.  I was going to be late for my own debrief.
When I dashed out the door, Mom and dad were standing in their doorway, mom with a jumbo travel coffee mug, and dad with a brown paper bag with what smelled like one of his famous breakfast bagels.  By famous, I mean famous to mom and me.
“Oh god, I love you guys.”  I snatched the offerings from them and bounded down the stairs, taking a big gulp of the almost scalding hot coffee, the bag jingling slightly.  The burn was so worth it.  It wasn’t until I got out to the curb, weaving though the mid-morning foot traffic to where my Robin was sitting with a parking ticket on the windshield that I stopped.  “Son of a…”  I didn’t have my keys still.
Then my eyes widened slightly, the bag had been jingling.  I peeked inside, and the aroma of the bagel, scrambled eggs and ham wafted out, causing my stomach to gurgle loudly and my mouth to start salivating.  I sighed in relief and fished my keys out of the bag, telling the world, “Man, I love you, Dad.”
Then before I could unlock the car, a bicycle messenger stopped beside me.  I noted I saw him just sitting across the street when I had come out.  “Detective Enid Vosh?”
Narrowing my eyes and cocking my head slightly, I answered slowly, “Yes?”
“Ah, good.  I have a delivery for you.”
He turned back to unfasten a box from a rack over his back wheel and held it and a LanePad out to me.  “I was supposed to wait until you came out, so I didn’t wake you.  Sign here.”
I absently scribbled my signature on his pad and handed it back, pulling my eyes from the box that had the Aelftus Josiah Clan logo on it from their designer clothing chain, Joleene’s.  Just breathing the air in those posh stores would likely cost you a few hundred.  I tipped the boy my last fiver and he smiled at me as he pedaled off.
So what the hell was this?  I slid inside my car, putting my coffee in the cup holder and my breakfast on the passenger seat as I looked at the sturdy, squashed cylindrical box that looked to be spendy in its own right.  There was an envelope under the single silver ribbon which held the box shut.
It had ‘Detective Vosh,’ written on it in flowing, silver calligraphy.  Opening the envelope I scanned the short note, my eyes widening at the flowery signature of Caroline Duffy on it. ‘Detective Vosh, please accept this as a replacement for the one that was ruined when you saved Abigail.  You looked so fetching in it. Caroline Duffy.’
Fetching?  Ruined?
I pulled the ribbon, and the bow untied and I peeked under the lid.  I sat back in my seat, snorting. Then I reached in and pulled out probably the most elegant, pricey-looking, designer witch’s hat that made the one from my costume look like what it was, just a cheap dress-up piece.  Was this hunter-green dyed calfskin?
It looked almost like one of those Victorian fedoras, but with a moderate brim, and a low witch’s point sweeping back.  It was a stunning work of art, and quite… I grinned, fetching.  My cheeks heated at the note.  Caroline Duffy had said I looked fetching.
With a glance to my glove box where my red armband sat inside, I looked back at the hat, grinned, and muttered, “Fuck it,” then put the hat on.  I was in a supremely good mood as I drove into the Precinct. I couldn’t help imagining the sly smirk Miss Duffy likely had on her face when she ordered this hat for me.  Then I blanched, remembering it was from Joleene’s.  Just how much did she spend on this?


Chapter 6 – But...
The debriefing was tedious to say the least, especially since Aelftus Special Forces had already confiscated all the evidence from Axel’s murder.  They had been waiting at the precinct when the doors opened for regular office hours in our CSI wing.  The longer we rehashed the attempted murder of Abigail, the more our head start in the investigation was dwindling.  At least Rashid was still working on the case while I was in limbo with IA.
When they finally cut me loose, after someone from the Malefica watchdog group from the Governor's office grilled me almost combatively about my use of Majika during the incident.  It was clear the special inspector didn’t believe Majika had any place in policing, event though it had likely saved our lives.  It isn’t like I used it to attack someone.
I noted how Cap didn’t bring up my use of it to discover physical evidence of Axel’s murder earlier that night.  Even though he had raked me over the coals for my sharp temper with reporters at Ezekiel’s murder scene, I think he, like the majority of the higher-ups in the NYPD, saw my Majika as a useful tool to solve crime as evidenced by the various precincts scrambling over themselves to recruit any Malefica who joined the force.
But for as many department heads and officers appreciated us, there were still detractors who saw Elves and Witches as not human and, therefore not to be trusted.  Always seeing us as ‘other’, when we are all human, just different branches of the tree.
Governor Ingrid Florez was one of our detractors. It was her administration that came up with the so-called checks and balances of ‘allowing’ Maleficas to serve in law enforcement, including the ‘clear disclosure’ of our disposition as a Witch; which is where those ridiculous armbands originated; and establishing this watchdog group that was a waste of everyone’s time and taxpayer money.
It’s plain and simple bigotry in my eyes.
As I was leaving, Captain Hugh called out, “Vosh, have the armory issue you a replacement sidearm, and get Miss Duffy and Miss Timmons’ statements about the shooting.  Duffy’s lawyers are stonewalling and insisting the women will only speak with you.  We need to circle the wagons and figure out what the shooter’s motives are and how he is selecting his victims.  Are they really hunting Elves, or is it just a coincident the two victims were Elves?”
He growled out, “I want this murderer off the streets and behind bars before they strike again.”
“Yes, Cap.”
Then as I was heading off, he called after me, “And Vosh?”
“Yes, Cap?”
“Good job last night.  They’re saying you were a hell of a shot with your sidearm, it’s just too damn bad it didn’t have a bit more stopping power.  The shooter probably shit their pants when you got so close.”  The man was smirking at that thought and I couldn’t help but smile too, feeling a little proud of his compliment.
“Thanks.”
“Now get back to work, we’ve got plenty of reason to run a parallel investigation of the case now that one of our own was shot at too.  Fuck the Accords.”
I chuckled at that, then hesitated and said, “I’ve got a source I want to check in with after I speak with Duffy, who might be able to help determine if these people are being targeted because of their race.”
“Don’t just blabber about it, go.  And get your partner to go home and get some sleep.  He’s been here all night after that kerfuffle at the Anderson Building, scouring all the camera footage he can get his hands on.  He’s going to be no good to us when he can barely keep his eyes open.”
“On it.”  He hadn’t gone home?  Damn it, now I was feeling seven kinds of guilty knowing while I slept like the dead, he was burning the midnight oil.  I headed to our desks, the other detectives were stopping their conversations or looking up from their desks when I stepped in.
Ok, that wasn’t freaky, not one bit.  Some who haven’t said a word to me since I was introduced on my first day in the precinct were inclining their heads, or nodding.  Some said, “Vosh,” and raised their chins in acknowledgment.  Huh, so all it took was coming under fire for them to acknowledge me as an equal?  I should have gotten shot at earlier. Not.  It felt sort of good, like I wasn’t held at arm's distance anymore, like I belonged now.
I noted McLeary, the badass the other detectives called the Ice Queen of the 19th, and her dog just beyond my desk were out, and across from mine, Sader was nodding off then straightened and ran his hands through his hair as he blinked at his monitor screen with bleary eyes.
Stepping up to him, he noticed my feet standing beside him before my presence registered.  The man was virtually out on his feet, well his butt as it were.  He had five or six videos running on his screen and reports from the gunshot detection system from the core.  “Hey, big man, go get some sleep.”
He blinked and exhaled, slumping.  “How’d it go?”
“About how you’d think.  Find anything?”
Shaking his head and scrubbing his face before grabbing his coffee mug to drink the half cup down in two big gulps.  “It’s like the shooter is a ghost.  There’s just one possible sighting in the area, from one of the trail cams, but all you can see is a grainy shadow moving toward the murder site before a single gunshot registered on the GDS.”
Closing my eyes in frustration, I wondered if we were chasing some sort of ghost.  How can someone evade all the surveillance and private security cameras that are so pervasive in Manhattan? “Well, I’ve got this.  You’re barely awake, get some sleep and start fresh.  I’ve got to speak with Timmons and Duffy, and then I need to check something with a source.  We can compare notes when you get back.”
“I’m fine.”
“You’re not fine, you’re trying to drink from an empty mug.”
He looked down at the mug he had lifted to his lips as he argued, hesitated, then set it down. “Point. Alright, I’ll head home for a couple hours.  I’ll join up with you at lunch, the rest of the VC task-force is out canvassing.  I’ve moved the board into conference C, after the whole Duffy clusterfuck, this has been moved to the top of the cases for Violent Crimes.”
“I’ll have a cheesesteak waiting for you at McLaren’s.”
He stood, stretched, then grabbed his jacket from the back of his chair.  Yawning he nodded and said as he passed, “And some of those steak fries, those things are as thick as my wrist.”
“You got it hot shot.”
He looked back just once to say, “Nice hat, more subtle than that gaudy one last night.”
I rolled my eyes flipped the man off, and then sat to gather my thoughts for a moment.  The first order of business was to hit the armory and the motor pool, then off to interview Abigail again… and get a statement from Caroline Duffy of course.  Damn, that woman was so self-confident.
I muttered to myself when I caught myself smirking at my thoughts, “Down girl.  Now get to work.”  So I got to work.
To my chagrin, the driver of the black and white I got stuck with since all the cars were checked out for the manhunt of the shooter, and the SUV and Sader were assigned, Rashid had just checked out minutes earlier to go home.  So there I was with a uniform, Officer Yates, as a chauffeur.
I really should have just used my car, but I felt a little embarrassed I had that economy sub-compact now to go speak with a billionaire.  I hadn’t thought once about it last night.  Was this any better though?
I slid out of the passenger seat when he double-parked there on one of the busiest streets in Manhattan with dignitaries and important people coming to and from Lane Tower and Haverson Spire to do business with the Aelftus Assembly.  “Thanks, Yates, I’ll call when I’m ready.”
“Youse sure youse don’t want a backup, Vosh?” he asked with his heavy Brooklyn accent.
I grinned at the man and looked back at the Duffy Building, noting the upper two floors still had those heavy metal shutters over all the windows.  The building looked to be just as packed with people as the lobbies of the two Aelftus headquarters.  “I think I’ll be ok, Darin.”
He mock saluted and drove off and I turned, steeled myself against the brisk and biting fall wind, and marched through the heavy foot traffic and up the stairs.  There was a different doorman, must be the day shift, and the inordinately tall woman with dark bronzed skin, who was not allowing a couple business men entry, saw me coming.
She looked away from the men, and addressed me, a slight British accent enriching her words, “Ah, Detective Vosh, Miss Duffy is expecting you.”  She reached past the men, her arm blocking them as she grabbed the door handle and opened it for me, inclining her head.
I blinked.  She knew who I was? “Umm… thank you.”
“Just go right up, you won’t need a security escort.”
“Thanks…”
“Fernanda”
“Thank you, Fernanda.”
One of the men, whose eyes were glued on my hat, started, “She’s a Hexer!  Why can the Witch just…”
Fernanda stopped him, “Good day sirs.  Please remove yourselves from the premises until you have an appointment.  Thank you.”
His reaction just punctuated how different the public perceived us Witches from the Elves.  Where the bulk of the general public virtually worshiped the Elves, and they were always mobbed by stanners, fan clubs, and the ilk, they gave Malefica a wide berth.  Maybe because magic made Sapiens nervous, whereas Elves, not being Majika practitioners, were simply glamorous specimens with beautiful smiles.
When the man looked about to protest, two security guards stepped up on the other side of the doors, causing the men to turn hesitantly and head back down the stairs.
Then Fernada inclined her head to me as I stepped through, the two guards just giving me winning smiles before turning back to watch the two men who were in a heated conversation at the base of the stairs.
I absently adjusted my badge and ID I had clipped to my coat’s lapel and headed to the elevators.  I almost went back to the security desk when I remembered when security brought me up last night, they needed a key card in the elevator to get past the second floor, but I noted an elevator operator inside a lift that was waiting for passengers with its doors open in the busy lobby.
He wore the same impeccable uniform the doormen there wore, complete with those stark white gloves.  The man noted my hesitation and discretely looked at his cell before his smile grew three sizes bigger like the Grinch’s heart.  “Detective Vosh.  Mistress Abigail and Miss Duffy are expecting you.”
Ok, I was a little unsettled that everyone here appeared to be informed who I was and apparently had my picture on their devices, but I gave the elderly, short Hispanic man with his impeccably trimmed silver beard and mustache, a smile and stepped in as he made an ushering motion.
His gloved hand grabbed the opposite door in a well-practiced motion when others went to step into the elevator as well, his gloved hand gripping the door.  “I’m sorry, but this lift is full. Elevator two is on its way down now.”  He gave the people that winning smile as a ding was heard across the corridor and elevator doors opened.  They turned and headed that way.
The man gave me an apologetic look, “I’m sorry detective, but Miss Duffy doesn’t like me arguing in front of her guests with people insisting to see her in her domicile.”
I nodded as if that was a completely normal sentence for someone to say, then did a double-take at his name badge.  I prompted with a grin, “Cliff?”
I could see wry humor twinkling in his slate-grey eyes as he shared, “Not what you expected, detective?”
My cheeks heated as I shrugged, “Sorry, I just haven't met many men with Hispanic heritage named Cliff.  Or any as the case may be.”
He nodded and shared as he pressed the third-floor button and swooped his cellphone over the card slot, the red light illuminating green, “It’s actually Heathcliff, my mother was obsessed with Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights. It was the first novel she read after learning English when she immigrated to the United States.”
I grinned at that, being a voracious reader myself.  “It was a good read.”
His little smirk told me this wasn’t the first time he’s had this conversation, and I just shrugged a sheepish apology to the cheeky man.  All men are just overgrown boys, aren’t they?  I shook my head at him as he just stood there, hands clasped behind his back, looking straight ahead as the elevator rose.  When it started slowing immediately, he just turned a key in a slot marked ‘lockout’, and it started rising again, without stopping on the second floor where someone had obviously pressed the call button.
When the doors opened, he stepped through, placing a hand on the door to keep it from closing as he took his cap off with his free hand to give it a flourishing sweep as he bowed ever so slightly at the waist.  “Detective.”
“Thanks, Cliff.”
“A pleasure.”  Then he stepped back and hit a button as the doors started closing, he tipped his cap at me just before they shut.  I saw a pattern here.  Each person I’ve met has been a likable sort with personality.  Caroline Duffy was surrounding herself with good people.  Well, I guess if you were richer than some countries, you could be picky.
I stepped up to the door, glanced around at the small empty space, and then raised my hand to knock, but the door opened.  Abigail was there in a pressed business skirt, a weak smile on her face.  Even with her flawless makeup, I could see the puffiness under her eyes from crying, and all the tell tale signs of someone who got no sleep recently.  I likely looked as worn out.
“Detective, please come in.”
I gave her a sympathetic smile.  The woman had just learned her brother was murdered and then lived through an attempt on her own life.  Now here she was, back on the job already?  “Hello, Miss Timmons.”  Then I prompted, “You’re working?”
A rich alto voice behind her called out, “I can’t get the stubborn woman to take some time off to grieve.”  I realized I was smiling and schooled my face as Caroline stepped out from a room just off the entry hall, an electronic LanePad in one hand, and some paperwork in the other, a pen tucked behind her ear.  Some delicate, black-rimmed reading glasses were perched low on her button nose. Her lips were curled in a wry smile and her eyes twinkled. “You got the hat I see, Enid.”
It was all I could to to stop from tucking my hair behind my ears and looking down, it was a close thing.  “Yes, it’s lovely, you shouldn’t have.”
She shrugged as she stepped up to her assistant and gave her a quick side hug, her eyes pinning me. “Yours was ruined when you saved us.  It’s only right I replace it.”
For some reason I was feeling full of guile as I provided, “You do realize it was just part of a costume I wore for Halloween, don’t you?”
“But you’re wearing it today, aren’t you?”  She surreptitiously glanced at my arm where normally the red armband would be.
I shrugged and made light of it, “Eh, it’s better than the armband.”
We grinned at each other, daring the other to comment more on it.  Abigail was looking between us, then offered, “Do you two want to be alone?”  She made a motion with her thumb over her shoulder.
Oh.  My cheeks and the back of my neck heated.  “Sorry.  Umm… so I’m here to finish our conversation from last night to see if I can get any information to aid in catching Axel’s killer.  And my boss is chomping at the bit to get both of your statements about the attempt last night.”
Abigail shot her boss a chastising look, Caroline looking non-repentant, before leading me past Miss Duffy, “Yes, of course, Detective.  Please let’s sit.  This way.”  She lightly backhanded Caroline in the gut as she passed by.  The smug woman followed, placing her paperwork on a little sideboard table, causing Abigail to stop short and look back at her.
The billionaire rolled her eyes and reached back to grab the paperwork.
I asked as I followed to a back room that opened up into a spacious sitting room, “So who works for whom here?”  I bit the inside of my cheek as they exchanged thoroughly amused looks.
Miss Duffy provided, cocking one of her well-sculpted brows at her assistant.  “If you ask Abby here, she’s in charge.”
“You hired me to be your personal assistant and house manager.  I’m… managing.”
“Good help is so hard to find these days.”  Then to me, she assured me, “She’s picky about me cluttering my own place.  That’s what I have cleaning staff for.”
It was good to see Abigail distracted from the tragedy of losing a brother as they bantered.  I could see why Caroline hired her, she wasn’t intimidated by someone as powerful, connected, and wealthy as her.
We sat at a large circular couch area that had a low circular coffee table in the center, a crystal chandelier hanging above it to bathe it in warm light, which compensated well for the lack of sunlight, the beveled windows covered by the security shutters.
It didn’t take long, there wasn’t much Abigail could share about Axel, and she was seriously flummoxed as to why someone would be targeting her family.  Being underage, he had originally gone to New Mexico with their parents when they moved there.  Abigail had stayed, getting her MBA from Haverson University, working her way through college as a maid for some wealthy clients, and cherry-picked from her class by Caroline.
Axel moved back to Manhattan at her urging, seeing more opportunities for him here in New York than in Tucumcari, New Mexico.  She felt guilty, thinking he would be alive today if she hadn’t convinced him to come back to New York.  I had assured her, “This isn’t your fault.  Don’t let the murderer make you a victim twice by making you feel that way.”
I collected their statements, then excused myself, “I’ve got to meet with someone before meeting up with my partner.”  As I stood, I prompted, looking between the two, feeling almost as if I should lower my voice since it was a sensitive topic, “How recently did the Shadow Network help hide your family from the Assembly?”  Then my brow pinched at a tangent though and added, “And why?”
Normally I wouldn’t have broached the topic in front of anyone, but the world recently learned of the Shadow Network during the short but very public war the Aelftus waged with the Laramer Coalition. Members of the Shadow Network were a closely guarded secret.  Even though the Assembly knew of it, not even Aelftus Special Forces could ever infiltrate the network.
There were so many reasons people hid away from the Assembly.  And as I mentioned, sometimes it was so long ago, that some of the families don’t even know anymore why their clans went into hiding.
I gave Abigail a look to let her know she didn’t have to answer in front of Caroline if she felt uncomfortable.  She reached over and gave Caroline’s arm a little squeeze, “It’s alright, Detective, I don’t have any secrets from Carol.  She’s like my obnoxious older sister.”
This pleased the wealthy philanthropist, like being called obnoxious was a high compliment.
She inhaled once then exhaled, gathering her wits about her.  I understood exactly just how unnerving it would be to share a secret your family has kept with a stranger.  “My grandparents used the Shadow Network here in New York to get out from under the rule of the Assembly.  Their parents had sold their voting proxy in the Mírë to the Lanes before coming to the New World and settling here in the New York area.”
She shrugged.  “I know the modern Assembly isn’t a draconian entity for Elves like it used to be, especially with Killayla Riibari shaking things up and gaining more and more rights for ordinary Aefltus citizens lately.  But I think we stayed hidden more out of habit, even though I’ve had conversations with my parents about revealing ourselves since Assembly Member Killayla is pushing to restore voting rights.”
Nodding slowly, having heard similar stories.  As much as I make the Assembly out to be this overbearing entity, to be fair, they really are looking out for all Elves and the two major houses have been slowly working to put right what their predecessors had got wrong.  And to move away from the strict, oppressive rule from hundreds of years ago.  Killayla Riibari, a budding reporter for a local news station, has made huge strides in advancing the new paradigm shift in just a few months since she Elfed on the air, surprising herself and everyone around her.
Prompting her with my eyes, she said, “A Shadow couple in the Bronx, the Gillmans set up my grandparents with new identities and a place to stay.  They, and we, have hidden our Elvish heritage ever since.  I know some people would do anything to find out they were Elves, so I’ve always felt a little guilty hiding it away.”
I winced and repeated, “The Gillmans?  Herbert and Cecilia?”
She nodded sadly.
Just a couple weeks ago, while I was still in the academy, Violent Crimes was tasked with investigating a drive-by shooting in the Bronx.  A stray bullet had struck a gas meter of a nearby house and the Gillmans died in the ensuing fire and explosion.  A secure bunker had been found under the house and it was revealed they were part of the equivalent of an Aelftus underground railroad, the Shadow Network.
It was tragic that they just became collateral damage in senseless gang violence when they had helped so many families over the past hundred and fifty years or so they ran the node from their house. Their own grandchildren, when they buried their grandparents, vowed to keep supporting the Shadow Network as long as there were people seeking help.  But they could only help peripherally since they would be closely watched by the Assembly now.
“Ok, thanks.”  I hesitated as they stood to see me out I plucked my witch’s hat and trench coat from the decorative coat rack Abigail had placed them on earlier, putting the coat on, and holding the hat in my hand.  “What was your clan’s name?  So I can check it against the prior victim’s clan name if I can find it.”  I idly wondered if they might be from the same clan and not know it.  I was grasping at straws, I know, but part of investigating is doing your due diligence and covering all possibilities.
Then I added quickly, “I’ll keep it out of my reports.”
She held her breath a moment then exhaled and shared, “Onai.”
My eyes widened a little at that.  “There’s an Onai in the Assembly.”
She nodded as they trailed me to the entry doors. “Yes, cousins who chose to stay with the Assembly.  Even though they had no vote since our family sold their proxy vote, they liked the prestige of still sitting in the Assembly chambers.”
I nodded understanding as I stepped out into the little elevator alcove, “Thank you, ladies.  I’ll keep you informed on progress in finding Axel’s killer.”  I looked past them to the shutters on the windows in the suite, “You really should be in protective custody.  I can’t convince you?”
Abigail shrugged an apology.
Caroline assured me again, “I can keep her safer than the NYPD can.  I have… resources you don’t.”  She gave me an unapologetic, toothy grin, showing off her perfect teeth.
Damn it, why did I find the woman so amusing?
Smirking, I put the hat on, then lamely ran a finger across the brim, turning it into a mock salute, “Ladies.”  Agatha preserve me, just how lame was that?
Caroline squeezed out the door, closing it behind her as she said, “Let me accompany you down.”
Abigail called out from behind the door, “Yes, by all means, Carol, just shut me in.”
“Oh shush, you can’t go below the third floor until we make some arrangements, whiner.”  She turned her eyes back on mine as she took off her reading glasses, folding them with one hand and tucking them in her breast pocket.
She leaned in and I froze.  She pressed the elevator call button and then pulled back, never breaking her gaze.  I swallowed hard and chastised myself.  I had really thought she was going to kiss me there.  I blinked and tried to calm my pounding heart.  As if Enid, someone with a pedigree like hers wouldn’t even look twice at someone like me.
The elevator dinged and she gave me a grin, noting my reaction, then as we stepped into the car when the doors opened, Cliff stepped out quickly at a look from her, taking his cap off to place on his chest.  “Ladies.”
When the doors closed she asked in a conversational tone, “How is the case going?  Abigail is very important to me.  I see her more as family than an employee.”
“I can’t discuss an ongoing case, Miss…”
“Caroline.”
“Caroline.”
She waved it off airily, “I understand, Enid.”
Every time she used my first name, butterflies tied up my belly and the tips of my ears warmed. Damn it, Enid, get it together.
The doors opened to a busy lobby, and we stepped out.  Almost as if they were conjured out of the ether, an entire group of security formed up around us, keeping people who noticed her presence from getting any closer as she walked with me.  I noted that unlike last night, where the security had tasers on their belts, they all now had semi-automatic pistols on their opposite hips.  She certainly was living up to her own hype about keeping Abigail safe it seems.
She started to say something as we approached the doors,  Fernanda reaching for the door handle when Caroline’s cell started buzzing.  She held a halting finger up to the doorman, and gave me an apologetic look, “Just one moment, please.  I have to take this.  I’ve another question for you.”
Nodding absently to her, she stepped to the side of the door, security giving her a larger space for privacy, keeping everyone back.
I noted how she was just as in demand as the Elves were, and everyone wanted to speak with her.  I know she had her own fan-base too.  I mean who didn’t like a powerful, confident woman who forged one of the biggest fortunes in the world and used it for altruistic purposes?
I’m not too proud to admit, I listened in on both sides of the conversation since my hearing was, well better than most Sapiens because of my… circumstances.  My eyes widened slightly as she started arguing in hushed tones.  It was someone from the Aelftus Assembly's legal department.  She was demanding they release Axel’s body so that funeral arrangements could be made. 
They went back and forth about having to perform a proper autopsy, and she pointed out one was already done and the cause of death was obvious.  They tried to argue that their medical wing was a little more advanced than NYPD’s and that it was an Aelftus matter.
I tried not to snort when she snapped quietly, “I don’t give a god damn if it’s a penguin matter.  His sister needs to bury her brother.”  Then when the man started a condescending reply she calmed and said, “You know what, I’m done dealing with a lackey.  Transfer me to Evan Lane, now.”
“I’m the Assembly’s chief coroner, not a lac…”
She hung up while he was speaking, muttering to herself, anger coloring her cheeks, “I’ll do it myself.”  She stabbed her screen then put her cell to her ear, looking my way, then her eyes narrowed slightly, her head tilting as if she realized I could hear it all.  Then she looked away when she started in a normal tone, “Evan.  Hi.  Caroline here.  Yes.  I’m fine, I hope you and yours are doing well?  Good.”
They were speaking as if they were old friends.  And, holy crap on a cracker, she had Evan Lane’s direct number on her cell?
“Could you do me a teensy favor and have Axel Timmons’ body released so that his sister can make arrangements with the funeral home?”
“Our people are investigating his murder, Carol.  I’m sorry but…”
“Don’t give me the Aelftus party line, Evan.  I’d hate to have to go to Judge McMichaels.  She really doesn’t like being bothered by simple matters like this.”
“One day you’re going to play that card too many times.”
“But today’s not that day, Ev.”
He grumbled, “Our investigators are…”
“They don’t need his body for that.  An autopsy has already been done, COD established, and you’ve confiscated all the physical evidence.  You’re running an unnecessary parallel investigation with NYPD’s finest.”  She winked at me over the last part and I swallowed again.
“Caroline.”
“I wonder if that Killayla Riibari from KYTL news would be interested in…”
“You play dirty as hell, woman.  You know she’d run with it, she’s as strong-willed as you.”
“It’s the only way to play.  Now come on Evan.  Show some human compassion for a grieving sister.”
“We don’t even know their clan name yet.”
She sighed. “You will by this afternoon once you’ve run the DNA profile of Axel’s tissues. Stop making excuses, you know I won’t take no for an answer.”
The man made an exasperated sound and then supplied, “There’s no parallel investigation, this is an Aelftus matter.  And I’d appreciate it if you gave us access to Abigail Timmons since we know their family are Elves now.”
“Eent, wrong answer.  The shooter shot at an NYPD Detective last night in an attempt on Abigail’s life.  They’re running a full investigation now.”
He said in a tired tone, “And you would know this how?”
“I’ve got a very fetching Detective from the Violent Crimes division right here in front of me. Would you like to speak with her?”
“I can’t let…”
A thoughtful look crossed her face and she smiled my way, locking eyes as she prompted him, “Instead of working against each other, why don’t you join both of your considerable resources? Release Axel’s body, you know you’re going to anyway, and assign a liaison to the NYPD to coordinate the investigation.  You’ll build goodwill with the NYPD and help to alleviate some of the image that the Assembly is a bunch of holier than thou, stick up their asses instead of being so combative all the time when you are both doing the same thing and protecting the people of New York. Win win.”
The man was quiet for three heartbeats before saying slowly, “You’re not going to let this go are you?”
“Have I ever?”
“No.  You’re the most stubborn woman I’ve ever known.”  Then he sighed and said, “And I suppose you already have the name of our liaison contact at NYPD.”
Her toothy grin was back as she stared at me, I paled, and she cocked a brow as if she just verified I could hear him, “As a matter of fact I do.  I suggest you coordinate with Detective Enid Vosh of Violent Crimes.  She’s already looking into some leads in the case.”
I blanched.  He sounded intrigued, “The Malefica they just hired?”
Now I was surprised.  He knew who I was?  He was one of the most powerful men in the world. Then again, it made sense, he’d likely be apprised of everything that went on in his own backyard.
“Fine.  Why do I always feel as if I’ve been flayed alive when dealing with you, Carol?”
“Thank you, Evan.  Give my best to Marcie and the kids.”
“Yeah yeah.  We’ll see you at the opera.  Take care.”
“G’bye.”  She hung up and strode toward me as security reorganized around us seamlessly like a living organism.  “You heard?”
It was a double-edged question, and I answered the implied half of her question, pointing at my ears, “Malefica, remember?”  Then before she called bullshit on me, I continued, “Yes, I did.  I can’t believe you did that.  The Captain’s going to have my hide.”
She shrugged it off as she produced a thin, metal business card between her fingers.  Was that titanium?  “They need to get off their high horses and coordinate better with Sapien authorities.  Evan knows it, or he wouldn’t have agreed.  He’s been working toward more integration between the Elves and Sapiens for years.  It’s a slow process for a race that measures lifetimes three centuries at a time. That Killayla woman has lit a fire under their asses so change is roaring down upon their hidebound ways anyway.”
“Here’s my card.  That’s my direct line, call me if you need anything.”
I looked at the card, that had no text but a phone number laser etched on the surface, blinking. Then she said, “When you retire for the night, have dinner with me at LaSortino’s.  As a thank you for the save.”
I opened my mouth to argue, but she just said as she turned to head toward the elevator, “I’ll send a car to your place at eight.  Good hunting, Detective.”
But…
She was already gone.


