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They were late. Sighing, I shifted my weight. The cold lamp post was beginning to dig into my back, and I was growing irritable. Was it really so hard to show up to a business deal on time? 

Looking over my shoulder, I saw a trio of beautiful naked women with porcelain skin and waist-length chocolate brown hair cavorting around the stony beach. Rolling my eyes, I turned my attention back to the broad road in front of me. Petr and his friends were meant to have been there fifteen minutes ago. The selkies' laughing increased in volume as they turned up their cavorting. A group of teenage boys were slowly edging closer. 

Sure, the selkies were stunning, but they were also predators. They weren't as vicious as their horse counterparts, kelpies, but they still enjoyed the taste of human flesh. Every now and again, men got lucky and were released once the selkie had grown bored, but most of them were never seen again. It wasn't as though this was some hidden information only a select few knew, either. They taught you about it in school right alongside geography and maths. 

A high-pitched whining engine raced down the main drag towards me. I levelled the driver with my best flat glare. The expensive sports car was supposed to be impressive. I was anything but impressed. Petr screeched to a stop in front of me and casually got out of the blood-red low-slung car with a shit-eating grin on his face. I maintained a poker face as I watched him. The area around us was quiet, perfect for a deal like this to go down. The waves washed over the large pebbles, forming a peaceful background symphony for what was about to go down.

I didn't need to be a witch to know that he'd brought friends and planned on screwing me over. Pushing off from the lamp post, I stood up straight and strolled over to the millionaire. I could hear Castor's voice in my head telling me that he'd told me as much and I shouldn't have wasted my time on Petr. I hadn't been able to figure out what type of supernatural Petr was. They had some weird and wonderful creatures in Russia. There was still a little hope that whatever he was had some honour. 

"Lily, you look beautiful," the Russian said with a soft accent.

"Cut the shit and give me my money," I said drily.

I hated when people were late, and I saw no reason to maintain the silky facade when he had goons edging in closer. 

He wasn't much taller than me with oily black hair slicked back highlighting his round face and long nose. His thin lips pressed together, and his small eyes darted to the left. I could feel them. A pair of bear shifters. Great. Judging from the expensive suit, which was a little too snug around the waist, Petr didn't expect to get his hands dirty. Unfortunately for him, there was little I hated more than cheats.

"You have it?" Petr demanded.

He'd dropped the nice facade immediately, and I appreciated it. Those games were exhausting when we both knew the ending was bloody.

I pulled the brilliant blue orb out from the bag which hung near my hip.

"I've never broken a deal," I said.

There was still a small chance that the deal would go through and I could continue with my evening plans. He nodded and reached for it. I side-stepped easily. The bears were closing in. I was aware of the movement of great hulking men in the periphery of my vision. I supposed I should have been glad it wasn't a pack of hyena shifters, or alligators. A past client had paid me a good sum to drag an alligator shifter back to her. The shifter had reneged in a deal. Never again. They were mean far beyond reason, and whiny in the cooler climates. The Fae Isles very firmly fell into the cooler climate category. 

"Give me my money," I commanded.

"I can't do that."

He almost sounded sad. Almost. 

I sighed and made sure the orb was secure in my bag. That thing was worth an easy quarter of a million, and it had taken me two weeks to track it down and acquire it. I wasn't going to let some bear break it. 

"You know, you could have just kept our agreement. I gave you a fantastic deal," I said as I pulled my sword from its sheath.

Petr's eyes widened in horror. I'd wrapped a glamour around the long sword and sheath to hide it from normal people as I wandered the streets of Brighton. It wasn't unusual to see bounty hunters and the like wandering around with more weapons than you could shake a stick at, but I wanted to pass as a nice businesswoman if I needed to. 

The bears closed in around me. Rolling my shoulders, I flashed them a big grin and prepared to kick their asses. 

"You can still walk away, you know," I said.

The biggest of them was a brutish man standing over 6'6 with shoulders twice as wide as my own. His hair was shaved almost down to his scalp, and his dark eyes burned with malice. He bared big ursine teeth at me and growled. 

I wouldn't kill them if I didn't have to. I wasn't a monster. 

The two of them weren’t used to fighting as a pair. They were brawlers, massive bear paws at the end of still-human arms flying wildly, but they were used to their size being enough to solve any problem without needing the support of their partner. They tripped over each other, bumped shoulders and snarled, all while I quietly dodged, sword ready to end the fight but hoping they would recognize the futility of the whole thing.

At the end of the day, I may not have been an elven duellist, but they were street toughs. I had no idea what Petr thought he was playing at by bringing them, but if he really thought they were going to take the orb from me I’d be insulted. 

After a minute or two of frantic motion, they were growing tired and pissed off, and the more things escalated the more they fought each other. A few more minutes and I’d probably have been forgotten, but I saw Petr edging towards his car, and that meant the fight had to end. I made one long spiral slice around myself, splitting one bear’s the arm in half from elbow to paw and catching the other across the knees, slipping easily through both kneecaps and leaving him to collapse screaming. I finished with a flourish to the temple of the first man with the flat of the blade, hard enough to daze him and ensure he didn’t decide one arm was good enough to continue on.

Neither would die, but even with shifter healing they wouldn’t be in fighting form anytime soon. Petr sped up his run for the car, but it was clear from his face that he knew it was futile. He still had a good twenty metres to go when I caught up and made an elbow thrust into the back of his neck, severing his spine and ending his life with no more than a gurgle to stand testament to his illustrious career as a swindling dirtbag.  
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I'd been planning on heading to Hot Shots to dance the night away with a stranger. The bears had ruined my mood, and my shirt, even if killing Petr had basically been my good deed for the day. It had been a beautiful silk shirt flown in from Paris, and now it was blood-stained. I'd headed straight home, taking the coastal road around the edge of the city. The views of the waves rolling in over the pebble beach soothed my mood a touch.

A quick pat of my bag confirmed that the orb was just fine, so the night hadn't been a complete loss. There would be another buyer, and word would spread about what I did to Petr's pet bears. I parked my almost-brand-new Dodge Charger in my driveway and stalked inside. The moment I was inside, I stripped off the ruined silk shirt and bundled it into a small ball. I should have known better than to wear a favourite shirt to a deal with the Russian. His reputation wasn't great even if the money was good. Not that I needed the money, really, it just gave me an excuse to take on the riskier more fun jobs. 

A quick shower made sure that I washed off the feeling of sweat, dirt, and blood. I emerged from my bedroom in a silk short-and-cami sleep set to find Castor leaning against the banister outside of my bedroom with his arms crossed. 

"Petr didn't want to pay," he said victoriously.

"I know, you said he wouldn't," I said with a sigh.

The fox shifter watched me with warm golden eyes, his shock of deep russet hair messed up and showing he'd been napping while I was gone. He pursed his lips slightly, but he bit back the 'told you so' and smiled. 

"At least you're not injured," he said gently.

Castor was my familiar. He had joined me on the fateful night my life changed. It had been him that had helped me understand and learn the full extent of my magic, new and old. He had taught me how to be the thief and bounty hunter that I was. The fox didn't always approve of my decisions, but I could feel the caring and affection rolling off him even when he tried to be pissed at me. He was the big brother I never had. 

He looked to be a couple of years older than me, putting him in his late twenties. Shifters aged slowly, though, and he wasn't an ordinary shifter. My guess was he was at least a few centuries old, not that he'd ever tell me. 

"Are you joining me for ice cream and a movie?" I asked as I started down the stairs.

"Of course," Castor said with a smile.

He claimed the indulgent cookies and cream ice cream while I took the sour cherry. It was the real deal made from cow's milk, which meant that it had been far from cheap. The fae adored cow's milk and cream, so they had made it a luxury item after the Fall by artificially inflating prices to an incredible degree. As the ruling class, they could do just about anything they pleased. On the Fae Isles, at least. There were some small farms that sold black-market milk and cream at (ironically) far more affordable rates, but they were usually caught and punished pretty quickly. The fae hated being crossed or disobeyed. 

Flicking through the channels, I thought about how much my life had changed over the last decade. The anniversary of the night that had changed everything had passed a couple of months back. I'd barely slept for the week around the anniversary, the memories haunted me. It was passing, though, and I was able to look at everything I'd accomplished with pride. 

Growing up had been difficult. The coven was strict, and none of the elders was a fan of me or my existence. I had to fight for every little thing. It was exhausting, but it had given me a resilience I'd needed when everything changed. Thanks to them, I had a large trunk of grimoires, which I had studied extensively, and a bank account with a few hundred million sitting in it. Unfortunately, I couldn't touch the bank account or let anyone know the grimoires existed. If anyone found out, they'd know who I was. They'd know I survived, and what I'd become.
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I'd earnt a few days off. The office remained closed, although I kept my work phone on hand in case someone had an emergency. Or a job offer I couldn't refuse. I'd built a good business and reputation as someone that could find anything or anyone. I preferred the acquisition jobs over the fixer jobs, but it was nice to have a variety. Acquisitions and fixer sounded so much better than thief and bounty hunter or assassin. Not that I had any shame about what I did; it just looked prettier on a business card.

Castor was lounging out in the window seat overlooking our garden and the ocean in his fox form. He'd screen my business calls for me and make sure that only people who were worth my time and attention received it. To look at him in that moment, in his adorable red fox form, you'd never think that he could wield great magic should he choose. Normal familiars could act as a battery and guide for their witch, but nothing about Castor was normal. He could have been a great witch and commanded awesome power, but instead he chose to sunbathe and steal my ice-cream occasionally. 

I headed out into the city and idly wondered what it had been like before the fae had stepped out of the shadows. The city was a vibrant melting pot. I'd been born and raised in Inverness. Brighton was the complete opposite of the Scottish city. Where Inverness was aware of its history and wore it proudly upon every grey stone, Brighton was brightly coloured and proud of every quirk and artistic leaning its inhabitants had to offer. 

Parking near the pier, I stepped out to see a puka strolling along behind the parked cars with neon yellow cat ears, a pair of violet and electric blue striped leggings, and a glittery gold shirt. He smiled at me, flashing sharp canines. I didn't want to think how much money he sank into keeping his ears dyed that colour. Fae hair was notorious for shaking off dyes. Whatever made him happy. 

The sky was growing heavy with thick grey clouds that rolled in over the increasingly violent-looking sea. A glance out over the white-topped waves showed a small group of mermaids frolicking. They were leaping out of the water trying to catch seagulls that were dipping and diving down towards the water before they flew upwards again. A small gaggle of pixies with their translucent wings pinned back to stop people from stealing the dust they dropped all the time had gathered on the sidewalk. 

I made my way along the sidewalk at the edge of the beach until I came to One Last Drop, a quaint cafe that I'd come to call my own. Settling myself down in my preferred corner seat with an excellent view over the beach and the ocean beyond, I ordered my normal pot of tea with two scones. The waitress was a young human. He was new to the staff. His forest-green hair with deep-blue tips showed off his more creative flair and brought out his dark-blue eyes. 

Once my scones and tea had arrived, I pulled out my latest read and relaxed, knowing that I had nowhere else to be. My day was spent enjoying tea and scones while losing myself in an exciting thriller about a daring young sidhe and her trusty lynx-shifter sidekick. The storm had washed over the city, leaving deep puddles and a freshness in the air by the time I was ready to leave. 

Commuters had been and gone, leaving the city in a state of preparedness while everyone changed from their drab daywear into their night clothes. The clubs and bars were very popular throughout the city, even on a Wednesday night. As much as I was tempted to say screw it and head to the Jackal and Crown, I needed to keep myself on top form. That meant a two-hour work-out was needed before I could let my hair down and have any real fun. 

I'd tried working out first thing in the morning so that it was done. Everyone swore that it gave you a nice buzz and made you ready for the day. They lied. It left me sweaty and grumpy. I'd finally settled into doing it in the early evening. As much as I disliked it, I couldn't afford to skip it. I got into fights with shifters and stole from elite fae. Letting myself lose fitness was a death sentence. Castor had tried to convince me to give up the dull routine of it, but I couldn't afford to lean on my magic all the time. 

The fox was back in his human form and helping himself to the last of the apple pie I'd ordered in the day before. I wanted to be pissed at him, but I couldn't summon it. He gave me a knowing grin as he polished off the last bite.

"Must you do your boring routines again?" he asked.

"You could always join me."

He wrinkled his nose and lifted his t-shirt, reminding me that he had a perfectly sculpted six-pack under there. It was beyond unfair. I had no idea how he did it, as he seemed to spend his time eating and sleeping. 

"I'm going to the Jackal and Dagger once I'm done, coming?" I asked.

"I have plans, another time."

I smirked at him.

"With a pretty vixen?"

"A stunning half-kelpie actually."

"You always were a risk taker."

Kelpies were a vicious form of fae. They shifted into huge water-horses, which drowned and ate people. I wouldn't jump into bed with one, or half of one. I was pretty attached to my body in its non-eaten state. 

"I do like them wild," he said with a twinkle in his eye.

I held up my hand, not wanting those images in my head.

"Too much information."

He laughed and walked around me.

"It wouldn't do you any harm to get some," he said as he left the room.

He wasn't wrong, but I had enough trust issues to keep an entire company of shrinks in business for a couple of decades. If anyone found out about my past, I'd be screwed. The witches would try and hunt me down – some to kill me, others to claim my magic as their own – and the fae wouldn't be far behind them. Even a single night with a guy was a risk. Still, Castor wasn't wrong. It had been far too long, and the itch was starting to grow unbearable. Maybe it was time to find someone who had the good sense to ask no questions and walk away when all was done. 

[image: image]

The Jackal and Crown was a bar for people like me. Thieves, bounty hunters, and other people who didn't necessarily work within the confines of the law. I'd donned my favourite tight jeans and ankle boots, pairing them with a low-cut red shirt that hugged my curves. My kind of people were the most likely to understand the strict no-questions rules, and some of them were pretty damn hot. The kind of fitness our work required, not to mention the kind of cosmetic magic the money allowed for, had many upsides.

I walked through the magical security system that was wrapped around the old brick building. The web of magical threads ran over me, making sure that I was on the owner's list of acceptable people. The magic was thorough. It dug down into my own magic to check my signature against my life essence. There had been a few people who'd screwed around and tried to fake a magical signature of someone who was allowed in. Maggie hadn't taken very kindly to that. 

The interior of the bar was rough and homey. The floor had a few scuffs and more than a few old blood stains. Round dark wooden tables, which had seen better days, and heavy wooden chairs enchanted to root themselves to the floor the moment someone tried to use them as a weapon were evenly scattered throughout the square room. I wove my way between the tables, which were nearly all full. A lithe sidhe with platinum-blond hair and electric blue eyes lifted a shot glass of elven liquor to me in greeting. I gave him a small nod of acknowledgement. I'd procured some incredibly rare flowers for Varen a week ago. 

Perching on my favourite stool in front of the heavy, dark wooden bar, I glanced over the familiar range of alcohols sitting on the shelf behind the bar. There was a good range present, given the shelves covered the entire back wall. My particular spot looked over the whiskeys, fae and human alike. Chewing on my bottom lip, I tried to decide if I wanted something to savour and drink slowly or something cheap to knock back and help me find a lover for the night. 

"Lily, it's been too long," a rough voice said from my left.

I painted a warm smile on my face and tried not to grit my teeth. The tall muscular alpha wolf shifter looked down at me with warm caramel eyes and a small smirk. Elijah was the alpha of the Sentinels, a misfit pack that happened to specialise in the same things I did. The bastard was my biggest rival. 

To my dismay, he took the stool next to me and scooted it a little closer so his knee was pressed against mine. I didn't miss the way his pale jeans hugged his muscular thigh, or how his black t-shirt was a little too tight, flaunting his impeccably toned body. 

"How have you been?" Elijah asked in that smooth voice that always had a slight growl to it. 

"Wonderful, and you?" I said brightly. 

"I'll have a Nikka 12, double, no ice," I said to the barman.

Elijah had killed my desire to try and find a lover. I needed something I could take my time enjoying. A quiet voice in the back of my mind pointed out that shifters were known to be exquisite lovers. They were rough, sensual, and thorough. 

"Laphroaig Brodir, double, no ice," Elijah said. 

Of course, he had to choose a more expensive scotch. He couldn't help himself. I wasn't a fan of the Islays, myself, too much smoke and peat. 

"I secured the Smythe case last week, so I'm doing very well."

Damn him. I'd been trying to figure out who'd taken that from me. The Smythe case was an easy acquisition with a ridiculously good pay-out. The money didn't matter much. It was the fact he'd stolen it from me that pissed me off.

"Congratulations," I said with a smile. 

"I heard about Petr last night. It's such a shame you have to lower yourself to clientele like that," he said with fake sympathy.

He put his hand on mine and gently caressed it. I resisted the urge to yank it away. His warm calloused hand sent my mind to sinful places, the feel of it against my more sensitive skin. It really had been too long if I was starting to think of the infuriating alpha like that. 

"You know me, I do enjoy a good fight now and again," I said as I took my whisky from the barman and paid him. 

"And you're quite beautiful in combat, too," Elijah said as he leaned in a little closer. 

His hand brushed over my thigh as he turned his attention to the barman and his scotch. I took a sip of my own whisky and closed my eyes, holding it on my tongue, allowing the taste to unfurl fully. It opened with a beautiful taste of butterscotch and poached pears. As it sat on my tongue, it opened up, revealing a rich buttery oak with just a touch of smoke and leather. When I opened my eyes and swallowed, I was left with a lingering taste of spice and a little cocoa. It was exactly what I needed. 

Elijah was watching my face, his eyes dancing as he breathed in the scent of his own scotch. I should have been embarrassed, but I refused to feel shame about enjoying things. 

"I heard the pack was moving down to Cornwall," I said casually.

Elijah laughed, a melodic sound that easily filled the increasingly small space between us. 

"Why would we do that when we have such a good reputation and base here?" 

Because that would have made me extremely happy and opened up my own client base. 

"It did seem like an odd rumour," I said with a shrug. 

Elijah's smirk returned. "You'd miss me."

I rolled my eyes. 

"How do you fit your ego through the door?"

The golden lights overhead dimmed a little, drawing the shadows over Elijah's sharp cheekbones and strong jaw and deepening the colour of his almost midnight-black hair. He was almost fae beautiful, but there was a roughness, an edge to him that made him far sexier than the otherworldly stunning fae could ever be. The problem was, he knew it. 

"Is it really ego if it's based on fact?"

I laughed. To my irritation, his entire face lit up as he grinned roguishly at me. 

"Yes, I'm afraid it is."

"You should laugh more often. It's good for the soul," he said softly. 

A shiver ran down my spine as the alpha bravado slipped for just a second and I saw gentle affection shining in his eyes. It snapped back into place as he took a sip of his scotch and flexed his arm, reminding everyone just how powerful and toned he was. He was the last person I should have been looking at like that, but damn him I couldn't help myself.
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Elijah had remained next to me for the duration of my time in the Jackal and Crown. I'd left after only one drink, not wanting to give him anything to use against me. Castor made his way home somewhere around lunch time the following day. I'd finished reading my book, cleaned the house, and restocked the cupboards by the time he walked in through the front door. He gave me a lazy grin. 

"Well, your head's still attached," I said.

He laughed. 

"You need to find yourself a half-kelpie. You'll be a new woman by the morning."

My mind flitted back to Elijah, the wicked glint in his eye as his hand grazed my thigh. 

"You already found someone!" Castor accused me.

"Any new work? Or am I free for the day?"

Castor pulled his phone out.

"You have an appointment in a couple of hours. A ‘Vivienne Briggs.’ A retrieval job. She refused to tell me exactly what you needed to retrieve over the phone."

A retrieval meant someone had had something expensive stolen from them and they needed it discretely returned to them. They were usually good fun, as they required sneaking, and there was the rush of stealing from another thief. 

"I am going to sleep. Don't expect me to surface until tomorrow," Castor said.

"What if I need my trusty familiar for something?" I teased.

"I hear the internet has everything you might ever need these days."

"What I'm hearing is I don't need to keep feeding you expensive ice cream and letting you live here rent free..."

He narrowed his eyes at me. 

"We both know that if you really needed me, I would appear in a glorious puff of smoke."

I raised my eyebrow.

"Fine, I would emerge from the closest shadow. It sounded better the first way though."

"Maybe you can work on the whole puff of smoke thing between your strenuous bouts of work," I said with a grin.

"Mmm."

Castor went upstairs to his room, and I knew I wouldn't see him again until the next day. He'd forwarded me what scant details he'd gotten from the client. She was a wealthy sidhe with connections to the courts, although she didn't engage directly in the politics herself. I hated getting too close to the fae courts. They were complicated and far too prone to attempted assassinations. It looked as though she was far enough from them to keep me safely away from all of that. 

I pulled out my laptop and had a quick search of the general public internet for news about big thefts. Nothing popped up. Next came the hidden groups and sites where people like me visited. There were a few hints and whispers about something big having gone missing, but no one shared details. She'd kept it all thoroughly hidden, which meant she'd expect me to be very discrete. That could be exhausting. I was soon hoping for a quick and easy job. 

My office was about half an hour away from home, and I hated being late for a client. It made an awful first impression. Dressing in a flattering slate grey suit which brought out the green in my eyes, I headed over to the office. Traffic was light, thankfully. I made my way through the heart of the city, where colourful graffiti graced the walls down near the coastline. Some people hated it, but I adored the vibrant art. Each piece was a complete work that covered an entire building. The two people reaching across a wide forest always caught my attention. Maybe I was lonelier than I liked to admit. 

It hadn't been easy living the way I did. I hadn't been able to risk any real friendships, other than Castor who I suspected knew more about what had happened than I did. If it did all come out, then those friends would be in mortal peril, and I couldn't face having that on my conscience. The best-case scenario was the witches tried to have me condemned to death after they stripped me of my magic. They would never believe what had really happened, and if they did then they'd want to chain me up and steal my magic as their own. 

Witches were almost as cut throat and brutal as the fae. They were dedicated and loyal to their bloodlines, but anyone outside of that was game. Whatever it took to preserve the purity of the bloodline and grow the coven businesses. As far as I was aware, everyone believed that night was an awful accident, a ritual gone terribly wrong. While it pained me to not have access to the money the coven had locked away, it was better that way. I could live my life as though the backstory I'd invented were real. 

People thought that Lily Harper came from a small coven in Dartmoor. They had decided to move to Norway, where they'd been offered an incredible business opportunity. Being sixteen and of no real importance to the coven, I'd left and struck out on my own in Brighton. It was easy enough to believe, as I was in fact a witch, and the coven I told them I was from had in fact moved to the heart of the Norwegian wilds where no one could contact them and check. 

I pulled up in front of my office building. It was a sleek modern building with lots of steel and glass. The beauty of Brighton was how eclectic it was. The faux palace in the middle of the park didn't stand out amidst the older brick buildings, the winding narrows, and the other strikingly modern glass and steel buildings. It all came together to form something distinctly Brighton.
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Vivienne Briggs was an older sidhe, somewhere close to a thousand if I had to guess. Her delicate bone structure complete with painfully sharp cheekbones was flawless. The fae were all beautiful, but the sidhe were striking with their fine bones and sharp, often jewel-toned eyes. She brushed her hands over her knee-length silk skirt and waited for me to gesture to the high-backed leather chair on the opposite side of my broad oak desk. 

"Ms. Briggs, what can I help you with?"

"They tell me you're the best, and you're discrete.” She spoke with a very soft Dublin accent. 

"I am, yes."

She gave a small nod and rested her hands in her lap, sitting with her back straight and her chin raised. Her dark-brown hair shone with a deep red tone in the afternoon sunlight, giving some warmth to her otherwise cool complexion. 

"They stole two items. A vial of unicorn blood, and a shadow stone."

I maintained a poker face. Unicorn blood could be used to break any magic, including that running through someone's veins. It would make any fae very ill and stop a shifter from being able to shift for anything from an hour to a week. It was potent and incredibly rare. The shadow stone was more difficult. It was supposedly a hardened and purified piece of pure shadow taken from the shadow plane. I wouldn't know if that was true without laying my hands on it. People believed it to be true, but shadow walkers such as myself were so rare no one could tell them otherwise. 

I noted that down in her file on my laptop. 

"Do you have any enemies or suspects?"

Her jaw tightened, and she remained silent for a long moment. 

"I would rather not cast aspersions when they might be wrong."

"I understand that, but if you have a known enemy then it would be a logical starting place."

"There is no one person who stands out. Many people would like to get their hands on those objects, though."

I made a note to look into Ms. Briggs' connections around the fae circles. There was clearly at least one person that she had in mind, and if she wasn't going to tell me herself then I'd have to start digging. 

"Was there any evidence?"

"None that I could find. I'm having a party tonight, but you may come over tomorrow and inspect the area for yourself."

I tried not to wrinkle my nose. Who knew what the party would do to the scene. 

"Thank you, that would be useful."

"Eleven am."

I jotted that down. There was no point in bowing up in the road and trying to act as though I had lots of plans. People like her were used to the world revolving around them. 

"Is there anything else I should know?"

"No. That is everything I can think of."

She stood up and went to leave, any questions I might have had be damned.

"I take a fifty percent fee upfront," I said.

She stopped and slowly turned back towards me.

"Of course."

Reaching into her purse, she pulled out an envelope and handed it to me. I opened it to make sure that it was cash and not plain paper or something. It wouldn't be the first time someone had tried to trick me into working for free. My magical senses didn't show any signs of a glamour. It was real cash.

"Thank you. I'll see you tomorrow morning."

She have a sharp nod and left, closing the door behind her. I was getting the distinct impression that she was going to be a pain in my ass. 

The first thing I did was head over to the hidden parts of the internet and begin looking around for enemies she might have had. On the surface, she was a good upstanding woman that everyone adored. It took an hour to get beneath that and find her rivalries. She'd worked very hard to keep her reputation clean. Her ties to the courts were well hidden, but present. The enemies and rivals I'd been able to find were unscrupulous people. Those with a lot of money and very few ethics. 

My stomach growled. It was time to find some food and let this tick away in the back of my mind. I needed to tread carefully so as not to alert too many people to what exactly I was looking for. My phone buzzed. Castor had just texted saying he was getting us Chinese takeaway for dinner. I swear he read my mind sometimes.
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I spent another couple of hours digging around the less scrupulous corners of the internet to see who might have taken the items and came up empty handed. When I got up the next morning, Castor kept insisting that I go for a run before I went over to the client's house. 

"What are you up to?" I demanded.

It was seven in the morning, earlier than I really liked to be up, but I wanted to sink my teeth into the case. 

"I'm not up to anything. Don't you think it would be nice to start the day with endorphins and a few moments sitting on that concrete jetty you like?"

I narrowed my eyes at him.

"You know you're not allowed to bring women back here..."

"I am not trying to bring a woman back here," he pouted.

"Then what's your game?"

"Can't I look after my witch?"

He was leaning against the kitchen counter giving me his best wounded expression. I wasn't going to win this one.

"Fine. I'll go for a damn run."

I changed into my running wear and headed out along the coastal path, setting a quick pace for myself. Maybe it would help me figure out a connection or a lead to chase down. Really, I needed to get a feel for the scene where the items had been taken from. There could be important magical residue. The run was a few miles long, and I'd have to run back again. It was a good way to push myself and make sure that my endurance wasn't lacking. 

The ocean was relatively calm that day. The skies were almost clear, the brilliant pale blue a pleasant surprise. As much as I loved Brighton, it was very prone to grey and rain. I often wondered if that was why the city adored bright colours so much. People said that the fae lady who ruled over the city brought the rain in as she loved the grey velvet lining the skies. Personally, I preferred a nice sunny day, but I wasn't going to argue with a lady. And my weather magic was weak at best. 

Castor had been right, which bugged me. I slowed down and strolled to the end of the concrete jetty that I enjoyed relaxing on. The view out over the ocean was so relaxing. I could let my mind wander and work through any knots in my thoughts I might have developed. Settling myself down, I took the risk of dangling my legs over the edge. It was a risk, but a far smaller one as I was a woman. Mermaids only devoured men. 

Apparently, mermaids were all female. They bred with the men they stole before they ate them. It wasn't the worst idea - they got a post-sex snack out of it. Of course, the men disagreed. There were always some who thought they could get laid and then get away. I hadn't heard of any man pulling that off, though. The sea was the mermaids' domain, and no human stood a chance against them there. 

The glitter of a mermaid tail beneath the surface of the gentle waves caught my attention. I hadn't seen them that close to the jetty before. They could have been hunting a fish. There weren't enough dumb men to survive on. Suddenly, a cold hand wrapped around my ankle and yanked me down into the bitterly cold water.

My first thought was, “Don’t panic.” My second thought was to panic. Unarmed and underwater with a deadly oceanic predator was a worst-case scenario. I had no more than a couple minutes to get back to oxygen, and the fight would drag that number lower as oxygen was expended pushing my muscles to their limits. 

My body was unmoving as I was dragged down and out by the powerful tail of the mermaid. The drowning process was beginning. Some deeply instinctive part of me was thinking about water breathing spells. Water was partly oxygen, right? That idea was quickly dismissed. If it was even possible, it was way too complex to work out in the next two minutes. 

I reached out to the magic around me, hoping to find something I could use. The water itself held magic, but it wasn’t like I could just rejigger it into something dangerous. I filtered it out of my perception as best I could. Once it was no longer overwhelming everything around it, I quickly realized that there was substantial earth magic. The saltwater had earth magic in it, surprising amounts of it. The salt itself was earth, kilograms of it, all carrying magic. 

I grabbed onto it, gathered it in, and once I had enough to work with I encased the mermaid’s gills entirely in salt stone. Now we were both drowning. It didn’t put me at an advantage, but it was enough to start to even the odds. The mermaid, still holding me with one arm, began to claw at her gills, even more panicked than I had been. She’d never been without breath before. She could breath underwater and on land equally well, so this was the first time she’d ever been introduced to the experience of holding her breath. She began to swim to the surface with all the speed and power she could muster, both hands clawing at the water like she could climb a ladder to survival. I clutched her shoulders with every ounce of strength I could, dragged up and up, far further than I had realized we even were. 

Within seconds, we were back on the surface, the mermaid coughing and panting like she’d never tasted oxygen before. Her desperation had left her magical defences weak, and I tore at her life essence to bring myself back around. I didn’t know how long I’d been down there, but it was nearly too long. She’d be back in form before I would if I couldn’t get a magical boost immediately. Her fear and the monomania it bred gave me just enough time to bring myself back, and once I had I was ready to fight the kraken. 

Still attached to her back like the rescued landlubber that I was, I grabbed her in a one-handed choke hold and slammed my first into the side of her face over and over, blood tainting the water around us. She barely seemed to remember I was there, but when she felt her airway restricted she quickly remembered. 

With her gills still useless, she couldn’t take me underwater. She slapped at me with her tale, swirled in the water like a crocodile, did everything she could to put me back on the defensive, but she was too far gone. I’d stolen enough essence to make her weak, and she was still recovering from her first experience of drowning. There was nothing she could do as I continued to punish everything I could reach. Eventually, she relaxed and lay flat on her back, hands still clutching helplessly at my hold on her neck, bare breasts heaving with exertion.

“What the fuck is your problem?” I asked. When she didn’t answer, I continued, “Do I look like a horny sailor to you? Do I have a little white cap and a corncob pipe, maybe?”

“Don’t play dumb, you greedy bitch. You’ve won, it’s over. Take my stone and go back to your stupid dirt. I’d rather be dead than continue to listen to you.”

“Your stone? Your heart stone?”

She didn’t reply for a long time. When she finally did, I could hear the tears in her voice.

“I know you killed my sister for hers. I doubt she was the first, and I doubt I’ll be the last. I tried to make the world a better place, save the next mermaid who crossed your path, but that never works out, does it?”

“I didn’t do anything to your sister. I’ve never even met a mermaid before you.”

She laughed, a tiny bitter laugh that didn’t entirely cut through her tears. “Yeah, that figures. You people all look alike to me. Any chance you can fix my gills and we can pretend this didn’t happen?”

I was altogether dumbstruck. In thirty seconds we’d gone from ‘you greedy bitch’ to ‘pretend this didn’t happen.’ I would never understand monsters. I unwove my earth spell, dunked her back underwater harder than I had to, and swam for shore. 

"You didn't strike me as the type to swim in the sea," Elijah said as he looked down at me from the jetty.

It was petty, but I was freezing and pissed off. I pulled on the earth magic buried within the concrete and used it to bow the concrete up enough to throw his balance before I yanked on his leg and pulled him into the sea with me. 

He spluttered as he surfaced before he laughed at me. I hauled myself up out of the sea and stalked down the jetty. Mermaids were officially on my shit list. 

"If you wanted to see me shirtless, you just had to ask..."

I turned to see Elijah standing at the end of the jetty dripping wet with his shirt in his hand. His lightly tanned skin glistened in the golden sunlight, which only served to highlight how toned he was. Powerful shoulders melted into strong muscular biceps. His chest was firm and defined, and his abs would put a washboard to shame. He drank in my figure as I looked him up and down. I felt his eyes wander over my curves and realised that I was wearing a white shirt. I was almost as naked as he was. 