Chapter 7 – Shadow Network
On my way to my next stop, I kept rolling over what had just happened in my mind.  The woman was a hurricane, just plowing over everything in her path.  She’d verbally sparred with Evan Lane and prevailed, and got him to agree to a joint investigation.  That was unprecedented.
Man, the Captain was going to think I was involved in doing it, especially since she told them to ask for me by name to coordinate with.  This was all above my pay grade and I just knew he was going to remind me of that.  If things like this keep happening, I’m going to find myself on foot patrol writing parking tickets by the end of the month, won’t I?
I figured it was better not to roll up at my destination with an officer in tow, so I opted to take my car and just have Yates bring me back to the station.  And my Robin was a lot more maneuverable through the dense Manhattan traffic anyway.  I pulled up to the nondescript house in Queens, knowing it was much more than it seemed.
The back yard behind the old white, wooden fence, was a manicured garden that rivaled some of the Japanese gardens in the City.  A place for the residents and their… umm, boarders to meditate and just enjoy a little piece of nature before they could be placed somewhere to start their new lives.
The Reiners were part of the Shadow Network.  I knew them intimately and hoped they’d be able to help me rule some things out.  I stepped onto the familiar concrete path to the front door.  
Randall was sitting on one of the two rockers on the porch, and I knew Iris would either be tending the garden behind the fence or working in the basement with people needing the help of the Network.  The man who looked to be your average American retiree in his flannel jacket and khaki pants stood as I approached.
His look, like everything else the Shadows did, was well tailored to not draw any undue outside attention, especially from the Elves.  Though I knew he was in all reality not the sixty-something Sapien he portrayed.  The man was likely around two hundred, just past middle age for Elves who could live around three hundred years since he and his wife were Elves too.
“Enid, it’s good to see you.  I hope everything is well for your family?  Have you come to visit?  Let me get Iris, she’ll be ecstatic to see you, we heard you graduated from the academy.”
I grinned at the man who made you feel like you were talking to your own grandfather, with his wide smile and open arms.  Giving the man a quick hug then as he held me at arm’s length to look me up and down like a grandparent would, I shared as I patted my badge.  “No, unfortunately, I’m here for business, not pleasure.  But I promise I’ll be at your barbecue this weekend with my parents if I can get this case wrapped up by then.
He looked at me sadly, his lips in a thin line as he nodded, “The Timmons boy and Ezekiel Simmons?”
Randall looked from me, then down the street, and I assured him, “Off the record of course.  I just need to get a feel for things to know if I’m wasting my time on my hunches.”
He nodded and stepped over to open the aluminum screen door, “Come on in, it’s chilly out.”
I nodded at that and cocked a brow at him. “Yet you were just sitting out on your porch.”  I eyed him suspiciously, “Wait, you knew I was coming, didn’t you, old man?”
He placed his hands over his heart and faux gasped, “You cut me to the quick, lady.”  Then he grinned and placed a finger on the side of his nose as he shut the door behind me.  “Nice hat by the way.”
Rolling my eyes at his tease, and shrugging out of my coat and hanging it on one of the hooks on the rail by the door, I explained, “It was a gift from Caroline Duffy, to replace a costume hat that got ruined last night.  I sort of like it, and figure it can be a sort of rebellion about having to display plainly that I’m a Witch while on duty.  I detest the red armband.”
“Well, I think it looks lovely, dear.”
A panel swung out under the stairs by the door, and Iris stepped out from the hidden stairs to the basement, a huge smile on her face. “It truly does, sweetie.  My that looks expensive.”  I gave the enthusiastic woman a hug and she kissed my cheek before holding me at arm’s length like Randall did and assessing me.  “You need to eat more, Ein, you’re positively too skinny.”
When she released me, my cheeks heated, I took off my hat and nervously played with it in my hands.  “Can we speak?”  I nudged my chin to the secret door she just exited from, indicating I’d rather do this where prying Elf ears couldn’t hear, behind the protection of a white noise curtain.
“Of course, sweetie, come along.  We don’t currently have any guests, I was just cleaning up our last guests’ rooms.”  She took my hand and dragged me along with her.
We entered the little stairwell and went down to the hefty steel door at the bottom as Randall closed and sealed the panel we came through.  Iris placed her palm on the sophisticated biometric scanner and the lock cycled and the door swung open.
Then we entered a mirror image of the floor above.  Including false windows with simulated daylight shining on the closed curtains over them.  It was ingenious really, it gave Elves looking to hide from the Assembly the feeling of simply being in any house in America without feeling they were hiding in a deep dark hole.  It put people at ease.
Randall activated the white noise curtain that prevented sensitive ears from the street from eavesdropping on the conversations down here.  I almost sighed in relief as the sound pressure of the world around me lessened.
Then he led me to sit in the living room as Iris asked while heading toward the mirrored kitchen, “Let me got something for us to drink.  Are you hungry dear?”
“No, but thank you, Iris.  I’m meeting my partner for lunch after this.”
She smiled and asked as she disappeared down the hall to the kitchen, “You’re a detective now, how exciting.  I know it’s what you wanted ever since you were little.  Is it everything you imagined?”
Chuckling I shared, “Pretty much, only there’s more paperwork than I imagined.  Much more paperwork.”
Randall sat back in the duplicate of his old recliner and grinned slyly.  “Always is in bureaucracy.”
He cocked his head in question and I started, knowing Iris could hear us as she prepared what sounded like a pitcher of her famous lemonade.  “I need to know if there is a way to find out who in the Shadow Network sponsored a man named Ezekiel Simmons.  I’m trying to establish any commonality between the victims to see if they have any connection, other than both being Elves who were hiding their heritage.”
He supplied, “You want to rule out mere coincidence.”
“Yes.  And there was an attempt on Axel Timmons’ sister, Abigail, last night as well.” I shrugged, admitting, “We’re getting nowhere in the investigation, the shooter is like a ghost, and the longer we try to establish motive or even derive any suspects…”  I left it hanging.
He supplied my unfinished words, “The more likely he, or she, will kill again.  Or if they’re not a serial killer, the farther he can get from Manhattan and disappear forever.”
I nodded and turned when Iris came in with a platter that had a pitcher of lemonade and three glasses on it.  I stood and took it from her as she sat on the other side of the sofa I had occupied.  I set it on the coffee table and poured drinks for everyone.
Once I settled back down into my seat, Iris reached over to lay her hand on my forearm.  “We can check the roll register.”
I perked up, I had hoped there was some sort of listing somewhere that was shared among the nodes of the Shadow Network.  “There’s a database we can access?”
They both chuckled and sipped their drinks, then Randall stood and walked over to the wall where there was a portrait of them and their adopted Sapien son, Cyril, who happened to be the father of Killayla Reiner-Riibari, who had just exposed the fact that Sapien Elf halflings existed and she was one of the three known to have survived birth.  She had brilliant brown eyes like her father, rather than the startling, almost glowing blue eyes all of the Aelftus had.
It was rare for one to survive, there have only been two others in the Assembly history books in the past thousand years, and they and their families were killed in an attempt to stop Sapiens from discovering Elves existed.  It was a rational fear.  Just look at what happened every time someone discovered a Malefica.  Sapiens’ first instinct has always been to kill anyone or thing deemed different, viewing them as a threat.  Witch hunts riddle Sapien history, so I can’t begrudge them for committing such heinous acts out of fear.
It was wrong, but I still understood… they were doing anything and everything to ensure the survival of the Aelftus back then.
Randall commented as he reached above the painting and pressed something with a click, “As good as the Shadow Network is, the only way we are so successful against the considerable assets of the Assembly, is because we’re a little old school and leave no electronic trail that their world-class hackers can find.”
The painting swung away from the wall, revealing a Faraday Titan safe with both passcode and biometric locks he typed in an eight-digit code and then placed his palm on the scanner on the door.  I cocked a brow.  Faraday was one of the few electronic safe companies with their own proprietary electronics which weren’t owned by, nor parts sourced from any Aelftus-owned company.  Which made them some of the hardest safes to crack.
And the Titans were preferred by many criminal organizations because of their incineration function, if tampering with the safe was detected or too many incorrect attempts were made on the keypad, burning the contents to ash or slag.
I whistled in appreciation, I knew the Reiners, who were hiding their own real clan name as well as masquerading as a Sapien couple so they weren’t making Arwë draws against the Mírë, the Elvish treasury.  Where did they get the resources to afford it and the other security systems incorporated in their safehouse?  Were the rumors that the Susantama clan bankrolled the Shadow Network more than just rumors?
The Susantama clan in Bangkok was one of the few non-voting clans of the Forgotten who forged a fortune of their own, rivaling that of the voting clans of the Assembly without having any representation in the Elf Assembly itself.
I cocked a brow when he opened the door and pulled out a lone leather-bound book in the otherwise empty safe.  He held it up with a silly, triumphant grin and said in a stage voice, “Database.”  As he stepped back over Iris explained, “There’s a series of messengers who deliver hand written updates to each node when there is an update to the rolls of refugees needing new identities or to be relocated. Updates have been transferred by hand for the past two hundred years and the messages burned.  So each ledger is current within a week or two.”
I nodded slowly as Randall sat and started thumbing through the pages of the book. The cover looked to be hand bound and looked so very familiar to me.  I had seen one like it recently, but for the life of me, I couldn’t place where.  My mind quickly thought of the rows of bookshelves in Caroline Duffy’s study.  Had that been where?
Shaking the distracting thoughts of Caroline from my head, I focused my full attention on the man who was like an uncle to me in some ways.  The book, I realized had old yellowed parchment on the front pages, the vibrations of natural energy off of them spoke of time-worn age with old faded rusted iron stained ink handwriting.
The paper style seemed to change multiple times until the back pages looked almost pristine and I could smell the modern ink on the pages since it hadn’t dried completely.  I had to be right about it looking hand-bound, as each generation of Shadow caretakers must have added new pages to the rolls register over the decades.
He stopped on the last few pages and stabbed the page gently with a finger. “Ah, here we are.  The Gillman entries.  Let’s see now.”  His finger slid down the page, and he turned to the next page and continued on.  Then he stopped, looking at the page intently and then his finger moved down a couple lines.
Tapping the page he looked up at me, brow creased, an intense look in his eyes as he held it out toward me, his finger on a line.  I could see it fine from where I sat and I inhaled sharply.  There was an entry for the Timmons family.  I noted their Onai clan name just as Abigail had said.  It seems they sought out the Shadow Network when the Minya of their clan sold their proxy vote to the Lane family without consulting the rest of the family.
They’ve been hiding ever since.  Two generations now.  And listed there at the end of the entries for the Timmons, in fresher ink, were Axel and Abigail’s names.  They kept quite detailed records of births and deaths, I would assume so they knew who to inform or spirit away if Assembly investigators were getting close.  That is why each page only had three or four family names with lots of space to list each generation.
My eyes locked on the clan name two entries above the Timmons.  An entry that had my pulse racing.  Simmons, originally from the Phlox clan, and the second to last entry was Ezekiel's name. There was a connection, and it really did seem it was because both victims were Elves in hiding.
I asked carefully, “Does every node have a register like this?”
Iris supplied, “Yes, dear.”
“There wasn’t a book like this in the inventory logs of items recovered from the basement chamber of the Gillmans’ house.”  They looked almost panicked at that, and I offered, “So either it burned in the upper floor with everything else, or the killer somehow got their hands on it?”
Then shrugging in exasperation I added, “Or they’re getting information on Elves suppressing their Aelftus traits from some other source.  Either way, we’ve got some commonality.  Can I take pictures of the other Simmons entries?”
They bristled and I held up a stopping hand.  “It won’t go in my report, I just need to see a list of other potential targets from the Gillmans’ entries.”  However, I knew the list of potential targets was a lot more than just the people the Gillmans helped, as the registers had names from every node of the Shadow Network in them.
I looked at the ledger which was hundreds of pages with hidden families listed on each of the handwritten leaves.  There must have been thousands of families representing dozens or even hundreds of voting and non-voting clans.
Pursing my lips I prompted, “How many entries are for families in New York City?”
It would take hours if not days to go through all the pages, but to my surprise, Iris answered offhandedly as she picked up the pitcher and indicated my glass, which I just covered with my hand to indicate I didn’t need any more lemonade.  “There are currently fourteen… well rather thirteen now that our son’s family has been outed to the Assembly when dear Killayla Elfed on the air during a news broadcast.”
I wondered aloud, “So thirteen families full of potential targets for the killer.”
This had Randall looking at me expectantly. “And you know one set of names on that list.”
Swallowing, I understood his concerned warning and Iris’s worried look.  Then I circled back around to the topic at hand. “How many Shadow nodes are in New York City?”
The woman who felt like an aunt to me started to tidy, her face shadowed and haunted by the new reality. “We’re the only ones now, after the fire.  There’s one other in Jersey City, and the next closest is in Georgia.”
That brought up a chilling thought.  “One last question, are all the Shadow Network nodes listed in the ledger?”
Randall shook his head as he started jotting on a piece of paper, sharing, “No.  By necessity.  In case a node was compromised by Assembly investigators.  This system has worked for two hundred years without a single breach.”
He handed me the paper, there were names of about three dozen people on it.  “Those are the members of the families placed by the Network who still live in the city.”
The expectant look on his face had me rolling my eyes. “Yes, I know, for my eyes only.”
I gave him a goofy look and he chuckled as he stood and walked back to the safe to secure the book again.  “You were just as sassy when you were little.”
The tips of my ears heated and I shrugged.  “Not apologizing for being me.”
Iris chuckled and patted my shoulder on her way past with the tray and our empty glasses.  “Nor should you, sweetie.  You wouldn’t be you if you did.”
When Iris rejoined us after depositing the tray in the kitchen they walked me up and to the door, where I shrugged back into my jacket and put my hat on, Iris fussed over my lapels and then reached up to adjust the hat before kissing my cheek as I reached for the door handle.
“You know you don’t need the excuse of a murderer on the loose to visit, Ein.”
I chuckled and gave her and then Randall hugs when they stepped out onto the porch with me.  “I know, I know.  I will see you at the barbecue.  And thank you for everything.”  I stressed that to let them know I meant for more than just this talk.  “Love you.”
They both returned the sentiment and Iris called out as I got to my car, “Stay safe.”
“Will do.”  And I started the car and headed back toward the bridge to join Sader.  I had a lot to think about, but at least we had a decent starting point now, glad my building worry that the Reiners could find themselves in danger was alleviated when they shared there was no list of Shadow nodes.
I reached McLaren’s a few minutes early and Connor McLaren waved to me from the bar as I found a little table by the restrooms in back that was one of the three with a reserved for first responders sign on it.  Connor was partial to law enforcement, fire fighters, and medics, since a decade ago, the fire department saved the bar from burning down when a scumbag started a fire in the dumpster in the alley, and the bar’s kitchen was damaged.  NYPD caught the arsonist and he was put away for seven years.
Now he has these tables available for anyone looking out for the safety of the public in his otherwise packed bar and grill.  To my surprise, Connor himself made his way through the sea of boisterous patrons to me instead of one of the staff.  He’s usually tending bar since he enjoys conversing with all the people who come in.
“Hey Vosh, what can I get ya?”
“Hi, Conner.”  I looked around. “The place is packed.  I’m meeting Sader here for lunch.  He’ll have the cheesesteak and steak fries.  And for me, just have Benny surprise me.  Coffee for both of us, on duty and all.”  I hadn’t been coming to McLaren’s for very long at all, but the three times I have since I got out of the academy, Connor’s day cook, Benny, had made some mouth-watering selections.  I particularly worshiped his cheesesteak sandwich I had three days ago.
Nodding, the Irishman wiped his large, thick-fingered hands on the bar towel tucked into his waistband.  “Will do Detective.”  Then he indicated why he was personally coming to take our order, “Tell that deadbeat Sader he was supposed to settle his tab at the end of the month.  It’s November now.”
Oh.  I echoed my thought, “Oh.  Why didn’t you just have him settle last night when he was here?”
“He was here?  I didn’t see him.”  He exhaled in exasperation. “Then again, the place was packed with crazies in their costumes.”  Tongue in cheek he added as he looked at the top of my head, “Nice hat, Vosh,” punctuating his comment about crazies in costumes.
Smirking, I gave the man a salute with my middle finger as I sighed and said, “Gee, thanks.”  Then confided in him, “I’m thinking about wearing it whenever I’m on duty to identify my Malefica status on the force.”
This got the man grinning, making his bristle-haired appearance look more charming with the dark salt and pepper stubble on his face. “Very passive-aggressive of you.  I like.”
I waved him off playfully and he snickered and headed back toward the bar, stopping one of his three waitresses to tell her our order, nudging his chin my way.
That’s when Rashid stepped in.  He gave a shiver from the cold air outside, then his sharp eyes scanned the bar and he raised his chin in greeting when he saw me wave him over.  He took off his coat and draped it over one of the spare seats as he sat, still looking wiped out.  Operating on only two or three hours of sleep will do that to a person.
He scrubbed his face as he sat heavily.  He started to signal a waitress and I intervened, “I ordered for you, hope you don’t mind.  I want to get back on the case.”
“Cheesesteak?”
Nodding I added, “And steak fries with coffee.”
“Sweet.”
I nudged my eyes toward the bar, “Connor needs you to square up your tab.  He made a point of coming over to bug me about it.”
“He did, did he?”  He gave a wily smirk.  “I suppose.”  Then changing the subject he prompted as he slid the little dish with the packets of sweeteners in front of him, “Any progress?” and started building a little house out of them like a card house.  I’ve already established it’s a habit the detective had.
Nodding slowly then thanking Wendy for the coffee cups she sat in front of us before fading back into the crowded space, “A little, after speaking with a source.  It turns out both the victims had the same sponsor keeping them hidden from the Elf Assembly.”
He shook his head.  “It confounds me why some Pointies… err, umm, Elves would deny their heritage like that.  The Assembly offers them everything, a life without worry and financial freedom when the rest of us Humans… well Sapiens; I hate this politically correct crap; to scrape by.  That’s just insulting.”
Did he really think that way?  I assured him, “There are quite a few reasons for not embracing that heritage.”  Then to change the subject I said as I blew on my coffee to cool it before taking a sip of the nectar of the gods, “I have some names to run when we get back to the precinct.”
He perked up at that, “Names?”
Nodding I hedged, “Nothing I can really share.”
“Ah, your anonymous source.”  He made finger quotes on the last word.
“Smartass.  But yeah, my source.”
“Are they reliable?  I mean who are they?  Are they part of that Shadow group?”
Shrugging, I corrected him, “Shadow Network. And what part of anonymous don’t you understand?  I thought you were a detective, big guy.”
He gave a toothy, non-repentant grin, then turned toward the kitchen, his arm knocking a sugar shaker off the table as he asked absently, “Where’s the grub already?”
On instinct, my hand shot out and caught it just before it hit the floor.  I winced internally at myself, but made light of it, “Grace.”
“Nice reflexes there, Vosh.”  He looked from the sugar shaker to the floor then me.
I just rolled my eyes at the man and set it back on the table as I countered, “I have practice being around clumsy people.  Are you sure you’re ok to come back?  I mean, a couple more hours of sleep will do you wonders.”
“Bad guy to catch, remember?  I can sleep when I’m dead.”