"White suits you," Elijah said with a grin.

I wasn't going to dignify that with a comment. Turning, I began pulling on the threads of sunlight magic all around me and wrapped it around myself to warm and dry my clothes while I set off at a gentle jog. The damn fox had better not have set that whole thing up. 
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Castor had been nowhere to be seen when I arrived back home. I'd changed into a sensible pair of jeans and knee-high boots with a fitted blouse to go over to Ms. Briggs' house. I only wore suits when I had no choice. Jeans were my clothing of choice. Unless I was acquiring something, then I wore my battle leathers. You never knew who or what you'd bump into. Plus, black blends in far better. 

I was unsurprised to find that Ms. Briggs lived in a large house on the far side of Brighton. The old white building sat upon a hill overlooking the city and the ocean. Four cars were sitting outside on the large driveway. I swore I recognised the sleek black sports car. Shrugging the feeling off and deciding it was just another rich person, I plastered on a smile and approached the heavy wooden door. 

The house was classical and uninspiring. The white was slightly grey and needed a fresh coat of paint. The rectangular windows were evenly spaced without any attempt at decoration. Small stout bushes lined the driveway but were also uninspired in their neat, mostly round shape. I was used to people with this amount of money flashing that money and having ornate decorations on everything. At the very least, they had rare and unusual flowers that required an entire team of gardeners to look after. 

A young woman in black trousers and shirt opened the door.

"Miss Harper?"

"Yes. I'm here to look at the scene of the theft."

The woman nodded and stepped to the side, allowing me to walk into the hallway. Dark wooden floors stretched out before me. The pale-grey walls were almost industrial in their tone. Brightly coloured pieces of modern art were unevenly scattered along the walls. I glanced at them as I walked by, but the young woman walked at a quick clip, which didn't give me much time to take in the details. Fae magic clung to the corners of the hallway. It was just residual from many fae walking the halls for decades or more. 

I was tempted to gather the threads up and tuck them away for later use. Fae magic was potent, and sidhe magic in particular was very versatile. Sidhe magic was almost a blank slate. When a fae used it, it changed to suit the fae personality. A talented witch could bend it to do just about anything they wanted. That meant it went for a lot of money when it was captured and sold. Of course, the fae hated that and did their best to ensure their magic never left their own hands. 

I was led into a large room near the back of the house. A black double door had been opened to reveal a square room with highly polished dark wooden floors. Pausing in the doorway, I reached out with my witch senses to check for any odd magical threads or signatures. Every magic user has a distinct mark they leave upon magic. It was entirely unique to each user. If you could identify it, you could find the person. 

Nothing stood out. There were the old fae threads hanging like cobwebs, but nothing else. Frowning, I walked into the room and looked over the details. The round table in the very centre of the room was bare and polished without so much as a scratch on it. A stiff couch in an awful yellowy colour had been positioned to look out of the two windows, which offered a view over manicured lawns. 

The windows were entirely intact, without a single thread of unusual magic there. I couldn't find any signs of forced entry, blood, or life essence. 

"How did the thief get in?" I asked.

"I don't know," Ms. Briggs said from the doorway. 

"When were the items taken?"

"At around 3:00 am. I was mostly asleep. A soft shift in the house's internal magic woke me."

"And you didn't investigate?"

"No, it was there and gone."

I pursed my lips and looked at the shallow shadows tucked in the corners. As far as I was aware, I was the only shadow walker in the city, potentially the country. My gift wasn't one that came from witch or fae magic. The shadows altered slightly when I stepped into them. It wasn't something a non-shadow-walker could detect, as far as I could tell. There was a tiny rippling of the shadow that took a few days to fade away again. I'd assumed it was where I had to distort it to step within it, but there was no one around to really explain the fine details to me. 

The shadows all looked to be smooth, unaltered. My stomach dropped a little. I hadn't realised that I'd been quietly hoping there was another like me. Someone I could talk to about it all. 

That left me with as much information and leads as I'd had when I walked in. None. This was going to be a very frustrating case.
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I was just walking to my car when a familiar magical signature brought me out of my ruminations. Looking up, I spotted Elijah strolling over to me. His hair was slightly mussed, and I hated that I wanted to run my fingers through it. Something was clearly wrong with me. He grinned at me. 

"Recovered from your swim earlier?"

"It was delightfully bracing," I said sweetly. 

"You really should wear white more often..." he said with a wicked smile on his face. 

I said nothing. I got into my car. The case was bugging me. I was back lost in my thoughts before I'd even turned the key in the ignition. It was rare that there was a thief good enough to leave absolutely no traces behind. They must have been using an entire array of magic. Something to wipe away their magical footprints, something for speed and silence. It was the entry and exit that really bugged me. They couldn't have been going up and down the damn chimney, after all. 

[image: image]

My night had turned up a small potential lead. Like so many things in the supernatural world, a deal needed to be struck. I'd gone into my office in my prettiest summer dress complete with a full face of make-up. The sidhe I was meeting liked pretty things. If I made an effort, it would be easier to bring him around to my way of thinking. He had said that he'd heard about a new guy in town, someone asking a lot of strange questions. 

James was five minutes early. He walked into the office without knocking. His black suit had threads of night sky woven through it, deepening the black and making sure everyone knew just how much money he had to throw around. Many women were awestruck by his brilliant violet eyes; I couldn't say that I saw the attraction. They only added to the otherness. 

"Lily, darling," he said with a purr.

"James, you look fantastic."

We exchanged air kisses. I hated air kisses. 

"It seems that you've become embroiled in a very interesting case."

"I must admit that it isn't what I was expecting."

He sat down in the seat in front of my desk. I perched on the edge of my desk and smiled at him, waiting for him to get to the point. 

"Someone new in town has been asking odd questions. Do you remember that awful case with the coven in Inverness? The entire coven was slaughtered one night?"

My blood ran cold. I fought to remain relaxed and mildly curious.

"I believe so. I was locked away in my own coven at the time."

"Yes, of course. It's hard for young witches to learn anything about the outside. Such a shame, really."

"That person was asking about the coven?" I pressed.

"Hm? Oh, yes. Rumours are that the coven had some rather interesting artifacts and books in their possession. I wondered if perhaps those were the same artifacts that you were currently hunting."

"You know I can't give any case details," I said with a pout.

"Just between us?" James asked as he leaned in and rested his hands on either side of my hips.

The urge to drive my knee into his chin was strong. The sidhe set me on edge. All fae were predatory, apart from maybe brownies. It was just who and what they were. I was quite comfortable around predators. But there was something else, something more insidious about him. 

"One little whisper and my entire reputation would be shot," I said sadly. 

He sighed melodramatically and, thankfully, leaned back in the chair. 

"Well, this person is apparently a rather talented witch. Was there perhaps some witch magic at the scene?"

"James, darling, we went through this. I can't tell you anything."

"Well, do let me know when everything is said and done," he said as he stood.

I stood and squeezed his hand.

"Thank you for your time and information. It doesn't seem connected at the present, but I'll let you know if it provides a breakthrough."

"I look forward to it. We'll have to do dinner some time."

"I'd love to. One day when I'm not so wrapped up in work."

Never. The idea of going to dinner with him was worse than swimming through a sewer naked. James left and closed the door behind him. I sank down into my office chair and took slow deep breaths. Why was someone looking into what happened with my coven? Nothing good came from this.
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I'd indulged in a large slice of chocolate cake with my lunch of fish 'n' chips. I needed something sugary to help shake off the shock that someone was looking into my old coven. I kept telling myself that people had poked at the story before, most of them trying to get their hands on the coven money. It was nothing. It would blow over as it had done in the past. Still, I couldn't shake the feeling that there was something different about this time. 

Elijah was sitting in my chair behind my desk when I walked into my office. I glanced at my door and saw that the bastard had picked the lock. I hadn't felt the need for high end security, as the building was wrapped in good security systems. Enough to keep anyone who meant me harm out. 

"I have a business proposition for you."

"How about we start by you getting the hell out of my chair."

He stood slowly, stretching as he did so. His t-shirt rode up, revealing the V that dipped down into his black pants. His black t-shirt with a flash of blue fire on it sat snugly over his muscular chest and tight against his biceps.

"Business must be shit if you can't even afford t-shirts that fit," I said.

He smirked at me and slowly walked around my desk.

"Don't worry about my business. We have an entire building devoted to our offices, rather than one little office."

Crossing my arms, I stared him down and waited for him to get to the point. My mood was foul thanks to the news James had brought.

"It seems that dear Ms. Briggs hired us both to look into the thefts."

I narrowed my eyes. My reputation was stellar, why would she hire someone else? It wasn't as if either of us was cheap. 

"I wasn't amused either," Elijah said.

"Well, you'll just have to explain to her that she already hired the superior acquisitions expert and you'll be returning her down payment," I said sweetly.

He laughed, a big delighted sound that sent warmth through me. 

"We both know I'm the best acquisitions guy here," he said, matching my stance.

Sighing, I refused to drop eye contact. It was a challenge that no shifter could ignore. I wasn't afraid of him or his big muscles. 

"Why are you here, Eli?"

"Elijah, my name is Elijah," he growled.

I smirked. It felt better than it should have done to get a rise out of him. 

"That didn't really answer my question."

"I propose that we work together."

"Why would I want you slowing me down?" I said with a laugh. 

"Because the alternative is that we work as rivals and I ruin that flawless reputation you're so proud of. I can hear it now, ‘Lily Harper beaten by the Sentinels. She must have been lucky before now.’ Everyone will come flocking to us."

I ground my teeth. He wasn't wrong. There was no denying that he and his Sentinels were talented. They had numbers and potentially resources on me. Still, I wasn't going to give up the case entirely. If nothing else, I was curious about who could get in and out like that. 

"We split the fee 50/50," I said.

He held his hand out.

"Deal. Although we'll work from my building. Wolves don't do well in small spaces."

I gripped his hand firmly and shook it, showing that I wasn't some weak little girl. 

"If you're going to make me drive to the cheap backwoods of the city, you can cover my lunches."

His eyes turned a paler shade of caramel where his wolf edged forward to challenge me. 

"Well, if you can't afford to feed yourself, then we'd be happy to."

As much as I was tempted to keep exchanging digs and quips, I was ready to get on with things. 

"What do you have so far?"

"You first," he said as he tucked his hands in the pockets of his pants.

"So you have nothing..." I said.

"I didn't say that."

"You didn't need to," I said with a victorious grin.

"Actually, I caught an interesting scent."

Damn. He did have something, and I was sitting there with jack shit. 

"Oh? How do you know it wasn't from one of Ms. Briggs' many guests?"

He cocked an eyebrow at me.

"Are you doubting my ability to track scents?"

"Some dogs are just meant to be lap dogs."

A deep growl rumbled in his throat. I smiled sweetly at him. Two points to me. 

"I'm sure. It was... unusual. Not something I've caught before."

"So you know that some weird shit went down?" 

"And what exactly do you have?" he said gesturing at me.

"I know that they used some very unusual magic, which means they have access to rare magics. Someone will have noticed that."

I was bullshitting, but I couldn't admit that I had nothing. The thief really must have had some spectacular magic to sneak in like that, though, so I wasn't completely wrong. That, or they were one of Ms. Briggs' guests that had stayed behind after the party. Even then, that didn't explain the odd magic Ms. Briggs felt, or how they got out without a sound or sign. 

"Come to my building, we'll begin research."

"Why exactly can't I research here?" 

He looked around my office, which I was quite proud of. The views were something I enjoyed in every weather, and I'd been careful to pick out the furniture which gave exactly the impression I wanted. The desk was heavy, sturdy, and simple. A small pattern had been engraved around the very edge. It was what oak tree magic felt like to me, wispy and heavy at the same time. The lines casually ebbed and flowed, widening and thinning at seemingly random points. When I was stressed, I ran my fingertips over that pattern and felt the stress ease. 

"Because I have far better resources in my building."

"Such as?" I challenged. 

"A talented computer guy, modern computers, and access to every magical database and social media site in existence."

"Bullshit," I said with a laugh. 

"Did you know that two knights were responsible for shutting down the supernatural zoo based in France? Or that they stopped people from looking into that coven that died in some freak accident in Inverness a decade ago?"

A heavy weight formed in the pit of my stomach. Why would the Knights give a damn about that? They were a coven of witches devoted to righting the wrongs of the world. They travelled around in pairs and dealt out justice to supernaturals that had hurt innocents. Many people didn't like their presence, but no one could deny that they were fair and unbiased, which wasn't something that could be said about many beings in the world. The bounty hunter companies included. 

"You're lying through your teeth. No one can get access to the Knights databases."

"We did," Elijah said with a feral grin.

If he was telling the truth, that would be a fantastic resource. I wondered if I'd be able to get access to it without his people knowing what I was looking at. I needed to find out who was looking into my old coven and why. 

"Fine. I suppose it won't kill me to trek out to the arse end of nowhere."

He rolled eyes.

"We both know my building is perfectly located."

He wasn't wrong, but I wasn't going to give him the satisfaction of agreeing.
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Elijah's building was older, formed of red brick and adorned with large square windows spread across the four storeys. His security system was advanced with complicated layers of magic woven into the very bricks themselves. I slowed my step slightly so that I could feel through the various webs. Many witches could see literal threads and webs of magic, which meant that the general consensus tended to be that this was the most correct perception. Magic, like so much else in reality, was a democracy where everyone got a vote and then the people who mattered decided the truth amongst themselves. They wove it like a tapestry or a spiderweb, apparently, but for me it was more a mingling of textures than anything I could see or define. Complex workings were like making biscuits in the dark. Everything that needed to be there had a feel in the magical senses of my mind, and when it was right it all had just the right consistency. The magic on his building was dense and globular, powerful and purposeful with nothing wasted. They had been designed to assess the intent of anyone who came near. Anyone who had any intention of harming anyone or anything within would find that the concrete turned to liquid and held them in place until someone freed them – a process the weaving would resist if the person doing the freeing didn’t pass the same test. It was an impressive spell. 

The interior was modern with clean crisp lines and a modern glass elevator offering views over the forest that surrounded most of the city. It was said that before the fae stepped out of the shadows and took control of the Fae Isles, the Isles were a very different place. The cities were larger, and the fae forests weren't present at all. Open fields were supposed to have surrounded Brighton on most sides. I couldn't picture it, myself. 

The fae had come out of the shadows and taken control of the Isles before I was born. Those who had been around before the Fall didn’t really talk about the time before. I’d bugged them about it as a little girl, but they didn’t like talking to me more than absolutely necessary. Not just about the time before, but about anything. Life in the coven wasn’t easy. No one had told me why I was pushed into the corners, dismissed, and kept away from so much of the rest of the coven. 

I’d been taught magic, but not with the other witches of my age group. There were always whispers, as though everyone knew something I didn’t. It turned out that they did. I’d been born to be a sacrifice. 

Turning my mind back to happier things, I wondered about the Fall and what it must have felt like. The fae had worked with the gods, who came out at the same time, to weave some magic that made people compliant about the new world order. Their lives and world changed overnight. It was hard to know how I’d have reacted to something like that. Suddenly, they had the creatures of myths walking the streets, coming out as owning businesses, and the entire political structure changed.

Those that still fought against the new situation disappeared very quickly. The fae cleaned the lands up, removing pollution. It certainly looked like they’d made huge improvements to the Isles. I might not agree with everything they did, but no one could argue it wasn’t clean and beautiful. The fae had kept the infrastructure in place to make the transition easier, since of course that benefited the fae and the businesses they had been growing since long before the Fall. It appeared that they had been planning the transition for at least a century. The fae and gods didn’t get along, but the gods had been equally as prepared.

Elijah's office was on the top floor. It featured a comfortable-looking brown leather couch big enough to seat six people. The coffee table was low slung in a modern black wood. The space was open and clean with polished concrete floors featuring a swirling silver pattern against the pale grey. A glass wall separated the waiting room from his actual office. It was a nice space. 

"Where's the pack?" I asked.

"Grabbing lunch."

He led me into his office and gestured towards the over-sized armchairs in a deep chocolate brown with brushed suede covering them. I settled myself into the one with its back to the corner of the room, giving me a clear view of the entire floor. 

"What do you know about the artifacts?" he asked me.

I shrugged.

"The same as you. Unicorn blood is rare and potent, the shadow stone is worth a lot and just as difficult to procure as the unicorn blood. Do you think the stone is really from the shadow plane?"

No. I didn't.

"I have no idea. No one can get to the shadow plane, so there's no way to verify. Given no one can get there, my money's on it being fake."

Something flickered over Elijah’s face. He was watching me very closely as though waiting for me to give something away.

“There are rumours that a handful of witches have been granted the shadow weaving ability.”

I laughed.

“There are rumours about everything if you look in the right corners of the internet. Some people swear blind that the earth is flat, others think that we’re all living in a weird virtual reality thing. Then we have those who think that the fae are really lizard people. Surely you don’t believe such things.”

He smirked at me.

“Is it really so unreasonable? We know that the planes walking witches existed. They could not only pull magic from nearly all the planes, but they could travel to them, too. So, knowing that is a hard fact, why wouldn’t shadow weavers also still exist?”

“Because people exterminated the planes walkers for being too powerful. They were terrified of them.”

Elijah leaned back in his chair his gaze never leaving my face. I felt like I was under a microscope.

“There could be other interesting form of witch, too. Perhaps those same planes walkers, or the one that created them, created fae-weaving witches. We don’t even know how many planes exist, really.”

“How is this possibly helping the investigation?” I asked with exasperation.

He was walking far too close to a line I couldn’t allow him to cross. The elevator dinged, and three new magical signatures walked into the office space. I was saved by the pack.
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I'd known that the Sentinels were a mixed pack, something unusual within shifter circles since most shifters preferred to stay with their own kind. I was still surprised to see a fox shifter walking in with a dire wolf and a mountain lion.

"Liam." Elijah gestured to the fox. "Rex." He pointed to the dire wolf. "And Jess." He nodded at the mountain lion.

Jess looked to be the youngest of the group. She appeared to be barely eighteen, but it was hard to tell with shifters. Rex had looked at me with sharp, pale golden eyes, his chocolate-brown hair cut into a fashionably messy cut which came to the very tips of his ears. It did nothing to soften the intensity that radiated off him. Liam had settled himself on the coffee table between everyone and was distributing food.

"I've eaten, thanks," I said.

The red-headed fox shifter frowned and glanced over at Elijah.

"She'll eat," Elijah said.

"She has a name and a mind of her own," I said.

"Show her," Elijah said with a nod towards the white paper bag.

Liam pulled out a batch of freshly made millionaire’s shortbread. My mouth watered just looking at it. That stuff was my weak spot. How did Elijah possibly know that?

"I told you she'd want some," Elijah said with a shit-eating grin.

"Thank you," I said to Liam as I took a piece.

It was beautiful pale cream shortbread, made from real butter no less, topped with caramel, then chocolate, with a pinch of sea salt on the very top. In short, it was a piece of bliss. The others were all eating burgers and chips. I'd been savouring my shortbread and taking my time enjoying the way it melted on my tongue before I got a hit of sweetness cut through with sea salt. I tried not to stare as Jess, the mountain lion girl, devoured three huge burgers and a bag of chips. I'd known shifters ate a lot, but she didn't have a scrap of fat on her lean frame. I was jealous.

Once everyone had eaten and the packaging had been tidied away, focus returned to business.

"Liam, there, is our computer guy," Elijah said.

Liam had sat down on the coffee table and crossed his legs, apparently happy and comfortable there. Rex was sitting next to Elijah with his arms crossed while he stared me down. He was the beta, the second in command, and he didn't like me much. I smiled and maintained eye contact with him. I wasn't going to back down.

Jess sat at the far end of the couch with her feet propped up on the coffee table and a very feline smile upon her face. She was glancing between Rex and me.

"Rex is my second, and Jess is our acquisitions expert."

"A literal cat burglar," I said drily.

She grinned at me and flexed her fingers, unsheathing curving black claws. I was not intimidated.

"So, as you're apparently the experts here, what do you have?" I asked.

"The fences are all quiet. We don't believe the thief has tried to sell anything on yet," Liam said.

"Within this country, at least," I said.

Elijah raised an eyebrow at me.

"You can't tell me you don't have international clients."

"I think it's more useful if we focus on what we can do," Rex said.

"I think it's more useful if we focus on what happened so we can do the job we were hired to do," I said.

"Assuming they haven't tried to sell it on, there's a small chance that they're either keeping the items for themselves or they were hired by someone. That would mean someone knew Ms. Briggs had those items," Elijah said.

"You're thinking someone close to Ms. Briggs?" I asked.

"I think it's our best starting point."

"Then we need a list of her acquaintances, friends, rivals, and so on," I said.

Liam pulled out a folder from beneath the table and handed it to me. I didn't miss the smirk on Elijah's face.

I looked down the list. There were a number of very wealthy collectors on there. They were the most likely clients. It was ballsy to steal from a friend, but those people got very attached to the idea of owning whatever shiny had caught their attention. I wouldn't have been that surprised if Ms. Briggs flaunted the items at a party and someone grew attached to them.

"You have bank records for these people?" I asked Liam.

The fox shifter glanced at Elijah.

"We paused for lunch," Elijah said with an easy shrug.

"Well, bank records for these is the most logical first step. If any of them have made large transactions, we know to look more closely."

"You're a witch, right?" Jess asked.

"Yes."

"Anything weird and magical at the scene?"

"No, anything smell weird?"

"Yea. There was a sea scent. Like ocean and old seaweed."

"So, we're dealing with a being that has some connection to the ocean? Maybe lives near the sea?"

Jess shook her head.

"Not lives near, that was their scent. Like yours is caramel and roses," Elijah said.

"And that means what? That they're a sea being of some form? Are you going to try and tell me a mermaid did this?"

Elijah smiled, revealing his sharp canines as he did so.

“Do you have a better idea?”
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I’d left Liam, the fox shifter, hunting through all the databases he had access to, looking for sea-related beings that might have had some form of access to Ms. Brigg’s stolen items. I pulled up in front of my house just in front of Castor. 

There was a black satin box sitting on the doorstep, complete with red silk ribbon and a small card. I raised an eyebrow at Castor.

“Your lovers are leaving you gifts now?”

“Don’t look at me. I make sure no one knows where I live.”

I reached out with my magic to make sure it wasn’t a bomb or some such. The box was entirely blank, not a scrap of magic or life essence on it. That alone was weird. There was usually a small fragment from whomever had handled it. Castor nudged it with the toe of his boot before he leaned down to read the tag.

“All yours,” he said with a smirk.

I picked the box up and read the tag.

She’ll be impressed with this.

What the fuck? I had no idea what that might be referring to. 

“Well, open it,” Castor said with his arms crossed impatiently.

I carefully undid the ribbon and slipped the lid off the box. Inside was a mess of silver tissue paper. I carefully parted it to reveal a dull black stone within. It was angular in the shape of a shard of something else. Lifting it up, my heart threatened to stop dead in my chest. The stone wasn’t much bigger than my palm, maybe two inches deep with an angular profile ending in a thin point at either end. 

“Is that what I think it is?” Castor hissed.

I poked at it with my magic and my fears were confirmed. It was the shadow stone. And it was genuine. The stone in my hand was made from the same shadow that I pulled from the shadow plane. That was supposed to be an extinct talent, something that no one wanted around. Shadow weavers weren’t as heavily hunted as the planes walkers, but they certainly weren’t loved. 

Placing the stone back into the box, I exhaled slowly. Someone was screwing with me. 

“You’ll be able to return it to the client,” Castor said as he opened the front door.

Once we were safely inside, I said, “Who could possibly know that I was supposed to be retrieving this? Someone’s fucking with me, they have to be.”

Castor nodded and pursed his lips. 

“I’m not saying you’re wrong, but you need to be calm. Did you feel any magic at all on the box or stone?”

“No. Not a thread.”

“That tells us we’re dealing with a talented magic wielder. Your address is well hidden, but someone could have followed you. The real question is, what is their intent?”

“The note said, ‘She’ll be impressed’. They knew that I would return it to Ms. Briggs. It’s like they’re trying to help me. Why would they do that? Why hide who they are like that?”

Castor rolled his jaw.

“I believe you may have a stalker.”

“Oh fantastic. Just what I needed.”

“They’ll trip up and you can eradicate them,” Castor said with a warm smile.

“Speaking of eradicated, James said someone has been digging into my old coven. Apparently, they’ve been very determined.”

“Why did James tell you that?” Castor’s eyes narrowed.

Castor had always hated James, not that I could blame him. The sidhe was a slimeball.

“He thought the information was weird and thus important,” I said with a sigh.

“He just came into your office to tell you that?”

“No, I contacted him to see if he had anything of use on this case with Ms. Briggs.”

We made our way into the kitchen. I looked in the fridge to see if anything caught my eye. The box and potential stalker had killed my appetite, though. 

“I think it would be best if you didn’t go out for a while,” Castor said.

“I have to work.”

“I understand that, but clubbing and such perhaps isn’t a great idea.”

Turning to face him, I raised an eyebrow.

“Are you serious? You know that I can look after myself.”

He frowned and gave me a concerned look. 

“I’m allowed to worry about my witch, my friend,” he said softly.

“Sorry, the whole situation puts me on edge. The idea of someone watching me is incredibly creepy.”

I put the box with the shadow stone on the table in the middle of the kitchen. 

“What am I going to do about that?”

“Return it to Ms. Briggs.”

“What about Elijah? He’s going to have a lot of questions.”

Castor shrugged.

“Tell him a lead or contact came through.”

Elijah was going to hate it. What else could I do, though? Tell him I had a stalker who was leaving me gifts relating to the cases I got. 

“Go for a bath, I’ll cook those duck breasts. We have some pecan pie for dessert,” Castor said with a warm smile.

The affection spread through the bond between us, and I relaxed. I wasn’t in this alone. It would probably turn out to be one of Elijah’s pack trying to mess with my head. Castor was right; I needed a hot bath and to let it go. 
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The next morning, I’d wrapped the stone in a simple white cloth and taken it over to Ms. Briggs without telling Elijah anything. A knot of guilt had formed in my stomach, but what other choice did I have? If he knew that the stone had appeared on my doorstep, he’d ask a lot of questions. Questions that I couldn’t answer. 

The same young woman that had answered the door last time I was there greeted me with a mild smile and asked me to wait in what I assumed was a drawing room. It was a simple, inoffensive room done in golden browns and deep forest greens. The couch was just uncomfortable enough to remind people they weren’t meant to be remaining too long. 

“Miss Harper, I hadn’t expected you this morning.”

I pulled the stone from my bag and handed it to her without ceremony.

“We’re still working on the unicorn blood,” I said.

He eyes widened slightly when I said, “we.” I resisted the urge to smirk. I was still pissed that she’d hired both of us as if I wasn’t good enough alone. 

“Thank you. Who took it?”

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you that. Details have been passed to the relevant people,” I said.

It was complete bullshit. If a thief was prolific enough, some people with a strong conscience would pass the name over to the fae guards or even a bounty hunter, but usually names were kept under wraps unless someone died. At the end of the day, thieves kept people like me in business, and I was a thief myself at times. It turns out there is honour amongst thieves after all. 

[image: image]

Jess was polishing off a bag of jam doughnuts when I walked into Elijah’s office. She wiped some stray sugar from the corner of her mouth before she scrunched the bag up. 

“Any news?” I asked.

“Not yet. Ms. Briggs rang, though,” she said with a cold glint in her eye.

Packs were very loyal to each other and their alpha. I’d pissed off her alpha. 

Elijah flung open his office door and glared at me.

“You didn’t tell me you’d found the shadow stone. We’re supposed to be partners.”

“A lead came through, and I assumed you needed your beauty sleep,” I said.

“Any more leads in the works you didn’t bother to tell me about yesterday?”

“No, I’m all out,” I said as I settled myself onto the couch.

“Who was this lead?”

“None of your business.”

“And the stone was that easy to find? None of the fences I’ve had contact with have seen it.”

“What can I say? When you’re this good...”

He growled.

“It’s almost as though you had the stone all along. Rumour has it that you’re a very talented witch. No one has been able to figure out how you got in and out of the Copus place without leaving so much as a faint scent,” Elijah said as he stalked over to me.

“Like I said. I’m just that good,” I said as I put my boots up on the coffee table and grinned at him.

“No witch has been able to tell me how someone would do that,” he pushed.

“How sweet, you’ve been my fan for a while.”

He rolled his eyes. 

“I don’t like not knowing how something works.”

“You mean you don’t like losing.”

He snorted.

“I don’t lose.”

“My acquisitions and bounty record say otherwise.”

He towered over me, all muscle and brooding sexiness. 

“You managed to get one item before me. One.”

“That’s all it takes to win, darling.”

Jess tried to muffle her laugh behind her hand. She failed. 

“You are an infuriating woman, Lily Harper.”

“Aw, you say the sweetest things.”

He sighed and walked over to the coffee machine.

“I’ll take a cappuccino, no sugar. I’m sweet enough as it is,” I called over.

Elijah ignored me, or at least pretended to. 

“Did your genius hacker fox make any progress on where the unicorn blood might be? Or who the thief was?” I asked.

“He’s still in bed,” Jess said.

“Wow, the boss must be a real push over,” I said.

Elijah glowered at me as he handed me a black coffee. 

As much as I was tempted to needle at him about it, I decided it was better not to push my luck any further. We were supposed to be working together, after all. That being said, his pissy scowl was ridiculously sexy. I gripped the coffee cup and inhaled the rich scent, using it to try and get my mind to less ridiculous places. Elijah was not someone I could afford to jump into bed with. He’d apparently already done some digging, and I wasn’t stupid enough to encourage that.

I did wonder what those calloused hands would feel like wrapped around my hips though. 
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“Come on, princess, we have a meeting with one of my people. We’ll see if he is as magical as your contact was last night. That is, if you can survive without your cappuccino...” Elijah said.

“Well, your coffee is certainly inferior to what I’m used to, but I think I’ll live.”

I stood and followed him out towards the elevator. I tried to ignore the way his jeans hugged his powerful thighs and perfectly toned ass, but it was a struggle that I failed. Given the smirk on Elijah’s face when I got into the elevator, he assumed that he knew where my gaze had been. I didn’t know how he fit his ego into the space. 

“We’re going to the Narrows. You might break a nail,” Elijah said with a teasing tone.

“However will I survive? Don’t worry, sweetness, I’ll walk in front of you so you don’t have to worry about any mean criminals trying to hurt you,” I teased back.

He looked me up and down slowly. 

“What are you going to do, startle them with your wit?”

I poked him in the chest. It was even harder than I’d expected. 

“I could kick your ass with one arm tied behind my back.”

He leaned forward.

“I’d rather see you with your hands tied above your head,” he said huskily.

Goosebumps formed and a warmth spread through my abdomen. I shouldn’t have encouraged him or that line of thought. He was just too damn good to resist, though. No one had managed to get under my skin the way he had. 

“We’ll take my car. I don’t want to lose time while you try and park,” he said as he strolled towards his car.

“Sinking to the sexist clichés already?”

He flashed a grin at me.

“I’m just calling it how I see it.”

I admit that I avoided parallel parking like my life depended on it, but I did just fine with normal bay parking. 

He pulled out of his car park and took us through the winding streets of the city. The Narrows were a maze-like set of narrow cobblestoned streets lined with less-than-legal shops and contacts. Normal people avoided it if they knew what was good for them. 

That particular section of the city was said to have been made by the fae when they stepped out of the shadows. They altered the Fae Isles quite a bit, from what I’d managed to grasp. Sometimes I wondered what they were like before the Fall. They certainly sounded more exciting as they stood. 

Elijah parked with flair and a grin on his face as he reversed far more quickly than was necessary into the tight space. I rolled my eyes and got out. We were a block away from the Narrows. The area was still rougher than normal people liked to frequent. The graffiti marking the buildings was less beautiful art and more magical warnings to stay away or workings to protect the criminals hiding within. 

We walked with our shoulders back and blades on show. Elijah had strapped a long sword to his back after we’d parked. It was unusual for a shifter to fight in their human form, but I was glad to know that he could wield a blade if he needed to. Shifters were very resilient to magic, but teeth and claws could only go so far. 

The buildings around us had seen better days. The facades were well worn with blown bricks, boarded up windows, and large cracks in the sidewalk. The people didn’t look much better. A pixie with greasy hair tipped with faded green leered at us from a doorway where she smoked something that produced a thick curl of purple smoke. I formed a small invisible bubble around myself, not wanting to be affected by whatever drugs were within her cigarette. I was far too much of a control freak to indulge in drugs, or drinking past tipsiness. 

There was a slight haziness demarking the border between the main city and the Narrows. Some people said the Narrows were actually a pocket dimension with a thin veil. I wasn’t convinced. Pocket dimensions required a lot of energy to maintain, and I saw no reason for someone to put that much effort into a section of the city devoted to criminals and their ilk. 

“Don’t worry, princess, I’ll keep you safe,” Elijah whispered in my ear.

I stepped in front of him and walked with my chin high. They knew me in the Narrows. I was, after all, one of them. 