Chapter 8 – Liason
When we returned to the office, I went about doing searches of the names on the list on the internet, not wanting to use our NYPD resources since I couldn’t disclose where I got the names.  With a killer on the loose going after Elves hiding from the Assembly, I wasn’t about to put a spotlight on the Reiners, nor shine a light on them for the Elf Assembly to realize they were with the Shadow Network.
Almost immediately I found something on just the third name I ran.  Gomez Garcia, eighteen, was reported missing last week, and his bloated body was found in the lower bay being pulled out to sea by the currents.
What was left of him had been chewed up pretty bad by propellers in the shipping lanes.  He was never identified as Aelftus because his head was missing, apparently severed from his body by those same propellers.  The cause of death was indeterminate, and his parents buried him just yesterday. 
I was seething, he was just a boy with his whole life ahead of him, and I’m positive it wasn’t simply a coincidence that he was another Aelftus hiding his heritage.  He wasn’t one of the Simmons’ protectees, he was one of Iris and Randall’s.  And I’d wager everything that had his body been intact, we’d have found a gunshot wound from a .22 in his head.
We never got the case since his death wasn’t ruled a homicide.  After checking all the other names, and calling a couple who didn’t have any online presence, they were all ok.  I wondered how I could get protection for so many people I wasn’t supposed to shine a light on.
I looked over to Sader, who was again, deep into the endless hours of video footage from various sources.  “I have another possible victim.  An Elf who was flying under the Assembly’s radar. Gomez Garcia, eighteen years old, Hispanic male.  It wasn’t flagged in the system because they don’t have a cause of death.”
He typed something on his computer and prompted, “Are you sure?”
“One hell of a coincidence otherwise.  The only question is, how do we investigate without outing his family to the Assembly.  I’ll add him to the board as a possible.”
A familiar woman’s voice asked as she walked up to our desks, “Outing his family for what?”
I had to blink at the Elf who stood there in tactical black body armor, looking a strange combination of alluring and dangerous, cocked a brow in question, her long, swept-back, pointed ears capped with silver ear shields.  What was Dianda Riibari doing here?  I noted as I looked her up and down, that even just appearing to be relaxed as she stood there, her foot placement and the way she angled her body between Rashid and me screamed predator to my lizard brain.  I had no illusions that she was likely prepared to react in the blink of an eye to any threat that came her way.
When I didn’t answer, she gave me a genuine smile, that shouldn’t be out of place on one of the most dangerous people in the world, but it wasn’t and it made her beautiful Elf features that much more striking, her blue eyes blazing, almost glowing that electric blue of all Elves.  “Hello.  Detective Vosh,” Her eyes flicked to Rashid, “And Detective Sader.”
Then her full attention turned back to me, making me feel so very small in her presence, even though I was at least three inches taller than her, “I’m Dianda Riibari.  The Aelftus Assembly assigned me; well not really assigned, I told them I was going to do it; as the Assembly’s liaison to NYPD in this joint investigation into the Elf slayings.  Well rather not the NYPD, but specifically you, Detective Vosh.  I don’t think the Commissioner and your Captain are very happy about that.”
She seemed quite pleasant as she put a hand on her hip, which accentuated her figure, and normally would have had me swallowing if I hadn’t seen her ruthless efficiency in the short-lived Aelftus Laramer War.  Dangerous things come in pretty packages.
“Ms Riibari.”
Sader stood and echoed my words, “Ms Riibari.”  They shook hands and she turned to offer me a hand.
Oh.  I shook myself out of my deer caught-in-the-headlights impression as she prompted, “Dianda or Di, please Detective.”
Nodding I took her hand and was a little surprised.  I don’t know why I was expecting soft, delicate hands from the pretty, dark-haired woman.  Instead, her heavily calloused hand, with an iron grip, showed she was no stranger to hard work, and likely endless hours of combat training to earn the reputation of the silent killers the Riibari are fabled to be.
I liked her firm handshake since she didn’t try to overpower in a show of strength like a lot of people I’ve met, but it still imparted the control she had over herself.  I made a mental note and reminder not to get on the bad side of a Riibari.  Where Elves were somewhere around twenty percent faster and stronger than Sapiens, the Riibari brought it to a whole new level with their training and their closed-fist Mahta-quárë combat style.
Ok, so maybe I was a little in awe of their clan, sue me, I’ve seen them in action.
“Dianda.  Call me Vosh, please.”
“Alright Vosh, catch me up on where your investigation sits, and I’ll share what we’ve learned so far.  I’m here to help.”
I just nodded and asked, “Does the Captain know about…”
“That man is not a happy camper about it.  He’s already announced it to the men and women here while you were… exactly what were you doing again?  And where did you get the names you mentioned?”
I regarded her, knowing that the Riibari didn’t exactly work for the Assembly, almost the opposite was true.  If she was here at their behest then… “And you volunteered to be the liaison, why?”
She chuckled, nodding to herself as she shared, “You struck me as more resourceful and capable than most last night in the park.  Sent Gerald Whitaker packing without the evidence you collected.”
“I had help.”
“Yes, your Coven.  You know, Majika has always fascinated me.  So maybe that had a little to do with volunteering, well, not so much volunteering than insisting to be the liaison.  And I know you’d likely appreciate a respite from the bullshit red tape of the Accords.”
“Don’t make me like you, Riibari.”
“Di.”
“Di.”  I indicated the commandeered conference room.  “We’re just heading to the board to go over what we have so far.”
She made a grand ushering motion for us to lead the way, and I glanced around and hesitated.  All eyes were on us, well on the Elf in our midst.  A few in curiosity or even wonder, but even more with the wary and almost resentful look of Detectives who have had cases stonewalled by the Assembly or outright taken out from underneath them like they were doing with Sader and my cases.
I tried not to feel judged as we passed by a few to get to Conference C.  There were a couple other Detectives, and Lieutenant Barker from SWAT going over the case.  They all stopped what they were doing to lock their eyes on the Elf in our midst, and Dianda seemed nonplussed about their glares.
Sader made a subtle motion with his hands, “Can we have a moment boys.  We have to get the Aelftus liaison caught up instead of following our leads.”
Dianda wasn’t really paying attention as her sharp Elf eyes were flicking over the murder board, and I knew that even from where she stood, she could read all the papers we had taped to it between all the notes we had scribbled with dry-erase markers and the lines drawn between it all.  The way her eyes moved before moving to the next had me thinking she was speed reading.
The others looked right at her as they left the room, Rashid closing the door behind them.
Her voice brought my attention back to her, “This is all you have so far?  You’ve been working the case for a week?”
I challenged her, “And I suppose the Assembly’s people have more?”
Her lips quirked into a crooked smile when she said, “Yes, their board is bigger, and electronic,” as she stepped up to the report of the attempt on Abigail last night.  I snorted and she tapped Abigail’s name as I stepped up to her side, Sader on her other.  “I need to speak with this one.  Caroline Duffy has put up a wall between us and her.”
Now I was grinning, she seemed a little frustrated at that.  Was it because Caroline was a Sapien, or because nobody has ever outright defied the Aelftus Assembly before, and had the clout to do it. “There are reasons.”
She looked from the board to me and supplied with candor, “I’m Riibari, I don’t answer to the Assembly.  I don’t give a god damn about exposing the local Shadow Network nodes to them.”
Cocking a brow, she prompted, “Who do you think aided the Riibari in hiding from the Assembly ourselves for the past three centuries before we resurfaced when our new Minya, Killayla, showed the world the Riibari yet lived.”
She added, “The Shadows hid me, my son, and twin girls until I was forced to seek asylum here in New York to keep my family safe.”  She pointed at my LanePad and some papers I had brought into the room with us.  “And whoever that is too, I’m not about to out the node sponsoring them… though to be transparent, I believe certain families in the Assembly have already pieced together that Killayla’s grandparents are part of the Network.”
I started to panic when she mentioned Randall and Iris, but quickly calmed, almost kicking myself, knowing she could hear my heart start racing, my slight intake of breath, and smell the sweat on me. One of her brows rising confirmed that.
I studiously ignored her sudden renewed scrutiny of me as I debated internally.  Making a decision, I prompted, “As you likely heard me saying out there, there’s a third likely victim of the shooter.”  I wrote Gomez Garcia’s name on the board with a question mark.  “This is strictly between us, I don’t need the Assembly contacting his family to try to bring them back into the fold.”
She held her hands up in surrender. “As I said, I’m not here to out any of the people affected by the murder spree to the Assembly, I’m here to help stop the son of a bitch killing Elves.”
Sader asked us, “Does it matter if they’re outed?  I mean, come on, it isn’t like the Assembly is going to punish them.  They’ll shower them with wealth and opportunities we mere humans will never have or be offered.”
Di chimed out with me, “We’re all human.”
“You know what I mean.”
I prompted, “I know you likely feel like you were saddled with me, but I can’t help what I am any more than Elves can, but we are all just as human as Sapiens.”
“Yeah, yeah, I don’t mean it like that and you know it Vosh.  I’ve never been good with all the PC speak.  Let me start over.  Us mere Sapiens will never have or be offered.”  His impish grin had us rolling our eyes at his antics.
I shook my head and muttered, “Boys,” to Dianda who grinned as well.
Getting back on course I shared, “So what we have is an apparent pattern blooming here.  The shooter somehow knows of the families here in the city that are hiding their identities and their disposition as Elves.  According to my source, that gives us a list of three dozen potential targets.”
They both looked surprised by the seemingly large number.  But it was a tiny drop in the bucket when you take into account that in New York City alone, there are around ten thousand Elves.  And I added, “And those are just the people sponsored by Shadow nodes.  There are still other families holding on their own, as the number of public Elfings lately have indicated.”
Di nodded slowly, “And these three I assume were sponsored by the Network?”
I nodded and Sader asked me.  “How do you know that?  Your source?”
“Yes.”
“How do they know?  Holy shit Vosh, do you know someone on that Shadow Network?”
I didn’t answer instead rolling back to one of our problems.  “How do we protect all these people without the Assembly learning their identities?  If we use NYPD resources there will be a paper trail that may as well be big flashing arrows outing the families.”
I had an idea, but it was so far out of procedure that I was loathe to voice it, but people’s lives were at stake.  I looked around as if the walls had ears, then at the outside wall before hitting a button on the conference table, causing a white noise curtain to drape the room, a blue light lighting over the door.
“My Coven can take some in at the Clover House.”  House was a misnomer, it was actually a timber and stone mini-castle that served as the International Malefica Headquarters in the North Woods of Central Park.  The grand structure blended with the pocket of nature in the heart of Manhattan, and was constructed after the signing of the Accords, it being a provision in them.
Nobody, and I mean nobody, would be stupid enough to cross the Central Park Coven in their own home, but as half the Coven lived there full time, there’d only be enough room to house maybe a third of the people on the list.
Dianda said thoughtfully, “And the Riicathi can protect the rest…”  she added before I could protest, “Outside the purview of the Assembly.”
Rashid huffed in exasperation, “That is so far outside of policy it’ll get us both busted down to meter maids, Enid.”
“You’ve got vacation time HR is bugging you to take before they start taking it away.  If this makes you too uncomfortable, you could head down to Florida to visit your folks.  Plausible deniability.”
“And make it look like I abandoned an active case, no thanks Vosh.  And I was just saying it so you knew what you were doing.  I’m in.”
I put a hand in my pocket and ran a finger along the paper there.  Inhaling deeply I pulled it out and tore the bottom third off of it with a very familiar family at the bottom, and handed the larger part to Dianda.  “Your eyes only, and don’t let each team know the other names.  I’ll have my Coven contact the others and offer protection.”
She nodded and pocketed the slip of paper into one of the pockets on her tactical vest, a serious look on her face.
Then we all inhaled deeply and turned back to the board, and I stated the obvious, “We still don’t have anything that resembles a motive.”  They nodded and as we contemplated it, I tipped my head toward Di and supplied, “I’ll speak with Miss Duffy to see if we can talk to Abigail Timmons.”
Her eyes went to my hat before nodding and returning her attention back to the board as we laid out what we’d gathered so far.  She interjected with additional information the Aelftus investigators have uncovered too, and it was a whole lot of nothing like we had, but it did raise my eyebrows wondering how they had access to some of the information.
I muttered as I sat at one of the computers that had been moved into the conference room, “Might as well get comfortable, this is going to be a long afternoon,” as I logged in, Rashid moving over to start another pot of coffee as he waved the others back in.