We walked past a grimy-looking shop with a grey wall covered in what looked to be a couple of centuries of dirt. The windows were too murky to see through. I knew that if you went inside you would find yourself in a beautiful modern parlour where a sharp-minded puka would try and con you into selling some part of your memories to him. He didn’t only trade in memories, but they were a good starting point. People figured they could live without a few memories. If you weren’t careful, he’d have you trading away your very life essence. 

The shop two doors up on our right had a string of pink lights dancing around the small windows, which contained displays of innocent-looking herbs and tinctures. Mel looked like the sweetest woman you could ever meet, but she was the finest poison maker in the Isles. Should the wrong type of person come knocking, she’d send them away with a bland tea and the feeling of being over-charged. They never returned. 

“You didn’t tell me who we were here to meet,” I said as we turned the first corner and entered the maze proper.

“Erik.”

I bit back a groan. Erik was a Norse wolf. He wasn’t a Fenrir wolf; they were wild and, thankfully, never left Fenrir’s lands in Scandinavia. Still, he was a surly old bastard, and I hated dealing with him.

“We’re good friends,” Elijah said brightly.

“Of course you are.”
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Erik resided in a wide building near the centre of the Narrows. His pack was full of hard-edged wolves that liked me about as much as I liked them. Shifters didn’t usually like being in the middle of the city, which on reflection probably explained some of their bitchiness, but somehow they remained. 

Elijah brushed past me as we approached the open door of Erik’s residence. He was whatever people needed him to be. He had thieves in his pack, assassins, and he himself acted as a fence and forger. Rumours were that he had a nice drug operation running, too, but I hadn’t looked into it. Drugs weren’t my thing. 

“Good to see you, old wolf,” Elijah greeted Erik. 

Erik was taller and leaner than Elijah. Where Elijah was polished, young, and ready to take on the world, Erik was grizzled like he’d taken on the world and it had kicked his ass. Stubble clung to the older wolf’s jaw. His blond hair framed his angular face and brought out the silver in his silvery blue eyes. I didn’t look away when he stared me down. I wasn’t going to show submission to the wolves. It was weakness, and I was anything but. 

“You didn’t tell me you were bringing the dark witch,” Erik grumbled.

“She’ll behave herself.”

“We’re looking into a theft. Someone took a vial of unicorn blood; know anyone selling some?” I asked.

Erik turned away from me and made a show of making himself a cup of coffee on the small fire he had burning on the kitchen counter. It had been formed by a flat red stone, a fire disk. Not many people used those anymore. They weren’t exactly safe within the confines of a house. 

“Do you happen to have seen some unicorn blood?” Elijah asked.

“Not a drop. I’d be happy to buy some if you’re selling, though.”

“Not this time. We heard there was a new thief in town, a good one.”

Erik grunted.

Elijah turned to me and nodded towards the door. I rolled my jaw. He wasn’t wrong. The old wolf wasn’t going to talk with me around. The dislike was mutual. 

I walked back out into the street and leaned against a wall, watching the world go by. A woman with stringy dark hair, sunken cheeks, and ruby-red eyes paused and stared at me. Her clothes were verging on threadbare and her hands had been stained a bright violet where she’d spent far too much time enjoying the magical drugs. 

“You’re tainted,” she hissed at me.

I raised an eyebrow and watched her. 

“I can feel it bubbling up within you. You don’t even know what you are, what it did to you.”

Well, this wasn’t quite the usual drug-addled rant I was expecting. 

“The darkness is right there, running through your veins.” She pointed at me. “It will consume all around you.”

They called me the dark witch because I tended to work at night and could hide in the shadows. Of course, there was real shadow hiding within me, courtesy of my old coven. No one else had been able to feel or comment on that, though. 

She began stalking towards me.

“The world dictates that you must be sent back to the darkness from which you came.”

I drew my sword.

“I’m quite attached to staying right here. Thanks.”

She gave me a look somewhere between outrage and disgust. I think she legitimately expected me to surrender peacefully to be sent back to the darkness from which I came. You had to admire her optimism, I guess, but hope is the first step on the road to disappointment.

I felt her try and tug at my life force and fail, but she was definitely powerful. There was next to no one that would be able to just tear me apart like that with full warning and rested defences, but it was easy to tell the difference between a golf ball and a ping-pong ball even if neither clocked you in the skull.

I continued to eye her, sword extended in a fencer’s guard, and felt the magic around me for power I could use and changes that would show what she was planning. She started by trying to melt the ground beneath my feet, a classic early gambit among her sort of witch. The Knights were taught to carry around vials and trinkets like dangerously powerful magpies, and many assassins and the like relied on boosting their own physical abilities with long-term workings, but in the Narrows you saw witches whose guiding motto was ‘Use what you have.’ 

And of course, you almost always had earth underfoot. Unfortunately for her, I wasn’t a Fantasia model spellcaster. Long before the spell could begin to take any meaningful effect, I was across the sidewalk and in her face.

“What do you know about me, and why do you have a problem?” I asked, my voice pitched for ‘quiet menace’ but not quite nailing it in the face of the first person to recognize what I was since... ever.

She didn’t answer, rolling her eyes like I was trying to pull an inept con, and tried to headbutt me before backing away more quickly than her desiccated frame seemed likely to allow. Looked like the drugs were doing her a lot of good.  She began to circle me, walking half-bent like a water hag, and I continued to feel the magic around me. I wasn’t going to kill her until I knew as much about her as I could, at least not if I could help it. 

She tried to pull at the ice magic of the wards Erik surrounded his place with, but it didn’t budge. No surprise, given the capital he had to invest in things like that, but I was still grateful not to be taking the rap for their getting disturbed. It was one thing to share a mutual dislike with the guy, another to make a full-fledged enemy.

“This is silly. All I want to know is what you know and how. I’m not going back to which I came or whatever it was, and it’s very clear you can’t make me. Answer my questions, then you can go away.”

She wouldn’t be going anywhere, of course. I had come too far in keeping this secret to have some strung-out crone calling up all her friends to gossip over it. Unfortunately, she clearly knew that. She continued to tug on this string and that, gathering up bits of sunlight, earth, and life from our surroundings. She didn’t have any plan that I could see, she was just putting together ingredients while she waited for me to make my move.

Once it was clear that she didn’t have any aces up her sleeve, I did. Pulling on a little of the life essence stored in my sword, I bumped my speed up a few notches and leapt the space between us, catching her in the chin with a knee and slamming the hilt of my sword into the top of her head when she threw it back. The two strikes were enough to send her sprawling back, and I landed on her with my foot on her sternum and my sword at her throat.

“Once more. What do you-“

I was cut off when she gave a shockingly powerful shove against my foot that launched me off her and backwards. I landed on my feet, but before I did she was back up and circling, the same hobbling gait as before, the same half-dazed drugged-out expression on her face. I hadn’t felt it, but that had to have been life magic, a lot of it to have stored up and used all at once for a witch that was grabbing at the plants moments earlier. That is, unless she was something other than what she seemed and hiding it exceptionally well.

I started probing at her life force, small tugs and pokes and prods that were no more than an irritation to her. Most of my attention I kept on my footwork and on keeping track of her and her intentions. With luck, she’d assume I was trying to attack her life and underestimate what I was actually capable of. At worst, there wasn’t much more she could do to keep herself secret than she already was. 

The magic felt spongey, readily giving way under my touch but never parting or peaking. It was like wet paper, only where paper tore it just smooshed. I ran through my internal encyclopaedia, but there was nothing like that. She wasn’t a water hag, even though she moved like one, and I was increasingly sure she wasn’t a witch – at least not a regular witch. 

Whatever she was, she wasn’t going to answer my questions, and that meant I had to end her before she could answer anyone else’s. Maybe I could get whatever was left of her on an examining table somewhere and play doctor, but first I had to get her into a whatever-was-left-of-her sort of state to begin with.

I drew on a little more life magic and leapt at her, swinging my sword down in an overhead chop meant more to gauge her reaction than to actually hit. She moved no more than a centimetre or two, letting the strike swing harmlessly by, and then cracked me across the back of the head with an open hand that nonetheless struck like a lead pipe. I felt the earth magic in the blow and made mental note of the fact that she actually was making use of the magic she’d gathered.

Going with the strike, I rolled forward and back onto my feet, turning around to find her circling again, still unfazed. My head hurt, but it was nothing I hadn’t felt before. There had been none of the strength she’d shown earlier. Either that was a one-off she no longer had the magic on her to repeat or she was holding back. Maybe she had a secret to keep, too, a trump card she didn’t get out unless she had to.

It seemed almost a shame to kill her, to kill someone or something so wholly unknown to me. Didn’t seem like a truce was going to happen, though. She’d shown no further sign of attack, but she was still gathering up magic in dribs and drabs. A few minutes earlier, I’d have been all but uninterested in what the ugly slattern had in store for a few sundrops and some fresh leaves, but now I was getting concerned.

Maybe there was a ritual to send me back to the darkness from which I came that called for the essence of broken pavement and weeds.

As that thought occurred to me, I advanced on her quickly, making quick thrusts she dodged with reassuring signs of effort. I continued to draw on the magic I had stored, determined to end this fight before it got any weirder or any more dangerous. I pushed my speed higher and higher, my blade flashing and glinting in the sun. She was good, but she wasn’t a goddess.

Slowly I began to catch up with her, to learn her moves. She liked to bob and weave around, to give the appearance of being off balance like a drunken kung fu fighter, to wear her opponent out. Before long, I could start to predict her, and I landed my first strike, a short inward jab from her right periphery. 

It struck stone, the telltale clank of the blade telling me that the magic she’d been gathering was being put to use. Earth was good for a lot of things, and one of the most effective was in on-the-spot armouring. It wasn’t an easy spell, but it was the kind of thing I’d expect her to do if she was what she first appeared. I shrugged it off. If she was just another Narrows crone, she’d be dead as soon as she ran out of energy to keep dancing. If not, that spell wouldn’t change anything.

In a few more seconds, I made my second touch, a slash across her throat that sounded as if I was dragging the sword behind me like a sullen child after a lost baseball game. The spell was still holding firm, but that wasn’t that surprising. What was surprising was that she was doing next to nothing about any of it. I couldn’t follow her spellwork with as much focus as I was putting into my own speed and swordplay, but whatever it was sufficed for her entire offensive plan. I wasn’t scared, but I was warier and warier with every passing second. There was no such thing as unnecessary information in a fight between witches, and I was missing a great deal of it.

My third, fourth, and fifth touches came in quick succession, a trio of pretty jabs to the abdomen when she paused for a half second. The final strike got some purchase and drew out a grunt from her, and as she pushed backwards to avoid the full brunt of the blow I again I noted that her magic was no better than it should have been. She quickly regained her focus, but it was clear that whatever had drawn her attention was enough to change the dynamic. She threw a hard jab, her first strike of the bout, directly at my gut. I caught it on my sword’s guard with the intention to slash down across the length of her arm and bring the fight that much closer to its close, but the blow was far, far harder than it should have been, her fist completely stone-solid and the force behind it enough to snap my forearm back on itself. 

My sword dropped from the useless hand as I grimaced at her in silent pain. I caught it with my left, but before I could manage to land a blow she was gone, the sound of her footsteps loud and heavy like a neophyte but her escape as good as any elf’s. 
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“What was that?” Elijah asked from behind me.

“Who knows? Her bloodstream was entirely drugs and fractured magic. I’m amazed she could talk at all.”

He snorted. 

“Erik has nothing. There’s no word whatsoever about the stolen items. A couple of people have made mention of a new thief being in town, but he doesn’t have any details on them. They might as well be a wraith, or a shadow.”

I curled my lip and turned to walk away. Elijah wrapped his hand around my working wrist. I glared at him over my shoulder. 

“Partners shouldn’t hide things from each other.”

“Is there something you’d like to share?” I asked.

He ground his teeth and released me. I wasn’t one of his pack. I didn’t owe him any information.

The Narrows were far quieter as we left. Those who might have hung around to see who we were and what we wanted had disappeared into the buildings. My fight with the witch had reminded people that I wasn’t some prissy little woman there to sell on a few mermaid pearls. I was just as dangerous as the wolf walking at my side. 

––––––––
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On the way back, I pulled the magic from my sword and used it to heal myself up. I hadn’t quite finished when we got out, but the bumps and bruises were all taken care of and the arm was mostly back in fighting form. A few quiet moments and I’d have it 100%. It was good to be a witch.

We’d barely stepped foot in Elijah’s office building when I got the news that someone had stolen a shifting moon bracelet. It allowed non-shifters to change into an animal form. They were rare and worth an obscene amount of money. I had to give it to the thief; they weren’t screwing around. 

Elijah stopped halfway across the lobby and frowned at his phone. My own phone buzzed with Castor’s number. I answered it and he spoke without preamble.

“You’ve just been hired by a Mr. Cox. Apparently, he had his shifting moon bracelet stolen and he would like for you to retrieve it.”

I turned to Elijah and gave him a victorious grin. 

“Thanks Castor. Text me the address and I’ll head right over.”

Elijah glowered at me.

“That was Castor. Mr. Cox has hired me to get his bracelet back.”

I made no attempt to keep the smugness out of my face. 

When the address came through, it seemed Mr. Cox lived quite close to where we were. 

“There’s a chance that this theft is related to those that we’re already investigating, so I’ll join you.”

My instincts screamed at me to push him away, to keep myself and my secrets safe. Yet, a small part of me enjoyed his company and the quips. 

“Hurry up, then,” I said as I started towards the door. 

“I’m driving.”

I rolled my eyes. 

“Is this a sexist thing?”

He laughed.

“No, it’s a, ‘I have a better car,’ thing.”

“What exactly is wrong with my beautiful car?” I said as I stood and crossed my arms.

He towered over me. His eyes glinted in the pale sunlight. My mind went to filthy places. 

“Your car corners like a boat in mud.”

Ok, so maybe my muscle car wasn’t the best around corners, but it did pick up amazingly and was incredibly comfortable. That and the deep rumbling growl made me smile no matter how bad a mood I was in. 

“Your car sounds like someone abusing a Vespa.”

“My car is a work of art, with acceleration to leave yours in the dust. It also corners like it’s on rails.”

I glanced over at his car and tried to think of a suitable insult. The truth was, it really was a work of art. I just loved muscle cars, even if they were impractical boats. 

“You’ll have to let me have a test drive, if it’s so wonderful.”

He laughed, a brilliant bright sound that I wanted to hear more of.

“Sure, I’ll hand the keys to my car over to the best thief I know.”

“Can I get that in writing?”

“What?”

“That I’m the best thief you know,” I said with a grin.

He shook his head and walked around me towards his car. 

“Can you at least say it again so I can record it on my phone?”

“Not a chance.”

“Fine, but I’m still holding it over your head.”

He opened the passenger door for me.

“Whatever gets you through the day, princess.”
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Mr. Cox’s home wasn’t quite as grand as Mrs. Briggs’ had been, but it was enough to remind people that he was far from poor. The small wiry man couldn’t keep his hands still. He was constantly fidgeting with the end of his tie and his cuff links. Elijah and I followed through his spacious house, complete with deep cream carpets that must have been a nightmare to keep clean and old-looking paintings on the wall. They were all of people with big ruffs and huge poofy sleeves on their shirts. 

“This is where it was,” Mr. Cox said as he gestured at one of the spare bedrooms.

Elijah held up his hand to stop me from crossing the door frame. I went to remind him that Mr. Cox was my client, but he was frowning in concentration and breathing deep. He was checking for a scent, which might have been useful. 

“It’s as we suspected. The same sea and salt scent,” Elijah rumbled.

That meant we’d have to continue working the case together. I wasn’t disappointed, although I felt like I should have been.

“My turn.”

I walked around the huge shifter and reached out with my witch senses to get some sense of how the thief had done it. They couldn’t be that good. Slowing my breathing, I allowed my mind to stretch out around the display cabinets, into the corners and crevices of the simple room. Mr. Cox had packed it full of treasures, each displayed in identical glass display cabinets standing on slender golden legs. 

There were traces of Mr. Cox himself, thin slippery threads that spoke of some pixie heritage. To my frustration, there was nothing else. There should have been a hint of something else, a ripple, fractured magic, anything. I couldn’t find a damn thing. That was pissing me off. No one was supposed to be that good. 

I needed to know how the thief was pulling it off. They must have been using an artifact or spell that carefully removed every trace of themselves from the situation. I’d heard of things that tried to do that, but they were clumsy. They caught some of the ambient magic and left clues behind. Whatever they were using was incredible, and I hated them for it.

Shaking my head at Elijah, I left the room and turned to Mr. Cox.

“We’ll return the bracelet to you as soon as we retrieve it.”

“As there are two of you, will the price double...?”

That was tempting. 

“No. The fee remains the same,” Elijah said.

Mr. Cox relaxed some and pulled out a black and gold disk. I pulled out my own sky-blue disk. Personally, I preferred a digital bank transfer, but the fae method worked. Holding my disk out, I pressed my thumb down on the small circular sigil in the middle and peeled the magic away. Mr. Cox wrapped his own disk in his hand and glared at it. My disk turned icy cold, and I knew the transfer was complete.

The fae disks were the safer way to do business, but they were expensive, and I couldn’t help but suspect that the fae kept a very close eye on the transfers. I didn’t like anyone having any more information about me than was absolutely necessary. 
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The shifters had ordered another heap of food. I was transfixed as Jess stuffed another double cheeseburger in her mouth. 

“So, what connects the stolen items so far?” Elijah asked.

“They’re worth a lot,” Liam said.

“What do we have? Unicorn blood, shadow stone, and one of those obnoxious shifting bracelets,” Rex said.

Shifters didn’t exactly approve of the jewellery that allowed non-shifters to change into an animal form. They felt it to be offensive, or an abomination. There had been a big push against it when the items first hit the market. 

“The shadow stone doesn’t do anything. It’s just a way to show you have a lot of money,” I said.

“The unicorn blood is very potent, but realistically it’s the same as the shadow stone,” Jess said.

“And the bracelet lets people think that they’re more than they are,” Rex said.

I had been curious when the shifting items had first come out, to know what it would feel like to take on the form of an animal. Castor had said it was nothing like really shifting. The wildness and instincts of the animal were missing with the artifacts. Only real shifters had that. I lost interest then. 

“Still no word of these things going up for sale,” Liam said.

“That just means they’re keeping it quiet,” Elijah said.

I stole the last of the brownies and smirked at Rex as he glared at me. He should have been quicker. 

“We’re dealing with someone talented, with ties back to the ocean. Any clues yet, Liam?” I asked.

“Any signs of our land-going mermaid?” Jess added.

Liam laughed.

“Nothing yet. I do hope the mermaids haven’t found a way to stay on land, though, they’re bad enough in the sea.”

We had to be missing something. 

“Are there any rituals that need these items?” I asked.

“Well, unicorn blood can add power to just about anything. Do maybe a transformation ritual? Someone wants to be something they’re not?” Jess said.

“That doesn’t really narrow our list down,” I said.

“What about a rich human who wants to be supernatural?” Jess said.

“You could be onto something,” Elijah said.

There were plenty of humans in the world who wanted magic in their veins. Some just wanted to live longer, others wanted the power that came with magic. 

“Looks like you have a long night ahead of you,” I said to Liam.
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I’d run down to my favourite bakery and given Liam a large box of doughnuts and shortbread. He was working long hours; he deserved some good snacks while he was doing so. 

“Keep that up and people will start to think you have a heart in there somewhere,” Elijah said with a smirk.

I clutched at my chest in horror.

“Gods forbid! My reputation as a hard-ass bitch would be lost forever. Everyone would be clamouring for their own doughnuts,” I said theatrically. 

Elijah laughed. Rex smirked behind him. Could it be that Rex did have a sense of humour buried in there somewhere?

“Join us for a drink,” Elijah said.

“You forgot ‘please,’” I teased.

“Oh, please, Lily, won’t you do us the great honour of joining us for an alcoholic beverage?” Elijah said.

I bit my bottom lip, trying desperately not to laugh. He didn’t need any encouragement after all. 

“I suppose I could manage one drink. I am driving, though, so just one.”

“Come on, I’ll show you to the best bar in the city.”

“I already know all the good places.”

Elijah smirked down at me.

“You think you do.”

There was no way he could know about a good bar that I hadn’t heard of. Was there?
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Rex and Jess had peeled off and headed into a small pub not too far from the beach. It blared live music with someone murdering a classic rock song. I was glad Elijah hadn’t tried to convince me that was the place to be. We made our way into the city through the narrow streets with the brightly painted walls. The ground beneath us changed from smooth tarmac to large cobblestones, and the shops on either side went from high-end fashion stores into antique jewellery shops. There was a beautiful pearl ring in the window of the smaller shop with the lemon-yellow frontage. I made a mental note to go back and have a closer look another day. 

“You have to swear not to embarrass me,” Elijah said with a twinkle in his eye.

I raised an eyebrow at him.

“You’re the one who embarrasses me.”

He snorted and put his arm around my waist.

I should have shoved him away, but it didn’t feel all that awful. He guided me through a narrow archway in a brick wall that I swore hadn’t been there a moment ago. A small black sign hung over a simple pale blue door.

SALT

He had me, I’d never heard of Salt before. I swore that I knew every place in the city. Elijah opened the door with a flourish and gently pressed my lower back to encourage me to step inside. It was weirdly quiet. Was he leading me into some trap? 

Walking down a narrow hallway, we suddenly emerged into a chic bar full of beautiful people. Most of the races were represented. I saw a nymph fluttering around a pair of kelpies, a human laughing at something a bear shifter had said. The interior was dark in that fashionable classy way. The walls were a deep ocean blue that seemed to gently roll as though waves were washing over it. The floor was done in whites and greys. It’d been made to look like a fresh beach with the lines left behind from the waves running up over the sand. 

Elijah guided me around the large black tables over to a corner seat that offered us a good view of the space. It wasn’t huge. It could fit sixty people at a push. That gave it a feel of cosiness, though, which I appreciated. Settling myself into the high-backed leather seat, I looked for a drinks menu or something. 

A tall man with razor-sharp cheek bones, electric blue eyes, and short blond hair approached us with a small smile.

“She’ll have the Salt special, and I’ll take your newest whisky,” Elijah said.

I kicked him under the table. I didn’t need someone ordering for me.

The waiter gave a small nod and slipped back between the tables.

“Hey, I can order my own drinks.”

He reached out and took my hands in his much larger hands with a sinful smile on his face.

“You’ll thank me.”

“It had better be the best drink I’ve ever tasted.”

“It will be,” he said with absolute certainty.

“I’ve had a lot of really good drinks...”

“Then we’ll put a bet down. When it turns out it’s incredible, you owe me a kiss.”

“And when it’s average, or good at best?”

“Then I’ll buy you lunch for a week.”

“Deal.”

The waiter returned with a deep amber coloured whisky and an artic blue drink with light white froth in a martini glass. He placed the cocktail before me and disappeared again. Elijah lifted his whisky and held it up. I lifted my own drink and waited.

“To new and exciting partnerships.”

We clinked out glasses together, and I took a sip as Elijah watched me very closely. There was a soft tingle of magic running through the drink. At first the drink tasted like a bright summer’s day. It brought a feeling of happiness and calm over me while wrapping my tongue in something bright and refreshing. Then it became something more. The magic washed over me, making me laugh in absolute delight. The taste was bright with a touch of fruit, blueberry perhaps. 

“It looks like you owe me a kiss,” Elijah said with a rumble. 

I couldn’t argue. That drink had been nothing short of amazing. I’d had magic-imbued drinks before, but none of them had captured the experience of a day by the beach as beautifully as that. I’d have to kiss the gorgeous shifter across from me. The things I did for work...
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Elijah moved his chair around closer to mine and hugged my legs between his knees. I should have felt trapped having such a large powerful man holding me like that, but I felt safe. He leaned in and slowly caressed my jawline, his lips parting slightly as he did so. My breath caught as I leaned into him and allowed him to wrap his other arm around me, pulling me closer. 

He grazed my bottom lip with teeth sending a chill down my spine. I’d never much liked being teased. I dug my fingers into his thick hair and kissed him hard. Taking control, I revelled in the way he embraced me and returned my kiss with equal fire. Nipping at my lips, he opened his mouth and held me tight against his hard body as I caressed his tongue with my own. My heart was pounding in my chest as I lost myself to him and the moment. I’d never experienced a kiss like that before. 

We pulled back, and I tried to look far more composed that I felt. I’d never lost myself with someone like that before. The risk had been too great. Sure, I’d had one-night stands, but the fire and trust I felt in that damn wolf shifter was something new and terrifying. He caressed my cheek with the lightest of touches and looked at me with such gentle eyes I knew that I’d made the right decision. 

“We’ll have to do that again sometime,” he said as he pulled back with a smirk. 

I took a large gulp of my drink to try and return myself to a normal state, which it very much did not. How could this guy have such an impact on me? Should I be suspicious? I made a mental note to talk to Castor about it. 

“Why did you choose Brighton?” Elijah asked casually.

I shrugged.

“It seemed like a fun city. You?”

“I like being near the ocean, and the forests here are good for shifters.”

“How did you come to form your group of misfits?” 

He raised an eyebrow at me. I smiled unrepentantly. 

“I’m a natural alpha, but there were difficulties within my pack. My brother formed a political alliance that pushed me out and turned my parents against me. I’d seen lone shifters, the sadness it brought them. So, when I met Liam, I knew that I couldn’t just leave him to wander alone. Rex is a natural beta, and Jess is a cat - she does as she pleases. I must have had the right brand of cream.”

I laughed. It was just so natural for him to collect people and give them a home. 

“There’s room for a witch, too.”

I froze with my drink halfway to my mouth. Of course I’d dreamt of having a family, a place where I belonged. I had Castor, but it would never compare to a vibrant coven or group of friends that I could really trust. 

“I’m an independent woman.”

He’d sell me out the second he found out what I was, what had happened. I couldn’t take that risk. Even if a quiet voice in the back of my mind said that he was different, that his arms felt like a safe haven. 

“The offer will be there when you need it.”

I finished up my drink. There were too many feelings, too much gentle earnest honesty. I needed to go and hide away from everything and get my head straight again. It was so easy to be around him, to let myself dream of a time when I could be myself without fear. When I could kiss him like that whenever I wanted.

“Thanks for the drink.”

He frowned.

“I’ll take you back to your car at least.”

I was torn between pushing him away and trying not to be a bitch for no good reason. Sense won out.

“Thanks.”

We wandered back through the city in a comfortable silence. My mind kept going back to the feeling of safety in his arms and the fire of that kiss. I chided myself for being ridiculous, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was natural and right. 

“I’ll see you tomorrow. Thanks for introducing me to Salt,” I said as I got into my car.

A glance in my rear-view mirror as I drove away showed him to have a deep furrow of confusion between his brows as he frowned at me. It wasn’t his fault. And that was the worst part of it - he couldn’t understand what had gone wrong. 
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I’d stopped by the best coffee house in the city and picked up a couple of large bags of my favourite beans on my way to Elijah’s office. If I was going to be spending that much time there, it was only reasonable that I gave back a bit. 

“Did you sleep here?” I asked Liam as I looked over the young fox shifter.

He looked up at me with bleary eyes. His shirt was heavily wrinkled, and his hair was mussed.

“What is sleep?”

“Go home and get some sleep. We’ll figure something out.”

“I just-.”

“Go home, Liam. You’re never be any use to us if you’re exhausted.”

He stood and froze when Elijah strolled into the space.

“Lily’s right, go and get some sleep. We’ll see you tomorrow.”

Liam relaxed and walked out towards the elevator. 

“I brought coffee,” I said, holding up the bags of beans.

“Are you saying our coffee is bad?”

I grinned at him.

“You said it, not me.”

Their coffee was actually very good, but I wasn’t going to miss this opportunity to poke at him. 

I set the coffee down next to the machine and looked over at Liam’s still-open laptop.

“Did he find anything?”

“No. Nothing. There’s word of a new thief in town, but no one’s hired them or bought anything from them.”

“How far out did he look? They could be in another city.”

“Liam checked the entire Fae Isles. He had some algorithms and other computer things that scan all relevant things. None of his flags panned out. At first he focused on rich humans, then he spread it out to everyone. Nothing. No one.”

I sighed and made myself a strong black coffee with my new beans. 

“The humans doing a ritual thing seems like the most logical thing right now,” I said.

“It did, right up until a Caleb Morgan showed up dead ten minutes ago,” Rex said as he stared at me.

“I was here ten minutes ago, why are you glaring at me?”

“Because Caleb was connected to you.”

I ran the name back through my head trying to place it. He wasn’t a client, or was he?

“Wait, was that the prick that tried to get out of paying me by putting a hit on me?”

“Yes,” Rex said with a growl.

“That was months ago.”

“Which would make it the perfect time for you to take him out without as much suspicion.”

“I was right here ten minutes ago. What exactly is my motive? If I killed every moron who tried to get out of paying me, I’d quickly run out of clients.”

“You killed Petr,” Rex said as he stalked up to me.

“Oh, come on! The Russian had it coming. He’d cheated plenty of people out of money, not to mention the illegal drugs and slaves he dealt in. I did the world a favour.”

Elijah stepped in front of me and stared Rex down. I stepped around him, not appreciating his trying to fight this for me. 

“Rex,” Elijah growled.

“I’m just saying. You’ve been weird about her for months, now you’re working with her. The shadow stone conveniently showed up, and now this?”

“What exactly are you implying?” I demanded.

“When Elijah takes his life bond, he gains access to his trust fund. His 7-figure trust fund.”

My stomach twisted. I hadn’t even thought about a relationship. The idea of using someone for their money like that, of playing with their heart was beyond me. I was a killer, but I had limits. 

“Don’t give me that shit. I know you had Liam look into me, which means you know I have a few million put away already.”

“Caleb pissed off a lot of people. The connection to Lily is tenuous. Back off,” Elijah growled.

Rex dropped his eyes and hunched his shoulders. 

“For the record, I never screw with people’s hearts,” I said.

“The role of a second is to protect the alpha and ensure that the pack runs smoothly, freeing the alpha up to look at the big picture. There were other women who did try and get my trust fund. Rex is protective,” Elijah said as he continued to glare at Rex.

“I apologise for crossing a line,” Rex said with a huff.

“Shit happens. So, is this death something we’re looking into?” 

I felt like the best way to diffuse the suffocating tension was to move on and re-focus on work. 

“We’ll make a note of it and focus on the thefts,” Elijah said.

“What did I miss?” Jess asked brightly. 

“Rex thought I was trying to get into Elijah’s pants so I could run off with his trust fund.”

“Does this mean you guys finally screwed? The sexual tension is off the radar.”

I hated myself for it, but I blushed furiously. 

“I’ll take that as a no, then,” Jess said.
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We’d spent the day trying to track down potential leads for this thief. Word was that Caleb had been killed by someone who moved like a shadow and left a slight sea-salt smell behind. That could be because he was killed in a seaside city, though, so I wasn’t taking it too seriously. 

Castor had been out when I’d returned from Salt before. He sauntered into the living room where I was looking through my laptop trying to see if I’d missed any possible fences or leads that could be used. We needed to get those items back to the clients before our reputations took a hit. 

“What happened?” Castor asked as he sat next to me.

“I kissed Elijah.”

“Why did you say it that grave tone?”

“Because it felt incredible, and natural, and I have no idea how to handle that.”

He put his hand on my shoulder, and I turned to look at him. 

“It’s ok to be scared. There’s a lot at stake if you trust him,” he said gently. 

“If I open up to him and I’m wrong about him, we’ll have to leave the Isles.”

“And if that happens, we’ll do it together. We can go somewhere sunny and start fresh.”

I laughed. He made it sound so easy. 

“Sometimes you just need to take the risk. If he really feels that right, go with it. Trust your instincts and your magic.”

“It really was an incredible kiss, and being in his arms felt like I was home.”

“Maybe you were.”

I dragged my fingers through my hair. 

Castor gave me a brotherly smile.

“Relax. Just let things happen as they happen. Don’t worry about things before they even happen, enjoy the process.”

“Thanks,” I said as I hugged him.

“What are familiars for?”

“Eating all of my food, apparently,” I said with a laugh.

Castor turned serious. 

“When was the last time you used your shadow magic? You need to maintain your connection with it.”

“A couple of weeks?”

“You know you need to be proficient with it, a warrior if needed.”

“Why? You’ve said that since I was sixteen, but you never said why.”

Castor looked away. He was given to me by the same being that had given me the shadow magic, and I was under no illusions that his bond to her wasn’t stronger than to me. 

“You’ll know when the time’s right. Come on, run through the basics.”

Sighing, I reached out for my shadow magic. It was a very different experience to the normal witch magic. Where that was all elements with vaguely thread-like sensations, the shadow was far more nebulous. It wasn’t the shadow of the earth plane. It came directly from the shadow plane. 

The inky magic slipped through my fingers like fog. There was the sensation of sentience about it, which was something I’d struggled with at first. Castor had helped me make the shadow respect me enough to flow and form in the ways that I needed it to. Still, there were some pieces or parts that felt more rebellious than others. 