Chapter 9 – Shut Up, Cliff
It was a couple hours later, when, after the files the Elves had on the case were delivered by a secure messenger and a heavily firewalled online server, that I stood, looking at the clock on the wall.  I just nudged my chin at Di and she stood too.
I said to Rashid, “Time to meet with Duffy and Abigail.  Hold the fort?”
He wasn’t happy about it, but when I had called Abigail, she put Caroline on the line, who insisted Dianda and I come alone.  “Yeah, yeah.  You owe me one, again, Vosh.  I’m the senior investigator here.”  I felt a little guilty about that.
I told her, “I’ll check out a car from the motor pool and we can speak with Abigail.  You wouldn’t want to ride in my personal vehicle.”
She smirked and prompted, ignoring the looks from the other detectives as we passed their desks, “The little Robin?  I know a particularly scrappy Sapien who owns one.  Not to worry, I’ve got transportation if you don’t want to walk the five blocks.”
I hesitated a moment at the Captain’s narrowed eyes as he looked out his door from his desk, tracking us through the bullpen.  I have to convince him somehow this wasn’t my idea.  I don’t want to be on his permanent shit list being the newbie in the precinct.  I gave an awkward wave to him, a sheepish look on my face.
Then I prompted, “You don’t mind walking in public?”
“Why would I?”
“Well, most Elves prefer not to, and do whatever they can to limit their contact with the general public.”
“The Riibari are not ‘most Elves’.”
“Noted.”  Was she playing with me?
Then she said as we walked down the stairs, “Since time is of the essence, a clock ticking on the possibility of more attempts on Aelftus citizens, we should probably take a vehicle.”
She sped up her pace to start leading me instead, and to my surprise, she brought us out back into the service alley which also doubled as prisoner intake and transfer when the underground parking levels were too busy.
We hadn’t been two steps out of the door when a large black SUV with tinted windows and diplomatic plates, stopped mere feet from us.  She hadn’t even slowed her pace, just opening the back door and sliding into the vehicle’s cavernous interior. Before popping her head back out to ask, “Coming, Vosh?  Time is of the essence.”
I slid in beside her, was a vehicle just waiting here for her in case she needed it or something?  I glanced at the two women in the front seat, who were looking back at us.  I had to blink, they looked identical, twins, and they looked like slightly younger versions of Di herself, dressed in identical body armor to hers.
“Detective Vosh, my twin daughters, Grace and Mercy.  Girls, this is Detective Enid Vosh of the NYPD.”
Ok, this was a surprise.  When she mentioned her son and daughters before, why was I picturing small rugrats in my mind?  It’s always hard to pin down an Elf’s age.  I keep forgetting Aelftus age much slower than Sapiens, and twice as slow as Maleficas.  Cocking my head, I’d say this woman who looked to be in her mid to late thirties was likely well over forty by the looks of her daughters.
Evan Lane himself looked to be middle-aged, with distinguished silver highlights in his dark hair, I was surprised reading his unauthorized biography that the man is just over one hundred.
I said, “A pleasure.”
The girls just grinned, inclining their heads in unison, and turned back when Grace got the SUV moving quickly down the alley, their mom supplying, “The Duffy Building.”
“Yes, mom.”
I stared at Dianda until she looked over at me.  She shrugged. “I didn’t think you’d want a car from the Assembly driving us.  Our clan prefers to rely upon ourselves first, the Assembly last.”  I understood that, nodding, knowing the Riibari’s tragic backstory.  It was even a miracle at all that they were working, well not really ‘working’ with the Assembly, but along side them now.
We didn’t speak during the short ride as my hand was holding the door handle in a white-knuckled grip while Grace tore through the city streets as if the hounds of hell were nipping at our heels.  How she could weave through the heavy traffic like it was standing still without us ending in some sort of violent fireball was yet another miracle.
When I noted Di’s attention was on my hand, and I followed her gaze down to see the handle bending slightly in my grip, I quickly relaxed my hold a bit to the expected range for a Malefica.  She cocked a brow at me and seemed to study me more closely until we screeched to a stop in front of Duffy International.
I released my death grip and without a word, Dianda reached past me to open the door. “Detective.”  I slid out between the cars at the curb we were double parked beside, and Di stepped out beside me, spinning a finger as she shut the door.  The girls drove off into the busy streets.  “Shall we?”
Trying to keep myself from blurting, I shared, “That was a terrifying experience.”
She chuckled out a rich, raspy, honey-soaked laugh, which would have normally made my knees a little weak, but my mind was already anticipating verbally sparring with Caroline Duffy again.  “The girls learned offensive and defensive driving long before they even had their licenses.”
“Riiight.  Anyway, let’s get this over with so we can help with getting the people on the list secured.”  My cell buzzed as we started up the steps, the people on the crowded sidewalk parting around us, looking at the gorgeous Elf in awe, and one or two in restrained hate.
I pulled it out of my pocket as I held the lapels on my coat tighter against a particularly chilly gust of wind that spoke of the frost and freezing rain that was forecast tonight.  Smiling I shared, “The Coven has been in touch with the people on our part of the list and are making arrangements now to get them to the safety of the Clover House.”
She nodded and said, “Good.  The Riibari have located most of the others, and should have the rest in a matter of hours.”
I furrowed my brow.  “How did you know that?  I haven’t seen you look at your phone once since you relayed the names and destroyed the list at the precinct.”
She tapped her ear and winked, ah, how had I not noticed the coms earpiece she was using?  And how did I not hear the communications between them?  Was it pitched so low that even an Elf standing right next to her wouldn’t be able to hear?
And we slowed at the logjam of people waiting to get into the building.  Fernanda looked past a woman she was having a cold conversation with about needing a proper appointment.  She beamed a smile, ignoring the woman’s officious complaining, waving us up.  “Detective.  Please, come right in.”
Then to my surprise, she barred Dianda for a moment, telling her as she just looked past her, whispering low so the others around us wouldn’t hear, “You’re not to wander, Riibari.  Stay with the Detective.”  My eyes widened in surprise at the cold warning in her tone and noted for the first time how her feet were centered under her like a seasoned fighter.  There’s more to Fernanda than meets the eye it seems.
To my surprise, this just seemed to amuse the dangerous Elf, who just offered an, “Of course,” when Fernanda moved her arm to let her through.
There was a man from security waiting for us, he made a gracious ushering motion, “Ladies, please, this way, Miss Duffy is expecting you.”
He turned to Dianda. “Miss, if you wish to accompany the Detective, I’m afraid you’ll have to leave your weapons with our security desk.”  He indicated her holstered sidearm and her belt pouches with a nudge of his chin.
I snickered at the man, and asked as she just shrugged and with a deft movement of her hand, slid the belt free to dangle on one finger to him, “Seriously?  Her weapons are the least dangerous thing about her.  She’s Riibari man.”  Indicating the patch on her body armor with its distinctive charcoal and black stripes with a nudge of my eyes.
He shrugged a trite apology as he took the proffered belt. “It is policy here, Detective.  You are recognized law enforcement, and she is not.”  He made a motion and another security guard materialized from the busy lobby and took the belt with the weapons away.
I knew that it was just an empty show of authority inside what he deemed was his domain since he didn’t ask for all her weapons, only the obviously visible ones.  I’m sure the scanners built into the beefy door frame identified multiple other weapons upon her person when we stepped inside.
Posturing.
He led us to the elevator bank, and to my surprise, he buzzed us through a door into a private stairwell, and led us down into the basement levels, beneath the two-story underground parking to a level that was close to the subway tunnels as I could hear a subway train rumble by.  I furrowed my brow in thought, trying to remember if the Duffy Building had access to the terminal under Lane Tower across the street.  It wouldn’t surprise me if it did, since it was a pretty big terminal hub, giving people access to the headquarters of the International Aelftus Assembly.
He stopped at a set of doors that had two other guards, and I could hear the sounds of fighting on the other side.  I was on guard, my fingers involuntarily flexing as I thought of my sidearm in its shoulder holster under my coat, but as the guards didn’t seem concerned, I forced myself to relax.
A particularly muscular woman, whose dress suit, which matched the others, was stretched across her frame, reached out to the biometrics lock and typed a code then pressed her palm to the pad.  The lock cycled and she swung the door open for us.  Our guide just bowed ever so slightly to us and turned to walk away, calling back.  “You can pick up your weapons when you leave, Ms Riibari.”
We stepped into a large open gym, with weight equipment and fitness machines on one side, and miscellaneous heavy bags, speed bags, and other martial arts equipment on the other.  A jogging track circled the spacious room, whose center was dominated by a boxing ring.
There were ten or twelve men and women using the equipment, or shadow boxing with pads on, repeating combinations, and striking pads to build muscle memory for various fighting techniques.  I was peripherally aware of them as I just stared dumbly at the woman facing off against two others in the ring.  A tall man with Asian features and a chiseled physique, wearing headgear and pads across his knuckles, and a bronze-skinned woman with arms and legs which looked to be made of roped steel, circled Caroline Duffy.
Sweat gleamed off of her exposed toned abs, and slicked the skin of her equally contoured arms. Her sweat-soaked hair was pulled back in a ponytail through her headgear, as with a twisting leap, she avoided a leg sweep from the man.  Her leg whipped around in a reverse roundhouse in the air which he blocked with crossed arms.  But as she landed she smoothly crouched beneath a sweeping kick from the other woman.
She unloaded a combination of lightning-fast strikes up under the woman’s leg and rolled toward the man to lock her legs around his ankle to twist as she rolled past a stomp kick from him, pulling him to the canvas, his arms, and back-slapping the surface to absorb some of the violent impacts.  But she was still using the momentum as she wound up on top of the man, her fist slashing down to stop a hair’s width from his throat as the other attacking woman stopped short of Caroline’s left foot which had snapped out at the same moment to stop shy of striking her throat as well.
I swallowed at the display, wondering what kind of martial art she was using, it was aggressive and seemed almost purely offensive instead of focusing mostly on defense.  And she had such control to stop her simultaneous attacks shy of doing real damage to her sparring partners.
Good god, was it wrong I found the display almost… arousing?  I found myself swallowing again.
The man chuckled and they all relaxed and stood.  He said to her as he started to remove his head gear, “Good, better.  Yet you still forget the first rule.”  Her eyes widened as he whipped the straps of his headgear out to wrap around her arm, and he pulled back, getting her off balance as the woman did a leg sweep, knocking Caroline to the ground.
The billionaire spit out her mouth-guard and said into the canvas, “Ow.”  Then sighed as she rolled onto her back with a sheepish smile and recited, “Never lower your guard around an opponent.”  She put a hand out and the man took it and hoisted her to her feet.  Then she faced the two and bowed at the waist, they returned the gesture and then they left the ring as she looked up and smiled when she saw us standing there.
The woman moved with a fluid grace up to lean on the upper rope of the ring, “Enid, it’s good to see you.”  She cocked her head.
Ah, crap.  I shut my mouth, which had been gaping and I tore my eyes from the sweat glistening on her abdomen, heat traveling from my cheeks to my ears and down my spine.  She had a mischievous look on her face as she turned her body but not her eyes on me to say, “And Ms. Riibari, good of you to accompany our erstwhile detective here.  Sorry about my state,” she indicated herself with a sweep of her hand, “I was just getting in my daily sparring session.”
Dianda was studying the billionaire with side-eyed scrutiny, “There were some Mahta-quárë moves in there.  Sloppy but effective.”
Caroline hesitantly pulled her eyes from me, releasing my embarrassed paralysis.  “After seeing the effectiveness of it during the Laramer War, I wanted to supplement my Taekwondo with it.  Only to find it to be a forgotten art even among the Aelftus.  Masters Ioto and Olivera here have been studying the footage and have adapted some moves for my training.”
Di just nodded slowly. “Yes, it is an art known only to the Riibari as the only practitioners.  Your masters haven’t embraced the true nature of the closed fist.”
Caroline’s smirk of mischief was growing as she shared, “We know, but it seems no amount of monetary compensation can get any of the Riibari to aid in my training.  I don’t suppose you’d be interested in a demonstration match?  It’s said you’re one of the six remaining masters of the technique.”
I started, “We’re not here to…”
“Of course.”  Well, shit.  This was not going to end well.
The Riibari in our midst just stepped up to the ring and rolled under the ropes to her feet in fluidity and grace only the Elves possessed.  Caroline offered her a spare set of headgear and knuckle guards hanging on the top rope, Di waving them off as she rolled her head on her shoulders.
The Elf explained to her as they stepped to the middle of the ring to face each other, bowing, “It’s not a matter of money when it comes to training Mahta-quárë.  It’s that it cannot be taught to a Sapien, at least with any measure of success.”
Caroline started an attack with the headlong style perfected by the Riibari, of devastating strikes and kicks meant to keep their opponents on defense and do as much damage as possible to eliminate the threat instead of contain it.  It was like watching a lethal dance which had my eyes wide in wonder at this self-made woman whose physicality matched the confidence and power she had earned.
But as graceful and powerful as her strikes were, Dianda was never where they landed or easily deflected the incoming blows with deft flicks of her wrist.  Twice she simply caught a kick in mid-strike with a hand, then forced her foot to the ground to twist it slightly.  “Don’t telegraph with your foot angle, keep your weight centered even as you start a strike to prevent anticipation by your opponent.”  Or, “No, start from the first position with that combination, it leaves your rear leg vulnerable.  Again.”
Then the woman sort of stepped into Caroline’s reach and started backing her steadily with what looked like lazy strikes with a single hand which the wealthy woman had trouble blocking or avoiding.  It was painfully obvious that she was outmatched.
I had to blink when Di just stepped into a strike and in a blur I couldn’t follow well, delivered a series of strikes ending in a leg sweep which had Caroline stopping just shy of slamming into the canvas hard, her body a mere inch from the ground, Dianda grasping her arm.  If she had let her hit, I had no doubt it would have done some serious damage to Caroline.  Di’s control was as scary as her efficiency in the fight.
She gave a predatory grin as she pulled Caroline back to her feet by the arm she still gripped. “Sapiens, except for one man, Killayla’s father, and the three Halflings, don’t have the physical strength or speed required to properly master Mahta-quárë.  So it isn’t a matter of not wanting to share the discipline, it is a matter of not being able to.”
Caroline was chuckling. “I can see that.  You’re not even breathing hard, was I any challenge at all to you?”
With a smirk that held no apology, Di shared, “Not particularly.  You’re formidable for a Sapien, and could probably hold your own against an Elf who uses the open-hand, Mahta-cambë technique. But against a Riibari?  It would be best to stick with ranged weapons.”
With another resigned chuckle, Ms Duffy said, “Noted.”  Then she bowed to Di who bowed back.
Then I cleared my throat as they exchanged grins that made me uncomfortable for some reason. “We’re here to speak with Abigail again.”
“Of course.”  She swung out of the ring on the lower rope to deposit herself on the gym floor smoothly, Dianda following suit.  She stepped past me, pausing to eye me up and down, saying, “Just let me shower first,” which had me swallowing.  Was it my imagination or did that sound suggestive?
I almost jumped when Di spoke while my eyes tracked the billionaire as she headed for a door to the side by some lockers, her hips swaying, “A capable woman.”  Then with a smirk, she brought a hand up to my jaw and closed it with a finger. “Wouldn’t you agree, Detective?”
I was praying for a hole to open up in the universe I could throw myself into just then, my cheeks burning as my traitorous mouth agreed, “She is.”  Just shoot me now.
Ten minutes later we were up in the living suites, a maid placing a tray with a silver water carafe and four glass tumblers which had been frozen judging by the beads of condensate freezing on their surfaces.  Timmons said, “Thank you, Missy, that will be all.”
“Yes, Mistress Abigail.”  The woman sort of curtsied ever so slightly and left the room, activating a white noise curtain as she exited.
Then after some assurances from Dianda, answered some questions for the Elf.  And after everything, we didn’t have any more leads or insight as to the shooter’s motives.
On our way out twenty minutes later, Caroline walked us to the elevator.  Just before Cliff closed the doors, the woman said to me, her eyes on my witch’s hat, “Remember, dinner tonight Enid.”  And the doors shut.
It took all my self-control to not look at Di when she bumped my hip playfully, “Oooo.”  Damn it, I smiled.
“It’s not like that.”  Was it?
“Whatever you say, witchy woman.”
“I hate you.”
Her chuckle made me grin involuntarily, and then I muttered, “Shut up, Cliff.”
The smug man was dutifully dusting the buttons of the lift as he said, “I didn’t say anything, Detective.”


Chapter 10 – Chimera
We made little progress the rest of the day, besides getting most of the potential victims on the lists to safety, with a few outliers we haven’t been able to contact yet.  I spoke with Mistress Yvonne on a video call to see if there was anything we could do to locate them.  Her response was, “It isn’t like the urban fantasy books and television shows.  We can’t just have a big arrow light up on a map with someone’s location, dear.”
Ok, I was a little embarrassed, but then the witch of a woman, and witch, said, tongue in cheek, “But…”
I shook my fist at her on my cell, causing her to cackle in glee.  See?  Witch.  And she continued, “If you can get us any physical items which belong to the subjects, then the entire coven together may have enough combined power to imbue a seeker object, like a leaf in water, or a feather on a string, to act as sort of a dowsing rod, to indicate a general direction to the sympathetic life energy of the subject within their belonging.”
I perked up at that, and so did the others.  It was Dianda who beat me to the question, “So like a compass to lead you to the person?  Mistress Yvonne, if we supplied the Central Park Coven with the recovered shell casing from the Timmons murder scene, can it be used to point us toward the shooter?”
Sader sat up taller in front of the laptop he was going through more surveillance video on, spluttering, “They can’t do that can they?”
Yvonne shook her head, her head hung in resignation, eyes creased in regret.  “If only it were that simple.  But no, the objects have to be of a personal nature, something that means something to the individual, which makes a connection with their life.”  She screwed up her face and shrugged, “It certainly would make things easier if we could.”
Then Di prompted, “What about DNA?  Could that be used?”
I looked from the screen to the Riibari woman.  “You have the shooter’s DNA?”
She waffled a hand.  “After the NYPD’s CSI team finished with the scene in the Anderson Building, we had our techs go back over it.  We have access to equipment and techniques your people don’t, detectives.  The shooter is careful, methodical, leaving nothing behind, even the shell casings had no fingerprints, they used gloves in handling everything.”
The woman looked sheepish as she motioned a hand palm up toward me.  “But your two improbable shots that embedded in the window sent tiny shards of glass flying in the office, one nicked the shooter and we were able to isolate a trace amount of blood on one of the fragments our team isolated from the shards we swept up.”
Sader asked, looking full of nervous energy like me, “How long does it take to run a DNA profile? Can we have access to the sample?”
She sighed. “We already received results.  Unfortunately, the DNA profile isn’t in any of the crime databases or military databases.  So the shooter has no criminal or military record.  But if we identify any potential suspects we can test their DNA for a match.”
Our SWAT commander asked eyes narrowed, “The Assembly has access to our criminal databases?”  He added, “And the military?”
She sighed. “Again, we have resources you don’t.  Back on point, is it possible?”
Yvonne nodded.  “If there is enough.  It would be a stronger connection to the individual.”
“Half of it was used for the destructive tests, it’s less than a drop.”
“Provide us with what you have and the Coven will do our best.”
My partner stepped over to us, volunteering, “I’ll rush it right over myself,” and turning to Dianda expectantly.
“No need, detective, one of our armored couriers can have it delivered.”  She was typing something on her cell, then nodded to herself as she looked up and told us, “They can have it prepped and delivered within a couple hours.”
My Coven leader nodded. “I’ll inform the rest of the Coven, Marianne is out of town, her flight will be in at eleven tonight, so Enid, we’ll need you to join us at midnight for the full circle to make the connection.”
One of the other investigators who had been gathering as we spoke asked, “Because midnight has more magical significance to boost your power?”
Both I and Yvonne snorted and I covered my mouth to hide my grin.  The elder Witch chuckled. “Where do all these fairytales come from?  I blame all those silly horror movies.  No, just as a full moon or All Hallows Eve or even an equinox… well, that one is true, have any bearing on Majika.  It is to give sister Marianne time to get home from the airport and then to Clover House.”
The man looked sheepish. “Oh.”
And I prompted, eyes wide. “Wait, an equinox boosts our Majika connection?  I thought that was an urban myth too.”
She sighed heavily. “It has to do with the imbalance an equinox has on the… we don’t have time for a lesson, Enid.  I’ll expect you tonight.  Bring any personal items of the missing Elves as well in case we can’t make a connection with the shooter’s blood.”
Before I could respond, she just ended the call.
Di blinked and chuckled. “I guess that was the end of the conversation.”
I shrugged one shoulder, squishing my lips to one side. “Yeahhh, that’s sort of Mistress Yvonne in a nutshell.  But this is huge if it works.”  Then I cocked an accusing brow at her. “And when were you going to share this particular tidbit with us?  That you had the shooter’s DNA?”
She reached up and tipped my hat slightly with a finger on its tip as she grinned. “To tell you the truth, it hadn’t crossed my mind since it was a dead end on our part.  But it should be in all the records of the investigation I had forwarded to your team.”
I glanced over at the team in the corner of the space who were assigned to correlate the information from the Elves with ours.  We had been supplied a mountain of files from their investigation so far, and our teams were having a problem keeping up.  I’m sure the moment they would have run across that tidbit, they would have sent up a flare.
As much as I’m loathe to admit it, the Assembly did have better resources and more dedicated personnel to throw at criminal investigations.  It’s just a shame they only use it for cases that have Aelftus connections.  I can’t imagine how much easier they’d make investigations by our Violent Crimes Division if we had access to their resources.  Too bad this liaison situation here is a one-off show of cooperation.
It was six thirty when we called it a day, we needed sleep, and our team wouldn’t be as effective if we were exhausted all the time, as much as we all would stay all night if were up to us.  And I still had to meet with the Coven at midnight to attempt the, what would it be called?  Finding charm?  How did I not know about the possibility of it?  Then again, I wasn’t the best Majika practitioner and never would be because of my particular disposition, so I’ve never really dedicated myself as ardently as others in the craft.
Rashid walked me to my car, he looked distracted.  He was dedicating more effort to the investigation than anyone else, I hope when I’ve been with the force as long as he that I’ll have that focus.  When I opened my door and told him, “Good night, Sader, see you first thing in the AM, I need to get what sleep I can,” he shook himself from his thoughts and gave a smarmy grin.
“Right, what with having your Coven and a date tonight.”
My cheeks heated as I thought of Caroline and I spluttered, “It’s not a date.”  I had almost forgotten about her offer of dinner.  Well crap on a cracker, it wasn’t a date, was it?  I mean, she was so far out of my league that she wouldn't be able to see me without a high-power telescope.  “She’s just grateful for the save.”
His grin was mischievous. “For doing your job?”
“Oh fuck off, man.”
“See you in the morning.”  He started to step away and stopped, “Would the Coven mind if I tagged along tonight?  It sounds fascinating, I’m intrigued by your magic shit.” He wiggled his fingers in a hocus pocus gesture, then dodged the swat to his arm I aimed his way.
“Shut up, man.  But no, nobody is allowed in the sanctum when the circle is casting, unpredictable eddies in the energies of nature can have adverse effects on those not attuned to Majika channeling.”
He stepped back a step quickly, blurting, “You mean when you made the water do that freaky thing in the park I could have been hurt?”
Chuckling, I shared, “No.  The natural energy I can influence is a drop of water compared to the massive lake an entire Coven can channel.  Think of it like harmonic resonance that builds upon itself to make it greater than the sum of its parts.  We can do huge things as a group that we couldn’t even attempt as an individual.  But even then, it isn’t what they show on these stupid television shows like Back Alley Conjurings, well that one isn’t stupid, I love that freaking show.”
“The point is, what Mistress Yvonne is suggesting, is mindbogglingly intense even for a Coven. There’s none of those demonstrations of explosive power or conjuring hurricane-like storms that they do in the movies.  It’s all about coaxing the nature that is already there in the world.”
“So making a… what, a compass is all a Coven can do?  Nothing dangerous?”
Rolling my eyes I shared as I slipped into the driver’s seat, “I didn’t say that.  Good night Sader.”  I closed the door trying not to grin at the slightly concerned and confused look on his face.  He didn’t know if I was teasing or not, which… I wasn’t.  It’s good to keep people guessing, or is that just me?
I glanced at the time on my dashboard as I exited the parking levels and onto the street.  Rush hour traffic had come and gone, so I only had to contend with moderate traffic on the way home.  Then my eyes widened when that little voice in my head reminded me yet again that Caroline Duffy had invited me for dinner, and that she’d have a car pick me up in a little over an hour.
“Gah!”  I panic dialed my cell on my car’s smart screen on the dashboard.
My best friend since grade school, Bonita Lopez, answered on the first ring, “Hey girl, what’s up?”
I blurted, “Emergency!”
“What’s up, oh hyper-witchy-lady?”
“Caroline Duffy is picking me up in an hour to have dinner.”
She squeaked out, “Caroline Duffy?  The Caroline Duffy?  Holy shit, what are you going to wear, Een?”
“Did I not just say emergency?  Were you not listening?  I thought you were my bestie.”
The wench chuckled and said, “Right.  I’ll be at your place in ten.”
“Thanks, love you.”
“What’s not to love?”
“Snot.”  I ended the call and tightened my grip on the wheel.
True to her word, she pulled up just as I was getting out of my Robin.  She stuttered stepping as she approached, cocking her head and taking me in.  “You weren’t kidding about the hat in your texts.  That is some friggin’ swag drip there, lady.”
I was all grins since I liked the hat more than I probably should myself.  Then she was looping my arm and dragging me to the door, causing me to chuckle.  Then as we headed up the stairs to my place she said, “Come on Lead Foot Louise, we only have a few minutes to make you cute for your date.”
I whined out, “It’s not a date.  She’s just showing some gratitude for something to do with a case.”  I vowed while I was in the academy that I’d never burden the people in my life with my job, not to mention I’m not supposed to talk about cases anyway.
“Ooo, gratitude.”  She puffed her dark curls.
“Shut up, Bonnie.”  She didn’t look repentant as she unlocked the door with her key and dragged me inside my place as I called out.  “Hi Mom, I’m home.”
My mom’s excellent hearing catching it and her voice wafting out their door, “Hi girls.”
I shared as we shut the door, “Mom says hi.”  She cocked her head toward the door and said conversationally, “Hi Mrs. V.”
My eyes widened and I shot back, “No, I will not tell her that Mom.  You’re as bad as she is.”
My Latina best friend said as she started undoing the belt on my trench coat, “Still after all these years, that’s not freaky, not one bit.”
I pattycaked her hands away from my belt and she shooed me off with an airy wave of her hand, “Begone, foul beast.  Get cleaned up, I’ll go through your closet.”  She scooped up Sunshine, who was out of her cage again and standing tall on her hind legs on the back of the couch, looking at us with that perpetual curiosity ferrets had.  “Come on squirt, we’ve really got our work cut out for us.”
As I started peeling out of my clothes as I headed to the bathroom, I called after her, “Hardy har, woman.  You’re so funny I’m going to start calling you Harley again.”  She saluted with her middle finger without looking back as she slipped into my bedroom.
I may be the regular police, but Bon Bon was the fashion police.  Who do you think picked out my trench coat for my first day on the force?
Starting up the shower, I looked at the time on my smart mirror, and the panic set in.  I reminded myself as the cold water hit me before the hot water could catch up, it’s not a date.
When I was finished bathing and a quick blow-dry of my hair, I headed into the bedroom wrapped in my bathrobe to see clothing-geddon had occurred in my absence with clothing stacked everywhere, and not in my haphazard ‘I just washed this stuff and am too lazy to fold and put it away’ habit.  She must have gone through my entire wardrobe.
A cute outfit with a pair of jeans and a dark purple blouse was laid out on one side of the bed, and the pantsuit I used for job interviews was on the other along with a colorful wrap, the combination was actually inspired, why hadn't I ever thought of that?
Bonnie was stuffing Sunshine in her cage and topping off her food as she looked back at me.  “You didn’t specify if it was casual or formal, so…” she moved her hand back and forth between her selections. 
I offered, “LaSortino’s?”
She choked on thin air and sputtered, her eyes wide. “LaSortino’s!?”
I nodded, explaining, “One of those hoity-toity Italian joints the Elves like.”
“I know what LaSortino’s is, but apparently my best friend is woefully culture-challenged.  There’s a waiting list eighteen months long there, and it starts at a thousand dollars a plate, Een.”
It was my turn to sputter, trying to catch my breath as panic set in again as I spun to look at the clothing selections.  Agatha preserve me. “Moooom!”
I heard a chuckle as she said, “On my way, girls.  I’ll be back in a few honey, don’t start the movie without me.”
Dad told her, “No promises.”
A minute later, mom came sneaking in on tiptoes just to be silly, her blue eyes scanning the mess in my room like, well like a disapproving mother, and she held up a dry cleaning bag.  “This will probably work for your big date, sweetheart.”
“Mooom, it’s not a date.”  I made grabby hands at the bag and she handed it over with a mischievous grin.
I unzipped it and then closed it back up, my heart beating faster, feeding my panic. “I can’t wear this.”
“Don’t be silly, of course you can.  It is the nicest thing you own.  I don’t know why you left it in your closet when you insisted on moving out to be ‘on your own’.” She waggled her finger between us and the door indicating just how far I moved away from my childhood home.
I grumped out, “I don’t like wearing dresses.”
Bonnie snatched the bag from me and pulled out the dress my parents bought me for my graduation from college.  It was out of our budget, but they wanted me to celebrate the occasion in style.  Dad said in that serious tone he used poorly, normally being such a connoisseur of sarcasm, “You only graduate college once, and we wanted to spoil you, so stop arguing.”
I remember pointing out, “Unless I go to grad school or…”
“Stop being contrary and let your parents have this moment.”
“Yes, pops.  Love you.”
“Love you too.”
Now here was my bestie, draping the dress over an arm to look it over.  “I remember you looked amazing in this,” then tongue in cheek she asked, “Wonder if it still fits.”  I tossed a pillow at her as she and Mom exchanged teasing looks.
“I’m the same size as I was eight years ago, jerks.”  I exhaled and slumped in resignation, reaching out to take the dress in hand. “I don’t even have any shoes to…”  I trailed off when mom held up the pair of heels they bought with the dress all those years ago.  I so hated heels, they were impractical and hurt my feet.
I shooed them out of the room and started to get dressed, I was out of time so resigned myself to my fate.  Saying, “As nice as this dress is, if this place is as fancy as Bon says, I’ll look like I came from a slum.”  I’m sure some of the socialites would likely look aghast at me when I walked in wearing an almost decade-old dress that cost a mere five hundred dollars.
Once I pulled the dress on over my slip, I paused to admire the crushed hunter-green velvet over midnight black silk material, then the hunter-green heels.  I glanced over to my new hat on my bed and noted they were a similar color.
I pulled my hair back into a tight ponytail and looked over at my jewelry box.  It was impractical to wear jewelry in my position, so I didn’t, not to mention I didn’t have much to begin with.  I’ve never been what one would call a girly girl.  I stepped over and opened the hand-carved box dad had made for me.  His specialty in the Coven before he was basically kicked out for marrying Mom against the Coven’s wishes was nature harmony Majika.  So his hobby was coaxing amazing carvings from wood and branches he found all around the state.  This jewelry box was carved from a single hunk of burl wood.
I looked inside at my meager collection, then chose my grandmother’s clip-on pearl earrings from her wedding.  I wore clips because it was a hassle to pierce my ears as they healed up too rapidly if I didn’t keep earrings in them.  Then I slid on a group of wire-thin silver bangle bracelets on my left hand, then slipped on the torturous heels.
Next came my stupid colored contacts.  How I loathe them, they make my eyes itch after a day of wearing them.
Then I steeled myself and looked toward the mirror on the back of my door, then the hat. I smirked and put the hat on and looked in the mirror, smoothing the dress around my hips.  Blinking since… I didn’t look half bad.
The door cracked open and Mom poked her head in.  “How’s it going?  You’re almost out of time, baby.”  She opened the door the rest of the way as I held my hands out at my hips and made jazz hands. “Oh my.  You look darling.”
Bonnie slipped inside and nodded, “Damn, girl.  You look hot.  She won’t know what hit her.”
“Not a date.”
“You don’t get a vote.  Now come sit, we have to do your makeup.”
Growling I insisted, “I don’t need makeup…”
“I know you got that flawless complexion I’ve been jealous of our whole lives, from your mom, but we can accentuate the cute with…”
The door buzzer sounded.  “Ha!  Saved by the bell.”
I marched past them, thankful for my better-than-average coordination so I didn’t have to take smaller steps in the heels, and I grabbed my coat and put it on, then fished my wallet and cell out of my shoulder bag to slip inside my jacket pocket, flipping the collar up to protect my neck from the cold air outside.
As I removed my badge and ID from the lapel, I hit the intercom button, “Yes?”
“Miss Vosh? Your car is here.”
“Be right down.”
Mom and Bonita fussed over me at the door and I shrugged them off, shooing them with the back of a hand.  “Gah, leave me be, evil women.”
My mother had me sputtering without words when she winked and opened the door, “Have fun, don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
My bestie had my back, “Feel free to do anything I would.”
Oh, my, god.  “I’d drop you both in the business end of a wood chipper if I didn’t love you.”  I held a finger up, “And Bon, if you say ‘have fun storming the castle’, I swear to god…”
She just shot me a super toothy grin and shut the door in my face.  She called out as I made my way quickly down the stairs, “I’m going to need details, you know the number, woman.”
Ok, I was grinning as I opened the door.  A man in an honest-to-goodness chauffeur's uniform stood there with his hands clasped behind his back, the Duffy International logo embossed in gold on his lapel.  He inclined his head, “Miss.”  Then took two steps across the sidewalk to, I don’t know why I was expecting a limo or something, a huge black SUV.  He opened the back door for me with a personable smile on his face.
I smiled at the man as he tipped his cap.  “Thank you.”  I slipped inside and blinked, it was cavernous, with two bench seats facing each other and it was decked out like the limo I had imagined, complete with a tinted glass divider between the back seats and the driver.  I looked around, eyes wide in amazement and I froze, realizing I wasn’t alone.
An amused-looking Caroline Duffy sat across from me, in a stylish jacket that reminded me of the kind of coats the femme fatale from the old noir detective movies wore.  “Hello, Enid.”
“Umm, hi?”
The driver got in and pulled away from the curb, and I noted the two vehicles that were parked behind the SUV pulled out and followed us, Caroline’s security I take it.  I was feeling awkward and didn’t know what to say.  Small talk wasn’t one of my strong suits, but I was normally much more confident than that.  I started, “Thanks for letting Dianda in to see Abigail today.”
She waved it off. “Let’s not talk shop, shall we?  It’s a beautiful night, and I’m famished.”  There it was again, was I reading too much into things?  It sounded almost suggestive the way she said it without breaking eye contact.  I swallowed and she added, “I hope you like Italian.”
“I do.  I’ve never been to a place like LaSortino’s before.  I’m more the Olive Garden or Gino’s kind of girl.”
She hesitated and asked, “Would you rather…”
“No, no.  This is fine, I’ve just never been to a high-end restaurant before.  Career student then the academy and now a cop’s salary and all.”  I gave her my best smile.
She chuckled and then prompted, “What college did you attend?”
“Statham University here in the city.  Double majored in criminology and Majika Application Theory.”
She nodded.  I know it wasn’t exactly Ivy League, but it kept me in the city for my Coven, and it will only keep me in debt for the next decade or so instead of thirty or forty years of paying off my student loans.  “Were there many in the Majika program?  It isn’t anything a non-practitioner could benefit from.”
That was a polite way of saying that only Maleficas could.  I shook my head slightly and grinned, “There were six of us in the class, and oddly two were Sapiens who were auditing the course since they couldn’t do any of the labs.”
“I know Maleficas are in high demand in all sectors since there are so very few of you.”
It was true, I shared unnecessarily, as it was public knowledge, “Where there are around ten thousand Elves in our city of millions, there’s only a relative handful of Maleficas, around a thousand, with an estimated half-million across the globe.”
Looking out the window at the city lights passing by I continued, “Our skills are in demand, which is why many sectors, like law enforcement, make special departments or command structures to integrate us into their workplace, advancing us faster than our Sapien counterparts.  This is why, with my criminology undergraduate degree, I was made a detective right out of the academy.  That hasn’t made me popular in Violent Crimes.  Poor Detective Sader must have drawn the short straw to have me assigned as his partner.”
She nodded, seeming fascinated by it. “Yet the military won’t allow Elves or Witches to sign up. How shortsighted not to enlist people who are faster and stronger, or have magical abilities to help protect our country.”
I offered, “There’s the Species Integration Act that Congress will be voting on in the Spring. Things may change.”
“Not fast enough.  Their xenophobia is ridiculous.  They act as if the other branches of humanity just appeared one day when the Disclosure occurred when all three branches have coexisted for as long as humanity has existed.  There had been thousands of Elves and Witches in the military before that, but now that they are outed, they’re seen as what?  A threat?”
She sounded like Dad and his rants of frustration at that same xenophobia.  She prompted, “What? Why are you grinning?”
“Nothing.”
We pulled up to a crowded sidewalk, in the entertainment district, people were waiting to get into a couple of popular clubs that flanked LaSortino’s, across from one of the Broadway theaters.  I started to reach for the door but her hand rested on my arm and shook her head, then nudged her chin toward the window.
There were some photographers taking pictures of the SUV.  A lot of good it did them with the windows being tinted almost black.  The two other cars which had followed us stopped and security poured out of them, walking in a line with their arms out, pushing the photographers back.
I asked tongue in cheek, “You’re popular.”
She chuckled, genuinely amused, “They're not here for me, really.  The paparazzi stake out the high-end restaurants, clubs, and theaters at night to try to get pictures of any famous individuals who may be attending.  Let security do their thing.”
Once they had people held back to their satisfaction, one woman nodded our way and the driver opened the door for us.  I had been watching her security detachment efficiently do their thing, and hadn’t even noticed he had gotten out of the SUV.  The man offered a hand toward me.  Ok, that’s awkward.  I took it and stepped out onto the sidewalk, the brisk cold air was like a slap to the face and I pulled up my collar again to combat the icy breeze.
I was wincing in pain over the flashes of the cameras from behind the line of security, each feeling like an ice pick to the brain.  The driver put his hand out again and almost primly, Caroline placed her fingers in his hand and allowed him to help her out.
I lifted a hand to shield my squinted eyes, each flash like a jolt to my nervous system.  She saw and worry spread on her face as people started calling her name.  She put an arm protectively around my shoulder and pulled me along quickly to the restaurant entrance.  The maître d' met us at the door and unlocked it to let us in.  “Ms Duffy, so good to see you.”
“Hello, Angelo.”
I was blinking stars out of my eyes as a woman rushed up to us and the two guards who came inside with us, “I vostri cappotti, signore.”
Caroline smiled at her after glancing at me to see if I was ok, and said,  “Sì, naturalmente,” as she shrugged out of her coat.  My brain disconnected from my motor skills as I just stood there dumbly, staring at a vision in a black sheath dress with a slit up one leg all the way to her hip.  It conformed to all her curves in a way that would make an artist weep, with a diamond of exposed flesh beneath her bosom, putting her toned abs on display, with a little silver stud piercing of her belly button.  She stood on ankle-high black kitten-heeled boots, and oh my god.
 She prompted, looking smug with her sexy smirk, “That’s the reaction I was hoping for.”  Then she nudged her eyes to the coat lady.
Oh!  My face and neck were on fire and I hoped to whatever gods may be watching that I hadn’t just been drooling.  I quickly untied my belt, shed the coat, and as an afterthought snatched my hat from my head and handed it to the woman.
Then I looked back to Caroline who pursed her lips and then exhaled before inclining her head to me and saying in a low tone, “Touche.”  Her smile was back in full force, “You look stunning tonight, Enid.”
I squeaked out, “Pot calling the cauldron black.”
She chuckled and corrected, “Kettle.”
I pointed at myself, gaining some of that confidence that seemed to abandon me when this billionaire siren was around, “Witch, remember?”
This got a beaming smile that lit up the space.  Angelo was making an ushering motion, “Ladies, I have your table set up right this way.”
We turned to follow and I almost tripped when I stopped walking as soon as I started.  It wasn’t until that moment that I realized something was missing.  The place was completely silent except for a three-piece orchestra on a little raised platform back by the kitchen doors.  A piano, violin, and string bass played a haunting melody in the completely empty space.
I looked around as Caroline reached back to snag my arm to tug me gently forward.  There were no patrons at all in this highly sought-after restaurant.  There were no tables or chairs save one in front of the fireplace that dominated the center of the dining room, where a welcoming warm fire blazed, lighting the dimly lit space with dancing orange flickering light.
As we sat when wait staff appeared out of nowhere to hold out chairs for us, I blinked at Caroline. She shrugged, looking a little bashful when she looked at her hands as she set them on the table. “I didn’t want any distractions tonight, so I bought out the restaurant.”
I tried to keep my tone level, and failed as I squeaked, “The whole restaurant?”
She regained her composure and was full of swagger and rizz as she shrugged. “Wanted you all to myself, so sue me.”  There was that double entendre again.
“Oh.”  Then I leaned forward as the maître d' snapped his fingers and a woman came rushing forward with a tray that had two crystal glasses of iced water, two wine glasses, and a bottle chilling in a glacette, and whispered, “Is this a… date?”
She beamed me her butterfly-inducing smile again, “It’s whatever you want it to be.  I don’t have time for subtle.  So this is my way of telling you I’m interested in you, Detective Vosh.”
“Oh… ok.”  Mom and Bonita were going to be smug asses when I got home.  I had an urge to push a loose strand of hair behind my ear but fought it off.  I will not be a cliché.  What the actual fuck hand?  I tucked the strand behind my ear and broke eye contact with her before I made more of a fool of myself.
She asked the wine steward, “Lane Vinyards, 93?”  The woman nodded with a smile.  I take it that was a sought-after vintage?  I didn’t know much about wine.  Mom and Dad just bought the boxed wine from the supermarket, we were more coffee, tea, and beer drinkers.
“Shall I pour?”
Caroline told her with a smile, “No Isabeau, I’ve got it, thank you.”
She inclined her head. “But of course, Ms. Duffy.” And she scurried off.
Angelo said, “The first course will be out shortly.  Is there anything else I can get you ladies?”
“No, Angelo, thank you.”
He bowed and headed to the kitchen, leaving us alone in the space except for the musicians who continued the haunted melody, the strings striking a chord deep inside me that hummed in resonance with them in a profound manner as all stringed instruments did.
I opened my closed eyes and looked from the musicians to Caroline, who was studying my reaction intently.  Then she asked, keeping her voice low, a single word that had me freeze in panicked shock, “Chimera?”