I began by grasping onto a large piece of shadow and pressing it down into a long sword. My shadow weapons were sharper than anything made on the Earth plane, and unbreakable. They cut straight through shifter bone with one quick and easy swipe. It felt unfair to use them, but sometimes I had no choice. 

Next, I pulled a larger piece of shadow and wrapped it around myself like a full body shroud. I knew that it rendered me as pure darkness. That was my preferred piece of shadow weaving. It allowed me to move through the darkness silently and entirely unseen. It was perfect for my acquisition jobs. 

“There, see?”

“The creature,” Castor said firmly. 

Standing, I swallowed down the familiar fear. This was the part I hated the most. There were creatures on the shadow plane, sharp-edged vicious creatures that I could pull through the veil and control. I hated doing it and had never done it outside of practise. I’d never faced anything powerful enough to take such a risk. 

Reaching through the veil with my mind, I called for a small creature. The huge ones were beyond my control. They would run rampant around the city if I pulled one through. I wasn’t going to have that on my conscience. The creature was the size of a Dobermann, all glass-like angles formed of large shards which made it quadrupedal with an elongated head full of sharp teeth. Its legs were tipped in incredibly sharp claws, which I was told would cut through stone or bone with equal ease. 

The creature strained against my mental control. It was eager to get out into the world, to taste freedom. I held it with my mind and allowed it a few steps around the couch. It looked at me with eyes darker than any black I’d ever seen on the Earth plane. There was no malice there, but I could feel it testing to see if I was worthy. Castor had promised they would be far more loyal than any shifter if I gained their respect. I wasn’t convinced. 

Wrapping my mind and magic around the creature, I pressed it back through the veil, back where it belonged. Castor gave a small nod, apparently satisfied that I hadn’t lost my edge. 

“Practise more often. We’ll resume your combat training next week,” he said as he stood and headed into the kitchen.

I didn’t bother asking why. I knew he wouldn’t tell me. Sometimes, we just had to live with the knowledge there were secrets we weren’t going to unravel. 
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The entire pack was in the office before me. Elijah had a broad grin on his face, and his eyes were a brilliant gold rather than his usual darker caramel tone. 

“We went for a run this morning,” Liam said without looking away from his laptop.

I’d heard that runs were big deals for shifters. They changed into their animal form and ran with wild abandon through the countryside. Some packs hunted, too. I felt like it was rude to ask for details. 

“I might need to start running more regularly if it’s going to make me look that vibrant,” I said.

“We could do with some fresh meat to chase,” Rex said with a savage smile.

“Oh, sweetie, you wouldn’t stand a chance,” I said.

Elijah glanced at Rex, which was enough to settle the grumpy wolf down again. 

“Someone’s been putting a lot of effort into looking into that Inverness coven,” Liam said.

I swallowed hard and tried to seem casual. 

“Really? One of my contacts mentioned someone digging into that. Has some new information come up?”

“Nothing new that I can see. It looks like one really determined person,” Liam said.

“That’s weird,” I said with a shrug. 

I made myself a strong black coffee and settled into what I’d claimed as my seat. 

“Liam, find out what you can about whoever’s digging into that coven,” Elijah said. 

“Let me know what you find, I’m curious. There could be some fun treasures I didn’t know about,” I said in what I hoped was a light tone. 

“What’s the deal with that coven?” Jess said as she tore open a packet of Jammie Dodgers, round shortbread biscuits had a thin layer of raspberry jam in the middle. 

“It was weird. They were a powerful, rich coven. Then one night they just... died. The circumstances were supposed to be strange, but no details were ever released. The Knights worked really hard to keep it covered up. Even the underground forums and such couldn’t get the details,” Liam said.

I still didn’t know why the Knights had stepped in, but I was grateful. 

“There’s supposed to be a lot of money locked away. I heard that the grimoires and interesting artifacts were all missing when people got there,” Elijah said.

“Where did you say you were from originally Lily?” Rex asked. 

“Dartmoor. They left the country when I was sixteen, so I struck out on my own. It was the best thing I ever did.”

“Isn’t the magic wild down there?” Jess asked.

I’d had the good sense to spend a few months down on Dartmoor so that I could answer questions like that. 

“Yes, it is. It feels as though it really doesn’t want you there, but that makes it invigorating. It can be a challenge for younger witches, but I always enjoyed it,” I said.

“Maybe we ought to take a trip up to Inverness, see what we can find about this coven. There could be treasures, and we’re due a holiday,” Rex said.

There was a tension about him. I tried to push the ridiculous idea that he knew about me aside, but I couldn’t miss the way he looked at me. The challenge in his eyes. 

“I’ve heard that it’s a beautiful little city,” I said.

“We’ll see what territories lie around there. Maybe someone will let us stay a little while,” Elijah said.

Shifters worked in territories, the same as the fae. They needed permission from the territory owners before they could wander in there. Sometimes, a shifter could move freely for work, but they couldn’t sleep there without clear and explicit permission. It sounded exhausting. Witches also held territories, but they were business focused. As long as you didn’t screw with another coven’s businesses, you were left alone. 

“Does no one have anything on these missing artifacts? My people are all silent,” I said.

“Not a whisper,” Liam said.

“Shouldn’t we be looking for new angles rather than poking at the weird old coven case?”

Liam shrugged.

“No reason I can’t do both. I have searches running in the background for keywords and such.”

I took a sip of my coffee and tried not to tap my foot. The office was feeling small with all this talk of my old coven. We needed to be out there getting the job done. 
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I couldn’t handle being in the office anymore. I needed some fish ’n’ chips down on the beach. Elijah had opted to join me. He kept glancing over at me as though he was trying to spot something or figure something out. 

“What?” I finally asked as we were heading down onto the beach.

The broad concrete strip between the small wall that marked the edge of the pebble beach was relatively quiet. The small cafes and souvenir shops looked to be mostly empty. We’d timed our lunch well. I picked a quiet spot away from the shops and views of the hotels and apartments on the opposite side of the busy road behind us. 

“I’m just trying to figure out what you’re hiding and why.”

“Maybe I’m hiding something for good reason.”

He slowly looked me up and down. 

“Or maybe you just haven’t found the right person to share with yet.”

“I have a good friend, a housemate.”

“The fox shifter, your familiar.”

There was a slight bite to the word ‘familiar.’ I braced myself for the usual judgement and rant that came from shifters when the topic of familiars came up. 

“Yes, Castor. He’s been a good friend to me for many years.”

“And yet you still seem like this secret weighs on you.”

I popped a chip into my mouth and ignored him. This wasn’t a topic I was going to entertain. 

A thudding tread along the pavement behind us drew my attention, but I didn’t turn. There was nothing to gain in whirling at every potential threat. Better to keep an ear on it and let it think it was unseen. If it turned out to be nothing, it wouldn’t matter, and if it really was a threat then a potential ambush could easily work in reverse if played well.

In this case, ambush wasn’t on the menu. As the footfalls grew louder, I felt the magic and realized that it was an ogre approaching. I reminded myself that it might be there to relax on the lack of a beach, but Elijah made no such allowances. His sword, a near match to my own longsword, was out and ready while I was still silently observing the soundscape. 

With the cat out of the bag, I turned around on the seawall we’d been resting on and draped my legs over in the opposite direction. An ogre was a challenge, but if he was as good as he thought he was then he’d have it in hand. I could happily watch, relax, and figure out his weaknesses, and if he started to fail then saving him would be all the sweeter for the wait.

His stance was truly medieval, a two-handed grip with the blade in an extremely high guard. I wanted to make a crack about how some classics actually did go out of style, but I kept it to myself for a change. Better to see how it worked. The ogre stomped up in its own sweet time, eight feet of ugly vaguely reminiscent of a blue-grey human with a big head, big hands, and a bigger mouth. They came in a variety of colours, but other than that they were nearly identical to one another, at least to my eye. 

“Get out of my way, dog person. I’m working,” it offered Elijah by way of greeting.

Their strength was in smashing things, not quipping.

A mangled-looking fist that seemed like it had seen both ends of a sausage machine slammed down towards Elijah’s head, and he caught it on his blade and held strong, allowing the beast to make a deep cut into its own hand before it could check the momentum. 

It looked down at the hand as if disappointed in its performance as I shouted, “I think that might have actually counted as corrective surgery,” then threw a heavy backhand with its left.

It was faster than it looked, faster than most of its kind, and for a moment it looked like Elijah was going to take the ugly blow on the chin... and the entire rest of the head, given the size difference. He jumped back in time, and the hand swept in front of his face, the wind from the swipe tousling his pretty hair, bringing a little laugh from me that I did nothing to stifle.

Before the ogre could finish the move, Elijah made a quick leap forward and stabbed up into the beast’s sternum, hoping to finish it quickly with a heart blow. The ogre was too quick, though, and the blow slipped along the ribcage, leaving a trail of red blood to mar the blue-grey of the ogre’s skin but not much more than that.

“A couple dozen more of those and he’ll bleed out in no time,” I quipped.

As I spoke, a heavy fist came in for what would have been a kidney strike on a comparable-sized creature but with the size difference landed on Elijah’s shoulder blade. It hit hard enough that he was driven forward against the ogre, his sword pinned between the two of them. From where I sat, it looked like he’d kept the flat of it against himself, which I hoped was the case since the alternative wasn’t pretty.

I buried the sensation of concern that image brought and focused on the fight, distancing myself by analysing his technique. He’d clearly been caught off guard by the strike, and he was sprawled forward against his opponent, his legs barely under him. Another several hits came down in the same way, and I began to think he needed help. 

Before I could touch my sword, his swept out from in front of him in a rather ingenious changing through technique seemingly derived from the same Liechtenauer school as his initial guard. While his arms remained in at his sides, protecting himself as much as possible, the sword moved parallel to his body in a semicircle that sliced the ogre’s right arm off at the elbow in an impressive show of hand strength and dexterity. 

The ogre gave up the close-in assault and threw itself back with a roar, clutching at its missing arm as blood poured to the ground. The bloodflow slowed in seconds. Ogres couldn’t regenerate the way some other species could, but they did have a finely tuned clotting response and a shocking ability to push through injuries. A less experienced fighter would have thought the fight all but over and gone for a flourishing kill stroke. I almost warned him not to make that mistake, but I decided to let him go with it for a moment. 

He spotted the trap of it, knew his enemy’s real response would never have been so dire, and used the time it spent play acting to make a sweeping attack at its unguarded stomach. Again, it showed a reaction speed that belied both its bulk and its species’ reputation, tucking its stomach in and going for a headbutt; no small feat in either case.

Elijah spun away from the headbutt with a snarl, his patience with the whole thing seeming to wear thin. He ended his spin on the armless side of the monster and, before it could turn to respond, made a beautiful but painful-to-watch slash from lumbar to abdomen and out. It was over. 

Savouring the moment before the kill for a brief moment, Elijah sliced the head off the beast in one long, brutal swing. 
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Elijah turned to face me with canine teeth bared and eyes more wolf than human.

“Enough with the lies, Lily. I can hear your lies. I know that the shadow stone didn’t come from one of your mysterious contacts. I know that you’re hiding a big secret. And now whatever you’re hiding brought an assassin down on me. Talk. Now.”

I stared him down. I wasn’t going to be cowed by the big bad wolf. Still, the fact someone tied to me had tried to kill him had rattled me. Whether I liked it or not, I was growing fond of the damn shifter. 

“Fine. The shadow stone came from a potential stalker,” I bit out.

He softened and pinched the bridge of his nose.

“How bad?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t seen any further sign of them. The stone showed up on my doorstep with a weird note. They haven’t made further contact, and I haven’t been able to find any trace of them.”

“Stalkers aren’t something to be taken lightly.”

“I know, but as I said, he hasn’t exactly threatened my life.”

“He could be related to this attempted hit.”

I squeezed my eyes closed. I hadn’t wanted to make that connection. 

“Yes, they could be.”

“And the Inverness coven? Why do you tense and shut down conversations about that?”

I rolled my jaw.

“A coven was wiped out. It’s hardly a happy topic, is it.”

He narrowed his eyes at me.

“The truth will come out,” he growled.

“Look, I’m sorry the stalker tried to have you killed. I had no idea they would do that. Like I said, they haven’t been all that chatty.”

I turned and began towards my car.

“I’m going home. Let me know if someone makes progress on the case.”
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A pale pink envelope was waiting on the doorstep for me. It came with a lilac ribbon wrapped around it. I couldn’t detect any magic on it, so picked it up. The handwriting was neat and tidy but not very distinctive. My stomach was twisting into tangled knots. The timing was too perfect, too close. It had to be from the stalker. 

I tore open the envelope and read the note within. 

He’s not good enough for you.

Fantastic. My stalker was trying to take out my business partner. That was just what I needed. I paced around the living room for a few minutes before Castor emerged from his sunny spot and shifted into his human form.

“What happened?”

I showed him the note and told him what had happened to Elijah.

“We need to put an end to this stalker,” Castor growled.

“Agreed.”

The problem was, I didn’t know how to find them. There was no magic that I could use to track them on the note. I didn’t know why they’d chosen me. There hadn’t been any weird people hanging around a lot. 

“Elijah knows something’s off about the Inverness coven.”

Castor sighed and slumped down onto the couch.

“We knew the day would come. He’s a better option than most.”

“You think I should tell him?”

“Perhaps. When the time’s right.”

Years of hiding. The idea of coming out and telling someone everything that had happened didn’t fit into my mind. I’d never imagined such a time would ever arise. 

“What do we do about the stalker? I don’t have any way to trace him. Maybe James will have heard something.”

Castor curled his lips.

“Is there no one else?”

“James has the most information about things like this, you know that,” I said wearily. 

“I’ll go and see what I can dig up. Be careful with James.”

With that, he stood up and left. The house felt cold and empty without him. I glanced down at the note, which sat on the coffee table in front of me. How had this happened? What did this stalker want?

I pulled out my phone and sent James a text to see if he was up for an information exchange at my office. The mysterious thief was a dead-end, but the stalker needed to be dealt with. I wasn’t going to allow them to harm Elijah. 
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James didn’t answer my text. Which left Liam. I hated leaning on the fox shifter like that, but he was my best resource. I grabbed a basket of high-end baked goods made with real butter and cream and headed back to Elijah’s office. The entire pack was there. Rex growled at me. I gave him the finger and strolled over to Liam.

“You want me to look and see what I can find out about your stalker,” Liam said as he extended his hand to take the baked goods.

“Elijah told you,” I said flatly. 

Liam looked up at me with a wounded expression on his face.

“You’re a friend; you could have just told us. We’d have helped you.”

“Well, I’m asking now.”

Jess came over and lifted the lid on the baked goods.

“Oooh lemon and poppy scones!”

I swatted her hand away.

“Don’t steal Liam’s food.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. 

“Pack share,” she grumbled.

“If Liam wishes to share he can, but I’m not going to stand here and let you steal from him,” I said.

I was growing protective over the fox. Maybe it was because of Castor, or maybe it was how didn’t like seeing the quiet guy losing his hard-earned rewards.

Jess backed off and crossed her arms.

“Fine.”

I remained standing near Liam for a minute to make sure she didn’t try and ambush him. 

Looking at Elijah, who was watching me very closely from his preferred seat, I pulled the most recent note out of my jacket pocket. He looked at it and pursed his lips. 

“It would appear that the stalker was responsible for your attempted hit,” I said as I handed him the note.

He breathed in the scent from the pink paper and rolled it over in his hands.

“No scent. Not a trace of anything.”

“No magic either,” I said.

“So, they have skills,” Rex said.

I sat down in my seat and watched as the wolves poked at it.

“We’re looking for a magic user, then. No human would be able to cover their tracks like that,” Elijah said.

“That really narrows it down,” I said sarcastically.

I shouldn’t have taken it out on them, but the whole thing was starting to rattle me. This person had tried to have Elijah killed, what next? 

“Has anyone-” Liam started.

“No, no one has stood out as having hung around me a lot recently. No one stands out as having acted weird, or clingy, or anything. I haven’t seen anyone more than anyone else. I’m not a moron, I’ve been doing this whole investigator thing for a while now. I’d know if someone was being creepy.”

That, and I tended to keep a close eye on things like that in case someone got too close. It seemed I hadn’t been careful enough. 

“Well, stalkers need to be close to the object of their desire, so do you have any new neighbours?” Liam asked.

“No. I have a nice private lot, anyway, no one can see into my home or garden.”

“Office?”

“No one new there either.”

Liam frowned.

“They must be watching you from somewhere. That’s what they get off on. They know that you’ve been spending a lot of time with Elijah.”

He was right. I must have missed someone somewhere.

“What if they wore a glamour?” Elijah asked.

I mentally kicked myself. That could possibly work. Glamours and appearance illusions weren’t that unusual around the city. People liked to play with how they looked. I was aware of them, but I didn’t scrutinise them, as they were so normal.

“Yea, that might do it.”

“We all make mistakes sometimes. Just remember that you’re not doing this alone. As much as you’re a pain in my ass, the offer to join the pack stands,” Elijah said.

Rex’s face twisted into a silent snarl. I ignored him. I wasn’t in the mood to play sugary sweet and wind him up.

“Maybe it would be best if someone watched out for Lily while we figure this out,” Liam said.

“Elijah’s the one who almost got taken out. Put a bodyguard on him,” I said.

There wasn’t a chance that I was letting someone see the inner workings of my life.

“He has me,” Rex said.

“Where were you earlier?” I said.

“Enough,” Elijah said as he held his hand up. 

“My point stands. You’re in more danger than me,” I said.

“We don’t know how much danger you’re in right now. I would feel better if you stayed with us for a bit so I know you’re safe.”

Shifters and their overdeveloped sense of protectiveness. 

“I’m an independent woman, and that isn’t going to change. Don’t forget that I’m a skilled witch.”

Elijah frowned and crossed his very large arms.

“Is that supposed to change my mind?” I asked.

“I think he was just flexing so you’d want to jump in his bed,” Jess said.

“That’s not helpful, Jess,” Elijah said.

“I’m not wrong, though,” she said with a grin.

“Cats,” Rex muttered.
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Elijah had insisted on accompanying me back home later that day. I pulled up in front of my house and saw the box wrapped in silver wrapping paper. My stomach sank. That was two things in one day. The stalker was escalating. 

I got out of the car and checked for magic around the box. Nothing, as expected. Whoever they were, they were very good at removing traces from the items they left. Elijah stalked up to the box and breathed in deep. Frowning, he leaned down and picked it up to take another deep breath.

“It smells like the thief.”

“You’re sure?”

He gave me a flat look.

“Ok, you’re sure. Are you saying the thief and my stalker are one and the same?”

“It’s a possibility.”

That didn’t make any sense in my mind. Why would the thief also be my stalker? Were the thefts and my stalking related? 

“Are you going to invite me in?”

I hadn’t planned on it. Now that he stood there with the expectant look on his face and the box in his hands, I didn’t have much of a choice. 

He reached over and squeezed my hand.

“I won’t let anything happen to you.”

I shook my head and laughed. 

“That’s sweet, but I can kick your ass while blindfolded.”

He smirked at me.

“We’ll have to test that sometime.”

“If I win, do I get your pack?”

He snorted.

“There’s not a chance of you winning.”

I opened the door and toed off my boots.

“No shoes in the house.”

He took his shoes off and followed me into my living room. This was the first time anyone but Castor had stepped foot in my home. I felt as though he was scrutinising every little detail, looking for something condemning. 

“You have good taste,” he finally said.

“My taste is exquisite. I didn’t think you were cultured enough to notice, though.”

He laughed and handed me the box.

I tentatively peeled the paper off and opened the box within. A small vial of unicorn blood sat inside along with a note in the same handwriting as earlier. 

Only the best for my beautiful.

I handed the note to Elijah. He scrutinised it.

“The scent is the same. It’s very faint. I believe they tried to remove it, but they were in a rush this time.”

“Mrs. Briggs will be very happy to have this back.”

I set the box on the table and tried to get my head straight. 

“I think they’re stealing the items to impress you,” Elijah said.

“Well, I’m impressed that they can get in and out without leaving a trace or alerting anyone.”

My blood ran cold. Did that mean they could do that to my home? I’d woven layers of magic around the house to push people away and keep anyone but those I explicitly invited in, out. What if this stalker was good enough to get around all of that? They’d gotten through some very expensive and impressive security systems. 

“All the more reason for me to stay with you until they’re caught,” Elijah said.

“The sentiment is appreciated, but Lily is very able to look after herself,” Castor said from the kitchen.

Elijah looked the fox up and down before he stood and towered over Castor.

“I would feel better knowing she has back up.”

“I’m the back up,” Castor said icily.

“Familiars are batteries and companions,” Elijah said flatly.

“Each familiar is an individual with unique abilities and strengths,” Castor said.

“You don’t look as though you could lift a butter knife, let alone defend Lily.”

I stepped between them.

“This is my home. I appreciate that you want to keep me safe, but I’m a trained combat witch. I’ll be fine, thank you,” I said to Elijah.

“I want regular texts so I know you’re ok. If you go more than two hours without a text, I’m breaking the door down.”

“I am not texting through the night.”

“Then you’ll have to text me good night.”

He waited for my response, an expectant look on his face.

“Fine. I’ll text you.”

He smiled and leaned in to brush his lips over my cheek, sending goosebumps running over my skin.

“I care. That’s not a crime.”

He left without another word.

“He cares far more than you said,” Castor said.

I slumped down on the couch.

“I told you everything about him.”

“Shifters don’t get that protective over friends.”

“Sure, they do.”

Castor settled next to me.

“Denial won’t get you very far.”

“I’ll deal with whatever is happening between Elijah and me once this stalker situation has been dealt with,” I said wearily. 

“Be prepared for things to get far worse.”

“Can I get the full information? Or do I get Ominous Edition?”

“Whoever has been looking into your old coven has gotten far closer to the truth than anyone before.”

Just when I thought things couldn’t get any worse. 
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I’d dressed in a nice pair of black pants and a professional-looking silk blouse, ready to return the unicorn blood to Ms. Briggs. Elijah was in a beautifully tailored suit that highlighted his assets. I particularly enjoyed the way the fabric hugged his firm ass. 

We walked up to the front door together, a united front. It was time to pretend that life was normal and the biggest concern I had was what type of coffee I was going to drink once I was done there. The young woman that had answered the door last time I was there had been replaced by an older man.

“Ms. Briggs is expecting us,” I said.

He blinked slowly at us before he gestured for us to come inside. We followed him down to the drawing room, where we waited for Ms. Briggs to grace us with her presence. She’d been quite happy to hear from us on the phone, but she had apparently become quite busy and important in the meantime. Elijah stood with his hands in his pockets, a look of calm professionalism on his face. 

I was fighting down the need to keep moving. Sleep hadn’t really happened the night before as my mind kept returning to the stalker and the potential for them to invade my home. I’d ended up spending a lot of the night practising my shadow magic and katas. The coven had trained me in a number of fighting disciplines while I was growing up, and Castor had only increased that. When I was really stressed, the katas usually brought me some peace.

That time, though, I couldn’t shake off the ominous warning Castor had given me. I never knew if he was trying to warn me because of something he knew and couldn’t tell me, or if it was a general thing he felt I should be doing. 

Ms. Briggs bustled into the room with a smile on her face.

“Your timing was wonderful. I bought the perfect display case for it yesterday. It will be the centrepiece for my party later.”

She’d clearly learnt absolutely nothing from all of this. Oh well. As long as she kept paying me, I’d keep retrieving her stolen shit. 

“Who do I pay?”

She didn’t miss a beat about our both being present. It would seem that she saw no issue with having hired both of us. 

“I’ll take the money,” I said.

Elijah knew that I’d give him his cut in the car. 

Mrs. Briggs handed me a pure white envelope full of cash. I opened it and quickly checked that it was all there. It was a little rude, but so was hiring both of us. Satisfied, I handed her the box with the unicorn blood on it. 

“It’s all there!” she exclaimed.

“Not a drop is missing,” I confirmed.

The thief-stalker hadn’t even opened the vial as far as I’d been able to discern, which gave credence to the idea that the thefts were to impress me. 

“Well if you’ll excuse me, I have to finish arrangements for the party,” she said as she looked pointedly at the door.

Of course, people like us wouldn’t be welcome at one of her shindigs. 
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News came in that someone else had been killed while we were in Elijah’s car. He’d insisted on taking his car. I didn’t have it in me to argue. The victim that time had been a pixie who’d cut ahead of me in the line at the coffee shop that morning. That was no reason to die. Rex and Jess had confirmed the sea-salt scent at the scent. The stalker had taken a life because they’d been a bit rude. 

Rage bubbled up within me. I was not going to be responsible for more lives lost because someone had developed a twisted idea of a relationship with me. It was bad enough when they tried to kill Elijah, but slaughtering someone for something so trivial was far beyond the line. When I found out who it was, I would unleash all of the pent-up anger I’d felt over the years at everything I had endured. They would feel the full wrath that I had to offer. 

“We’ll catch them,” Elijah said with certainty.

“How many more will die between now and then?”

“Liam’s working hard on it. They must have left a clue somewhere. Last time I checked, he was looking through traffic cameras around your house.”

What if they were a shadow walker like me? That would explain the ability to get in and out without leaving a trace. That would also allow them to duck out and hide from cameras. I ground my teeth. If they were tied to the shadow like I was, then I would use the shadow to find them. 

“Drop me at home. I need to check something.”

Elijah gave me a flat look. 

“Sometimes we keep secrets for good reasons. I’ll let you know if it bears fruit.”

He turned down towards my house, albeit it with a fierce-looking glare on his face. When he pulled into my driveway, I leaned in and kissed him. I’d intended for it to be a frivolous thing, but it became something tender and meaningful. I climbed out of the car before it could go any further. We didn’t have time for feelings. 
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Castor took one look at me and frowned.

“What now?”

“The stalker killed someone who cut in front of me at a coffee shop. I need to use the shadow to track him. There’s a chance that he’s a shadow walker like I am. It would explain how he can get in and out without leaving a trace.”

Castor put his hands on my shoulders.

“I am sorry. For the weight on you,” he said softly. 

“I know. But there’s no point in dwelling on that, not when there’s a chance I can find the bastard.”

“The shadows will only reveal him if he’s a weaker shadow walker. If he’s just a skilled witch, they won’t give you anything,” Castor warned.

With the way I was feeling, I was sure I could get them to give me just about anything I wanted.

“I have to try.”

Castor nodded and stepped back. 

“Pull one to three pieces of shadow. They need to compliant and respectful. Those that push back against you will make this difficult.”

I exhaled slowly and cleared my mind. This was the first time I’d seriously considered another shadow walker existing, let alone tried to find them. Reaching out with my mind, I wrapped my mental hand around a piece of black silk and pulled it onto the Earth plane.

The shadow remained still in my grasp. The feeling of it cautiously waiting filled my own mind. It made no attempt to escape my grasp or wander around the space. I pressed the thought of finding my stalker down into the swath of black silky shadow. 

The shadow curled up and pressed against my palm. There was the feeling of its being unsure, unable blooming in my mind. Frustration bubbled up. I pushed it back down. The shadow wasn’t fighting me. I wasn’t going to punish it. I wasn’t sure exactly how sentient the shadows were, but I tried to be fair in everything I did.

“It’s curled up and feels like it doesn’t know,” I said.

“What did you ask it?”

“About my stalker.”

“No, ask it for words on another shadow walker. Images of someone being too close to you, perhaps.”

I formed those images and concepts in my mind and tried again. The shadow uncurled, but the sensation of an apology formed. It still didn’t know anything. I allowed it to wander around the living room while I debated what to do next. This was so new to me, I didn’t know if I was doing it wrong. 

The shadow slowly made its way around the room. It appeared to be a semi-translucent piece of fabric floating on an unseen breeze. I watched as it glided over the couch and lingered against the curtains before it returned to my hand. 

“Try again,” Castor pushed.

I returned that shadow to the shadow plane and pulled another out. This one fought and writhed against me. Edges of something sharp pressed against my skin but didn’t draw any blood. I mentally squeezed it tighter and pressed my will against it. The shadow stilled and relaxed. 

Again I pushed the images of someone being too close and the idea of another shadow walker down against the shadow. The shadow stiffened before it relaxed again, and the feeling of a lack of knowledge spread like a fog through my mind. Sighing, I had to accept that we weren’t dealing with another shadow walker here, or if we were they were far more skilled than I was. 

I pushed the shadow back to the shadow plane and went into the kitchen, searching for something sweet to quell my irritation. I’d thought that I had a real chance to put an end to this ridiculous business. 
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I’d texted Elijah to tell him my potential lead hadn’t panned out before I went for a nice hot bath to clear my head. The stalker must have been in the coffee shop that morning without my knowing. How else could they have known about the pixie cutting in front of me? 

“For fucks sake!” 

I jumped out of the bath and wrapped a towel around me before I sprinted to Castor’s side with a shadow sword in my hand.

“What happened?”

He held up a note on expensive white paper.

“This just appeared on the floor by the front door.”

“The stalker has left them on the doorstep before...”

I felt it then. A touch of witch magic on the note. That definitely wasn’t like the other notes.

Castor handed it to me. I tore it open and my blood ran cold. 

It would be better for the wolf if you walked away. I’d hate for him to find out what happened that night, Amelia.

All the love.

The note fell to the floor from my limp hand. My chest constricted as the world became slightly hazy. Castor wrapped his arms around me and led me into the kitchen, where he gently pushed me down onto a stool. 

“This isn’t the end of the world. We’ll fix this,” he said as he made hot chocolate.

I slowed my breathing and gripped the edge of the table, bringing myself back to a state of cold anger. Anger was manageable, it kept me moving forward. Once the shock had worn off, I’d allow it to fade, but in that moment I needed it to drag me away from the shock and panic.

Someone knew who and what I was. 
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Twenty-Nine
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Each type of magic is separate and distinct. Shifter magic is bundles of knots and a sense of rough wildness bound up within. Fae magic is like a bunch of stars sitting within a slippery bag that’s ready to burst at any moment. And witch magic is like a thin mist that creeps through the user’s veins, leaving a darkness within. They say that witches don’t have much magic of our own. There’s just have an emptiness to fill and a spark to pull on that allows us to feel the magic around us.

No two magic users feel magic exactly the same way. Most witches feel magic as threads. Some will taste, see, or hear the magic. I’d never seen the world in the clean threads the rest of my coven seemed to. It was far more than that. It was a world of fabrics, mists, and sensations I couldn’t find anywhere else.

The note had a soft touch of mist clinging to it, marking it as having been wrapped in witch magic. There wasn’t enough to pinpoint the individual witch’s signature. Every witch has a unique touch to their magic, which can be found if you know where to look. Finding the signature allows you to find the witch who wove the magic. The problem was, the magic faded quickly, and the signature was usually one of the first things to go. 

“We know this isn’t from the stalker. The paper, handwriting, and method are different. No, this person used witch magic to drop the note directly in my home,” I said.

“So, we’re dealing with two problems,” Castor said drily. 

“How? How did they find me?”

“James and Liam both said someone has been digging into your old coven. They must have had more success than we feared.”

“Why now? How did they find something? We were so careful.”

I paced around the living room, trying to pull my thoughts together. This wasn’t a disaster yet. 

“I don’t know. Your wolf is at least helping with the stalker problem.”

“But he’s now at risk from this new asshole, too,” I said with frustration.

I hated the idea of putting Elijah in danger, but I wasn’t ready to give up his company either. He was the first person I’d begun relaxing around and actually enjoying time with. I didn’t know if I’d ever have that again. It was selfish, but it had been so long since I’d had a friend, let alone something more. 
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Elijah came to my door that morning. He held up a bag of fresh pastries. 

“I’m worried about you, and I brought food.”

It wasn’t fair to him to let him remain close, but I craved what he was offering. The chance at a normal life, to relax and feel safe for a short while. I let him in. 

“Liam found something weird about the Inverness coven.” Elijah placed the danishes and pain au choc on the plates I’d put out. “Apparently a witch was missing from the remains. They think she might be alive somewhere.”

He said it so casually. 

The images from that night crashed down over me. 

At first, it had seemed like any other ritual night. The coven was fond of making use of the full moon to bring down lots of magic for their stores. I’d assumed they were trying to bottle luck again, something which sold incredibly well. The coven bank accounts were already overflowing, but there was no such thing as too much money in their minds. 

I sat at the top of the grand stairs gazing out over the manicured gardens, which held every magical herb and plant known to witch kind. There were even a few fae plants in there that the fae weren’t supposed to know about. The moon began rising, and the stars started glittering on the black canvas of the night sky. 

Rituals weren’t something I was allowed to be involved with. No one had ever told me why. I’d given up asking why I was treated so differently to the rest of the witches my age. Where they were being taught herb magic and rituals, I was taught to fight and how to twist the magic into something combat effective. We weren’t a combat coven. None of the adults took that role. 

I’d turned sixteen a couple of days before, although it felt like no one noticed. Sixteen was something the other witches celebrated with great fervour. They were given a great deal of freedom and started to consider men from other covens to screw. There was no romance there. It was all politics. 