Chapter 11 – Active Shooter
I locked eyes with her, then looked toward the door.  The word caused my fight-or-flight instinct to go into overdrive, and my short-lived career flashed before my eyes.  The Shadow Network would have to relocate our family if this got out.  She reached over to place a hand on my arm.  “Don’t worry, I’m not about to blab about it to everyone.  I had my suspicions, and think it’s simply incredible.  Why you are hiding it is your business, though I can guess part of it.”
She prompted, “Color contacts?”
I swallowed.  My voice was hoarse and strained as I asked, “How did you know?”
She poured me a glass of wine, looked at me, then filled it almost to the brim and slid it over to me. I drank greedily as she just gave me the mischievous grin I was beginning to associate with her as I tried to control my breathing and slow my pounding heart. “Really, Enid?  My personal assistant, and close friend of many years, is an Elf who is suppressing her traits to stay under the Assembly’s radar. Don’t you think I’d notice the signs?”
She pointed at me as I finished the wine and sat the long-stemmed crystal glass in front of me and gasped, gulping in the air, “More?  This vintage is usually meant to be savored.”  How was she so cavalier about this? And… I nodded dumbly as the complex taste of it registered on my enhanced taste buds.  I needed another drink.
Caroline shared, “I’ve never met a Chimera before, since they are so exceedingly rare, who knew there was one here in New York in such an enticing package?”
Ok, now I was getting mixed signals from my brain.  Part of me wanted to get to my family so we could run far and deep before the Assembly could catch up with us, and part of me had me biting my lower lip at her obvious flirting.  Didn’t she know a cornered animal can be unpredictable?
She poured me another half glass and nudged her chin. “Slower this time.”  I nodded and reached for it.
I swirled the glass as I thought of the possible outcomes if my secret was revealed.
The world found out recently that Haflings existed when Killayla Riibari revealed to the world that she was one of only three in existence.  The offspring of a Sapien and Aleftus couple.  It was so exceedingly rare that the child and mother survived birth that there were only two others recorded in the past thousand years.  And centuries ago the Assembly had those two Halflings and their family put to death in fear Sapiens would discover Elves walked among them and wipe them off the face of the Earth.
Even though Aelftus and Sapien DNA are virtually identical, there was enough variance that it made interbreeding of species next to impossible.  It has come to light to the Shadow Network in recent days that all known Halflings have been born to the Riibari clan, being the next evolution of Aelftus, with the ability to regulate the protoelastin enzyme in their systems and manifest their Aelftus traits back and forth at will, where the rest of the Elves could only dump the protoelastin once every month or so.
As close as Sapien and Aelftus DNA is, Sapien and Malefica DNA is even closer.  And ever since the Great Disclosure, it has been known that offspring of Sapien Malefica parings, known as Bigeners exist.
There are around a thousand known Bigeners around the world, and most countries still are undecided about legislation forbidding pairings to produce such offspring.  The marriage between the two races produces children with watered-down sensitivity to natural forces in the world, and unable to harness them to use Majika.
But what isn’t common knowledge, and still kept secret from the Sapien population, is that Maleficas seem to be a bridge between the three races, and just as they have a closer match to Sapien DNA than Elves, they also have a closer match to Aelftus DNA than Sapiens.
The resulting offspring from a Malefica and Aelftus pairing results in an individual who shares the traits of the Elves with the ability to manipulate Majika like a Witch.  These children, like me, are called Chimera.  There are around fifty of us in the world, and both races feel it necessary to keep our existence under wraps, since Sapiens would likely see us as a threat, having the speed, strength, and the more rapid healing of Elves, coupled with the abilities of a Witch.
Mom’s family was already in hiding, ever since their Minya sold their voting shares to the Lane clan without getting input from the rest of the clan.  My grandparents didn’t want to be governed by the Assembly without a say in it, so sought out the Shadow Network in Oregon to help them disappear.  They were relocated here to New York by Randall and Iris Reiner, with their young daughter, my mom.
Years later, Mom and Dad fell for each other at first sight.  And a Malefica can feel the subtle differences in the life force of a Sapien and Aelftus until that life force dissipates when they die, so the Coven knew she was an Elf when they first met my mother.
The possibility of them having a child was something the Coven back then couldn’t condone, so they forbade Dad from having a relationship with her, which he ignored.  As their love grew, and talk of marriage developed, the Coven then threatened that if he married his Elf lover, they would kick him out of the Coven.  He didn’t let them, he left voluntarily and my parents eloped.
Eleven months later, there I was, a Chimera child, healthy and kicking.
If the Assembly found out about me, they’d take control of me and my parents’ lives like they have all the other Chimeras.  They’d put me in special schools to develop my magic and put me into one of the secret Aelftus Covens.  My life wouldn’t be my own, and they’d use me just like the Riibari had been used for eons until they revolted and disappeared until recently.  You’d think they’d learn from the past.
Instead of running again, Dad beseeched the Coven’s new, progressive leader, Yvonne, to take me under their wing, and train me, protecting me from the Assembly.  They agreed and placed me as their most junior member to complete the circle of thirteen.  And as far as the rest of the world knows, both my parents are Malefica.
So growing up, Yvonne has been sort of a surrogate aunt, the Coven my weird extended family as they coached my abilities, weak as they are, and have helped raise the first free Chimera Witch in New York.
I’ve had to suppress my Aelftus traits with repeated protoelastin dumps ever since I Elfed when I was seventeen, and have had to wear these damn, itchy color contacts to hide my brilliant blue eyes ever since.
Now here was a Sapien woman… admittedly a frickin’ sexy one, casually speaking of Chimeras when no Sapien was supposed to even know we existed.
She quickly repeated under her breath when the wait staff started to wheel over a cart from the kitchen,  “Don’t worry, I’ve no intention of outing you.  Your secret is safe with me.  It’s kind of hot.”
The damn minx winked at me as the first course arrived, Agatha preserve me.
That was the most interesting meal I have ever had, my emotions, stress, and pulse rate were warring with the beguiling woman who, after I begged to change the subject, told the tale of how she fought her way up from poverty to being one of the richest people in the world, dedicating her considerable, hard-won resources into helping others.  As we spoke, there were teams in Africa, drilling wells in villages for fresh, clean water, and setting up solar generation plants to supply power and internet to impoverished nations.
She shrugged. “Who knew simply doing the right thing would grow a fortune I could never spend in a hundred lifetimes?”
I finally let my guard down as I listened to the amazing woman before me, and I actually enjoyed dessert with her.  I wasn’t buying the excuse from the kitchen that there had only been one chocolate mousse left since the place was empty, but Caroline slid over beside me and we shared the sinfully delectable confection.  Grawl, was it wrong I wanted to lick the bowl clean?  I found myself swallowing once again as, like she had read my mind, when she lifted the little bowl to her lips and proceeded to lick it clean, seductively, pinning me with her eyes the whole time.
Was a meal supposed to be so arousing?  And confusing since my secret was out in the open in front of her?  My traitorous mouth was smirking and calling her a wicked woman.
She almost cackled at that, pointing out, “Of the two of us, which one is the Witch?”
Ok, I was calming down now, my panic being replaced with, well with something as I grinned at the incorrigible woman.  And all too soon, she sighed and said, “I know you have to meet with your Coven at midnight, and it’s close to eleven o’clock now, so I should get you home before you turn into a pumpkin, so you can get to Central Park to help create the tracking spell.”
To my delight, I found that I was a little disappointed at that.  She added, “Unless you want a ride there?”
Shaking my head and motioning down at my dress and painful heels, I shared, “I’d like to change, I’d look silly dressed like this when we close the circle.”
She cocked an eyebrow appreciatively, taking the moment to… she was checking me out again and it was a little arousing to see the genuine appreciation in her eyes.  “A pity.”  She bit the tip of her tongue, being silly.
We headed out, and the coat lady appeared with our coats and my hat.  We bundled up against the coming onslaught of frigid night air beyond the doors.  Caroline playfully reached out to cock my hat on my head, giving me one of her heart-stopping smiles.
The guards opened the doors and preceded us into that night air, sweeping the area with their eyes. The paparazzi were mostly around the theater now, with a couple stragglers standing behind the line of Duffy International security guards trying to get pictures of us, causing me to wince at the bright flashes.  We hustled to the SUV, the air chilling my cheeks, to where the chauffeur opened the door for us to slide in.
Caroline slipped in to sit beside me on one of the bench seats without making eye contact with me. It was sort of cute that she was showing a little bashfulness with her confident move.  A smile played at the corners of her lips as she reasserted herself and just hugged onto my arm as she said, “Detective Vosh’s place please.”
The man nodded and raised the privacy glass as he pulled away from the curb.  She looked at me and said, “Brr.”
Then before I could think of something witty to say, she prompted, “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to, it’s just my insatiable curiosity, but what’s your real clan name?”
My muscles clenched.  I still couldn’t get over that she had guessed my secret.  And so very casually she wanted me to disclose the rest.  I was even more dumbfounded when I heard someone whispering with my voice, like a hushed prayer, “Bancroft.”
Then I got the nerve to change the topic. “You’re almost as secretive as any Elf clan, virtually nothing is known of your personal life, are your parents still around, do you have any siblings?  The only thing online about you is your sprawling humanitarian efforts and business acumen.  Building your company from nothing into a household name.”
“That’s because I’m a very private person who believes people don’t need to know all the private matters of my and my family’s life.  I’m sure you can appreciate the sentiment.”  She looked out the window, then supplied as she watched the city lights pass by, “My parents live in Scotland, in a home I bought for them, an old retired golf course near the sea.  And I have a younger sister and brother who I set up in their own places in the UK.  How about you?”
I smirked a little, “Ah, there’s something your information network doesn’t know?”
“Don’t be a smartass, we’re sharing here.”  She hugged my arm tighter for a moment, and I chanced placing my head on her shoulder.  She laid her head on mine.  “And no, I didn’t do more than you did, and performed a cursory online search.”
She looked me up personally, not using what I’m sure is her own extensive investigative department.  “My parents live a great distance from me, an entire hallway separates their place and mine.”  She snorted and I grinned before continuing, “And no, I’m an only child.  As you know, while not as dangerous as a Halfling birth, Chimera births are quite taxing, and complications are common.  Mom had some bad ovarian bleeding after having me, and the doctors had to do an ablation.  So there will be no sibling for me.  Unless you count Bonita and Sunshine.”
“Who are Bonita and Sunshine?”
I gave a wan smile and shared, “Bonnie is my childhood best friend, who may as well be my sister as far as my parents and I are concerned.”  I felt my cheeks heat at the next part, “And Sunshine is my ferret, she carries my Nota for me.”
She pulled away a little to look at me, curiosity painting the angles of her face, a tone of excitement tinging her voice.  “A familiar?”
I winced and shared, “You read too many fantasy books. A Nota isn’t a familiar, it is a focus for a Witch’s magic.  We can use it to store nature energy, or to channel power through, to accomplish more than we normally could without it, or without a Coven.” 
She was smirking again. “Sooo, you know you just described a familiar.”
“Gah, no I didn’t.”  I guess it did sort of sound that way.  So I explained, happy to be learning she wasn’t all-knowing like she projected, “A Nota can be an object or something living like a plant or an animal…”
She interrupted, “A familiar.”
“Grr.  Whatever, lady.  When I had enough control of my Majika to satisfy my Coven leader, it was time for me to forge my Nota.  Mistress Yvonne produced a ferret from a cage for me, but I was, and still am squeamish about forcing a link like that on an animal who can’t give consent to be used as a glorified battery.”
Squinting one eye in remembered apology, I went on, “Sooo, when I focused my intent to infuse part of my own life energy into my Nota, I targeted the little bell the ferret wore on a ribbon around her neck instead of Sunshine herself.  Yvonne was a little disappointed in me, but I was successful, and now my little furry baby holds my Nota for me.”
I shrugged as she chuckled. “So, no familiar.”  I batted her arm then she laid her head back on mine.
We spent the rest of the ride asking questions back and forth, just getting to know each other better. I found it surreal that I was even talking with a billionaire like that about ourselves.  It was, well, it was so easy.
All too soon we pulled up to my place, the streets around our building were virtually deserted this time of night.  When the driver opened the door for me, Caroline slid out too.  I started to prompt, “What are you…”
And I stopped breathing as she stepped into my personal space, and I could feel the heat radiating off her body even as her breath fogged in the cold of the night, “It’s a date, remember?”
She leaned her face in closer, her lips an inch from mine.  I was just blinking, my mind catching up with the fact that she… I leaned up and our lips met.  She made it a hot, teasing kiss, her tongue tickling my lips before she pulled back, “Good night Enid.”
The goofy look on my face was quickly replaced by one of contained panic as I dove on her, “Get down!” I knocked her to the sidewalk as the whiz of a bullet streaked past where we had been standing to ricochet off the bulletproof glass of the passenger side front window.  I was rolling across the sidewalk, skinning my knees and tearing my dress as two more shots rang out, sparking the concrete where I had been rolling.
My eyes picked out the muzzle flash of the shooter’s rifle.  It was a man of moderate height and build dressed all in black with black gloves and a ski mask two blocks away, standing in the mouth of an alley.  I rolled to a crouch, my hand shooting to where my shoulder holster would have been.  Damn it!
Either the motion spooked him, or my faster-than-Elf reflexes did, because I saw him crouching to pick something up before he vanished into the alley.  I yelled back as I gave chase, kicking off the heels, “Get inside your car, Caroline!  Lock the doors.”
She called after me, “Enid!”
Her security detachment was already pouring out of the trailing vehicles two heading to her car, and the rest taking off toward the alley, but I was faster as I ran past them all.  One of them had the presence of mind to hold out a nine mil Glock to me as I streaked past, snagging it from him and chambering a round as I poured on more speed, the adrenaline feeding the odd pairing of an Aelftus synapse with a Malefica’s nervous system, making me almost as fast as a Halfling.
I reached the alley, flattening my back against the wall of a tattoo parlor, and after listening for running footsteps and hearing none, glanced around the corner quickly before pulling back.  I hadn’t seen any sign of him.  I went low, running around the corner into the alley, using a dumpster for cover as I swept from side to side then up and down to the fire escapes.
Nothing.
The security guards came skidding around the corner, coordinating with others on their earbuds.  A third car roared past, the alley on the street, a Duffy International logo on the door.  Half the men ran down the alley, the others staying with me, taking defensive positions as I pulled out my cell.  As I punched in 911, my mind was latching onto the fact that I was the target, not Caroline, as the shooter was trying to hit me.
“This is Detective Vosh, badge number 3629, I have an active shooter at 184th and Audubon. Suspect is on foot, last seen in an alley behind American Tattoo.  Male, around five-ten, one hundred seventy pounds, indeterminate race.  Wearing all black and a ski mask.  Armed and dangerous.”
After they said backup was on the way, and I heard sirens kick on from two different directions converging on me, I muttered to myself, “Well that’s not how you want a date to end, am I right?”
The guards didn’t respond.  I leaned against the wall and exhaled, the adrenaline burning off, leaving me with that feeling of swimming underwater while bogged down with weights.  A feeling that had been all too familiar the past couple of days was pushing down upon me as I dialed Yvonne.  I wasn’t going to be able to join them for at least a couple hours now.


Chapter 12 – Clover House
Sader was one of the first to arrive on the scene, looking as exhausted as I felt.  He was working on less sleep than I had the past couple of nights, and I felt guilty that this attempt on my life had gotten him out of bed again.
Now that I had time to actually slow down and think, I wondered just how long the shooter had been waiting there, staking out my place in the darkness, on the off chance I’d step out of my home this late at night.  I thought of the list of potential targets and the two names I had intentionally kept off of it.
Mom and I had been on that list.  Among the dozens of questions swirling in my mind were, had I actually been the target when we were shot at last night? Had Abigail just been a lucky bonus for him, being in the same place?  If so, how had he known I’d be there last night to speak with her?
After Sader,  Dianda and a buttload of Elves were next on the scene, before the flood of on-duty NYPD officers and the Violent Cries team arrived on the scene for the manhunt.
I was speaking with Caroline about getting a witness statement to our task force, as Sader yawned and indicated, “That’s about all we can do tonight, Vosh.  You need to get into protective custody like the Cap suggested after this second attempt.”  Then he added as I shook my head in dismissal of that notion, “I take it the,” he wiggled his fingers making a warbling whistling sound, “spooky shit with the Coven is a no-go tonight then?”
That was a question I didn’t have an answer for.  I held a finger up to Caroline, whose security and team of lawyers arrived on the scene, and dialed my cell.  I had called the Coven earlier to inform them of the attack, and that I wouldn’t be able to make it at midnight.  Yvonne had a minor fit over the attempt on my life.  She sounded like an overprotective second mother to me at times.  I had to talk her and the rest of the Coven down from charging to the scene.  Then she told me to call when I finished on the scene.
She answered before the first ring even finished, “Enid?”
I couldn’t help the tone of affection for her concern, “We’re done wrapping up here.  I take it tonight is a wash?”
“Nonsense.  The longer that monster is out there, the more people can be hurt.”  Then she said in a low tone, “You could have been killed, Enid.  This is what we’ve been afraid of.  You don’t need to put yourself in danger like this.  You need to quit the force, there’s a spelling space for you at Clover House with a Coven stipend.”
I rolled my eyes and said sarcastically, “Gee ‘mom’, that isn’t going to happen.”
“Don’t get smart with me.”
“Sorry.”
Then Di leaned in and said loudly, “Not to worry, Mistress, the Riibari will watch over her until the shooter is brought to justice now that we know he is gunning for her.”
Rashid mumbled low beside me, “That sort of throws out the theory that he’s targeting Elves.  Or maybe he’s after you because you were interviewing the Timmons girl?”
I couldn’t tell him that now, more than ever, the theory stood.  I just shrugged and told Yvonne, “Alright…”  I glanced down, wincing at the exposed, ragged tears on the hem of my dress evident below my trench coat, “...give me a bit to change and I’ll be right over.”
She assured me, “I’ll send a Trinity to escort you.”
Again, I rolled my eyes, there was that overprotective streak for the youngest member of her Coven.  A trinity is just what it sounds like.  It is usually the three most powerful Majika practitioners in a Coven besides the Coven leader, who have trained together to wield their power together as a team to perform magic castings greater than any one individual.  Usually, as a security team as she was suggesting. “I’m  a grown-ass woman and a police detective, I think I can…”
Rashid interrupted, “This is Detective Sader, ma’am, Vosh’s partner.  I’ll drive her when she is ready, I’m already here on the scene anyway.”
Agatha preserve me, did everyone think I needed a babysitter?
“Grand, Detective.  Thank you.  And Enid, we’ll see you soon.”  And she disconnected.
I shot my partner a look to convey my strained patience with everyone on the subject.  Then told him, “I have to say goodnight to Miss Duffy here, then I’ll get to my place to change.  Give me fifteen.”
He gave me a shit-eating grin.  Asshole.
Then Dianda told me, “Rowan there will be your shadow until the shooter is apprehended.”  She nudged her chin up and we all followed her gaze.  I easily picked out a brawny, dark-skinned Elf on the rooftop across the street, hiding among the masonry corbels.  While not as keen as my night vision is when I manifest my Elvish half, I could still see in the dark many times better than a Sapien.  I knew the others wouldn’t be able to see him lurking up there in the darkness of the night.
She reached out and gave my arm a squeeze, before turning around and spinning a finger in the air, and like a well-oiled machine, the Elves, all Riibari, headed out.
I stepped back to Caroline, who had moved to another vehicle sent from her motor pool since the one we had been in tonight was handed over to our forensics department to comb over.  Giving her an apologetic look as she held onto the edge of the open back door of the sedan. “Sorry about all the trouble.”
She chuckled and said, “An eventful first date.  Good night Enid.”
Then in front of everyone, she leaned in to give me a quick peck on the lips before sliding into the seat, her driver shutting the door and tipping his cap to me, “Detective.”
My cheeks burned and I didn’t meet Rashid’s wide eyes as I marched past him, toward my discarded heels the next block up, “Shut up.”  But started to grin and I marched through the crime scene.  That was the second kiss of the night from the billionaire who still seemed interested in me for some unfathomable reason, even after getting shot at.  There was a little spring in my step as I went home, to where Mom and Dad were nervously waiting for me by the doorway into the stairwell.
I hurried past them, not meeting their eyes as I defended while they followed me upstairs. “It’s my job, I know it is dangerous, but it’s who I am.”
Mom murmured, “Enid,” but Dad stopped her, softly saying, “Maradeth, leave her be.  We know a little something about following your heart.”
Mom sighed and I slipped into my apartment, peeking out at them to say, “Love you,” then closing my door.  Why did I feel like a little kid who was in trouble?  But this was really what I wanted to do with my life at this juncture, and the shooter would still be gunning for all of us hidden Elves in the city if I were a police detective or not.  I was in a much better place to stop him now than if I had never become a police officer.
Bonnie had gone home, I had half expected her to stick around to press me with a million questions about the, well, she was right, it was a date.  But the place was empty.  She would be freaking out about now just like Mom wanted to if she had known about the attempt on my life.
I quickly changed and lamented the torn dress, it didn’t look salvageable, and as much as I disliked wearing dresses, it was really the nicest thing I had and it was ruined now.  I looked at the hat on my bed as I pulled on a shirt and grinned, revising that thought, it was the second nicest thing I had.
Once I was dressed I put on my shoulder holster, checked my sidearm, then hesitated and cursed at myself when I gave into an overabundance of caution and went to my nightstand and opened the door on it to pull out my lock-box, typed in the code and pulled out the tiny Ruger ACP and strapped it to my ankle, then drew and checked the weapon before re-holstering it.  I bought it for a backup because all the guys in the Academy were insisting you needed one.  I haven’t worn it yet, so there’s no time like the present.  Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t out to get you, as tonight just proved.
I sighed at myself as I pulled my cargo pants leg over it and then shrugged into my coat, noting a small threadbare patch where I hit the ground.  Damn it.  I checked on Sunshine who was burrowed in her nest, then snagged my hat and headed for the door.
I met Sader at the curb in his big old street boat.  I rolled my eyes at him, looking so proud of the gas-guzzling beast behind the wheel when I slipped into the passenger seat.  He prompted, “All set?”
“Yes, and thanks.  You really didn’t need to do this, you’re as beat as I am.  We’ll both be worthless if we don’t get some decent sleep soon.”
The man countered, “Lightweight.”
I just shook my head at him and flipped him off without looking over while I pulled up the information Yvonne had emailed me about the locator casting we would be performing tonight.  He prompted, “What’s that?”
Glancing at him then back to the screen I shrugged and said, “The Coven leader sent me info about the mechanics of the casting.  This is more complex than anything I’ve worked on before with the full circle.”
His look was inscrutable as he asked, frowning at the road. “So how fast will it be?  What, you all just sacrifice a goat or something, and boom, asshole tracker?”
I chuckled.  “You really have a problem with Witches, don’t you, old fart.”
“Hey, I’m only ten years older than you, Vosh.”
I needled, “You look thirty years older and run through a wringer, man.”
The man smirked and said, “When you have a few more years on the force, let’s see how you look.”
Sighing, but thankful for the distraction, which I think was his objective, I looked back at my cell and shared, “No, the Coven’s full circle has to work in concert with the objects, the personal belongings of the Elves we haven’t located yet which were messengered to Clover House, or the shell casing from the Shooter.”
I looked up and made a circle with my hands.  “We’ll basically overlay strands of our Majika with the resonating nature of the items, sort of forming a focusing lens to create a link between each item and the larger source of that same life force vibration.  That will cause the item to be pulled toward the owner if their life force still exists…”
“If they’re alive.”
“Yeah, if they’re alive. Then when suspended, like on a string, or floating in water, it will be pulled toward the larger concentration of natural energy it is linked to.  Like a compass.  It can’t, as Mistress Yvonne explained, just point to a spot on a map or anything, just give a general direction the owner is in.  Then by driving around to see the changes in direction, we can determine the target’s position. Like triangulation of a radio signal.”
“Huh.  So how long does this oggity boggity take?”
I pointed at the cell before closing the screen and pocketing it again.  “According to this, each object will take about a half hour for us to create the Majika focus lens, then they have to sit in the Ocorum to gather enough energy to be strong enough to impart the tug on the items, for a few hours. We should be able to use them in the morning to get everyone else to safety and start the hunt for the shooter.”
He murmured to himself, “A few hours.”  Then he looked up and glanced my way. “Ocorum?”
I forget sometimes that not everyone knows how Covens work.  I just basically grew up in one, so it was all just ‘normal’ to me.  “It is a room in a Coven that is shaped to harmonize with nature so that a full circle can use it to help boost our power or at least help us harmonize better with it and our own Majika.”
He smirked as he nodded thoughtfully. “So like a pentagram, or like a big silver circle inscribed in the bedrock?”
I snorted and covered my mouth, shaking my head in incredulity.  “You watch too many horror shows.  No summoning circles, no pentagrams.  Witches get a bad rap from all the misconceptions.  It’s just a room with thirteen sides, forming a rough circle, with no roof so we can connect directly with nature.”
He reached up to scrub the back of his neck, exposing a silly pink Band-aid on the back of his wrist, “It’s all hocus pocus Witch voodoo to me.”
I chuckled and countered, “Pink, nice, very manly.”
He looked from me and then to his wrist, “Ah.  It was the only one I could find.  And what’s wrong with pink, isn’t it like politically correct or some shit?”
“Goddess, you’re a dinosaur aren’t you Rashid?”
We shared a chuckle as he pulled up to the curb next to a twenty-four-hour bodega, saying as he put the car in park and started getting out of the car, “I need coffee before I fall asleep at the wheel.  You?”
That actually sounded good. I was dead on my feet too, and I had a long harmonizing session ahead of me before I could get some sleep.  “Yes, please,” I groaned and watched as he headed inside.
My cell started buzzing and I pulled it back out and looked at the screen, Dianda’s name was displayed, did she forget something?  We only parted ways a few minutes ago.  I accepted and tried not to yawn into the phone, “Hi Di.  What’s up?”
She sounded a little distracted as she asked, “Hello Enid.  Our techs just got a hold of the surveillance camera footage your department has access to.  Did you say they couldn’t find anything on any of the cameras in the area?”
Nodding, I realized I must be tired.  Brilliant, Enid, she can’t see you nodding.  “Yes, we’ve been going through all the footage since last night.  Hours of it.”
Her carefully contemplative tone had me sitting up a bit, “Who was reviewing the footage?”
I shifted in my seat uncomfortably and looked out through the bodega window to see Sader paying for two jumbo cups of coffee. “Rashid has been going through it all personally, why?”
She said slowly, “It took our techs less than ten minutes to find multiple angles of a man we believe is the shooter, wearing a ski mask and carrying a rifle case slung over his shoulder.”  She lowered her voice and prompted, worry coloring her voice as I was trying to process what she was saying. “Is Detective Sader still with you?”
Things started to crystallize, but my mind refused to consider it.  But like a jigsaw puzzle with a few pieces missing, I started looking at everything from a different point of view.  My eyes widened and unbuckled my seatbelt and turned to hang over the front seat to move the papers off the book Rashid had tossed in the back seat last night.
I whispered to myself, “No,” barely cognizant of Dianda calling out as I turned back to sit with the leather-bound book in my lap that was similar to the one the Reiners had.  And embossed on the spine was ‘Gillman’.  Sader had the missing ledger of the Gillman’s Shadow safehouse?
My mind was reeling.  He was always the first to arrive at the crime scenes.  He said he had been at McLaren’s the night of Axel’s murder, but Connor said he hadn’t seen him.  He knew when and where I would be when I went to speak with Abigail, and that I was out with Caroline tonight and would be returning in time to go to the Coven at midnight.
I felt the blood draining from my face.  The Band-Aid… the Aelftus investigators found blood on that glass shard.  My own partner?  But why?
“Enid?  Enid?  I know you can hear me.  Listen carefully.  I need you to get away from Detective Sader the first chance you get.  I’m messaging Rowan now.  He’ll escort you away, but if Sader tries to stop you…”  She paused and lowered her voice even more, “I know you aren’t what you seem.”  She added quickly, “Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone.  But you need to use that speed of yours to get far away from your partner.  A team is coming now to detain him.”
My heart was pounding as my mind started working again, coming out of the fog of dazed disbelief.  I realized I was on the verge of hyperventilation. My extremities tingling and my vision was narrowing.  I asked aloud, I think just to hear myself say it, “Rashid?”  But why.
“Enid!”
I shook myself and focused, “Yes, I’m here.”  Wait, she knew I… she knew I was a Chimera?  Was I broadcasting on all frequencies or something?  I held the book on my lap in one hand with a white-knuckled grip, nodding to myself as I said, “Ok, ok… I’m going.”
“Good.  Call me when you’re clear.”
I nodded again, saying, “Ok,” then absently disconnected and stuffed my cell into my pocket looked down at the book in my hand and turned to open the door, just to freeze, seeing Sader’s face inches away, tapping on the glass with that old hand cannon of his.  Rage burned in his eyes and a malice was radiating from him which soured the lines of natural energy around us and seemed to envelop me as his eyes went from my face to the book.
He growled, “Gun.”  He waved the gun from my face to the back seat and then back to me again.  It was true… how could he?  He was supposed to be protecting the people of the city, not… this.  I started to reach for the gun, hand shaking, and he pressed the barrel of his Colt to the glass, hissing, “Slowly.  Two fingers.”
I slowed my reach under my jacket and contemplated just for a moment to try to fire it, but it would be awkward, and no matter how fast I was, he could pull the trigger faster than I could get it out of the holster.  I pulled it out with two fingers by the grip and tossed it into the back seat.
He said as he motioned with the gun, “Good, now slide over.  You’re driving.”  As I slid over, my heart pounding, eyes locked on his finger on the trigger, he opened the door.  “That was the fucking sanctimonious Elves on the line, wasn’t it?  They can’t leave things well enough alone, always sticking their noses in where they don’t belong.”  Then he waggled the gun toward the back seat again.  “Cell.”
I pulled my cell out and tossed it in the back, wondering just how blind I was.  How did I not see this coming?  How could someone I liked and respected be capable of murder?  He nodded, “Good.” And just as he started to slip into the car, I heard a thwipping, whupping sound coming in fast from an improbable distance and he cried out in pain as a small throwing dagger embedded in his leg.
I could hear Rowan cursing himself a half block away as his feet pounded in a dead run toward us, he must have missed where he was aiming, but that was a hell of a throw, that he even hit Rashid from that far out.
Sader slammed the door, jamming the gun in my ribs, “Drive!  And don’t try any of that slamming-on-the-brakes bullshit.  I see one twitch and your innards are going to be your outards.  This will leave a hole in you a fucking baseball would fit through.”
I pulled away from the curb, jerkily, the adrenaline in my system making fine motor control a little tricky, but oddly, along with it, I felt the panicked disbelief and betrayal bleeding away to some sort of strange calm as I asked, “Why?”
He was working his belt off with one hand and looping it awkwardly around his leg, then tightening it like a tourniquet and fastening it before yanking the knife from his leg.  His finger on the trigger tightened for a moment as he hissed in pain, I could hear the metal-to-metal inner workings of the gun scrape dangerously close to firing before he relaxed again.  There was a lot of blood on the seat, how much had he lost?
He jammed the gun back in my gut as he put on his seatbelt with his other hand.  He was making doubly sure I didn’t try that trick from all the police television shows.  “Are you kidding me?  Elves have it made in this world.  Everyone idolizes them.  They get everything handed to them, hell they don’t even have to work if they don’t want to, what with that friggin’ mountain of gold they’re sitting on.”
His face was red in anger, not in pain as he went on.  “Yet some of them are even more arrogant than the others.  Instead of embracing the fact the world is given to them on a silver platter, and that every single working schmuck, every human would give their left nut or even kill to be offered that.  But they refuse it.  That’s a slap in our faces.  They don’t deserve it.”
He motioned his hand to the book.  “It was like a gift was given to me when I was on the team investigating the drive-by that resulted in the fire at the Gillman’s, and I stumbled upon this in a stone cranny in the basement that was built like a fortress.  Just looking inside I knew what I was seeing. They were part of the Shadow Network and this was a list of all the hidden Elves who refused what every man and woman wants… and I could do something about it.  Punish them all for their arrogance.”
“Two of the bodies still haven’t been found.”  He seemed proud of that fact, and then he hissed in pain when he readjusted his leg on the seat.
Then he chuckled and looked directly at me, at the side of my head as if… was he looking at my ear?  “And imagine my surprise when the name of the green recruit in the Academy, the Hexer who was just graduating, was on the list.”
He shrugged and said, “Turn here.”  I looked from the road to him.  That was toward Central Park. I turned as he prodded, “You think I drew the short straw or something, being assigned as your partner? Nobody in Violent Crimes wanted to be saddled with a Witch.  But with the list?  Hell, I volunteered with the Captain to take you.”
He moved the gun from my gut for a moment to lazily move the barrel in a circular motion before jamming it back in, “How ironic was that?  I got to run you ragged, investigating my kills, while I got to save you for last?”  He shrugged. “But, change of plans.  Your Coven has just become a threat.  So we’re heading there now.  And it was kind of you to arrange for half the list of pointy bastards to be there too. I can solve two problems with one fire sale.”
He opened the glove box to expose two incendiary grenades.  I blurted, my eyes wide and that odd calm has gone in an instant, “You’re going to burn Clover House?”  I knew he actually couldn’t, well not easily with the protections our circle had on our home, but that fact that he would casually kill so many for his whacked out, demented justice he saw in his head, was… well it was frightening.
“Turn here.”
I turned, paralleling the park, heading up toward the North Wood.  My cell was buzzing incessantly in the back seat, and we had pulled so far ahead of Rowan that I couldn’t hear his measured breath and rapid footfalls as he ran after the car.
His brow furrowed, “What I don’t get… I thought you pointy-eared monsters couldn’t use magic.  How are you a Hexer too?  Was that all a lie as well, are Elves gaslighting us?  Or are you some other kind of freak?  Or…”  He smiled and nodded to himself.  “Your dad’s a Malefica, but your mom is on the list.  You’re one of those Halfling aberrations like that Killayla girl on the Aelftus Assembly, aren’t you.”
I glared at the man.  He was putting things together as fast as I was.  He chuckled at his reasoning, seemingly proud of himself.  I tried reasoning with him, “You’re a police officer.  You’re supposed to protect people, not harm them.  It isn’t too late to…”
“Shut up.  Pull over.”  He stuffed the grenades in his coat pockets.  When we stopped, he took the keys from the ignition then backed away, getting out and nudged the gun his way in a beckoning motion, “Out this way.”
We both turned our heads toward sirens starting up in the distance.  He explained as he jammed the gun in my gut making me wince at the force of it, “Hurry.”  He limped along beside me as we moved down the paths into the park, toward Clover House.
“They’re coming for you.”
He shook his head and put on an innocent look. “You don’t get it, do you?  Anything they think they have on me can easily be attributed to you too, as my partner.  I’m about to be the big hero here, stopping you, a rogue Elf who came to burn down her own Coven before they could complete the tracking spell.  And you took out a group of other Elves who were on your hit list before I was able to take you down.  They’ll give me a medal for this, and you?  Well, you’ll join your Coven in hell.  Too bad, I sort of like you.”
My blood ran cold and a foreboding shiver went down my spine.  Could he really spin it like that? Surely not, even if he could convince everyone that Dianda was mistaken, Rowan saw him threatening me, and… or could he just say he was trying to arrest me?
Was Sader some sort of self-made supervillain or something, this couldn’t really work, could it? And as much faith as I had in the defenses of Clover House, people could still be hurt.  What happened to him in life that he was so angry that he’d kill so many?  Had his years on the force deadened his humanity and morality so much?
Well, I wasn’t going to help him just waltz into my home away from home.  I grew up in the halls of the Coven house just as much as my family’s apartment.  And the rest of the circle was my extended family.  Pains in the ass at times, but family.  And I was sure Dianda had called them when she couldn’t reach me again, with her suspicions about Sader.
So here was my chance.  I tripped on a tree root as we moved through the darkness I could actually see fine in.  And as I rolled to my feet I drew my backup sidearm.  He fired twice, as I spun away behind the tree, and those .45 shells tore huge chunks from the tree and bark, making the oak shudder and I winced in pain, my sensitive hearing causing me to see stars.
I rolled out and fired four shots, but even injured, he was fast and experienced as he dove and rolled away, one of my rounds impacting his chest.  He fired another round as he tore at his coat, revealing a bulletproof vest with my round flattened against it.  The dirt exploded around me from where I had just been, the enhanced speed afforded me by my blended blood disposition saving me from a hole in my own chest you could drive a sanitation truck through.
He had three shots left and I had four with the small magazine in my weapon.  I just had to stall as I heard more sirens closing in on the park.  As I hid behind a concrete trash can I looked through the trees toward the city beyond, gauging the approaching, strobing red and blue lights.  In my moment of distraction, I heard shells tinkling to the ground the sound of a speed loader being inserted, and the cylinder being snapped back in place.  He had reloaded.
“Come on, Vosh, or should I say Bancroft?  Your pea shooter against a real gun?  It’s over.”  He fired once to punctuate his point, and the concrete can shattered. Pieces of it struck my back causing me to almost sprawl on the ground.
I didn’t feel any pain, it was more like a big thump of a large piece of the concrete shoving me, and I didn’t have a hole torn through me, but still, holy hell that thing he was sporting around was a monster. So I did the smart thing and ran with all the enhanced speed I could pour on.
I heard the deafening boom of his gun again, but he couldn’t track me at this speed in the dark.  The ground exploded a few feet behind me as I slipped into the denser part of the woods.  He was calling out as he jogged after me, “Oh Enid… man, your parents must have hated you to saddle you with that name.  You don’t have anywhere to go, we both know you’re heading for Clover House, if not to hide, to warn them.  Just stop and make things easier for us all.”
Damn.  For a psycho killer, he was smart.
Another shot rang out and the tree beside me exploded into splintered shrapnel that peppered my arm, the thick material of my trench coat taking the brunt of it, though it got torn up a bit.  Damn him.
I returned fire, winging his left arm as he dove aside too late.  I heard a muffled “Fuck!”  Then he fired his remaining rounds.  I could hear him fumbling for another speed loader after his shells tinkled to the ground.  I poked my head around the corner and started chanting as I pulled in the natural energy swirling around the living forest inside the concrete jungle of one of the biggest cities in the world.
He looked up as he slammed the speed loader in then tossed the carrier as he snapped the cylinder back in place while my voice fractured and coalesced into overlapping whispers, vibrating in and through the harmony of nature, as I made a plea to the very air around us, my head splitting from the Majika burn I still hadn’t fully recovered from yesterday, making my eyes water {Ventus et aer, Exaudi orationem meam, Suscipe anhelitum inimici mei.}
I screamed as I pushed some of my own life into the casting which was bigger than anything I had any right attempting.  Any other practitioner would be able to do something like this without too much discomfort… maybe.
The fallen leaves on the ground between us swirled as I concentrated on the minuscule whirlwind in my mind’s eye as it settled around him.  He started to gasp, his breathing becoming labored as the vortex, no bigger than his head, caused a negative pressure zone that sucked the air from his lungs.  I couldn’t completely suffocate him, since, as I said before, Majika isn’t an explosive or powerful magic like on TV.  But I could make him work for each breath, and stop him from being able to concentrate on aiming at me.
I was diving and rolling when, as he gasped for air, one hand on his throat, his blood-soaked arm dripping in wet spatters down onto the brown leaves, painting them with red drops, his other hand swung that mini howitzer my way and unloaded all six rounds, each barely missing me.  It caused my concentration to falter, allowing him to breathe just a little easier.
He dug around in his pocket as I started to raise my gun, and he pulled the lining out of the pocket, a single-speed loader fell to the ground, apparently his last one.  And my shot, which I had aimed center mass at the middle of his bulletproof vest, whizzed over him when he fell to the ground to pick up the speed loader while he flicked out his cylinder, emptying the spent casings.
Regaining my wits and stabilizing my will and my voice, I continued the chant, the fractured whispers becoming more intent as he slammed the loader home and tossed the carrier, my wind whipping his hair around.  He raised his weapon and flicked the cylinder into place as he gasped and labored to breathe.  He was one tough son of a bitch.  I was getting worried I’d have to drop my charm, since for something like this, I needed line of sight so I could see where the whirlwind was targeting, and I couldn’t hold it and dive for cover behind a tree or rock at the same time.
But then the whispers split again, doubling then redoubling, over and over, gaining in intensity to a whispered roar.  His eyes bulged as the gun fell from his fingers, to grasp at his throat, his complexion going pale as he gasped in a barely audible wheeze when twelve forms stepped out of the woods, each with a hand raised toward him, chanting and adding their voices to the favor I was asking of nature, compounding the effect to more than the sum of all our power alone stealing every bit of air from Rashid’s lungs.
My Coven was here!  Our full circle was of one mind, and he stood no chance.
He stumbled and turned to run, but a dark blur slammed into him from behind, sending the two forms violently to the ground.  They rolled once and Rowan wound up on top, kneeling on Sader’s back, both arms pulled behind him, one at an unnatural angle as the Riibari slammed Rashid’s head into the ground, knocking him unconscious.
We stopped chanting, being of one mind, and the wind swirled past us, caressing us playfully on its way to dance in the sky once more.  Rowan looked up, a smile on his dark face as he said, “Sorry I’m late.  Looks like you all had everything well in hand.”
As he was zip-tying Sader’s arms and legs together behind him, I turned to Yvonne, “You came for me.”
“Of course, child, you’re one of ours.  We felt you struggling out here.”
“I’m thirty-three.”
“Don’t argue.”  She smirked at me, then her smirk dropped to be replaced with genuine concern as she stepped up to hug me tight to her, “Are you alright Enid?  That pleasant Riibari woman filled us in.”
I started chuckling without humor when my ears picked up movement around us, and a dozen NYPD officers came bursting out of the trees around us, flashlights bobbing, guns drawn, “NYPD!  Nobody moves! Keep your hands where we can see them!”
I looked at a man with his gun pointed my way, my hands up.  I pointed down to my lapel. “Detective Vosh.  Stand down, everything is under control.”
The good old boys in blue.  Agatha preserve me,  I was so through with this case.
Sader was coming to and started struggling in vain, I just stepped up to him and crouched down to the hog-tied man who was bleeding from his various injuries, and said to him sadly, hat in hand as the others gathered around, “Rashid Sader, you’re under arrest for murder, among other things.  You have the right to remain silent, you have the right to...”