Celeste and Fiona, the two most senior witches in the coven, strode up the stairs towards me. At first, I’d thought they planned on beating me for some mistake I hadn’t committed, but they gently took my wrists and guided me down the stairs.

“Tonight, you will join us in the ritual,” Celeste had said with a broad smile.

I was naive. I thought that I’d finally done something right and was going to be involved in the larger coven. In a way, I wasn’t wrong. 

The old ballroom of the stately mansion had long ago been converted to the ritual space. It was stripped of any decoration or furniture. With bare dark wooden floors and windows taller than I was, it was an imposing space, especially in the darkness. The coven were all gathered and stood in a silent circle around sigils and markings that I didn’t recognise.

I’d been teaching myself every piece of magic I could find in the two-storey high library while no one was looking, but still this wasn’t something I was familiar with. A heaviness hung in the air, and my instincts screamed at me to run. Still, I wanted to be involved. To be accepted. 

I should have run. 
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Thirty
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Celeste guided me into the very centre of the circle. My coven was all dressed in large ritual robes almost as dark as the rest of the room. Their faces were hidden beneath deep hoods. Fear began to sharpen my senses. My instincts kicked in harder, screaming at me to run far and fast. I ignored them. 

“Remain where you are, Amelia,” Fiona ordered me.

I rooted my feet to the dark wooden boards and waited. Even if I didn’t have an active role in the magic, I would finally be part of something, of the coven. 

They began whispering something in a language I hadn’t heard before. It was a sharp-edged and yet poetic language, something that conjured images of something dark and ancient. The whispering picked up in pitch, and one of the younger girls began singing in that same language. The song felt like it was calling. 

The weight of the room wrapped around me until it was suffocating. Still I didn’t move. 

My coven started chanting and singing those strange sharp words which seemed to swell and grow around me. A presence was forming. It was more than a great web of magic. It was a being, something dark and powerful. My blood froze in my veins, but still I remained. 

Celeste dropped to her knees and pulled a great curved dagger from the folds of her robes. She lifted her eyes and whispered something deep and angry. Then she rushed me like a great bull. The dagger was aimed at my heart. The coven began screaming.

My combat training kicked in, but I never had a chance to use it. A woman swathed in the darkest shadows appeared before me. She reached into Celeste’s chest and ripped her heart out. The still beating organ remained in her hand. Large crimson droplets of blood slipped between her fingers as Celeste’s lifeless body slowly collapsed to the floor. 

The next few minutes are a blur of darkness, screams, and blood. My coven was dead around me. Their blood pooled on the dark wooden floors that I had wished to stand upon for so many years. 

The shadowy woman whom I knew in my bones was a goddess turned to me with a gentle smile. Her porcelain skin was flawless. It made her brilliant artic blue eyes even more striking. 

“Child, these people bore you with the intent of taking your life and nothing more. They had planned on stealing away my magic to use as their own.” She reached out and gently caressed my cheek with cold fingers. “I give you a sliver of my magic, and all of the magic in their veins. It is your due.”

I blacked out as my body was suddenly filled with more magic than I’d ever imagined possible. When I came to, I found Castor in his fox form gently nuzzling my face. He’d shifted into his human form and helped me escape that place. He had been a gift from the shadowy goddess. The goddess that I knew would come asking for something from me when she was ready. 

[image: image]

“Lily? Are you ok?” Elijah asked as he reached out to take my hand.

“Hm? Yea. Sorry, I was just thinking about what an awful thing that was. Why do we care if a witch lived, though?”

“Well rumour has it that there was some really weird magic involved that night. Given our thief clearly has some odd magic, they could be one and the same.”

They weren’t.

“I hadn’t thought of that. Good catch.”

I bit into a raspberry danish and tried to shift my thoughts to something else. Elijah was already paying far too much attention. I didn’t need to make it any worse. 

“Is Liam ok? He’s getting some sleep, right?” I asked.

Elijah smiled.

“Yea, I made sure he headed to bed early last night. He gets a bit too invested and chases leads until the crack of dawn if I let him. He’s a good fox, his enthusiasm just gets the better of him sometimes.”

Castor reached over and stole the last of the custard crowns. 

“Thank you, Elijah. You’ll have to leave the name of the bakery. These pastries are truly exquisite.”

“Any time.”

Elijah was watching me, waiting. The pressure of his gaze sat upon me, making me want to sit up taller and stare him down. I’d never done well with challenges or authority. 

“So, what rattled you?” Elijah asked.

“Just this stalker nonsense. He, they, were right there in that coffee shop and I didn’t know.”

“Liam went over the footage from the coffee shop and got nothing. The actual murder was in a blind spot.”

“Of course it was,” I said drily. 

“We’re dealing with someone who knows what they’re doing. Perhaps someone with a lot of experience.”

“You think this might be an assassin?” Castor asked.

I didn’t much relish the idea of being up against a fellow assassin of this calibre. 

“Maybe. We’re looking into every avenue right now.” Elijah stood and tidied the plates and such. “Don’t worry, we’ll make sure nothing happens to your witch.”

Castor narrowed his eyes a little but said nothing. 

“Ready? Jess was out last night seeing if anything new had turned up.”

“We’re taking my car.”

“Does that mean you’re inviting me back here for dinner later?” Elijah said with a grin.

Damn him.

“Lily would love to cook dinner for you tonight. And it just so happens that I have a date and won’t be back until morning.”

I glared at the traitorous fox. 

Get laid, Castor mouthed at me.

I turned away, trying not to blush. That fox would be the end of me. 
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Thirty-One
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We never made it to the office. News came in that someone else had been killed. I drove a little too fast and ducked into the last parking spot near the park where it had happened. A cluster of people were gathered around dark stained grass. A pair of bounty hunters were trying to keep them back. 

These situations were sticky. I didn’t technically have jurisdiction because I was freelance, but that didn’t stop me from trying my luck. Elijah set his shoulders back and strode up to the bounty hunters with his full alpha presence rolling off him. The two witches visibly shrank back. 

“We’re here to see the scene,” Elijah said.

“And you are?” the blond witch asked meekly.

“Officials,” I said sharply.

They nodded and made room for us to get to the scene. 

I immediately noticed the lack of magic. Even the grass had been drained of what life essence each blade had within it. The area was stained with dark red blood. Elijah crouched down near the remains, which were a mess of organs, torn muscles, and jagged broken bones. Who- or whatever had done that had a real anger problem. 

“The scent is here,” he said as he stood.

I looked at the face of the dead woman, trying to see if I recognised her. Nothing came to mind, but it was hard to be sure. Her jaw hung loose, and she was missing one eye entirely. 

We headed back to my car. I tried to find some sort of magical trail as we did so. Nothing. The lack of magic ended at the edges of the neat circle, and nothing stood out from there. Whoever it was was very good. 

“Did you know her?” Elijah asked once we were in the car.

“I don’t think so.”

“I sent pictures of her over to Liam. He’s trying to pull up her face.”

I pulled out in the morning traffic and turned the happy pop music up louder. That was another person dead, possibly thanks to me.

“The scent was stronger there. Likely due to his rage. I don’t know what made him so angry this time, but we have to think that he’s escalating. You’re in greater risk.”

I knew that stalkers often turned violent when they didn’t get what they wanted. The gods knew whoever it was wasn’t going to get some weird romantic fantasy fulfilment with me. If he came at me, I’d show him just how good of a combat witch I was. My shadow blades could cut through anything. 
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Liam had managed to pull up a face for the dead woman in the park. She hadn’t aged much since I’d seen her last in Inverness. I’d seen her once a week since I was ten or so. She sold crystals and metal disks to our coven for rituals and workings. The younger witches burnt through a lot while they were working. The coven sold the rest on at their shops in Inverness and by the loch. 

My stomach twisted. I couldn’t tear my eyes away. She had been kind to me. She’d also known my face and would no doubt have recognised me should we have met in the city. Castor had texted saying another note was waiting for him when he got home. That one had simply said, ‘I’ll keep you safe.’ 

That meant that two people knew who I was. 

“Do you know her, Lily?” Liam asked gently.

“I saw her in the market a few times. I don’t remember her being rude, but maybe she took a piece of fruit I wanted or something. This guy clearly has a twisted view of right and wrong.”

Another death on my hands. Another innocent life erased because some crazy asshole had decided they liked me a little too much. 
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Thirty-Two
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Elijah hadn’t let me forget that I was supposed to be cooking him dinner. I’d tried to tell him I was an awful cook, so he’d pulled up his favourite Chinese takeaway place on my laptop. Once the food had arrived, we’d sat on the couch with our thighs pressed together and an action movie on the TV. 

“What do you do in your down time?” Elijah asked.

“Watch movies, hang out in bars, sit by the sea.”

Go through my katas, practise my shadow magic, hope I was wrong about the goddess coming for a favour one day.

“No real hobbies?”

“I guess nothing’s appealed. You?”

“I run with the pack, read, and I dabble in carpentry.”

“Seriously?”

I looked up at him.

“I only dabble. I’ve made some tables, a couple of cabinets, a few pretty boxes.”

He pulled out his phone and opened up a picture of a stunning wooden box with enamel inlay. 

“You call that dabbling?” 

He grinned at me and put his hand on my knee.

“I don’t believe in doing anything by halves.”

A warmth pooled in the pit of my stomach at his sinful suggestion. 

“Well, I’ll have to keep that in mind,” I teased.

He reached out and stroked a strand of hair out of my face. 

“You would tell me if I was pushing or going too fast...”

I put my hand on his enjoying the warmth of his caress against my skin.

“I would.”

He smiled. 

“Good, I’d rather not lose you just yet.”

“Oh? Is there a time limit on this?” I said with a laugh.

He grinned at me.

“You seem like the type to jump out of a window if I make any suggestion of this being something more.”

He wasn’t wrong. 

I curled up and leaned against him, resting my head on his hard chest. It was nice to enjoy his strength as he wrapped his arm around me and took away the stresses and strains of the world for a little while. I reminded myself to enjoy every little moment, because it couldn’t last. 

[image: image]

We were back in the office trying to figure out who and what the stalker-thief was. Liam had compiled a list of artifacts, rituals, and spells that would allow someone to wipe away the magic as the stalker had done at every scene. He had another list of potential beings and heritages which would give the stalker the scent they carried. 

The first list was far longer than I’d have thought. There were a lot of artifacts that I’d never heard of. It seemed that the fae got bored during their ridiculously long lives and started playing at making all sorts of things. There was a pair of boots on there that gathered up air magic and allowed someone to float for a short period of time. When said boots were combined with a fae-made wig which had been designed heighten someone’s glamour, it eradicated all magic in the area. 

The list of beings was thankfully far shorter. Of course, it was complicated by the fae’s long-standing and only recently abandoned habit of screwing everything with a heartbeat and producing part-breeds. The number of part-breeds being born had dropped to almost nothing when Ryn, the fae lord to rule all fae lords, brought in a law that said all fae must take responsibility for all part-breeds they produced. Suddenly the fae were incredibly talented at huge arrays of contraceptive magics. It was weird how that worked.

“So, my money’s on it being a bean finn halfbreed, using the charm of purity, in the kitchen,” Jess said.

Rex looked at her with a deep frown as though she’d just declared that peanut butter grew on trees.

“Cluedo,” Jess said with a shrug.

“You are far too young to be playing something like Cluedo,” he grumbled.

“You’re too young to be such a stick in the mud,” Jess said.

“I am not a stick,” Rex said as he crossed his arms.

“You communicate in growls and grumbles.”

“I’m the life of the party.”

Jess burst out laughing.

“What party? A funeral with banshees as the band?”

Rex huffed. 

“I’m a delight.”

“Sure, you are, sweetheart. A fucking delight,” Jess said with a laugh. 

“How much are you putting on the bean finn idea?” Liam asked.

He’d opened up a spreadsheet and colour-coded it, ready for people to seriously put down bets. 

“Damn, now I’m torn. Do I go bean finn partbreed, or land mermaid?” Jess said.

“I’m taking the mermaid,” Rex said.

I looked between them, unsure if they were seriously betting on these absurdities. 

“Give me offspring of a kraken and a really confused sailor,” Elijah said as he got his wallet out.

“The money they inevitably lose will go into the coffee and baked goods fund,” Liam said.

“This is the world’s most convoluted way to get people to pay for coffee and doughnuts,” I said with a laugh.

“So, I’ll put you down for kelpie, then?” Liam said with a grin.

“Sure. Why not,” I said as I pulled out my own wallet.

Given how ridiculous the entire situation was, I was expecting Elijah to come out on top with the half-kraken.
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Thirty-Three
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While the pack was out looking for a half-kraken with a fae wig, I headed down to a small private cove that I liked to relax in. A storm was rolling in on the horizon, and I desperately needed to get my head straight. I’d texted James to see if he had any new information on anything. The stolen items, the murderer, or the person who had been digging into my old coven. I needed something I could wrap my hands around and throttle. Something solid to make me feel as though I was making progress. 

Instead, I got a hydra. I guess I could have throttled it, in retrospect, but only with an element of personal risk beyond what I could really justify. Hydras are a rare case of the human myths getting it almost exactly right. Massive serpents with many heads, all of which are active, regenerative, and, to put it mildly, bitey. Their blood is poisonous for no reason beyond spite, and they can aerosolize venom to give a sort of poison breath effect. All in all, not the sort of thing you want to work out your frustration on. Or draw the attention of at all, for that matter.

The one that came at me was of the saltwater variety, a young one that was presumably trying to set up a territory for itself in my little otherwise-uninhabited cove. Given my options, I’d have been happy to timeshare the little stretch of sand surrounded on all sides by dark stone, but hydras aren’t the conversational type and I wasn’t prepared to give the space up entirely. 

Before I could react to its presence in the shallows, it was slithering menacingly up the beach, belting out a barking hiss in eight-headed harmony that was probably intended to intimidate intruders. It was working. I ran through everything I knew about hydras and got basically the David Attenborough version and a vague memory of fire magic being the best solution (score another one for ol’ Hercules I guess), which was useful in exact proportion to the available fire magic. That is to say, not at all, given that all I had was the life magic in my sword and the elements around me.

The hydra was towering above me, a several-metre-long predator I couldn’t cut up still dripping enough sea water to soak my clothes. I could trap it with earth magic, but the earth here was sand. It would need to be transformed into concrete or something, otherwise the hydra would dig back out as fast as I could bury it. Faster. I watched several heads rear back and knew the poison was coming soon, too soon to be mixing mystical concrete chunk by chunk. I was going to have to break my only rule.

I wondered if this was why Castor had been pushing me to practice shadow magic. Had he known this was coming? Could his goddess, our goddess, see the future? Maybe they all could. Either way, it was the only way I was going to get out of this, and I hated it. I ran backwards, dodging the spray of venom.

I tugged at the shadow that always sat on the periphery of my consciousness. I couldn’t just sic a bunch of shadow beasts on it; a chewed-off head would grow back just as quick as one cut with a sword. I needed it to be actually stuck in the shadow plane. I wasn’t sure how the shadows were going to feel about that, since it was their plane that the monster would be stranded on, but it was too late to just leave the beach for the hydra so they were going to have to work with me.

The first several shadows I reached out to sent back complete disinterest. I had the power to force them to behave themselves, but I was still dodging hydra bites in the increasingly small section of the beach not suffused with deadly vapor. I didn’t have the focus needed to argue with scraps of silky blackness. I cast them aside one after another until I started to find meaner, deadlier shadows. Maybe I was going through a bad neighbourhood. I pressed into them the need to pull something dangerous into their world, and they pushed back the image of some horrifying skin golem being shredded by a whirlwind of shadow until only a skeleton remained silhouetted against blood-soaked stone. I repeated my demand that the hydra go back where they came from and added the image of the dying golem, only this time surrounded by blackness. They replaced the golem with an image of me, and I pushed power into them, hurting them, showing them that I wasn’t food. They pushed back, and the force of it hit me hard enough that I staggered in the real world, the hydra’s tail catching me in the moment of weakness and throwing me into a rock. 

I got back up, keeping my focus inward, and pushed the image of the hydra’s heads being removed, growing back in duplicate, and so on infinitely. I added a black background with extra force and shoved it at them. I felt a whirling, dizzy sensation like being caught by a zephyr of silk, and they pushed agreement back along with a sense of my missing the point.

Apparently having a monster that would never die in their back yard was the upside of the story for them. I’d buried the lede expecting that to be the favour, not the payment.

They weren’t in any way under my control, and I knew that any attempt to do more than negotiate would result in their abandoning me. At best. Still, they were stronger than shadows I’d dealt with previously and genuinely enthusiastic about the whole thing. It was more than I had any right to hope for.

I grabbed onto them one by one, tossing them free of their plane and watching them flutter down to the ground before turning into strange, angular variants of earth animals. I was transfixed as I watched them all form. A quiet one that hadn’t interacted before sent me an image of a human shadow casting another shadow. These were the shadows of those animals’ shadows? I began to form a sense of it in my mind. Their plane wasn’t a place like the god plane, they were just in a dimension we couldn’t see. They were the shadows of the shadows we saw, invisible but omnipresent. I started to wonder if those animals were around somewhere, if the shadow plane even had a one to one relationship to our geography, and if these were the shapes they took on for this task or if they really looked like this, and before I could get onto a third topic I had to stop myself. 

I couldn’t let all these shadows run rampant on our plane, or in our dimension, or however the truth of it lay. They needed to do their job and go back to where they belonged, with the hydra in tow if at all possible. It was my responsibility to make sure that happened, and as I felt their excitement building I realized that it was going to be far more of a challenge than the hydra itself.  

I looked on as five shadowy creatures, four of them the crystalline envy of a normal earth being, leapt for the hydra with a shiver of ecstatic pleasure. The first to the target might have been a harpy, feathers like shards of emptiness on a broken computer monitor lining wings too big and too round to suit the tiny body that seemed to spin without ever moving, and it wrapped itself all around three heads, the teeth that sank into it finding no purchase, the venom showing no sign of any purpose at all.

It tore one head off and held it impaled on two long feathers, and I focused my mind on it with the image of taking the thing back intact. It pushed back an image of a city carved at odd angles by black needles, devoid of life or colour, and I shoved harder, getting back a sense of sulking. It put the head back, but two more had already began to grow in its place. It slapped them with the head it still had impaled as if telling them they were in the way, but the new heads continued to form nonetheless.

The second and third shadows arrived on each other’s heels. What might have been a hyena or a strangely proportioned dog grabbed onto the very tip of the hydra’s tail and shook it. The tail shook back, tossing it this way and that, and its form slipped and shimmered even as it held on with easy determination. I didn’t know what would happen if it faded away, but I could only hope it would go home or drop out of existence entirely. An ursine creature that seemed to be covered in spines where the fur didn’t bend or entwine the way real fur would grabbed onto the tail just after the hyena and managed to stop its flailing. The hyena’s image stabilized, and it pushed boredom to no one in particular, the image of a carnival ride slowing to a stop even though no one was in line.

A human skeleton, the most recognizable of the bunch if viewed from the right angle but immediately just a mess of curves and gaps when it turned even slightly wrong, had been the one to explain where they all came from. It dutifully grabbed onto a few heads, wrapping itself around them like a strange rubber hand and holding tight.

The last to move was the one I’d been arguing with. It was strange, not geometric but almost geological with the look of something that had no purpose of its own but merely held a form because that was the form it held. It didn’t look like it should have been able to move, but move it did, an effortless, gamboling roll down the sand until it reached its target and, engulfing the entire thing even though it had seemed a fraction of the hydra’s size, began spraying poisonous hydra blood in every direction alongside chunks of meat and bone. I saw more heads grow up over its shoulders and be devoured, the impossible physics of the hydra physiology straining for purchase alongside the extradimensional massacre I’d summoned over.

I panicked and pushed an image of a big black hole opening under them and dragging them under before closing like a cartoon, modulating my energy so that it was half request, half demand, knowing that if I pushed too hard I was in danger of losing control entirely. It sent back an image of a massive black laughing face devouring the sun, then dropped out of existence entirely with a sensation of deep amusement.  

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Thirty-Four
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I was filthy, exhausted, and ready to spend at least an hour in a very hot bath with an obscene amount of bubble bath. So, of course, Elijah was on my front doorstep waiting for me. 

“What happened? Are you ok?” he asked as he greeted me.

“Yea, just a little run in with a sea fae. What brings you here?”

Why was he between me and my hot bath? I didn’t have the energy to concoct some lie that would keep him away and thus safe. I’d used up my full stores of deceit changing the hydra into a faerie. 

“You weren’t answering your phone. I wanted to invite you to the pack house tonight, for dinner. You looked like you could use some company.”

“That’s incredibly kind.”

“But...”

“I really want to crash out. That thing hit pretty hard.”

“It’s barely past lunch.”

This was not going to plan. 

“Lily, you can talk to me. Is this some witch thing? Are you in trouble?”

“Well, I do have a murderous stalker,” I said with a stiff laugh.

“The offer stands. Come and join the pack. You can crash with us for as long as you need to.”

“I expect he has a nice big bed,” Castor added from behind me.

Elijah smirked.

“It is a big, very comfortable bed, as it happens.”

“Don’t encourage him,” I said.

“Is everything ok?” Castor asked as he put his hand on my upper arm.

“Sea fae took a dislike to me.”

He pursed his lip and reached around me to unlock the front door.

“Let’s get you inside.” He turned to Elijah. “We’ll see you at seven for dinner.”

Elijah cocked an eyebrow at the fact Castor had just invited himself for dinner.

“I’m her familiar,” he said with a smirk before he disappeared inside.

I noticed the white envelope sitting on the floor waiting for me. Castor nudged it aside, out of view, as he walked inside. I hoped that Elijah hadn’t spotted it.

“I’ll pick you up at seven, then,” Elijah said as he leaned in. 

He wrapped his hands around my hips, and I reached out to put my arms around his broad powerful shoulders. The stalker entered my mind just as his lips touched mine. Elijah was tender, gentle, and very clearly holding back. I wanted to lean into him, to embrace the passion bubbling just beneath the surface. Instead, I was worried that the stalker was going to try and kill him. Again. 

“Your stalker won’t touch me,” Elijah said with a cocksure smile.

“They’d better not.”

“Don’t miss me too much,” he said as he turned to walk towards his car. 

I watched him drive away before I stepped inside to deal with the latest note. 
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I knew that you were impressive. You’ve demonstrated you’re worthy of my attentions.

The note was from the one who called me Amelia rather than my stalker. I rubbed my temples. It had seemed strange that a hydra had come that far from the Greek territories, but sometimes beings move around. Exeter had a harpy, from what I’d heard. She was reputed to be a pain in everyone’s asses. They didn’t kill her because she was something of a tourist attraction. Personally, I didn’t see the attraction of visiting a city in the hopes that some ancient monster would try and kill me. I guess everyone has to get their kicks somewhere. 

“So, this one has started sending monsters after you,” Castor said.

“Seems like.”

Again, there was only a touch of magic on the note. Nothing I could use or track them with. There hadn’t been many people that I dealt with while I was in the coven. I was kept to the quiet places, away from anything public. I’d thought they were ashamed of me, but the truth had been so much worse. I was a sacrifice. Someone born specifically to be murdered so that they could steal magic from a goddess. Not that I was bitter or anything. 

“There has to be something I can do to take these assholes out. I’ve worked far too hard to have them take this life from me,” I said.

“I’ve been looking through the grimoires, but there’s nothing yet. If there’s no magic to trace, then we have to rely on more human methods.”

“Liam’s already looking into his databases or whatever he does; nothing.”

“And your contacts? James?”

“James hasn’t replied yet.”

James was my best bet. He knew pretty much everything about everyone. I didn’t much like dealing with him, but I didn’t have much choice. 

I hadn’t been able to think of anyone else that I hadn’t already grilled about this. It wasn’t like I could tell everyone I had a stalker. I’d never live it down. Sighing, I checked my phone again and saw that James had replied. My phone was just pissy from the saltwater it had been drenched in. 

Nothing new on the thief. No one has hired them. No word on the missing items. 

I tossed the phone onto the armchair. James had given me nothing, and I was facing down a heap of dead ends. The bodies were piling up, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was running out of time. 
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Thirty-Five
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The pack home was unsurprisingly spacious and backed onto the wild forest that surrounded most of the city. The interior was a little darker than I liked, but there was a cosiness to it. The living area had three large squishy couches. I sank into one of them and felt like I was sitting on a glorious cloud. Rex had relaxed somewhat as he stretched out at the far end of the couch on the other side of the room. Jess had curled up on the third couch and was flipping through the channels on the huge TV.

Elijah had ordered in Indian, and we were waiting for it to arrive. He’d wrapped his arm around my shoulders and made a point of making sure that Castor was comfortable before he relaxed. Liam sat on the floor between Jess and Rex. I didn’t know what he had against sitting on chairs and couches like a normal person. 

Jess finally settled on a big action superhero TV show where the hero was smashing a fallen god in the face with a large lump of concrete. Elijah ran his fingertips up and down my upper arm, which was oddly soothing. That night was the first time I’d relaxed with a group of people in a setting like that. The coven had made it very clear I wasn’t allowed to their movie nights and other social events. I spent the time in the library learning what they refused to teach me themselves. 

“What’s it like being a familiar?” Liam asked Castor.

“He lives a life of luxury and barely lifts a finger,” I said with a grin.

“Oh, it’s just awful! I get up at ten, maybe eleven, depending on if I was out with someone the night before. I enjoy a breakfast laden with calories before I nap in the sun in my fox form. Very occasionally Lily might ask me to help her focus a little magic, but that’s maybe once a year. I’m telling you, it’s just dreadful,” Castor said melodramatically.

“I might need to look into a change of career,” Liam said.

“You and me both,” Jess added.

“I don’t know how other witches work, but I’m very lucky with Lily. She’s more like my little sister than a mistress or some such. She’s my best friend, and I’d be lost without her.”

“D’aww, that’s adorable,” Jess said.

We all laughed. 

Food arrived a minute later. I’d read that food was a thing with shifters, but that was my first experience of it. To say it was chaos was an understatement. Rex set the bags of food out on the long low-slung coffee table, which sat between the three couches. Plates were already there, ready. 

Rex opened up the first bag, and the pack descended on the food. There were growls, flying hands, and a lot of food. When they backed away from the table, they each had a plate piled high with food. It looked to be as much as I ate in a week. Every one of them was ridiculously toned and ripped, too. I didn’t know how they did it. 

Elijah handed me a plate which was half as full as his. Liam gave Castor a plate which was stacked as high as Liam’s own.

“I know witches don’t eat the way we do,” Elijah said with a smile. 

It was a weirdly sweet gesture. 

The food they’d ordered was incredible. I loved Indian food, and they’d somehow managed to pick out all of my favourite things. I wouldn’t have been surprised if Liam did a little spying. 

The pasanda was beautifully balanced with a soft almond taste and tender chicken. It was a nice mild curry, which went fantastically with the na’an bread. Elijah had ensured that I had a good helping of Bombay potatoes, which crumbled in my mouth. The chunks of potato took the edge off the spicy sauce. I watched with horror as Jess stuffed her na’an bread with Bombay potatoes, vindaloo, and pasanda. The flat bread was bursting with curried meat and potatoes. The flavours must have been awful together.

She bit into it and moaned in pleasure, and that was it. That was the moment I knew that she had no taste buds. 
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Thirty-Six
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The evening with pack was far more relaxed than I’d been expected. I spent most of the evening curled up with Elijah with my head resting on his chest. Every now and again, Jess or Liam would ask a random question about being a witch. It was nothing rude or probing, just idle curiosity.

“What does magic feel like? I’ve heard talk of threads.”

“It’s different for each witch. A lot of witches do experience it as threads. It’s broader for me. Some magic is heavy broad sensations, others are more ethereal and mist like.”

Jess’s brows scrunched together in thought. 

“I thought witches couldn’t function outside of a coven,” Liam said.

I shrugged.

“Covens are a family and business entity. Most witches like being a part of that; it brings comfort and financial security. I like being out on my own.”

“Not entirely alone. And you don’t have to be, not always,” Elijah said softly.

Rex had slowly relaxed over the course of the evening. He even stopped glaring when Liam stood up. I wasn’t quite ready to hope that he’d come around to the idea of my hanging out with his alpha just yet, though. Still, it was exactly what I’d needed. I was feeling refreshed and happier than I had done in a long time. I’d craved a tight-knit group like that my entire life, and now it was within my grasp.

Assuming the stalker or whatever the other person was didn’t fuck it up for me. 

“Why don’t you come and run with us, Castor?” Liam asked.

Castor sat up a little straighter. I didn’t know if he’d ever run with other shifters before. He refused to speak on his life before he’d joined me. 

“I’d love to,” Castor said with a grin.

Jess bounced over to him.

“We’d love to have you.”

“Try to keep up, short legs,” Rex said.

Castor looked over to Elijah and me.

“Have fun,” I said with a smile.

He needed that run. There was a shine in his eyes that I hadn’t seen before. I’d tried to ensure that Castor had a good life, but I’d never be a shifter. There were some things I just couldn’t provide for him. 

Once the others had gone out the back door, Elijah turned to me. 

“You and I need to talk,” he growled.

That was not how I’d expected this to go.

“Excuse me?”

“I know you’re special. I just don’t know quite how. I suspect it relates to that coven in Inverness. Now, you’ve put my pack into danger, and I need to know why. I care about you, Lily, but I am still an alpha. The time for lies and secrets has come to an end.”

“You’re being ridiculous,” I said as I stood.

“Am I?”

“Yes. I’m a witch. Yes, I’m a damn good witch, but still just a witch.”

“You know, it’s interesting. Liam’s been digging into the Inverness coven, and he said some people think that a deity was involved in the massacre. There’s an entire group devoted to finding the witch that survived, as they think she herself might be a goddess.”

I rolled my eyes.

“People will invent all sorts of stories to make themselves feel good.”

Elijah stood up and towered over me. He gave me his full alpha glare.

“Lily, I really want to bring you into this pack, but I can’t do that if you’re holding something back.”

I stared him down and tried to decide what I was supposed to do next. Did I turn and walk away from this amazing pack and the opportunity they represented? Or did I take the risk on giving him the truth? What if I was wrong about him? What if Rex sold me out to the myriad of people who would hunt me down just for being what the goddess had turned me into? Shadow weavers were considered too dangerous, too powerful to be allowed to live. People believed that our ability to pull on the shadow and the beings that lived there gave us too much power. They feared that we would use that shadow and those beings to establish ourselves as rulers. 

Shadow weavers had been driven out of existence at the same time as the planes walking witches. People were terrified of anything other than the fae who could deal with the magic outside of the earth plane. It was ridiculous. The fact that I’d hidden in plain sight and done nothing of the sort should have been enough, but I knew it wouldn’t be. 

My heart was pounding against my ribs. I so desperately wanted to have the sanctuary, the ability to switch off and have real friends. It was unfair to drag them into that, though. 

“I’m a witch, I could never be part of your pack. I’d appreciate if you extended that privilege to Castor, though. He’s been away from his own kind for too long.”

Elijah closed his eyes and sighed. 

“You know where to find me when you’re ready. We’ll make sure Castor gets home ok later.”

And just like that, the feeling of happiness evaporated. I hoped I’d made the right decision. 
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Thirty-Seven
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Castor was like a new person. He bounced around the kitchen that morning and couldn’t keep the grin off his face. Even a week with a pair of stunning nymphs hadn’t made him that happy. 

“We’re making it a regular thing. We’re going to run together twice a week,” he had exclaimed.

I was happy for him, truly I was. 

The weight that had formed when I’d left the pack house had only grown as I ate the crepes for breakfast. I didn’t want to go to the office and face Elijah. Still, I needed to be a professional and find those missing items. The sensation of losing something special wasn’t going to stop the fact that I had a stalker to deal with. Maybe Liam had found something that morning that would finally rid me of them. 

Castor shouted after me as I got into my car.

“A new client just came in. Elijah has the details.”

I ground my teeth. He could have just passed me the details and let me handle it.

“Thanks!”

I drove more aggressively than I should have. That morning was going to be difficult and unpleasant. I wanted to get out into the city and do things alone for a while. That was what I’d grown accustomed to over the years, and I needed it for a little while. 

“This new client is interesting. Apparently, a note was left behind where the stolen item had been. It said they should hire Lily Harper, because no one else would be able to find the item,” Elijah said.

I groaned. That wasn’t going to do my reputation any good. It made it look like I’d stolen the damn thing. 

“So, the stalker struck again,” I said.

“It would appear so. Miss Taylor is expecting us in half an hour,” Elijah said.

“What was stolen this time?”

“A piece of a dagger that’s reputed to cut through any veil, to any plane.”

My eyes went wide. I’d always thought that dagger was nothing more than a myth. I’d read about it growing up. It had been forged by one of the first fallen gods. They’d planned on using it to return to the god plane. The gods were pissed and broke the dagger into six pieces. Of course, it could just be a little kid’s story, but the fact that someone had what was supposed to be a shard still seemed huge to me. 