Chapter 13 – Knock Knock
It took seven days to sort everything out and to locate the other two Elf bodies Sader had stashed away.  It took some creativity to hide the ledger book from my colleagues while still preserving the list Rashid was using.  Well it was simple really, I just tore out the pages from the book that held those names to leave in his car, and the Riibari spirited the book back to the Reiners, promising not to let the Assembly get a hold of it.
The whole ordeal had me sinking into a depressed funk, knowing this man had thrown away all the good he ever did on the force with this vendetta that still didn’t make sense to me.  Dad was the one to tell me, “You never know what might set someone off.  Something we can’t begin to understand may make perfect sense to them.  It’s a mental health issue, and a true tragedy when someone experiences something like that.  This is an extreme example.”
I could see that, but what had me shaken the most, was that as a Malefica, we can sense things like that on the periphery, as an imbalance in the nature of people.  When someone is blatantly deceiving you, it sours their life energy.  It is what allows us Malefica to read a person so well.  It’s not like we have a built-in lie detector, it’s just the deep ingrained feelings of malice or deception that affect a person’s being that we can feel.
And Rashid?  It was almost as if he could compartmentalize that deep resentment he had for the Aelftus like he had virtually two distinct personalities since I felt none of that sour disharmony in his life energy until the moment he pulled his gun on me in his car.  Then it was almost overwhelming. How do you hide that from everyone you know?  Like he was living a separate life.
And the worst of it is, I’ll probably never understand.  He is currently going through a mental health evaluation to determine his fitness to stand trial, but he hasn’t said a single word to anyone since his arrest.  Every time I see him, he just glares at me like I’m the most despicable thing he’s ever laid eyes upon, and it hurts, he was my partner.
Mom shared, “I think some part of him wanted to get caught, sweetie.  Someone was bound to discover he was hiding evidence at some point and stop him.  It just happened to be you who drew that particular short straw.”
I’d like to think that, because I know there is a decent man inside of him, with all the years he’s watched after the people of the city it has to be true.  Was that decent man truly crying out for help inside of the monster he had become?  I guess we’ll never know.  At least the hidden Elves of the city can sleep peacefully now, safe in the fact that he’ll never see the light of day again.
Today held a pleasant surprise for me though, a bright point of light in the darkness.  I was called into Captain Hugh’s office before the end of my shift.  And again, he didn’t look to be a happy camper. Biting the inside of my lip, I wondered what I had stepped in now.  “Sit, Vosh.”
“Yes sir.”  I sat in one of the two uncomfortable steel frame chairs with plastic seats in front of his desk.  The awful seats gathered so much static electricity from my Majika that I was always shocked every time I shifted in them or got up.
He stood behind his desk, giving that look all commanders had when they were evaluating one of the people under him.  Though technically, I was under the command of the Interspecies Special Assignment Board, since I was placed in his department, he was sort of my supervisor for my duties in the Violent Crimes Division.
“You’ve been on the force for three weeks and you’ve arrested your first partner right out of the Academy.”  He sat, keeping his palms flat on his desktop which was littered with dozens of open case files.  “Nobody but McLeary is even interested in having you assigned as their partner now.”
“But it wasn’t my fault, sir.”  Even to my ears that almost sounded like a whine.  Wait, did he just say Detective McLeary, the Ice Queen of the 19th precinct, the woman with more closed cases than any other detective, wanted to be my partner?  The woman was a legend in Violent Crimes and she never worked with a partner.
So this was good news, I hadn’t messed up again in some way?  I smiled at the grumpy man. “I’m getting a new partner?”
He looked equal parts amused and frustrated, but not at me as he replied with a cryptic, “Yes and no.”  Then the little vein in his temple started pulsing as he ground out, “Someone has been talking to the Governor, who had been talking with the Mayor.  And in their great wisdom, they feel they can run my department better than I can.”
Then he gave a crooked smile that was there then gone in a moment as he shared an aside, “You’ve got powerful friends in high places it seems.”
“I’m sorry, sir?”  What was he talking about?
Then he stood at a light knock on his door, I stood too by reflex as he said, “Ah, good, you’re here.” He said to me as I was turning around to see a familiar, smirking face, “Detective Vosh, your new partner, Dianda Riibari.”
I blinked at her, dumbfounded as he made a motion to the chair beside me, “Please, Ms Riibari, have a seat.  I was just explaining your new disposition here to Vosh.”
She was all toothy grin as she sat, “Enid.”
“Dianda.”
Cap went on. “The higher-ups took note of how well the Aelftus Security Force worked with NYPD in this case.  Someone petitioned the Assembly that it should be commonplace for the two agencies to work together on cases that involve Aelftus citizens.  To that end, the Governor and Mayor have spoken with Evan Lane and Nita Haverson about assigning a permanent liaison between the Aelftus Security Force and the NYPD with the goal of interspecies cooperation in law enforcement.”
I was blinking in surprise at the mere concept of it.  Elves never cooperate in investigations. It was this string of Elf murders that prompted the Riibari to step in this time.  But someone had convinced them to agree to this liaison position?
Dianda supplied, “When we heard Miss Duffy was proposing it to the Assembly’s senior clans, I stepped in to volunteer the Riibari for the task, since we are outside of their chain of command… the Riibari are free.  And we can provide an unbiased bridge between the two forces since we have no agenda.”
Caroline was pushing this?
She shrugged, looking sheepish. “And I promptly put my foot in my mouth, since they pointed out how well we worked together.”  Chuckling, she finished, “Soo, they took that as my volunteering for the position.”  She made jazz hands, “Taa daa.”  And added, “Partner.”
Wait, so they were both serious here?  The Elves were really going to cooperate in our investigations instead of stonewalling us like always?
Cap deflated and exhaled, sharing with sardonic felicitations. “Congratulations you two, you’re now the entire Aelftus Violent Crimes Division of the NYPD.  Now get out of my office.”
I did a double-take when I caught the man smiling before covering his mouth like he was thinking hard.  He rolled his eyes at me and made a shooing motion.  Dianda was just grinning at me, bumping my hip as we left his office. “Pleasant enough fellow, don’t you think?”  It was my turn to roll my eyes at her bait.  Then she rubbed her hands together and said as everyone stared at the gorgeous, but dangerous Elf in our midst. “Now where’s our desk?”
With my own chuckle, I said, “My desk is over here.  I don’t know where you’re going to sit.” Though I knew she’d likely be sitting at Rashid’s old desk that our crime techs had emptied out, which… made me sad, but not sad enough to taint the incredible opportunity we had here.
I smiled and said as she sat on the corner of my desk, while I scooped up my hat and damaged trench coat.  “You’re welcome to stay, but I have a date with a long, hot bath and a cup of coffee on my sofa at home.”
She seemed to find me endlessly amusing as she called after me as she picked up the glass glob I used as a paperweight to examine it, “Sounds good. See you tomorrow then… partner.”
Grinning I just casually waved a hand in the air without looking back as I started down the stairs. This was going to be awesome!
Later, after my bath, I sat in front of my television with my coffee in hand wearing my fluffy, terrycloth bathrobe, watching the latest Back Alley Conjurings episode.  I was contemplating calling Bonita to engage in our mindless commentary of the show as we watched it at our respective places, when, with my cup halfway to my mouth, I hesitated when my door buzzer sounded.  I glanced at the time.  It was eight o’clock, who was at my door this late?
I stood, placing the still steaming mug on the coaster, my mom got me into that habit, on the low coffee table and went to the intercom and pressed the button, “Yes?”
A rich alto sang out, setting off a tuning fork in my belly, and warming some of my favorite parts, “Knock knock.  I come bearing tacos.”
I sputtered out, “Caroline?”  My voice was a high-pitched squeak.  I tried to compose myself and sound cool as I buzzed her up. “Well, if you have tacos, come on up.”  Then I looked down at myself and panicked.  Caroline Duffy was here, and I was wearing this?  I squeaked in alarm and ran off into my bedroom to throw on some jeans and a tank top.
When I heard her approaching my door, I called out, “Come on in, I’ll be right out.”
I ran to my bedroom door stopped to compose myself, put on what I hoped was a winning smile, and stepped out into the living room as she stepped inside the front door. “Caroline, what are you doing here?  I mean, that sounded wrong.  I mean, it’s good to see you, umm…”
Her smile changed to one of guile and amusement as she held up a large bag that had the Mike’s Tacos logo printed on it.  The little taco and ramen shop is just down the block from my place.  Yes I know, tacos and ramen, but surprisingly it works.  I have some taco wrappers and Styrofoam ramen cups in my kitchen trash to attest to it. I think it was Mike’s attempt at a low-budget fusion restaurant. Funnier still is Mike is as Italian as they come.
She shrugged handing me the bag, then slipped out of her heavy coat and scarf, placing them on the coat rack beside the door before taking the bag back, her eyes scanning the apartment, and not seeing a table, headed to the couch to sit.
She paused when she looked up at me, her eyes widening a bit. “It’s a shame you hide those beautiful blues away like you do.”  The tips of my ears heated then I had to suppress a spike of panic, I forgot to put my contacts in when I threw my clothing on.  Then I willed that panic away, remembering that Caroline Duffy had already sussed out my true nature, and… it felt good not having to hide half of myself away from her.
Besides the Coven and the Reiners, Bonita was the only person who had been privy to my secret my entire life.  And now this beguiling woman and Dianda Riibari have become part of the tiny circle I could be myself in.  It seemed like my life was changing beyond my control ever since I graduated from the police academy.
She snapped me out of my reflection as she said offhandedly,  “Our last date didn’t end well, and I also sensed you were a little uncomfortable with the grand gesture and formal venue.  So I thought I’d go a little more... informal, this time.  And who doesn't like tacos…” She screwed up her face. “and Shoyu?  You got napkins?”
Sunshine, who got out of her cage again, swirled up the table leg to investigate the bag herself as I just blinked dumbly because Caroline Duffy, a billionaire, was on my couch with tacos.  Tasty tacos, but still.  Nodding, I went to the kitchen and grabbed some mismatched paper napkins from the stack from the various takeout deliveries over time, then scurried on over to her.
She patted the seat next to her and asked as she looked up to the television while she pulled a taco out of the bag, “What are we watching?”
My smile was betraying me as I sat next to her, setting the napkins down, and then tucked my hair behind my ear.  She cocked an eye at my bare feet, causing me to blush.  “You caught me just after my bath.”
She almost purred seductively. “Damn, I got here too late then.”  The way she was eyeing me had my heart fluttering, warmth flooding my body and me thinking all sorts of naughty thoughts.  Then she prompted, a smirk on her face.  “Taco?”
“Yes please.”
Best day ever.
The End
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Sample Chapter from my Elfed in New York series that prompted this book...
Chapter 1 – Day One
Running around my room, I grabbed my cell off the charger and my shoulder bag and slipped my LaunPad Tablet into it.  Dad called up from downstairs in his deep baritone, “Kia, come on, we have to get going if I'm going to get a good spot.”
“Coming dad!”  I darted out of my cluttered room, navigated the discarded clothing, from my earlier panic trying to decide what to wear for my first day, with practiced ease.  I slid to a stop as I passed through the doorway and took a step back in to check myself again in the full-length mirror beside the door that was partially obscured by all the sticky notes and articles from my research.
Checking out the loose white blouse and jeans again, I started to second-guess the casual look.  Should I be wearing a suit?  The studio didn't tell me if there was a dress code when they called late last night to tell me they wanted me to fill the open intern slot if I could make it in the next day at six in the morning.  Talk about short notice.
I babbled out thank you's and affirmations in an excited high pitched tone that may have reached supersonic, ending with a lame, “You won't regret this.”  Though I'm pretty sure they had already hung up by then, leaving me admonishing myself. “Dweeb out much Kia?”
This was the first step to me getting my dream job as a New York Channel 3 investigative reporter.  It's what I've been aspiring to the last six years to get my bachelor's degree as a broadcast journalism major at Havashire.  Yes, I said six years, not four.  Even though Havashire University is just a step above the community college I started in, we couldn't afford tuition at times so I had taken a year off a couple of times until my family was in better financial straits.
I looked back on the floor to the cheap navy blue pantsuit we picked up at Marsha's, the secondhand shop at the end of the block, but was startled by mom calling from their bedroom across the hall, “Killishia Abigail Renner, don't keep your father waiting.”
“Gah!”  I took one last look, ran a hand through the red hair I hated.  It was so... well so straight, bland, and flat to me, it wouldn't have killed the powers that be to have given me some body in it would it have?  “Going, mom.”
I waved through the open door opposite mine where mom was tucked in looking toasty and sleepy. “Bye mom, love you!”  She and the rest of the Jackson Heights here in Queens wouldn't be getting up for another few hours.  Such was the curse of dad's job.
Between dad's truck and mom's work as a seamstress down in the tailoring co-op in the warehouse just a few blocks away, we barely made ends meet.  I did all sorts of odd jobs and day work between classes to supplement our income and pay for my classes on a piecemeal basis.  So this position, a paid internship, was a godsend in many ways, not just furthering my career.
She called after me as I slid down the banister and leapt over the sleeping mass of fur at the base of the stairs, “Love you too, see you tonight sweetie.”
Barney lifted his head, smacking his jowls and yawning over the commotion.  Our big shaggy sheepdog, who I had found on the street five years ago, starving and with a broken leg was anything but active.  I smiled as he put his head down to go back to sleep.  If we had known how huge he was going to get, too huge for our tiny two-story shotgun house, we would have... ok, we still would have kept him.  He's family now.
I slipped under dad's arm where he was holding the front door open.  I pirouetted and weaved as I almost ran into Garcia and Teesha's bikes and toys they had left on our shared porch.  Then teetered on a toe at the edge of the steps as I noted there was a carpet roll laying diagonally across them.  The Lopez's had started the demolition of their living room when a safety inspector found rotted floorboards due to moisture they can't pinpoint the source of yet.
Spinning on my toe, and redirecting my momentum, I leapt over the carpet to land on the little concrete walk.  I've always been swift and nimble my whole life, it was the only thing that saved me in gym class.  You'd think a book nerd like me wouldn't have any physical prowess at all, but you'd be wrong.
Dad stepped out after me and cocked a brow, his piercing green eyes twinkling in amusement.  I got his eyes, but I would have killed to have mom's crystal blue eyes.  I mean, I loved Dad's eyes, they almost glowed, but how cliché was the red hair and green eyes I was saddled with?
He rumbled with a slight smirk, “Hyper much, Kia?”  Then he calmly stepped over the clutter on the porch and walked down the stairs by the railing to miss the carpet entirely.  Then he leaned down to lift it with one hand to the standing position it was probably in before the wind or something knocked it down.
I slugged his arm at the teasing.  Then I was rolling my eyes when I saw the curtains across the street move.  Seriously?  It's four-thirty in the morning, woman.  I waved with an overly large smile on my face just to vex her and let her know we saw her snooping.
Mrs. Clemens, the excessively nosy widow across the street always watched everyone on the street at all hours of the day or night, usually in suspicion.  I'm sure she suspected all her neighbors to be up to no good.  Except dad.  Like most of the women on the block, I'm pretty sure she had a thing for dad.  Eww.
Don't get me wrong, objectively, dad was a really good-looking man.  His dark hair coupled with his strong jaw and muscular build has set many a women's hearts atwitter.  It was just so wrong though, I mean, he's my dad and it was just wrong to see the flirty smiles even girls my age, in their early twenties, gave him.  Just eww.
He checked the EasyPass mounted on the windshield we'd need for the Queensboro.  “Saddle up.  Let's get this show on the road, shall we?”  I shook my head at him, praying he didn't start up with the dad jokes he did just to embarrass me as we walked around the food truck to do a quick visual inspection.  Dad licked his thumb and wiped some road dust off of the tabs on the license plate.
For how old the truck was, it was in great shape and the paint was well maintained.  The better the truck looks, the more business.  That's why he got a local graffiti artist to paint it last year for him.  The Cyrus' Mediterranean Cuisine signage looked awesome as always.
He unlocked the back door and we headed inside.  I had promised to help him do his prep work in exchange for a ride into the city.  News 3 was just a few blocks from the strip he liked to try to get a parking spot in.  The prime spaces were all filled by around six AM.  As old Gertie rumbled to life, I held onto the galley rail in the back as I inventoried all the supplies and equipment, so we could be in and out when we reached the storage facility Dad kept the supplies at since we didn't have room in our tiny house or our tiny lot to store them.
I called things out and finished with, “And the secret spice shakers are all almost empty.”
He called back, “I keep meaning to refill them.  Good catch, Itty Bit.”
“Daaaaad.”
He smirked as I slid into the passenger seat and buckled in as he turned toward Sam's Storage.  “Oh forgive me, I forgot you wanted to sound grown-up.  Miss Renner.”
“Daaaaad.”
Ok, he was just messing with me and we both knew it.  It was just our normal... what the heck?  As we pulled into the driveway of the run-down storage company, with its four rows of various sizes of storage lockers, we saw a huge banner was hanging on the sagging fence which was topped in rusted barbed wire.
It depicted a multistory building with “Coming Soon, the Havashire Business Center, reserve your space today.”  Then it had a date a month from tomorrow as the groundbreaking.
I muttered, “Seriously?  The Havashires?  Don't the Elves own enough already?  Now they're moving into our neighborhood?”
Dad shot me a look, eyes looking conflicted as he said, “I'm sure Sam has reasons for selling.”
I snorted and said, trying not to sound bitter, “I'm sure he did, like maybe the obscene amount of money they probably offered him for the land, or they found some dirt on him to leverage to convince him that selling was in his best interest.  Wasn't he just railing a couple of months ago how he'd never sell out?”
He sighed at the old argument, then said patiently as only a father could, “They aren't that bad, your University is one of theirs.”
He knew the buttons to press to take the wind out of my sails.  “Fine.  I know they aren't all trying to buy up the world.  It's just that the ones who do, don't care about the people or communities their businesses disrupt who ruffle my feathers.”
He closed his eyes for a second like he was centering himself.  “Just... can you just promise me you'll keep an open mind about them?  They're simply people and families trying to survive like everyone else, and they come in all shapes, sizes, and temperaments like the rest of us.  They've always been here, working side by side with humans, hiding their nature because they feared what mankind would do if they realized that they weren't the only hominid race on Earth.  There's bound to be an adjustment period as our two peoples assimilate with each other now that Elves are out.”
I sighed and nodded. “Ok.  But so far, all I've seen is the entitled way they act.  And how the two families seem hellbent on dividing the world between them.”
He sighed and said what I already knew, “There's more than two families.  Being a budding journalist, shouldn't you know things like that?”
I smirked at his smirk.  “Whatever.  There are quite a few, though they won't confirm how many.  But only two seem to matter as they appear to hold some sort of sway over the smaller families.  They didn't have much information on their caste system in school.”
We got out at our unit and dad took a paper that was taped to the door, like on all the other doors as we drove past them.  He chuckled. “Eviction notice.”  I looked at it, and that's basically what it amounted to.  We had until the end of the month to clear out our locker or the contents would be forfeit, so the new owners could level the lot to prepare for the groundbreaking of the new business center.
The only other affordable storage that had any open units was over in Brooklyn.  We are always looking for more affordable spaces to save a few bucks.  And that meant paying double for the month while we transfer the supplies to the other unit.  We didn't have the funds for that.  I wonder if I could get an advance on my pay to cover it. Not something you want to broach with a new employer on day one.  At least I'm going to be making more than I was getting with temp work, so maybe we'll be ok.
With this hanging over us like a shadow, we didn't talk much until we crossed over the bridge into Manhattan.  We'd be ok, right?


cover.png
COVEN TALES

Gr|m0|re One Rlood and Secrets
.

L ]

7 i = . . '

S nia Laun

ﬁ’d Erik Schuba;sl’: oy

L





js/kobo.js
var gPosition = 0;
var gProgress = 0;
var gCurrentPage = 0;
var gPageCount = 0;
var gClientHeight = null;

const kMaxFont = 0;

function getPosition()
{
	return gPosition;
}

function getProgress()
{
	return gProgress;
}

function getPageCount()
{
	return gPageCount;
}

function getCurrentPage()
{
	return gCurrentPage;
}

/**
 * Setup the columns and calculate the total page count;
 */

function setupBookColumns()
{
	var body = document.getElementsByTagName('body')[0].style;
	body.marginLeft = 0;
	body.marginRight = 0;
	body.marginTop = 0;
	body.marginBottom = 0;
	
    var bc = document.getElementById('book-columns').style;
    bc.width = (window.innerWidth * 2) + 'px !important';
	bc.height = (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont) + 'px !important';
    bc.marginTop = '0px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnWidth = window.innerWidth + 'px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnGap = '0px';
	bc.overflow = 'visible';

	gCurrentPage = 1;
	gProgress = gPosition = 0;
	
	var bi = document.getElementById('book-inner').style;
	bi.marginLeft = '0px';
	bi.marginRight = '0px';
	bi.padding = '0';

	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;

	// Adjust the page count to 1 in case the initial bool-columns.clientHeight is less than the height of the screen. We only do this once.2

	if (gClientHeight < (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont)) {
		gPageCount = 1;
	}
}

/**
 * Columnize the document and move to the first page. The position and progress are reset/initialized
 * to 0. This should be the initial pagination request when the document is initially shown.
 */

function paginate()
{	
	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this
	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.
	
	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	
	setupBookColumns();
}

/**
 * Paginate the document again and maintain the current progress. This needs to be used when
 * the content view changes size. For example because of orientation changes. The page count
 * and current page are recalculated based on the current progress.
 */

function paginateAndMaintainProgress()
{
	var savedProgress = gProgress;
	setupBookColumns();
	goProgress(savedProgress);
}

/**
 * Update the progress based on the current page and page count. The progress is calculated
 * based on the top left position of the page. So the first page is 0% and the last page is
 * always below 1.0.
 */

function updateProgress()
{
	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	//To prevent 1 page chapters from not reflowing to additional pages when increasing the font size:
	if (toSize > 1) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}