“Pretty cool, huh?” Liam said with a grin. 

“It’s only a shard,” Rex said.

“Yea but if you had the whole dagger, just think of the adventures! You could explore any plane,” Liam said.

“Sounds dangerous. There are supposed to be dangerous things on the shadow plane. And the Wilds on Fae are supposed to be savage. Think about what’s hiding on the other planes we don’t know anything about,” Rex said.

Liam rolled his eyes.

Elijah was still and didn’t pay me any more attention than was absolutely necessary as we went through the routine of making coffee. The drive over to this Miss Taylor’s place was going to be agonising.
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Elijah had turned the radio up loud and kept his eyes forward. There was no easy banter, no snarky commentary, just an unpleasant silence. 

Halfway across the city, I decided I’d had enough of it. I jabbed at the radio to turn it off.

“What’s the problem? So, I didn’t spit out whatever secret you think I have, now you’re giving me the cold shoulder?”

“Lily, I know that you were lying to me. I could hear it. I smelled the panic rolling off you. If you want to keep your secret, so be it. That’s your prerogative. As an alpha, I have to keep my pack safe. Allowing someone with a big secret close is not going to do that.”

I rolled my jaw. I should have let it go. He was right. I was being selfish and putting the pack at risk. 

“Why can’t you accept that sometimes things just need to remain hidden?”

“Because that isn’t how packs work, and you have a stalker who murders people.”

He had me there. 

“Come on, it’s not as if I put an ad up asking for murderous stalkers!”

“No, but the fact that you attracted one makes me think that you’re not good for my pack.”

Why was I trying to fight so hard for this? For him?

Because his kiss set my body on fire, and I felt real happiness while I was with him. 

“I can’t help if some crazy decides to get some weird fantasy into their head. You cannot blame me for that.”

He sighed. 

“I can’t trust you while you’re so obviously keeping a big secret. I’m sorry.”

I needed to either let him go entirely or trust him with Castor’s life and mine. Fuck. 
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Thirty-Eight
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Miss Taylor’s house was smaller than I’d expected. It was a blocky little stone affair set at the end of a short road near the edge of the city. She had hired someone to put up a rather impressive security system around her little plot. It felt as though it would fry any of the fae creatures that hid in the forest, should they try and come into her garden or home. I didn’t blame her. There were all sorts of dangerous things in there. 

Castor had insisted that I go into the forest to practise my combat, especially with shadow weapons. The first thing I’d come up against was a pride of brilliant blue and yellow lions. Their shoulders were almost level with my own. They had fought with remarkable intelligence, changing tactics as they learnt from my own approaches. I’d only killed one of them, and it had taken an hour. Nothing had ever made me work as hard as that lion had. Castor’s point had been proven. 

The forest creatures soon came to know me and stayed away from my vicious blades, which could cut through even the dragon’s protective runes. Now I could walk through there without seeing so much as a shred of life. It was a shame, really. 

“You must be Miss Harper, come in,” Miss Taylor said.

She wasn’t much older than me with her dark hair up in a simple bun. Her home was industrial on the inside with exposed brick walls, polished concrete floors, and pipes running across the ceiling that I was pretty sure weren’t actually connected to anything. 

“This is where the shard was,” she said as she directed us to a room overlooking the large garden. 

A small round glass table stood in the middle of the room that was a study in greys. I glanced around and saw a pair of earrings made from a fae bird that was exceptionally rare. A stone formed from phoenix fire sat in the far left corner. She had real money. 

Elijah huffed and muttered about sea salt. So, the stalker was responsible. That didn’t make me feel much better. At that point, I’d have rather it was a rival trying to set me up. 

Reaching out with my witch senses, I prepared to feel the usual magical void that the stalker left behind. It wasn’t there. Instead, a single piece of magic lay flush with the table. I knew the magic. It came from a tree that I sat beneath when I needed somewhere quiet to just be. It was a message. It had to be. 

“Thank you, Miss Taylor, we have everything we need,” I said.

“What did you get?” Elijah asked when we were safely back in the car.

I looked out of the window and debated whether to tell him. If I did, there was a good chance he’d insist on going with me. I didn’t want to risk his pack any more than I already had. 

“Nothing of use. Just some broken magic,” I said.

“Lies,” he growled.

“Fine. You want to keep your pack safe, so do I. Let me deal with this alone. You’ve already had this stalker try and kill you once, what if they go after Liam next time?” I snarled.

He flashed his teeth at me.

“I care about you, Lily. I will not let you walk into whatever this is alone.”

“That is not your decision to make.”

Elijah pulled the car over and turned to me with a deep growl. 

“You are an incredibly infuriating woman. I care about you. How can you possibly think that I might let you stroll into whatever disaster this is?”

“And I care about you and your pack, which is why I need to keep you out of it.”

“My pack can look after themselves.”

“You were snarling at me about having to keep your pack safe last night,” I said, throwing my hands in the air.

Elijah huffed. 

“I hate seeing the weight looming over you like a wraith. I want to help.”

I looked into his eyes expecting to see a challenge, lies, something. All that lay there was genuine concern. My resolve and anger slipped away. 

“Fine. He left behind some magic from a tree that I like sitting beneath, up on the cliffs. It’s secluded, there could easily be a big trap there.”

“And what really happened when you returned home soaking wet and filthy?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. Being open and answering honestly wasn’t something I was used to, but I didn’t want to lose him. 

“I can’t tell you that. Not yet.”

He rolled his jaw. 

“As I said. I know you’re no ordinary witch,” he said as he pulled back onto the road. 

“Is that a threat?”

He rolled his eyes at me.

“No. I’m telling you that I already know something’s different, and I haven’t run for the hills or tried to sell you out.”

He’d certainly had plenty of opportunities to do both. I wanted to believe that I could tell him, that I could finally have a real family. Maybe once this stalker bullshit was over I’d sit down and tell him everything.

Of course, I’d have a pair of plane tickets ready to go should it go wrong. I wasn’t an idiot.
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Thirty-Nine
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We headed to Elijah’s office, and I braced myself for the potential fight. 

“What happened?” Rex said with a growl.

Elijah looked to me expectantly.

“The stalker took a shard of a dagger that can rip open the veils. Elijah caught his scent, and I found a piece of magic from a tree that I like to sit under.”

“You’re not going...” Liam said.

“Of course I am. This needs to be finished,” I said.

“She’s not going along. Grab everything you need,” Elijah commanded.

“Don’t be an idiot,” I snapped.

Elijah flashed his teeth at me.

“I get it, wolves aren’t exactly tacticians when it comes to hunting. Your hunting style can best be summed up as, ‘Come on, boys! Let’s chase it!’ But there’s the potential for this guy to wield a great deal of magic, so we need to scope the place out first.”

Jess burst out laughing.

“’Come on boys let’s chase it,’ I love it,” she said, wiping a tear away. 

Rex’s wolf was throwing itself against his human skin and felt as though it was baying for my blood. It apparently didn’t like my description as much as Jess had. 

“At least we hunt rather than lying around somewhere hoping prey stumbles in front of us so we can jump on it,” Rex snapped at Jess.

That only encouraged her to laugh more. 

“Where’s this tree? I’ll see if I can find any cameras or anything around there,” Liam said.

He was so attached to his computer and his technological methods. I didn’t want him in the field where he’d be hurt.

“Why don’t you see if you can stay here and give us support while we tackle this thing?” I said to the fox.

He smiled and began typing furiously. 

“Jess, pull yourself together. It’s time to remind us why we keep you around,” Elijah said.

“You keep me around because I’m a delight,” Jess said.

“Rex, settle the fuck down,” Elijah snapped.

Rex looked down and pushed his wolf back within its cage. 

“Lily, tell us where we’re going and what we’re walking into.”

I crossed my arms at his sharp commanding tone. I wasn’t one of his underlings.

“Please,” Elijah added.

“It’s a big ancient oak tree sitting up on top of the cliffs about twenty minutes outside of the city. You know the patch of open land off the twisting coastal road? It’s about four acres big, nothing from the fae forest ever lays foot there. I like sitting up there and watching the storms roll in.”

“Anywhere for someone to hide?”

“The fae forest, assuming the creatures in there don’t try and eat them.”

Elijah nodded.

“So we should be able to see someone coming pretty easily.”

“Let’s not get cocky, here. They wiped away all of their magic and killed people in broad daylight. We’re not dealing with an amateur.”

“Noted,” Elijah said.

Jess and Rex had gathered a large array of blades. I was used to shifters fighting in their animal forms.

“We make sure we’re proficient in anything bladed for situations where our animal form is less than ideal,” Elijah explained.

“We’ll need to stop by my place on the way there. I have to gather up my stockpiles of magic.”

Some witches wore charms or tattoos that allowed them to hold magic close to them. I usually preferred to pull on my surroundings. I wasn’t going to take any risks here, though. My charm bracelets held some of most forms of magic from enough air to form a small tornado, through to a raging fire, lightning, and a few very nasty poisons. 

“Time to go and kick some ass,” Jess said with a grin.

I did not share her enthusiasm.
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My forearms were almost covered with metal disks of various forms, each one holding a lot of magic. I was ready for anything. I pulled into the lay-by formed of compact dirt by the side of the narrow road. I’d never met anyone else on that road, which was a lot of what I loved about the place. There was never any fear of someone else being there. I felt as though the stalker had sullied something beautiful. 

The ground rose steeply up away from the road. It was covered in short hardy grass, leaving no room for something to hide. The wolves casually leaned against the car and looked out over the roiling ocean while Jess and I slowly crept up the hillside towards the tree. The ground began to flatten out into a gentle rise about fifty feet up. 

I kept my witch sense open, trying to detect even the smallest change. We were hoping that the stalker would be waiting by the tree for me so we could kill them and end this whole thing. There were no life signs there that I could detect. If I reached out farther, I could catch the edges of the forest, but there was nothing else.

Either the stalker was hiding very well, or they weren’t there. I was about to head back down to the guys when Jess tensed at my side. She lowered her body closer to the grass and watched a space near the tree intently. It took me a second, but I felt it. The ripple in magic... something was coming. I didn’t know what, but I knew it was big and powerful. 
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Forty
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The treeline burst apart, trees cracking and falling, and out of it marched a line abreast of ice and water constructs at least a dozen strong, each twenty feet tall or more. The ices were covered in a rainbow of different bloods, and the water ones had each turned a cloudy brown with the suffusion of pigment. They’d been waiting for me, and while they did the local wildlife had seen the worst of it. I was more sad for the loss of life as I watched their bloody march than I was afraid of their attack. They were deadly, that was obvious, and I would have to fight them without my shadows, but at least it was me they were here for. The fae creatures had just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

I recognized the spirit of mourning that was settling over us all as unproductive. It wasn’t the right way to go into any fight, let alone one this dangerous, but I couldn’t get away from it. I tried to be angry, but the person I was angry at was nowhere to be found. These things were barely more than beasts themselves, killing because that was what they were made for.

I wondered how long it had taken to make them all. The size, strength, dexterity, and clarity of form, not to mention the sheer numbers, meant that we were looking at years of work, maybe decades. Nothing and no one I knew of could just throw together constructs like that. There were artifacts that made things in the same vein, but they were small, ill-formed, short-lived creatures, and even then the artifacts themselves were worth more than enough for me to be sure of their locations. Was it all for me, or had my stalker been building a construct army on principle and just found this to be the perfect moment for it?

More importantly, what were their orders, exactly? I watched them march and flow along the way towards us and wished they had faces. I knew there wouldn’t be any expression to read there, no spark of intent in a creature made with complete, robotic obedience in mind, but somehow a face would have given me something to latch onto. As it was, I was staring down a line of mud puddles and snowballs and wondering whether they were there to kill me or just kill virtually everyone who mattered to me.

The water constructs had abandoned their upright breaker forms and were sliding along the ground like fast-moving rivers, their icy cousins left behind as they were forced to hold the humanoid shape they began with and ponderously stomp their way across. That gave us a target priority. Now all we needed was a strategy. 

Elijah began shouting out orders, but I tuned him out. I wasn’t going to take tactical advice on magical combat from someone whose entire magical repertoire involved turning into a slightly worse animal than he started out as. The upside to that was, they’d have no idea what the limitations were on normal witch magic. I couldn’t use the shadow, but I had a great deal of stored energy and the magical power of an entire coven in my veins. They might be suspicious, but I could talk my way out of it.

It was my responsibility to put this right. There was nothing his people could do against these things, and they wouldn’t run if I asked them. I wouldn’t let them die for being too stupidly noble. As the water constructs grew nearer, I pulled on a spell I’d made and stored in an artifact designed for just that. Normally magic had to be done on the spot, but with time and power it had been possible to tap into an acquisition of mine that everyone else thought was just a magical battery. 

In it, I could store one spell and one spell only, but I’d made very good use of that space. Carefully tugging at the spell, I threw it out in front of me like a massive net, blanketing the earth. A moment later, the water constructs had flowed onto the space, and I triggered the spell. The earth beneath them opened up in a huge area forming a pit too deep to see the bottom of and then, scarcely a moment later, closed back up over the top. 

It had been my experience that virtually nothing survived being buried that deep, but I was fairly confident these would be the exception. It took some work to feel down far enough to find them, but they were there and regaining their control. It wouldn’t be very long before they started to flow upwards, and when they got back to the surface it would be only marginally weaker than before. Luckily, the spell had the side effect of causing masses of stone lattice to form in its wake, and that meant they wouldn’t be able to reach the surface in concentration. The time it took them to dribble out and form up would have to make the difference.

I saw the pack gaping in my periphery and ignored them. They were civilians, equally likely to get me killed or get themselves killed but extremely unlikely to do anything more useful than that. I reached for a mass of fire magic that was stored in a pair of charms, one on each wrist, and started to jog towards the nearest iceman. Halfway there, I realized that I didn’t actually know if a melted ice construct would be a pool of water, a fully functioning but extremely angry water construct like the ones I just buried, or something else entirely. 

I spent another couple steps trying to come up with something more creative, but apart from calling a spellbreaker the only way I knew to destroy a construct of this quality was to turn the element it was made from into something it couldn’t work with. The quickest thing to do with ice was to melt it, and melt it I would. 

As I came into what I considered a reasonable range of engagement, all four of them stopped in unison. Not waiting to see why, I took the extra moment to craft a fire spell of substantially greater heat than I’d have been able to create on the fly. As I worked, a creaking, crackling sound of icebergs rubbing together began from all four, and after a second or two resolved itself into something like a voice, a pale but comprehensible mimicry of human sound rendered at deafening levels by the sheer enormity of the constructs forming it.

THIS DOESN’T HAVE TO BE A TEST FOR YOU. THEY CAN’T HELP YOU. LEAVE THEM TO THEIR FATES AND THE CONSTRUCTS WILL PROTECT US FOR ALL TIME. IF YOU INSIST ON FIGHTING THEM, EVEN YOU MAY NOT BE POWERFUL TO SURVIVE. 

The trembling rubber sensation of the spell I’d been forming told me that it was as powerful as I was going to be able to make it. No time like the present. I gently pressed the spell outward in a wide arc at around chest height of the constructs, which had agglomerated themselves into a huge heap of ice as the speech went on. As the fire pressed home, I saw them begin to struggle free of each other, reflexively responding to attack now that their master was no longer using them as a megaphone. Entangled as they were, the flame rendered them into slush in minutes, the spell clinging to the magic in them and wearing away the substance. I paid careful attention to the process, ensuring that they didn’t reform or simply change into something else, but as the damage piled up the construct spell fell apart around it, just according to plan.

I turned to face the liquid water constructs that made up the major part of the force, hoping against hope to find them still struggling free of my trap, and instead saw Elijah and his pack being slammed this way and that, half drowned and better than half dead. That was enough to make me angry. The melancholy that had been dragging me down the entire battle faded into the background as I saw the water beasts wearing down the brave, kind pack that had come out here with no idea what they were facing just because they thought I needed backup. I let the rage come, stopping just short of embracing it entirely, and began spellmaking on the run. A fair amount of slippery fae magic to let me guide the spell’s actions precisely, some solid earth magic to guide it to exactly the right spot, a substantial amount of very tightly packed ice magic for a critical moment, and last but not least the leafy swish of every scrap of pure storm I had on me.

By the time I reached my target, I’d crafted a spellcraft masterwork halfway between a human science textbook and the grimoire of a storm ascendant. I latched onto the earth that was guiding it and pressed it outward, a thrill running through me as the rage found its outlet and a surge of pleasure when the pack saw me coming and looked relieved. 

I guided the spell to the centre of the water construct ranks, a space that had become a deadly and dangerous wave pool where each construct flowed into the next, the group working in tandem to make it impossible for anyone to escape or even get their balance. When it hit, the storm struck out in every direction, passing through the water and trying to ground itself. I held onto it, forced it to falsely ground into the earth magic guidepoint and return out again, diverted the ice magic into the pack as the spell worked while forcing the storm away from the electrolyte-filled bodies and back into the right circuit, and within mere seconds I felt the lattice of the water break. I unleashed the ice magic all at once, letting the energy of the reaction burn into the Highland snowstorm I’d picked up just in case on my last vacation instead of into the drowning victims who’d tried so hard to die needlessly for me. Within a few seconds, the water was gone, and so were the construct spells that had relied on it. All that was left was an outpouring of hot air.

“Where’d they go? Was that spellbreaking?” Jess asked.

“Spellbreaking is boring. I just proved why my sisters should have been reading in the coven library instead of listening to their lessons.”

“Reading what?” Rex growled, curious but not loving the guessing game.

“Reading about pre-Fall chemistry and the relationship between electricity and storm magic.” I paused for effect. “It’s electrolysis. Humans used to use it to split water into hydrogen and oxygen when they still built things like that. Only difference is, mine was the greatest piece of storm magic performed in a century and theirs was a chunk of metal that cost too much to run.” I smiled. “Anybody catch the speech earlier? He’s getting crazier.”
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Jess was soaked from head to toe, and she was pissed about it. She kept shaking her feet and trying to peel her dripping wet clothes away from her skin. Eventually, she stripped down to her underwear and shifted into her mountain lion form. 

I’d been pulling on the sunshine and air magic around us to dry my clothes off, so I was doing just fine. The wolves wore stoic looks as their shoes squelched and their clothes dripped all the way back down to the car. We hadn’t killed the stalker, but we did have a new piece of information. The bastard was at least half finfolk. 

Finfolk were a very rare form of fae that were only supposed to lurk around the Orkney Isles. I’d thought they were extinct, but there were at least enough left to produce the stalker. 

“Liam, get us everything you can about finfolk; their locations, magical abilities, everything,” Elijah said into his phone as I unlocked my car. 

I smirked at Elijah as everyone fit into my far more sensible muscle car. It might not have cornered well, but at least it fit everyone and their armoury into it. He said nothing. 

“Lily, can you give us anything to work with?”

“I don’t believe he’s pure finfolk. From what I remember about them, they’re sea fae. He was using ice and construct magic as though it came naturally to him. My guess is finfolk and sidhe, which explains the potent magic. He’ll be a dangerous foe when we do hunt him down.”

“Liam, narrow that down to finfolk-sidhe mixed breeds,” Elijah said to his phone. 

“Aren’t finfolk those creepy ones that used to kidnap humans to live as their slave spouse down in their underwater city?” Rex asked.

“Yes. Although no one can decide on the exact details of their nature, or the location of Finfolkaheem,” I said.

Rex gave me a flat look and said slowly, “Finfolkaheem...”

“Don’t look at me, I didn’t name it.”

“Are they related to Atlantis?” Elijah asked.

“No, they’re distinctly fae. They’re closer to mermaids. I think.”

“This guy will stand out then, won’t he? Fins? Gills? Shell bra?” Rex asked.

Jess made a huffing sound that I thought was laughter.

“We can’t be sure. The sidhe side complicates things. Sidhe magic is nebulous. It changes depending on the personality of the individual. I don’t know how it would intertwine and work with the finfolk magic. He could look very much like a finfolk, which if I remember correctly are humanoid with webbed hands and feet along with a flatter, more amphibious-looking face.”

“Why did they kidnap humans? Surely they couldn’t breathe in the underwater city?” Elijah asked as we entered the city. 

“This is only what I can remember of the bits I read as a kid. I believe that finwives, the females, become hideously ugly and slowly turn into a finwife hag if they marry a finman. And they take their spouses to some mystical island.”

“I thought hags were a separate type of fae that lived by rivers?” Rex said as he rubbed his temples and muttered about fae.

“They are. A finwife hag is different to a hag. Finwife hags are old crone types that claim territories near the ocean. They lure people in with a look of frailty and ‘wizened old woman’ thing, then they kill them and eat them. They’re said to be particularly fond of gnawing on disloyal men’s bones.”

“Remind me why we let the fae continue to exist? They’re all assholes and murderers,” Rex said.

“Coming from the wolf man...” I teased.

He grumbled and looked out of the window.

“So, this guy, he’ll want to be near the sea? Or will he be able to hide out on this island?” Elijah asked.

“As far as I’m aware, the island is up around the Orkneys somewhere. So, if he’s here, he’ll probably want to be near the sea. I can’t be sure, though, due to the potential sidhe side.”

We were approaching Elijah’s office when Jess stretched and popped her head up to look out of the window. A human woman who’d been waiting for the pedestrian crossing to turn green leapt back with a yelp of surprise as the mountain lion looked at her. Jess yawned, showing off her large sharp teeth. 

“Really?” I asked.

Jess grinned at me before she curled back up on the back seat purring. Rex looked down at her.

“Would you like me to move to the boot so you can have the entire back seat?” he grumbled.

Jess stretched out a bit further in response. 

I bit my lip to stop myself from laughing. Seeing the pack relax and interact with each other was a much-needed respite after the fight we’d been through. Elijah put his hand on my knee and gave me a warm smile, a reminder that I could be part of that too if I wanted. 
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We’d left Jess and Rex back at the office. Elijah had insisted that I was joining him in getting the pack some food, as they’d earnt it. 

“Talk to me,” he said softly as we walked along the beach path towards the fish ’n’ chips place. 

“What’s there to say?” 

“You tell me. I’m worried about you.”

I laughed.

“It was just a little construct pack,” I teased.

He shook his head.

“It’s more than that. He knew the private space where you like to relax.”

I sighed. I didn’t know if I’d be able to go there again. It felt as though the stalker had stolen it from me, turned it into something dirty. 

“And who knows what else he knows, or where he is,” I said.

“You can’t tell me it’s easy having that wear on you,” he said gently.

It was easier than I was ready to admit to him. My life had been devoted to hiding and keeping my secrets for the last eight years. One little stalker wasn’t throwing me as much as it might a normal person. Sometimes I envied those normal people. 

“There’s no point in sitting around weeping about it. We have something new we can use to hunt him down with and end this. I don’t believe in letting life happen to me.”

Elijah stayed close to me as we walked into the fish ’n’ chip store. It was remarkably quiet with only one person ahead of us. I didn’t need to look at the menu to know what I was ordering. Haddock and chips with curry sauce was the only thing I had eyes for. My stomach growled. The adrenaline from the fight was wearing off, and it was beginning to reveal the toll on my body. The exhaustion was slipping in. 

I wasn’t surprised when Elijah placed the pack order. The two humans serving us appeared to be used to him. They didn’t flinch when he ordered enough food for ten people. We leaned against the counter and looked out across the pebble beach as the world continued on around us. One day I’d be able to do that without maintaining a state of vigilance and concern, I hoped. There had to be a time when I could just live and enjoy each moment as it came. Elijah leaned in and grazed his teeth over the tip of my ear sending a shiver down my spine. I increasingly hoped that he would be there to enjoy those moments with me. 

“You don’t have to be strong all the time you know,” he said.

“Is that your way of saying you need a hug?” I teased.

He laughed and shook his head. 

“There’s nothing wrong with needing a hug sometimes,” he said solemnly. 

I wrapped my arms around his neck and hugged him tight, then I pulled back and wrinkled my nose.

“How are you still so soggy?”

“I can take them off if you’d rather...”

“I don’t know, you’d have a flock of women throwing themselves at you. Do you think you can handle that?”

He pulled me close to him.

“There’s only one woman I care about right now.”

“Jess is a real gem, I have to admit. Although I don’t understand how she can eat so much.”

Elijah leaned in.

“You’re stubborn. Infuriating. Fiercely independent. And I can’t get you out of my head,” he whispered before he kissed me.

“You forgot kick ass,” I whispered after.
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When we returned to the office, Jess was fully clothed and dry again. Rex was fast asleep on the couch where Elijah usually sat, and Liam was bouncing on the balls of his feet with a tablet in his hands. 

“What did we miss?” Elijah asked as he set the bags of food down on the table.

“So, I was digging into finfolk. They’re actually a really interesting race. They’re quite separate from the rest of the fae. Some people argue they aren’t actually fae but a weird offshoot unto themselves. Others say they’re connected to mermaids somehow, an evolutionary branch perhaps. There are arguments around the island and the city too. Many fae say that neither exist on the fae plane, which would go along with the theory that they’re not actually fae but something else.

“Isn’t that fascinating? We could be dealing with a being that sits outside of the established hierarchy of beings. Of course, there’s a chance that they’re now extinct, although no one knows what happened to them. Some say that they found a way to stop the finwives from turning into hags so they went and hid in their city, or on their island. The problem is, there are still sightings of them sometimes. Although there are arguments about that, too-”

Elijah put up his hand.

“Liam, do you have anything we can use?”

The fox frowned at his tablet and scrolled through his notes for a minute. 

“Well, there are no finfolk registered in or around the city. In fact, there are no finfolk registered anywhere at any time. There is a new sidhe mixed breed in the city. He has a property near the ocean. I don’t know what he’s mixed with, though, so I still need to do some digging. Of course, that’s only for people who moved here recently. If we look at sidhe mixes in total across the city, then there are a few hundred potential stalkers. I can narrow it down to about fifteen who don’t know what they’re mixed with.”

“We know he had to have enough time here to make all those constructs. If they had walked in from somewhere, or even more so if he’d had to ship them from the Continent, they would have raised red flags all over the place,” I put in.

“Can water constructs swim?” Jess asked, as much to herself as anyone.

“Narrow it down further. You’re the best at this. We know you can do it,” Elijah said.

The fox shifter beamed at him before he put the tablet down and claimed his portion of the food. 

“Is there anything relevant about finfolk that might help us figure out why Lily or where he’s hiding?” Elijah asked Liam.

“The why is difficult,” Liam said around a mouthful of battered plaice. 

He swallowed and took a big gulp of lemonade.

“See, stalkers develop these fantasies in their head. He might have spotted Lily in a coffee shop one day and everything spiralled from there. Lily didn’t have to do anything specific or special.”

“What can I say, I’m just that awesome,” I said. 

Rex snorted. He’d woken up when the food had been placed down on the table.

“Has your surveillance shown anyone that spends a lot of time around Lily?”

“Besides you, you mean,” Liam said with a grin.

Elijah gave him a flat look.

“Yes.”

“There’s no one, but as we said glamours could easily hide him.”

“Surely a glamour only covers so much? Can’t you pick up gaits? Mannerisms?” I said.

Liam rocked his hand back and forth.

“Sort of, but that’s complicated and very hit and miss.”

“We’ll get him. Finfolk are really rare, he won’t be able to hide for much longer now.”

I really hoped so. 
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I got home a lot later than I’d expected. We had ended up laughing and talking about anything and everything. Something felt wrong as I stepped through the front door. I couldn’t quite put my finger on exactly what it was, but there was a sensation of emptiness. Wrongness.

“Castor?” I called.

Nothing. 

He had no plans that he’d mentioned, and he usually texted me when he was going out. We watched out for each other. The emptiness spread through my chest as I padded through our home. A silence hung over the place like a funerary shroud. I found myself walking slowly, carefully, as I did when I was sneaking somewhere to acquire something. Something had been in my home, or was still there. I just didn’t know quite what.

There was no mess, no signs of a struggle anywhere. My security system hadn’t been touched. I’d have noticed that as I pulled up in the driveway. Castor’s car had been there where it belonged. Normally, when he was home, there was noise. The TV, a radio, him singing something he’d heard somewhere. Even when he was sleeping, there was something, a white noise he’d put on to help him sleep. Now there was nothing but the dense silence. I hadn’t realised how much comfort that constant sound brought me until then.

My chest was growing tighter. My heartbeat pounded in my ears. The feeling of wrongness was threatening to consume me. When I got upstairs to his bedroom, I knew that it would be vacant. He was gone. 

A witch can feel her familiar. There’s a bond between us that’s unbreakable and unlike anything else. Castor was always there, a soft warmth at the end of an invisible rope. For the first time since I was sixteen, I couldn’t feel him.

Someone, or something, had taken him.

A rage formed deep within me, an internal whirlwind of fire that would destroy anything that dared touch a hair on my fox’s head. I was ready to tear the bastard limb from limb and reconstitute them so I could do it again. They would feel pain beyond any imagining. 

Exhaling slowly, I pushed the rage aside and tried to focus. The rage would help me fight hard and dirty, but it wasn’t of any use to me while I was tracking Castor down. Closing my eyes, I reached out with my witch senses to try and find anything that could help me. He needed me to put my training to good use to bring him home.

Emptiness. Not a single trace of strange magic anywhere within the house. The natural ambient magic appeared to be entirely untouched. There was no way for a magical being to come into a space like that and not leave a faint trace of themselves. Either the person I was dealing with was far beyond my capabilities, or Castor hadn’t been taken from our home.

Turning a slow circle, I looked for something, anything, that would give me a clue. A glance down the stairs showed that a note was hanging by the corner from the letter slot. I hadn’t noticed it when I’d come in because I hadn’t looked back at the door. The second note was sitting on the bottom stair. That had arrived after I’d moved upstairs. I hadn’t felt a thing, which confirmed that whoever knew who I was was very skilled. 

I forced myself to be calm and controlled every little movement. The anger was present, but I wouldn’t allow it to fuck things up and make me sloppy. I needed to be precise and controlled, for Castor’s sake. Anger can be useful in a fight, but blind rage is called that for a reason. Leaning down, I picked up the note from the bottom stair and immediately felt the fractured magic marking it as from a witch. Nothing new there. 

The note on the door was my priority. The stalker had killed before. He was the more likely perpetrator of this crime. Swallowing hard, I opened the note. 

You deserve so much better than those weak men. I’m helping you.

I crumpled it into a small ball and threw it down the hallway. It hadn’t damaged the note in any way, but it had made me feel a little better. He hadn’t said that he’d taken Castor, but he was my most likely bet. Given that he had demonstrated such possessiveness, I doubted that he realised Castor was a brother to me not a lover. 

Exhaling slowly, I reminded myself that Castor was a skilled fighter and not without his own magic. Shifters couldn’t usually work with magic, but he was no ordinary shifter. He was tied to a goddess, and that granted him certain extra privileges, apparently.

“Hold onto the rage Lily, use it when the time’s right,” I told myself. 

The second note was crisp, precise. 

So much wasted potential. Don’t fear, you’ll have no choice but to use it soon.

Fantastic. The creep who knew me from my coven days was threatening me. The day was getting better and better. That did make me doubt my thinking that the stalker had taken Castor, though. Getting him back would certainly test my potential.

My phone buzzed. Elijah was ringing. 

“Is everything ok?” he asked.

“No, why?”

“What happened? Liam said Castor isn’t answering his phone.”

“The stalker took him,” I ground out.

He didn’t know about the other guy. It was easier to withhold the information and assume it was the stalker. I hated keeping so many secrets, but I was doing it to keep us both safe.

“We’ll be there in ten minutes.”

He hung up.

I closed my eyes and tried to find the central well of calm I needed to work complicated magic. There were rituals to track people down. I was going to need one. That fucker wasn’t going to keep my familiar from me, and he would pay when I got there. 
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“Rex, check the perimeter. Jess, check for small details around the entry and exits; Liam, do your tech thing,” Elijah commanded as he got out of his car. 

He was firmly in alpha role, and I appreciated it. I needed to focus on my own magic and methods. The pack was a welcome presence, though. There was a real chance that their senses and abilities would allow them to find something I couldn’t. I held out a little hope that I was being melodramatic and Castor was just with his kelpie lover.

His pack split up and quickly got to work with their assigned jobs. Elijah pulled me into a hug, wrapping me his powerful arms and offering comfort against his muscular chest. 

“We’ll find him,” he said softly.

“Too fucking right, we will. I’m about to do a ritual to get an exact location on him. Nothing can hide my familiar from me for long,” I growled.

The anger protected me from the fear. It drove me forward, keeping me focused and ready for what might come.

Elijah looked down at me with incredible pride written across his features.

“That’s my girl,” he said with a grin.

I rolled my eyes at him and marched inside to begin my ritual. 

There was no room in my head space for the affection and everything that came with it in that moment. Maybe I was being cold and cruel, but I needed to get Castor back. Elijah was a big boy, he’d live.

Some rituals required candles and all sorts of paraphernalia. I didn’t like working with all of that. A lot of it was there to help focus the witch’s mind rather than any actual magical need. I preferred to keep things as clean as possible, and I refused to chant. I just felt stupid chanting.

Castor had taught me most of the ritual work I knew, and he helped me keep it quick and pure. I’d stepped inside the circle carved into the wooden floor in the dining room. It was a pretty standard thing for witches to have at least one perfectly drawn circle in their home somewhere. You never knew when you’d need it to help you pull together the big complicated magics that rituals dealt with. Sitting down in the very centre, I quickly drew sharp-edged sigils that would strengthen my bond with Castor and focus my mind. Each was a collection of angles around a swirling centre. 

The final sigil was my symbol for Castor himself, a small asymmetrical set of four circles with two points like fox ears. I held onto the rage within me like a life raft. There was a very real chance this stalker would try and kill him. We might not have much time. Although, I didn’t know if the goddess would play a role should someone try and seriously harm her fox. I’d never been under any illusion that he was truly mine, after all. 

Closing my eyes, I reached out and grasped onto every tiny scrap of magic I could. The natural ambient magic had returned to the house, and I’d opened a couple of windows to allow me to grasp onto the magic outside as well. Elijah was leaning against the doorframe of the room watching me. I felt more than saw him. Taking a risk, I plucked a few pieces of wolf magic from him to add strength to the weaving. It was incredibly rude and put me at risk of feeling his wrath, but I didn’t have time to ask nicely. It wouldn’t bring him any harm, after all. 

The magic came together like a patchwork quilt, odd edges and uneven stitches, but it worked. An image began to form in my mind, a dark cave near the ocean. Rough walls hewn by centuries of water and erosion. Castor was alive, and he was being held in the cave about thirty minutes from where I was. It was set back in the cliffs. A few people took the risk of trying to spear fish near there; the mermaids and other sea monsters hated that. 

Opening my eyes, I stood and wrote down every little detail while it was in my head. The cave was large, and I hadn’t felt any traps there or nearby. The tide was coming in, which would make climbing the rocks to get across to it treacherous.

Most importantly, Castor was still alive. 
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“Castor wasn’t taken from home. I have footage of him walking down along the coastal path and then disappearing,” Liam said.

That gave me a tiny shred of relief. The idea of this bastard taking Castor from our own home hadn’t sat well with me. We’d have had to move. 

“Do you know who or what took him?” I asked.

“No. There’s a blur of colour and motion which looks to me like someone was screwing with a cluster of glamours to make it impossible to recognize them.”

That sounded like the stalker. At least it was a familiar foe.

“Was Castor injured?”

“Not that I saw. It was hard to make out exactly what happened. It really was just a blur. Castor was there one moment, gone the next.”

Castor should have put up a big fight. Whoever took him must have been talented and thus dangerous. We would need to be careful going to this cave.

“Give us everything you have,” Elijah said to me.

“Castor’s in the large cave in the cliffs where the morons try and spear hunt sometimes. The tide’s starting to come in, the rocks will be wet and slippery. He’s alive, pissed off, and from what I could see he’s alone. The ritual was to find Castor, so I can’t be sure about the presence of other beings in the cave. I can, however, tell you that Castor is very skilled in combat. He will have put up a big fight, or at least he would have under normal circumstances. If he was taken that easily, we’re dealing with someone dangerous.”

I dragged my fingers through my hair. We had no choice but to go in blind. This stalker had demonstrated he could control powerful constructs. With the sea right there lapping at the cave, he potentially had even more magic at his fingertips. 

Normally, I like to do as much recon as possible, but time was ticking. Who knew what the stalker had planned for Castor, but I very much doubted it was a tea party. I turned to Elijah to tell him that I was going alone. I couldn’t put the pack at risk like that.

He stared me down as he stood at his full height with his arms crossed. There wasn’t a chance that he was going to stay out of this.

“Castor is a friend. Don’t even think it,” he growled.

“Whoever we’re going against is powerful, and dangerous.”

“And we’re just dumb beasts,” Rex said.

“Don’t put words in my mouth, asshole.”

It hadn’t been exactly what I was thinking. Shifters had some magical resistance, but claws and teeth were always going to struggle against powerful magic. If this stalker decided to pull on the sea and drown them, I didn’t know if I’d be able to save them.

“I’m going to gather my fire magic, then we head out and make him pay,” I said.

Standing there and fighting with them was just a waste of time. At the end of the day, they knew what they were walking into, and I had to let them make their own decisions. 

I had a piece of phoenix fire that I’d been holding onto for a special occasion. Saving Castor fit the bill. I’d only be able to use it once, but phoenix fire burnt hot enough to turn a small lake into steam if I needed it to. Nothing would be able to survive that. 

There was a strange comfort in the act of putting my sword and knives in their sheathes, ready for this fight. I’d trained as a combat witch for so long. Did the stalker know that? Did he know what he was really up against? 

Elijah and the others were standing tall, shoulders back and their predators shining in their eyes when I stepped back into the entrance hall. They were all emitting strange magic, artifacts they kept hidden for rainy days. I wondered if there was anything I’d stolen there but didn’t have time to lose focus.

“You’re not doing this alone,” Rex growled.

My heart warmed a little. The grump did like me after all. 

“We’ve had a taste of what he’s capable of. Now we’re walking into his domain, and he might be ridiculously powerful. Be prepared for that. I don’t know how much magic I’m going to be able to put into protecting you from water if you need it.”

“We won’t need it,” Rex said.

I didn’t see the point in arguing. There was a stubborn resolve to the set of his jaw. It was foolish and arrogant, but such was his nature.

“Our priority is to free Castor and bring him home,” Liam said.

“Agreed.” I said.

“Ok, rousing speech done, everyone ready to kick some stalker ass?” Jess asked.

I didn’t feel right having Liam with us. The fox just didn’t look like he was combat ready, but he was determined to help his friend out. I couldn’t deny him that. 

I tore down the coastal road towards the cave. The darkness felt deeper than it had done before. Clouds hung thick and heavy across the night sky, blocking any moon or starlight. I had light woven into my charms if I needed it, and the shifters should have had excellent night vision. 

Parking in the small gap between two fence posts, I got out of my car and set off down the narrow dirt path winding down the cliffs. The waves were crashing against the rough rocks below, making them slick. If any of us fell into the dark water, there was a real chance we wouldn’t come back. Mermaids were savage hunters, and hippocampoi had also been spotted in the area. Then there were the other, more monstrous things that I didn’t have names for. Black squid-type creatures with far too much intelligence in their eyes and creatures that seemed to be human at first glance but were something far more terrifying when I looked again. 

There was something about that particular cove that brought all of the dangerous creatures in close to the beach. Maybe it was the arrogant divers. Maybe it was something beneath the water. 

“Be careful,” I warned as I stepped down onto the dark rock. 

I tugged on the earth and water magics and tried to give the rocks more grip while keeping the water off their surfaces. The water rolled against me in frothy waves, which broke against my mental hands. The earth magic complied without any question. 

We slowly edged across the rocks, hugging the cliffs and trying to stay as far away from the cresting waves and monsters that hid within. I desperately wanted to risk hopping from one rock to the next so I could get to Castor, but we’d be no good to him dead. 

There was a large flat rock at the entrance to the cave where the waves seemed to die out and gently lap against the ancient stone. Whoever was in there was clearly playing with the sea magic. Reaching out with my own magic, I tried to get a feel for it, to see what we were getting into. 

What I felt was old and strange, a being that belonged to another place and time, primordial and confusing. Its magic was formed differently, as different to ours as ours was to human physics. I paused, and the pack paused with me. 

“What is it?” Elijah whispered.

I paused several seconds, running through the magic and everything my other senses were telling me, trying to come up with an answer for him, and then gave him the only answer I had.

“Hungry.”

Whatever it was, the only reason it hadn’t eaten my familiar was because someone had convinced it a bigger, better banquet was coming. They had been right. The question was, would it manage to make good on the meal? I didn’t like how uncertain I was about the answer.

“Me, too,” Elijah snarled, half-shifting and leaping ahead, rock to rock, eager to meet the challenge.

When I caught up with him at the mouth of the cave, the intervening minutes had given me no insight whatsoever into what we were about to walk into. It could as easily have been C’thulu as the Easter Bunny. When we turned the corner, it was stranger than either. In the centre of the cave was Castor, magically and physically bound to a stone pillar and under the influence of some sort of sleeping spell. Just behind him was a massive frog with the head of a crocodile sitting in absolute stillness staring at the cave mouth with the laser focus only a crocodile or a house cat could manage. The hard scales of the crocodile ran all the way down the frog’s belly, armouring a frog’s most obvious weak spot, and at the time the thought at the forefront of my mind was that the inflexibility of that skin must’ve made it impossible for it to croak.  

I turned out to be correct. Instead of croaking when it saw us, it opened its mouth and gave out the devourer-of-worlds edition of the hissing snarl I recognized from nature documentaries. The terror it raised in me was primeval, the remnant of something so old I was barely related to it preparing to run in fear at a watering hole. I diverted the emotion by focusing on Castor, whose state left him utterly vulnerable in front of a creature that had left him alive this long only because it was waiting for the rest of the meal to arrive – and here we were.

Even that wasn’t enough when it opened four additional mouths, one in each of its four knee joints, and made another, higher-pitched variant. I was transfixed, unable to focus beyond the fact that a five-mouthed crocodile frog was roaring at me with no expression and no magical signature beyond hunger. 

“Cipactli,” Castor mumbled, waking up. No sleeping spell was enough to keep you out through that. “Get me down and let’s get out of here. You can’t kill it.”

“I can kill anything,” Elijah said, moving towards the animal now poised to leap, biding its time as if enjoying the moment.

“No, you can’t. Cipactli matters. It will eat you and I will let it. Get us out of here before it starts with me.”

I wasn’t sure what to make of that. I didn’t know if he meant “can’t” meaning the thing wasn’t capable of dying or “can’t” meaning the thing was too important to kill, but I was willing to take direction from the only one present who seemed to even know what we were looking at. I ran my senses over the bindings and found them simple but strong. There was nothing to outsmart, just ring after ring of pure fae magic holding him still and protecting the pillar from assault well into the rock on either end. There was only one way for any of us to get through that in the next twelve hours, and that was with a shadow blade.

Without a second thought, I reached into the shadows and pulled out a chunk of shadow, formed it into something vaguely resembling a knife with the instruction to suit itself to the next wielder, and threw it to stick in the ground at his feet.

“Someone cut him free. I’ll make friends with the frogodile.”

Castor winced at the irreverence, or maybe at the impossibly sharp weapon that had buried itself to the sort-of hilt inches from his feet. Either way, I would have to trust the pack not to do anything stupid or horrible with it, at least long enough for me to get us clear and, if it came to it, on a plane to Fiji under our fake passports.

In the meantime, Cipactli, which, or rather who had been watching us with what I imagined to be curiosity but which was just as likely ennui or dispassionate loathing and was far more likely to be hunger, launched himself into a lightning-fast predatory hop that put so much pressure on the rock he’d been sitting on that I heard it crack. His massive body, which must’ve weighed several tons, moved towards me faster than I could react. 

Before I knew what was happening, it smashed into the wall to my right, throwing rock free that broke my arm in three places. I saw Jess in cougar form clinging to its side and deduced that she must have had the speed to match the hop and had pounced as he moved, throwing him just enough off trajectory to leave me with most of my body working.

He quickly regained his feet, and as he came back into sitting position ready to leap again, the mouth on his left hind leg came into reach of Jesse’s flank. There wasn’t enough time to warn her, I grabbed at the nearest piece of shadow with the hand that still worked and swept it out towards the leg, not sure if I was hoping to wound it or not given Castor’s attachment, just knowing that I wasn’t going to let the cheeky cat girl get eaten by a kneecap after she’d just saved my life. 

The sword formed in my hand as my arm moved, a thin, quick rapier sharp enough to cut a sunbeam in half, a masterwork like all shadow swords. Cipactli was still too fast, though. He kicked out with the leg and caught me square in the chest, slamming me back against the rock. I fought to keep myself from blacking out, grasped for the life magic in my sword only to realize that I was holding the shadow blade which, for all its unlaboured flawlessness, was full of the wrong thing. I wasted precious seconds dragging at my consciousness to get ahold of the life magic in my charms, and when I’d managed to get my shit together I knew I should be long dead.

My senses returned to find that all I could hear was a snarling, roaring sound that echoed through the cave like a freight train driving on gravel. I reopened my eyes and saw Elijah fighting in his half-wolf form, massive sword held easily in his right hand as his left dug long claws into the clamped-shut jaws of Cipactli. He was enormous, far larger than he should have been, closer to a polar bear than any breed of wolf I’d ever seen, and I thought back to the artifacts they’d all brought along. That must have been one of his. Impressive.

I climbed back to my feet and joined the fight. Cipactli was showing wounds along his legs, but only there. Everything else was untouched, his crocodilian scales apparently strong enough to withstand anything they’d brought. They’d fought him to a standstill, which was incredible, but it was going to fall to me to finish him.

Or rather, it would have, except I couldn’t, because he was apparently a friend of Castor’s or something. I struggled to figure out what to do, and as I did I took another strike from his front leg to my own, far smaller lower leg. I stopped myself from making the shin block that came naturally and shifted my weight to my other foot, letting his kick sweep my foot back and spinning through the hit. I would’ve congratulated myself, only I was limping nonetheless and Cipactli was still untouchable.  

Elijah looked at me, his face only semi-human but still registering despair. His muscles were shaking as he held the huge beast in place, and no one had a plan. Jess was dodging hard kicks from its back legs and getting in slashes at a speed I could barely discern, but it wasn’t slowing down and if even one of those strikes landed we were down a pussycat. I knew nothing about Cipactli, nothing about its magic or its abilities that couldn’t be discerned from a drawing. I wracked my brain, pressing against panic to make myself think.

It finally came to me that whatever I didn’t know about Cipactli, I did know about reptiles. I grabbed at the ice magic in my charm bracelet and began to weave a simple cold spell. Crocodiles are adapted to warm climates, which meant he might be, too. The cold would slow him down, maybe put him to sleep, without killing him. He was too strong to freeze solid, which is why I hadn’t even thought to try, but if Elijah could hold him still for long enough I might have our solution in the kind of spell witch children used to fog up windows. 

The problem was, it didn’t work. I could feel him cooling down, I knew the spell would solve our problem, but it was happening too slowly. The sheer bulk of him, combined with the fact that he was burning through huge amounts of energy in the struggle, meant that he was maintaining core temperature. I reached out to Elijah’s life energy and saw that whatever he was using was draining him fast. 

I had no other ideas. All I could do was put every bit of skill I had into making it North-Pole cold in the cave and hope the frog tapped out before the wolf. I promised myself I’d practice my ice casting when I got home. If I got home. I reached out to the shadows with the image of icebergs forming in stop motion and they sent me back images of shadow snowflakes, shadow icicles, shadow glaciers. Message received. Shadows weren’t ice. They couldn’t help me any more than they could turn themselves into snowflakes.

With his very last ounce of energy, Elijah rolled the monster onto its back and wrapped his entire body around its jaws, closing his eyes tight and letting himself fall back into human form, his muscles slowly relaxing even as he poured his will into keeping them taught.

I didn’t see any options. I couldn’t let him die, not here and now, not when I hadn’t made my last move to save him. If it was this primordial spirit of hunger or my wolf, Castor was just going to have to take a wine class and meet some less horrifying things to hang around with. 

I swept up the shadow blade that I’d abandoned somewhere between waking up and watching the fight come up on its end, and I prepared a coup de grace. Cipactli, breaking free and ignoring the sleeping meal so recently attached to its face, turned towards me before I could even finish my swing and snapped me up in its jaws. The turn was enough to get Jesse clear, and she took the opportunity. I expected that to be the last thing I ever saw, but the crocodilian jaws seemed to catch on something, not quite able to close. I looked down and saw that the shadow that had made up my sword, its reflexes apparently far better than mine, had slithered up my arm and reformed into a breastplate, one that Cipactli couldn’t break through; or at least, one it hadn’t broken through yet. 

Taking a page from the playbook of every movie ever, I used its open mouth as a weak target for a quick flame spell, reluctantly omitting the phoenix feather in light of Castor’s warning. I needn’t have worried. The massive throat down which I could see nothing but the end times despite having night vision nearly as good as a cat shifter with my starlight spell was exactly what it looked like. It was a bottomless pit. The flame poured into the blackness and was consumed, enough fire to obliterate a hydra family reunion gone before it could provide so much as a glimmer of candlelight. I heard snarling and the clatter of metal and knew that the pack warriors were doing their best to draw its attention away from me, but crocodiles don’t let go of their prey and neither, it seemed, did primordial embodiments of hunger. 

I sat and contemplated for several long seconds, ran through my magical options. I couldn’t unhear the certainty in Castor’s voice. That was the shadow goddess talking, she was the one who said it couldn’t die. It wasn’t a warning or a command, it was an observation of fact. It couldn’t die here because this wasn’t where it died. I reached into the shadow realm and found a shadow that seemed like a playful, fun sort of creature, and I told it I was going to make it into something unusual. It sent back an image of something I couldn’t recognize, some sort of modern art photonegative of a human femur made of stars, which I took for a yes because I didn’t have time for it to be a no. 

I formed a spell with the phoenix feather at its centre and the shadow in a two-dimensional ring around it. Based on the thought I’d put into the nature of the dimensionality of shadows, I was confident that it would try to fix its dimensional wrongness and expand until it reached something with magic stronger than a phoenix and then press on that with the full strength of the shadow’s presence in our world. Now I just had to let it go and hope that putting something with the wrong number of dimensions onto our plane wouldn’t just exterminate the universe. I was beginning to wonder if the people who wanted my kind gone didn’t have a point.

I released the spell and felt it do what it was meant to, the heat of the phoenix contained within the shadow plane but energetically forcing the shadow outwards. Even Cipactli couldn’t keep his jaws closed around that. In an instant, I was free and the bones of his jaw hit their absolute limits, disjointing with a pop. It threw itself backwards against the wall and the shadow pulled free, expanding beyond our view and disappearing. I couldn’t even begin to think where it would end up or what it might end up as, but that was a problem for another day.

Staring at the space where the two-dimensional shadow had been moments ago, Cipactli remained unmoving and transfixed. I didn’t know what he was thinking, if he even thought in the same sense that I thought, but so long as he wasn’t moving he was a free target. I gestured for Rex and Jess to pile up rocks and I worked the fastest and most impossibly sloppy earth magic of my life to meld them together just enough to buy us the time we needed to be gone from this place.

By the time we heard Liam and Castor shouting at us, I’d made what looked like a mound of chunky brown superglue over the top of the jumping legs of what I was fairly certain was a living god. It would have to do. Rex threw Elijah’s still-unconscious form over his shoulder and we all rushed from the cave and tried our best to climb the cliff wall at a dead sprint despite the narrow and precarious path that lay there.
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Forty-Five
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We’d made it back across the rocks to the safety of my car. The second we were firmly back on solid ground, I pulled Castor into a suffocating hug. He leaned his head against mine and gently hugged me back.

“You’ll not lose me,” he whispered.

A swell of emotions rose up, threatening to bring tears to my eyes. He’d been my only friend, my confidante and big brother for the last eight years. I’d never cared about someone the way I did about him. He stroked my hair and pulled back with a gentle smile. 

“It’s been a long night. We should head somewhere warm and comfortable to rest.”

I noticed that he hadn’t said home.

“The pack house,” Elijah said, apparently waking just in time to overstate the obvious.

I went to argue. I wanted the comfort of my own home, and the idea that I couldn’t defend my house rankled me. I’d just demonstrated I was a talented combat witch, after all.

“I think that would be a wonderful idea, thank you,” Castor said.

I looked pointedly at my traitorous familiar.

“Please don’t be offended, but a few days surrounded by my own kind would very pleasant,” Castor said.

I couldn’t begrudge him that. A crazy guy had just kidnapped him. Wanting a little comfort of the company of your fellows was a reasonable request.

Nodding, I smiled and began towards the car.

“We should grab some clothes from home first,” I said.

Elijah smiled at me.

“You were incredible back there.”

I put my hand to my mouth in mock shock.

“Was that just a compliment about my combat ability?”

“Don’t let it go to your head, princess.”

The questions hung over us as I drove back towards home. It was feeling less like home with each passing day. The notes felt like an invasion, and even though Castor hadn’t been taken from there it still felt as though someone had crept into my bedroom while I slept. That place was a fortress, it had been my sanctuary from the world, but the stalker and other creep were demonstrating it had flaws and weaknesses.

I’d had no choice but to use my shadow weapons back in the cave. The shifters had seen it, but thus far they hadn’t asked about it. They were waiting. Castor gave me a small smile and a nod. The time was right. They’d fought at my side against these bastards without flinching or backing down. 
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Castor and I had stuffed some clothes into backpacks before we’d joined Elijah and his pack in returning to the pack house. 

It was just Castor and me in my car, giving us a short while to discuss what had happened, and what was going to happen.

“Are you sure you’re ok?” I asked.

“I’m fine, really. I’m more upset that I didn’t manage to get anything from him to find out where he’s based. He’s a finfolk-sidhe mix, which is completely unheard of. The sidhe put their dicks in everything with a heartbeat, but the finfolk are usually more discerning,” Castor said.

“He’s pushing harder. He’ll slip up, then we’ll break his neck.”

Castor turned the music off, and I knew a serious talk was coming. 

“Elijah is a good alpha. And anyone can see how you look at each other. The time has come.”

“Can you talk in plain English just once?” I teased.

He rolled his eyes at me.

“Tell him. If we’re wrong about him, then we can be out of the country in thirty minutes. I’ve made enough contacts to get us new identities far away from here if we need to.” He smiled at me, a brotherly expression. “I knew this time would come. I knew there was someone out there who could give you what you need, that you could trust. He will make you stronger. Together, you’ll be able to face whatever the world throws at you.”

I raised an eyebrow at him.

“You’re doing that ominous thing again.”

“You know I can’t say what my mistress has planned.”

My blood ran cold. That was the first time he’d made mention of the goddess or any plan. I’d suspected for years, but it had never been anything so concrete before.

“Trust Elijah. Tell him everything,” Castor said firmly. 

It was beginning to sound more like a command than a suggestion. Exactly what did the goddess have planned?
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Forty-Six
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For a change, it was me who was taking Elijah to one side and saying we needed to talk. We’d stepped into what appeared to be a sparring room. Mats covered most of the floor. There were hooks on the ceiling for bags, but they were currently leaning against the wall in the far corner. 

Elijah crossed his arms and looked down at me as though he was about to face off with a rival alpha. I reached out and gently put my hand on his forearm.

“You said you didn’t want any more secrets.”

My stomach was twisting. My throat grew tight, and my heart was trying to break out of my ribcage. I’d never be ready to have this conversation. 

He frowned and uncrossed his arms and took my hands in his.

“I’m here when you’re ready,” he said softly. 

“You were right. A witch did survive that night with the Inverness coven.” I swallowed hard. “They tried to sacrifice me to a goddess, maybe a fallen goddess, I’m not entirely sure. They were trying to steal her magic, and, well, she hated that. I blacked out, when I came to they were all dead and she was gifting me with some of her magic. And Castor.”

Elijah frowned but remained close, holding my hands gently. I’d been worried he’d back off or react with anger. 

“I’m a shadow weaver, as I’m sure you’ve noticed. I can pull shadow creatures from the shadow plane, but I’m not a planes walker. I can’t get onto the shadow plane. I was trained as a combat witch from a young age, and Castor only encouraged that. We’ve hidden since I was sixteen. He’s my familiar, my best friend, my big brother.” I was rambling and I knew it. “I’ve lived in fear of someone finding out, and now they have. The stalker wasn’t the only one sending me notes. There was a second person. He called me by the name I was born under, he somehow knows who I am and, worse, what I am. I’ve been careful; I don’t know how he found me.”

“What does he want?” Elijah said with a growl.

“I don’t know. He’s been really vague so far.”

Elijah pulled me into a protective embrace. 

“You’re pack now. We look after our own, and no one is going to hurt you,” he said firmly.

I rested my head against his chest and allowed myself to melt into him. Even if it only lasted for a few moments, I needed to embrace it, to enjoy what little sanctuary and hope I could find. 

He hooked his finger under my chin and drew my face up to look at him.

“I mean it, Lily. We all care about you, and we’re going to take down these bastards. Together.”

My heart skipped a beat at his earnestness and sincerity. I’d never dared let myself hope that I’d have a pack, a real family around me. Yet it was happening. 

He caressed my cheek and leaned in to kiss me with a tenderness that made me smile like a fool. 

“I’m sorry that you’ve had to carry such a secret all of this time. I appreciate that you trust me enough to tell me.”

“If you want to eat tonight, you’d best hurry up,” Jess shouted.

I frowned over at her. We’d already eaten.

Elijah took my hands, and we hurried down to the dining room where a mountain of food was waiting for us. Jess had already claimed two burgers that looked to be half as big as my head. 

“Shifters have big appetites,” Jess said with a shrug.

“In all areas,” Elijah said with a sinful smile.

A warmth spread through me. That was something to look forward to. 

Castor handed me some chips and shortbread while the shifters all sank their teeth into huge burgers. I didn’t think I was ever going to adjust to how much they ate, yet I looked forward to trying. 
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Elijah and I had gone back to my place first thing so that I could check the grimoires for something on finfolk. I hadn’t had a chance, what with Castor being kidnapped and all. The collection of grimoires that I’d taken from my old coven held a wealth of information. Each witch is supposed to start her own grimoire when she’s nine or ten. They contain every scrap of magical information they learn. Often, mothers will pass their own grimoires down to their daughters when they die, to ensure the information isn’t lost. I had three generations worth of grimoires hidden away in the spare bedroom. Many people would pay a great deal of money to get their hands on them. 

To my dismay, a note was waiting for me on the table. The heavy cardstock and neat handwriting told me it was the person who knew who I really was.

I’d been hoping to have a small break from all of that. We were trying to focus on the stalker, but whoever that bastard was didn’t care about that. They had their own agenda, and I wasn’t going to escape it.

In typical shifter fashion, Elijah checked its scent before I was allowed to open it. 

“It smells generic. Sand, salt, forest. Thousands of people could have handled that,” he growled.

You really shouldn’t have told him. Remove the mutt from your life, or you’ll live to regret it.

Elijah snarled. That meant that somehow, the bastard had known that I’d told Elijah everything. I had no clue how they could possibly have known that. My mind immediately went to Rex. He still wasn’t keen on me. Could he have betrayed me? I didn’t want to seriously consider it, but this person clearly had inside information somehow. 

Another option was a carefully woven spell which would allow them to listen to what I said. As far as I was aware, only someone who was very tightly tied to the victim could do that. Siblings weren’t always a close enough bond - it was usually a spouse. The closest thing I’d ever had to a lover was Elijah, and it clearly wasn’t him. I’d never had a serious relationship. There hadn’t been an opportunity. 

Castor could have put together a spell like that, but that was ridiculous. It clearly wasn’t Castor either. I didn’t want to doubt Rex; Elijah clearly trusted him. No, it had to be something I didn’t know about. Some strand of magic I hadn’t studied, a mirror spell perhaps. I’d been so wrapped up the emotions of finally telling someone my secret, I hadn’t paid attention to the magic around me. It was possible someone had looked through the mirror in the sparring room.

“We’ll find them. Both of them,” Elijah said firmly.

It was becoming increasingly clear that we really had no choice. 
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Forty-Seven
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Castor looked like a whole new person as he settled down next to Liam to see how he did his tech geek thing. Being around fellow shifters had done him the world of good. Guilt riddled me over how he must have suffered to keep me safe. I’d never intended for him to live in isolation, but I’d never known that he needed a pack, either. 

“Here’s the deal. There are two people threatening Lily. We’re going to hunt them down and end them. The stalker is more likely to fuck up. He’s arrogant. We know he was in that cave with us. We caught his scent. The other is more dangerous. He has magical skill that allows him to sneak through Lily’s fortress-like protections to deliver his notes. I want everyone to lean on every possible lead and contact to find these bastards. Lily and Castor are one of us now, and no one screws with the Sentinels,” Elijah said.

Jess grinned, showing off her elongated canine teeth, her eyes glittering with happiness at what was about to come.

“I’ve been dying to be let off my leash and really get somewhere,” she said.

“Don’t get us in trouble, be careful,” Elijah said.

She gave him a salute.

“No worries, boss. I’ll hide the bodies.”

I wasn’t entirely sure if she was serious or not. I found that I didn’t care one way or the other. Elijah was right. This needed to be ended so that we could all breathe and move on with our lives. 

Castor looked up at me with his eyes shining. This was what we both needed. I was still ready to leave at a moment’s notice, but the longer I spent with the shifters the less I wanted to consider that an option. I’d thought Elijah was an infuriating jackass, but he’d proven himself to be someone I thoroughly enjoyed the company of. A strong, thoughtful alpha. 

Jess and Rex left the office, presumably heading out into the city. I dropped a few of my contacts texts to see if anyone knew about a finfolk in the city. Liam was looking at those who thought the missing witch was a goddess. Now I just had to wait. 
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James had gotten back to me. He said that he had some information, but he’d only give it to me over lunch. At first, he’d insisted on dinner, but I’d managed to bring him around to lunch instead. Elijah wasn’t particularly amused, but he knew how things worked as well as I did. 

I’d headed home and dug out a beautiful little red dress that highlighted my curves and showed off my legs. Paired with a simple up-do and elegant make-up, I looked very striking even if I do say so myself. Elijah was certainly impressed. He slowly looked me up and down, drinking in every detail. 

“You’ll have to wear that for me some time,” he said huskily.

“You’ll be telling me it’ll look better on your bedroom floor,” I said with a laugh.

He wrapped his hands around my hips and pulled me into a deep, possessive kiss that left my heart pounding. 

“When you’re ready,” he whispered in my ear. 

My head was in truly sinful places as I drove over to the little bistro James had decided on for lunch. It was the kind of relaxed place that charged sixty pounds a plate while pretending that everything was wonderfully casual. The wait staff were all dressed down in simple black and white clothing while maintaining impeccable manners. No one wore a suit. It was all high-end jeans and pretty dresses. 

James greeted me just outside of the place, which had outdoor seating where everyone could see that you were rich enough to think nothing of the prices. 

“You look positively radiant. Word is that you’ve been spending a lot of time with the alpha of the Sentinels,” James said before we went through the air kiss bullshit. 

“Thank you, and you know better than to gossip,” I teased. 

He put my arm around his and made a point of walking me into the bistro itself. The interior was done in off-whites and golds. Personally, I found the splashes of gold to make it look a little tacky, but it was simply a means to an end. We were seated in the very middle of the room where everyone could see that we were together. I hated it, but I maintained a slightly flirty smile and relaxed demeanour. I wasn’t going to lose this little game. 

The menu had no prices, which further drove home the point that it was somewhere that people who didn’t think about money went. As the saying went, if you needed to ask the price you couldn’t afford it. I chose a duck dish that looked like it’d be the most expensive thing on the menu and paired it with a very expensive whisky. James’ smile sharpened just a touch, but he was the one who’d started this entire thing. 

“Now, tell me, how are your cases going?”

“Darling, you know I can’t tell you a thing.”

“Well, now, that’s a shame. I’d heard that they were quite interesting. Someone said that two items just appeared out of nowhere.”

I laughed.

“Oh, come now. We both know that I’m exceptionally good at what I do.”

“Of course, of course. I have heard some interesting things about you as of late, though. I’ve been tracking that Inverness coven case. It piqued my curiosity. It would seem that there are all sorts of delicious rumours surrounding it. Do you know the most interesting thing?”

“I don’t believe I do,” I said as the drinks arrived. 

“Some people are saying that you’re connected to it all.”

Well shit.
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I rolled my eyes and took a sip of my whisky. 

“You know my past as well as anyone does. I haven’t even been to Inverness.”

“I thought that at first, but then I thought about that fox shifter you live with.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Since when is living with a shifter a crime?”

“Since the coven you said you’re from has no records of a Lily being born.”

Damn him. Why did he have to go digging like that? 

I shrugged.

“So, I changed my name. Plenty of people dislike the name they’re born with.”

“You know, the person who’s digging into the Inverness coven is very determined. There are entire groups devoted to that coven and the supposed survivor. Some of them believe she’s a goddess.”

“Some people are desperate to believe anything. This is all oddly interesting, but I’m afraid it doesn’t pertain to the information I asked you about. Have you heard about a finfolk-sidhe mix?”

“We have time. We don’t have to get down to business yet,” he said as he placed his hand on mine, the pale tropical wood of the table clashing strangely with his skin tone.

His violet eyes held my gaze. He was watching every detail of my reaction. 

“There will always be conspiracy theories around something like that. People need to make sense of a tragedy, and others need to believe in something fantastical to help them escape from their individual reality. I’m sure you’ll find something similar around other big events,” I said casually.

“Did you know that witches with familiars are actually very rare?”

“Yes, I did. It’s considered to be an archaic thing. Of course, some witches try to bind ordinary shifters into a familiar bond, but that’s something quite different.”

“I’ve read that you can tell if a witch has a familiar by her magic. There’s an extra layer running over it; that’s the bond she shares with her familiar.”

I took another sip of my whisky and wished he’d just get to the point. 

“I’m afraid I didn’t know that. Witches deal in threads rather than layers.”

“It’s curious, your magic has far more layers to it than any other witch I’ve met.”

I smirked.

“I told you I’m good. My coven was very dedicated to making sure I wasn’t a one-trick pony.”

He leaned forward a little and gripped my hand tighter. 

“Do you know what makes me so good at finding information?”

“Your wit and charm?”

He laughed, a sharp-edged sound. 

“Part of my magic manifests with the ability to see beyond all glamours, illusions, and so on. That means that I can see the full extent of all magic.”

“Well, that does sound quite useful,” I said drily.

He needed to get on and start the real blackmail. This charade was boring me.

“Your magic is incredibly complicated. I can see so many layers, and so few explanations for them.”

“You’re clearly just not as well read on witch magic as you seem to believe you are,” I said sweetly.

“I’m sure that’s at least part of it, you’re right, of course.”

He leaned back in his chair, and I glanced over wishing the food would hurry up. Every gold-edged plate that passed by drew my attention, and I struggled not to stare at them to avoid looking at him.

“I must admit that I find it interesting that the rumours were about you. Out of all the witches in the city, you were the one that people became most curious about. Why do you think that is?”

I laughed.

“Because I’m everything they wish they were.”

He nodded thoughtfully.

“That makes sense. Of course, it’s all just rumour and conjecture. Still, it’s interesting to look at these things. Sometimes the truth is hiding right under our noses.”

Food arrived, giving me an excuse to not talk for a little bit. It was over-priced, the flavours weren’t as well balanced as they should have been, but I’d eaten worse and it gave me a moment to think. He’d clearly been digging, and he had his suspicions. He was going to continue digging and hold whatever he found over my head. My temptation was to silence him permanently, but that would only lead to more questions. 

“Finfolk are very rare, and I’m sure you’re aware that a finfolk breeding with a sidhe is unheard of,” James said.

“I would have thought it ridiculous, had I not felt the magic for myself.”

“You think this finfolk is responsible for the thefts?”

I had to give him something. He was never going to give me what I needed if I kept dodging his questions.

“Yes, I do.”

“That is interesting. You’ll have to give me a piece of their magic once you’ve caught them.”

There was no question there. It was a demand for payment.

“I’ll certainly try, you know I can’t promise.”

He nodded, unsatisfied. 

“Do be careful, Lily. Whoever is looking into that Inverness coven is talented. They won’t stop until they have whatever it is they’re seeking.”

I smiled and pushed my plate away, having eaten all that I could stomach, and he continued in a tone that was almost but not quite conciliatory.

“Don’t worry yourself, I have no connection. I’m merely curious as to why someone would start putting so much work into it all now.”

“Of course. Curiosity is something that should be encouraged. It is, after all, how we’re so good at what we do.”

I smiled indulgently. 

“If I find anything on your finfolk, I’ll let you know. Next time, we’ll do dinner... at my place,” he said matter-of-factly.

I stood up.

“Thank you, I look forward to it.”

There wasn’t a chance in Hel that I was going to step foot near his place or engage in an exchange like that again. I was going to have to seriously consider removing him from my contacts list. Or all the contact lists. He was proving to be a bigger risk than he was worth.

“Give Elijah my best. Oh, and Lily, what was your birth name?”

I leaned in and kissed his cheek.

“You know you have to earn information like that sweetheart,” I whispered in his ear.

He gripped my wrist in a vice-like grip.

“Be careful, Amelia, not everyone will be willing to walk away from a story like yours,” he whispered back.
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“He knows,” I said.

Elijah strode over to me from his desk. Liam had earbuds in and hadn’t noticed I’d entered the office; the others were out in the city somewhere. I paced around Elijah’s desk.

“Who knows what?”

“James. He knows I’m the surviving witch from the Inverness coven.”

“You’re sure?”

I looked at him.

“He called me Amelia.”

How could this have happened? I’d been so careful. I knew that James wasn’t the one who’d been sending me notes. He wouldn’t be able to fake the witch magic. No, two people knew. 

Elijah growled.

“Did he threaten you?”

“Not explicitly. He told me to be careful, but he’s a fae. He’ll be using this as leverage for a deal at a later date.”

“Jess is very good at what she does. No one will be able to tie it back to you.”

I sat down on the seat opposite Elijah’s desk.

“No. It’ll be too obvious, and he’s the type to have a security plan in place. If he’s taken out a few hours after he meets with me, there’ll be consequences,” I said wearily. 

Elijah scooped me into his arms and sat down with me in his lap. He held me gently. 

“What do you need from me?” 

I sighed and leaned my head against his shoulder.

“I need the stalker found and killed. Then I need the other creep to meet the same painful end.”

The number of enemies was stacking up an alarming rate. My carefully constructed life was at risk of crumbling around me.

“We know the stalker is at least half finfolk. He won’t be able to hide from us for long now. As for the other one, Liam’s doing his best.”

The storm was building around us, I could feel it. Things were going to come to a head soon, and I just had to hope that the only people who died were the bad guys. 
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Castor and I moved in with the pack properly. We hadn’t discussed if it was a long-term thing, but everyone felt better with us all under one roof. Elijah had given me the room next to his. I was growing protective over the pack, and the closer we got to this stalker situation the more danger they were in. That, and I enjoyed seeing how much happier Castor was for spending time with his own kind.

“Remember, you can just walk into my room at any time,” Elijah said.

“I fail to see why you don’t just stay with him,” Castor said from his own room opposite mine.

He’d taken the news about James far better than I’d expected. I was beginning to think that the goddess was whispering things to him far more regularly than I’d realised. He had the certainty of a plan unfolding, and I wasn’t allowed to know anything about it. 

I chose not to dignify his comment with a response. The room was beautifully done with a comfortable king-sized bed and a view out into the forest. I should have felt safer with the pack around me, but I was more anxious. If the stalker decided to make a move, then the pack was in more danger. 

The security around the pack house was the best on the market. I’d added in some of my own fire and earth magic to make myself feel better. If anyone managed to get into the house with any ill intent, they’d find themselves rooted to the floor and slowly burnt to death. It was messy and agonising, which seemed fitting.

Closing my door, I walked to the centre of the expanse of open space at the end of the bed. Slowing my breathing, I closed my eyes and began running through my katas. I needed to be prepared for anything. After half an hour of katas, I was calm enough to move on to my shadow magic. I kept it to the familiar things, pulling pieces of shadow from the shadow plane and pushing them into blades. They were quite happy to wander around the new space as a reward for their compliance before I returned them whence they came. 

Exhaustion had finally settled in well enough for me to climb into bed and allow sleep to take me. We were getting closer to resolving the stalker problem. I could feel it. 
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It felt like I’d been asleep for the blink of an eye when I woke with a start. Something had formed a ripple in the magic within the pack house. I reflexively formed a shadow sword and padded to my door with my focus on my witch senses. The ripple was slowly moving towards Elijah’s room. 

The security system hadn’t been activated, which meant whoever it was had bypassed it somehow. There were stories about thieves who could bend the magic around them, forming a temporary hole in security systems. I’d thought it was only a myth, but feeling that ripple made me reassess that thinking. My next thought was how to learn that trick for myself. 

Opening the door slowly, I looked out into the hallway, unsure what I expected to see. The rest of the doors were closed, and darkness enshrouded the landscape viewable through the window at the far end of the hallway. Castor’s door inched open. His gaze was focused exactly where mine was.

At first I didn’t see anything, but then a foot appeared. The foot became a leg, and I caught the full signature of the bastard that had just invaded the pack house. The stalker. He was well hidden as he was pulling the darkness of the night around him. I could feel him, though, and his magic was slipping, hence the ability to view his leg. It was an odd sight, a leg slowly creeping down the hall apparently unattached to a person. 

I edged out as I pulled my own shadow tight around me. It was denser and would act as armour should I need it to. The stalker was heading to Elijah’s room and hadn’t shown any sign of noticing either Castor or me. 

Castor had his signature shadow-formed sai and kama pairing in hand, and he raised the sai as if to make a kill stroke to the back of the stalker’s neck. I waved him off. There was no way I was letting him die that easy. I was going to wring every ounce of magical knowledge out of him and then kill him with my own bare hands. In the meantime, I was going to take that creepy leg. 

I silently crept down the hall behind him, mimicking his footfalls to hide my own, and when he paused for a moment to check his surroundings I struck out with my sword at the only part of him I could see. I came within a centimetre of having the first entry in what would doubtless have been a storied leg collection, but he pirouetted away at the last second, spinning into the visible world like a matador.  

Bare chested beneath a poofy white tunic, he drew what appeared to be a fencing foil and swept it around experimentally, a look of triumphant bliss on his face like he had just stepped on stage. I could feel water magic rolling off him and even more from his sword. I didn’t know what the story was with it, but it wasn’t a competition plaything.  

He leapt towards me, hand over his head, thrusting directly at my heart. I fell reflexively into fencing mode, my shadow blade metamorphosing into a familiar fencing sabre as I slapped the strike aside and waited for an opening. Fencing was a hobby I’d picked up very briefly and immediately discarded but which had nonetheless left its mark on my style. Sabre fencing wasn’t exactly the same as foil, in that it was better in every way. That said, with enough magic or skill you could make a baguette into a murder weapon, and despite his pretty boy looks and flouncy attitude he had the grace and balance of a gifted swordsman and the magical ability of a fae lord.

It’s always best to watch your opponent’s eyes to predict his next strike, but as I stared into them I found myself drowning in them, losing track of what I was supposed to be doing. I fended off his blows with as little effort as possible, made half-hearted ripostes where I could, but it was barely foreplay. His eyes were the most beautiful yellow green I’d ever seen, radiant burnt-orange lowlights that made me want to know him inside and out.

“Lily, you’re falling for an illusion,” Castor’s voice came from somewhere in the irrelevant area outside our matched gazes. “Do you want to be a knocked up fae castoff? Because this is how you become a knocked up fae castoff.”

Castor had been standing aside to let me take care of this myself ever since I first waved him off, but his voice was starting to carry tension. I felt that tension down the familiar bond, and it was enough to make me question what I was seeing. The moment I did, the moment I started to poke at my perceptions with my magical senses, it became clear what had been happening.

I was beyond pissed off, at myself for falling for it and at this flouncy shit for casting it in the first place. I went on the offensive, shadow blade growing as my anger did, becoming a bastard sword and then a claymore as I struck at him again and again, driving him back, overwhelming the foil with weight and power. I screamed out my rage at him, from the first moment I knew I had a stalker until this final insult with the love spell, and he fell back again and again as his inferior weapon, inferior physique, and inferior skill left him on a permanent defensive that ended in exactly one way.

In my rage, I was blinded to the truth of what was happening, helped along by another illusion of his, and just when I thought I was going to land my final blow he simply disappeared. My senses cleared, and I heard the sound of a wolf yelping in pain. It was coming from behind me, from Elijah’s room.

It was coming from where my opponent had actually been for the last several seconds.

I sprinted back towards the door and found Elijah in pitched combat with the sidhe mudblood, bedclothes piled everywhere. Our fight must have been magically isolated, there was no way the pack would have missed the song of our swords, let alone the berserker scream of me fighting my imaginary stalker. 

I moved to assist Elijah, out of breath but with enough fight left in me to finish it. Sword uplifted, I looked for an opening, a moment where I could safely strike with certainty of disabling my stalker without injuring my... boyfriend? 

Before I could land the blow, the rest of the pack burst through the door in unison, all three of them in animal form, and leapt at the invader in unison, fangs and claws poised to kill with no desire to keep their prey alive.

Seeing that the fight was beyond retrieval, he called on his finfolk side and swept water from some hidden place then used it to redirect the charging pack before dropping back into invisibility with a flourish even as they were making an agile landing and preparing to make another assault. The last I saw of him was a wink of his disappearing eye, and then he was off and running. I followed the sound, tried to find a gap in his magic to exploit, but I was no magic breaker. He was gone.
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The pack was pissed. 

“How dare he come into our home! I’ll tear him apart,” Rex roared. 

“Not before I gouge his eyes out for trying to hurt our alpha,” Jess snarled.

Elijah was calm as he looked over the mess that been caused by the fight. 

Liam and Castor were out trying to follow the scent of the bastard. I was pretty sure they wouldn’t be able to get very far with it. Given his ability to bend magic around him, he was likely screwing with any possible trail he might have left behind. 

My phone rang. I ignored it. It really didn’t seem like the time to be worrying about some rude client. The sun hadn’t even risen yet. Rex paced around in a circle, occasionally glancing at Elijah while he waited for the alpha to give his next order. 

A pack’s house was a safe haven free from any fears or concerns of outsiders. It was where everyone could truly relax without any worries. The stalker had stolen that away from them, a group of skilled predators. I wondered if he understood the wrath he would suffer due to his hubris. The arrogance of the stalker to believe he could come into the Sentinels home and take out their alpha was far more than I’d originally credited him for. 

Admittedly, I’d been tempted to take on a wet work job to take out a shifter alpha, but I had the magic of a goddess running through my veins. My mind stopped. What if he wasn’t half sidhe; what if he was part fallen god? The fallen gods screwed around just like anyone else. It was said that they were close to infertile, but offspring were produced sometimes. I’d heard about a demi-goddess up in York. 

That would explain his proficiency with magic. It would also make him even more dangerous than I’d initially thought. 

My phone rang again. Then again. I picked it up.

“What?!?”

It was far too early in the day to answer politely. After all, no one with any manners or dignity rang before sunrise unless it was an emergency. And anyone I might care about an emergency with was near me.

“That’s no way to speak to the love of your life,” a man chastised.

It was the stalker. I didn’t know how he’d managed to get my number. The calm control that Castor had instilled in me wasn’t present. I had nothing but rage at the violation of the pack house.

“You’re a delusional prick,” I spat.

“You’re upset, I get that. I’ll make this very easy for you. Remove the wolf from your life before I do,” he said soothingly.

I laughed.

“Seriously? That’s the best you’ve got?”

I shouldn’t have been taunting him, but it felt pretty good to vent.

The pack had gathered around me. I trusted that they were hearing every word.

“He is just a weak mutt. You deserve a real man, someone who sees what an incredible woman you really are. The world deserves to see just how talented, beautiful, and courageous you are. They will. I will put you upon a throne and they will worship you, as is your right.”

“What is wrong with you? You’ll put me on a throne? Have you heard yourself?”

He sighed.

“The wolf has clearly been playing with your head. That is a shame. He would have made a good guard dog, but I have no choice now.”

I rolled my eyes. He’d just failed at killing Elijah and yet he was still acting as though it was a simple thing.

“Just tell me who and where you are.”

“My name is Zach,” he said brightly.

“And your address is?”

It was worth a shot.

“No, no, the time isn’t right. I need to make further preparations. The wolf must go. Yes. The wolf will go, and then I can finalise everything.”

He hung up.

I tossed the phone on the bed, feeling more frustrated than I had a few minutes prior when the bastard had escaped.

Liam came running in the room.

“Was that him? On the phone?”

“Yea. Can you do some tech magic and find him?” I asked.

Liam grinned at me, a feral savage expression on the innocent seeming fox.

“Yes. Yes, I can.”

“Finally, we’re getting somewhere!” Rex exclaimed.

“I’m going to gather my weapons. I want to make sure he suffers,” Jess said.

Elijah smiled at me, a distinctly lupine expression. 

“We’ll see how he fares when we break into his home.”
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It felt like we were preparing for a war, and maybe we were. Jess was sharpening her blades, of which she had a lot. The island in the kitchen had been covered in swords, daggers, throwing knives, and a glaive.

“Who uses glaives in this day and age?” I asked.

“You never know when it’ll come in handy. It’s best to be prepared,” she said as she put a kris blade away. 

Liam was furiously typing on his laptop with a look of grim determination. Castor was calmly making everyone pancakes for breakfast, while Rex was beating the shit out of the punching bag in the sparring room. Elijah sat next to me with his arm around my waist. His wolf was coiled within him, waiting for the perfect moment to rip someone’s throat out. Everything about him was calm, with just enough tension that would allow him to leap and kill when the time was right. 

“You need to be ready to pull out every piece of magic you have, Lily,” Castor said as she set plates of pancakes down in front Elijah and me.

I raised an eyebrow at him.

“We know that he is very skilled. Blades might only do so much.”

He was right. I needed to ensure that the pack wasn’t injured any more than was absolutely necessary. 

“Every piece. Even the creatures,” Castor pushed.

I hadn’t brought the shadow creatures onto the earth plane as anything more than practice before the other day, with the hydra, and that hadn’t exactly been a walk in the park. They gave the sensation of tearing anything to tiny shreds given the opportunity, but I’d never witnessed it to be sure.

“The creatures?” Jess asked.

“There are creatures on the shadow plane. I can bring the small ones through to this plane. They’re vicious and nigh on impossible to kill.”

“Oh, that’s so cool! Can we have one as a pet?”

“They’re murder machines...”

“So are we. It’ll fit in perfectly!”

I got the impression she wasn’t quite grasping the point I was making. Or she was ignoring it. Castor returned to the kitchen to play at domestic bliss. I wanted to grill him about what he knew, what his goddess had planned.

“I have him! I’ve tracked down his location. It took a bit of research and some stuff you’d never understand, but I have him. He’s hiding out in some cottage down near the sea. There are no neighbours, so we don’t need to worry about people seeing the kill,” Liam said.

Elijah got up and patted the fox on the back.

“Excellent work, well done. Now, eat your fill then we’ll move out. We’re going to put an end to this asshole for once and for all,” Elijah commanded.
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Liam had pulled up some images of the cottage on his laptop. It was on the edge of the fae forest with the sea directly in front of it, complete with idyllic little sand beach. Wrapping around the west and northwest was the fae forest. The rest was scrubby grassland which might once have been pasture. 

Castor helped me pull together a ritual that gave a holographic projection of the magic in the area. There was no security system, no traps. It was either hidden beyond my abilities, or he was just that arrogant. I hoped it was the latter. 

“If need be you can pull on the fae magic running through the forest. Be prepared for the possibility of having to release the shadow creatures onto this plane as payment for their role in this,” Castor said.

I crossed my arms.

“What aren’t you telling us and why?”

“I’m telling you that he’s incredibly powerful. Do not underestimate him. And a couple of shadow creatures running through the fae forest won’t be the end of the world.”

I ground my teeth. That was a fight for another day. 

“It looks like he’s going to see us coming. There’s an expanse of open space between us and the only entrance and exit,” Elijah said.

“Unless we went through the fae forest,” I said.

The pack looked at me as though I’d lost my mind.

“The forest will leave us alone. I used enough of its residents as combat practise that they won’t come near me now. His cottage backs right onto the forest, and the fae magic will hide us until the last second,” I said. 

Elijah gave a nod. 

“We’ve hunted in there enough we’ll find our way through quickly,” Elijah said.

“No one’s fool enough to go in that part, though,” Rex said.

“I’m game,” Jess said with a grin.

“Lily’s good enough,” Castor said.

“Hey, I didn’t say I wasn’t wolf enough,” Rex said.

“You did imply it...” I said.

He strapped a great sword to his back while staring me down. 
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“Are we going to stand here all day or what?” Rex demanded.

––––––––
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It felt as though the forest was paused, everything within it frozen, waiting. There was a small sensation as we passed into the more dangerous part. It was like a delicate spider web pressed against my magical senses for a partial moment before fading again as quickly as it had come.

The forest that the pack was familiar with had been quiet, almost peaceful. Broad trunks in shades of black, grey, and blue. The soft songs of fae birds that threatened to lull unwary wanderers into a hazy dream-like state. This new area was a stark contrast. The trees became a stark white and blood red with deep gouges running down some of the trunks. Electric blue sap left marks trailing down the smooth bark like silent tears. It all glowed in the moonlight, a casually lurid display in a place that had long since deposed what was once known as nature.

“I don’t want to meet something with claws that long or sharp,” Elijah said with a nod to the gouges.

“It should be sleeping at this time of day,” Castor said.

Rex muttered something behind us. We continued on through the forest keeping our wits about us. I knew from past experience that the beings contained there were far more dangerous than anything you’d find in the human wilds. I began to sense magical signatures around us, powerful magical creatures shadowing us. They weren’t stalking, not that I could tell. They were just keeping us in sight. Maybe they wanted to see what we were doing. Maybe they were protecting something and wanted to make sure we passed through. For that matter, maybe they were worried about our being eaten by something even worse.

I kept an eye on them as they kept an eye on us. I only caught one direct glimpse, and what it showed seemed more like the embodiment of an abstract concept than an actual animal. I wondered what it ate, if it ate. If the pack noticed them, they said nothing. We passed into what would have been a clearing except for a mass of tiny saplings that seemed to be growing before our eyes. I’d heard that the fae forests weren’t naturally grown, that they were placed with magic and sprang up in hours rather than centuries, but to watch the spell play out in front of us was eerie. The gentle whoosh was almost too quiet for me to hear. I formed a long shadow sword without thinking and prepared for an incoming attack. There was only one thing that moved like that.

“Why do I smell butterscotch cookies?” Jess asked.

Everyone smelled something different when the dragon came by. It was always something pleasant and soothing. I smelled the salt air with a touch of hay.

We slowed our pace, the pack had drawn their weapons and were looking around for the predator.

“It won’t bother us,” Castor said casually. “Just skirt around the saplings.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. He simply shrugged in response. I didn’t like how much he was hiding with this experience. It was feeling a little too much like the goddess was toying with me. He’d been my only friend for eight years, but a quiet voice was starting to ask: Just how much could I really trust him?

“What the fuck is that?” Rex growled.

We looked up and caught sight of a shimmering white dragon, or perhaps more a winged snake. Its feathery wings were long and slim, allowing it to tuck them flush against its long body and weave between the trees. I wasn’t convinced the wings were there to help it fly; it was moving some thirty feet or more above us without any movement from those wings. The dragon-snake looked down at us with violet eyes, eyes which showed startling intelligence. A delicate snort from its nostrils was the only sound it made. 

Its head was as big as I was. I knew its mouth was full of long sharp teeth, perfect for sinking into the huge bear-monsters that rambled through that forest at dusk and dawn. The dragon circled around the tree closest to Castor, keeping its attention on my fox as it did so. Then it was gone with a sinuous flick of its feathered tail. 

“No, we cannot keep one as a pet,” Elijah said to Jess.

“It wouldn’t even fit in the house! It must have been a hundred feet long,” Rex said.

Jess huffed, and we continued on, giving the growing trees a wide berth even though I desperately wanted to at least stay and watch the spell play out. I wasn’t going to kill a dragon over it, if I even could, and we had places to be. The edge of the forest was almost within sight, and time was ticking. The sooner we took out the stalker the safer everyone would be.

Fifty-Three.
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The more secure he felt, the better. If we could get to his side before he had reason to think anything was amiss, we could finish the fight before it started and eliminate the risk to the pack. Even if he did spot us, every step we made without being noticed was a second off his time to prepare and react.

When we reached the edge of the clearing that contained the last house my stalker would ever see, we all paused. Elijah, the only member of the pack still in human form, made a series of gestures that probably had meaning to his people, and then they rushed off in several directions. I kept track of their magic and thus their location in the back of my mind, but trusted, as I couldn’t but, that they would do what needed to be done.

We had made it to striking distance without being seen, and that meant we had the advantage of initiative. That would disappear as soon as we were spotted, but as long as we were careful we could strike at our leisure. I took the opportunity to begin forming what I envisioned to be a small but loyal retinue of shadows to give us the edge we were at risk of losing by fighting on his turf. When I reached into the shadow realm, I found some sort of union there, a cacophonic mass of intelligences ranging from superhumanly brilliant alien megaminds to asentient qubits. 

I jerked back, my mind reeling from the overload of images and sensations, and clutched at my head as I tried to clear it. Just as I resolved to go in without my army, I felt three shadows reaching across the barrier to me. I would have jerked back if there was any physical location to get away from. I’d never had a shadow reach out to me before, only the other way around. Did this mean these shadows were that dimensions equivalent of shadow walkers? Instead of speaking in images mingled with emotions, they spoke in precise thoughts. They pushed a willingness to trade service for freedom in our realm and a question of what I had come to ask for. I sent back an image of the stalker and cabin in front of us being devoured by shadows. They returned a certainty of ability, an impression of the union of shadows I’d been unwittingly assaulted by earlier, and an image of three shadows blending in with the shade of the trees and being gone while I turned my head away. I sent back the idea of the union going back to the shadow realm after the fight, and they returned acquiescence. A tendril of power reached for me, and I realized they were asking for a hand getting onto our plane of existence. 

Pushing down a worry that I was about to doom the entire earth plane, I grabbed onto them and braced as the three of them pulled themselves, along with the entire mass of shadows they had promised, into our world, an entire army filling the open area between us and the cabin. They made no sound, but the projection of their minds was beyond deafening. A glance at Elijah showed that I wasn’t the only one feeling it, and that meant the stalker officially knew we were here.

I pushed KILL along with an image of the stalker to every shadow in range, then reached for the bond with Castor and started trying to put together a spell to block out the shadows. There was no way we could fight this way, and I wasn’t going to rely entirely on the shadows to do our job for us.

“We need to isolate ourselves from the minds of the shadow creatures,” I said to Castor, hoping he knew more than I did, since my ideas began and ended at coating our brains in shadow and seeing what happened.

Before Castor could respond, the three megaminds I’d initially dealt with pushed understanding out of nowhere, and then there was beautiful, magnificent silence. The shadows pressed in on the house, a mass of sharp angles and terrible, impossible purity. Since there was no point in pretending we weren’t there any longer, I decided to open up the playing field a bit. Pulling flame magic from a trinket at my waist, I poured it into the little structure in front of us, confident that the shadows would remain unharmed and wanting a better view of what was happening inside. 

I continued to encourage the flames, the magic growing on its own as the fire consumed the wooden cabin, only fast forwarded by my guidance. Within less than a minute, where the cabin had been was only a footprint, and I could see the shadows standing around in it with nothing to do. Either the stalker was already dead, and I knew I wasn’t that lucky, or he’d escaped.

I pushed a sense of questioning to the contacts I had made with the union, and they returned it. I had told them there was someone there, they had gone in, and there wasn’t. I couldn’t exactly blame them. I was about to shout the all clear, instincts be damned, when I heard Elijah’s sword clear the deadened leather sheathe. I turned in time to see him make a broad slash at the air, blood flying off the tip of the sword as he did. 

“Illusion!” I cried, an accusation as much as a warning to the others.

I saw movement as Jess, Liam, and Rex moved quickly to our position, not wanting to be caught unsupported. I felt for the magic of the stalker and found nothing. I pushed my understanding of the situation to the megaminds and hoped they had a solution. They pushed back the idea of a shadow with nothing casting it. I pushed again, a simpler version that merely said there was someone invisible and we needed to find them. They sent the same thing back again, only with an image of a field of shadows cast by nothing. I realized they were trying to understand the concept of invisible. In their world, things existed when they cast shadows. Invisible things didn’t cast shadows, so they simply didn’t intersect with their dimension at all. It was a concept they couldn’t understand.

I sent back a person-shaped light on a field of shadow, the inversion of his image zoomed down to one individual. I moved the light around, making it walk and jump, and then slowly lit the shadow until all that was left was light. I pushed the idea of the light still moving and dancing, only with the image remaining static.

They sent back confusion mixed with frustration and the idea that I might be crazy or stupid. I resisted the urge to send a jolt of power at them out of spite and just sent back the need to wait for something mean to show up. That, at least, was a concept they could latch onto, and they spread themselves out around us, ready to strike as soon as something that existed in their sense of things showed its face.

I sat and listened for any sound of movement, scanned our surroundings intensely as if searching for one atom in particular, ran my senses over the magic again and again looking for the tiniest warp, the tiniest kernel misplaced, but there was nothing. His illusions were so perfect they made my shadow walking seem like a parlour trick, but Elijah had picked up on it. I looked over and found he had his eyes closed, his face shifted into wolf form. I realized that he must have been smelling for the stalker. I hadn’t even bothered to think about working with him. I wasn’t a pack girl, at least not yet.

I reached out with one hand and touched his chest, and when he didn’t flinch I pressed my magic into him, pulling what little life energy was left in my reserves and using it to enhance his sense of smell, pushing it higher slowly so that he had time to adjust to the new sensory inputs. It took almost a minute, but I felt him tense as he caught what he was looking for.

Sword in hand, he charged across the open space, passing between shadows as he launched himself at the enemy only he could sense. His pack went to follow him, but he shouted to them to guard me. I bristled at the implication but pushed it down. I needed to work complex life magic at a substantial distance, and I didn’t have the sense of smell to see the stalker coming even if I had my full attention. It was ok to accept help from the pack.

I closed my eyes, sat cross-legged on the ground, and tugged at the bond with Castor, not having enough focus to ask nicely. I felt him turn into his fox form and connect with me, pressing life energy into my hands. He would act as a battery for as long as he could hold out, which was a staggeringly long time, another hint that he was more to the goddess than he let on. While he did that, Jess, Rex, and Liam would watch my back, I would buff up Elijah’s sense of smell so he knew what he was fighting, and the great alpha dog of this mismatched affair would strike down the most gifted illusionist alive.

I was terrified. I knew, to my very core, that I could kill virtually anything. Sword to sword, mind to mind, will to will, I had beaten every single opponent I’d ever faced. What I’d never done was help someone kill something, put my safety in their hands. If the pack failed, I wouldn’t know it until I was already gone. I pushed it down, focused on the building feeling of trust in Elijah and on the connection I’d formed with him. It was time to go to work, and I needed those feelings to do it.

Elijah began to strike out around him, his sword work sloppy, even haphazard as he assaulted the air around him. His senses still weren’t up to where they needed to be; he was attacking old scent. My first instinct was to simply increase the amount of magic pouring into him, but he didn’t need energy, he needed one sense to surpass natural limits. I wasn’t actually all that clear on how senses worked, and scent in particular had never been much use to me as a human. I dug around in his life force for any particular bit that seemed attached to the sense of smell, but I was getting nothing.

Since I couldn’t be subtle or clever, I went the other way and turned the entire sensory clump of his magic into a heavenly body, a living star practically visible from space. He would be able to separate one molecule of scent from the next. At least, assuming his mind could even handle that level of input. He froze for several seconds, overwhelmed, and the stalker took the opportunity to make an ugly slash along his chest. It could’ve been a kill stroke, but the finfolk was proving a point. It was a mistake I would make him regret.

Still brimming with life magic from Castor’s reserves, I quickly closed the wound. I had to leave off some of the sensory boost to do it, and the slight reduction put Elijah in the exact bracket he needed. He leapt to his right, thrusting his sword out and leaving a spray of blood in its wake. It was a clear hit, too much blood to be superficial. Water energy began to pour into the area, and it was quickly apparent that this was far from over.

I expected, as Elijah probably did, a direct water attack, either an attempt at drowning or a firehose type impact blast, something in the hydrokinetics spectrum. The working that actually came out was an incredibly dense fog, the scent of salt strong in the air. It was enough that I couldn’t smell anything else, the normal scents of the woods gone to be replaced by saltwater so heavy and dense that it made me gag. I had a moment of fear that Elijah was going to have the same problem, but the sound of steel slicing along scales proved that his enhanced senses were above and beyond such tricks. Immediately the finfolk changed tacks, letting the fog disperse and releasing a mass of several dozen hyperdense floating water orbs, each a construct unto itself with just enough intelligence to fly around at immense speed without hitting their master. 

They began to spread out, but before they could go more than a few metres the shadows leapt into action. They had been commanded to attack anything they could see, and these qualified. In an instant, they went from perfectly still to universal motion, creatures ranging from vine-like corkscrews to undulating, elephantine leviathans throwing themselves bodily at the water orbs, taking heavy blows that threw them to and fro but getting back to whatever sufficed for their feet instantly while the constructs struggled to reform.

I realized that I’d stopped casting as I watched the show, the entrancing otherness of the spectacle overriding focus altogether. Elijah was struggling again, back to swinging wildly and taking hits from the stalker whose movements were all but unimpeded. The water constructs had done their job, even if not the way they were probably supposed to. 

I redoubled my efforts, pushing myself to my limits as I tried to both heal and boost my alpha. The power was still there, thankfully, the reserves Castor could offer more than half full, but even so the act of forming and maintaining two spells at once was almost beyond me. I had to put healing on the back burner, but I couldn’t let it slide entirely because he was still taking serious damage from the quick and deadly foil strikes of my stalker. Elijah would have hideous scars that would take weeks to repair, but keeping his senses at the fore of my mind meant that I didn’t risk damaging those far more fragile parts or overloading him into catatonia again.

The fight seemed to go on for days, the stalker pushing harder and harder, striking faster and dodging ripostes that should have landed with ease, all the while maintaining an endless sequence of water attacks that the shadows had to crowd around to keep from their mark. Still, he was on his own, and his choice of lifestyle was his undoing. Elijah had me, and I had the pack, and that meant that this was only ever going to end one way.

When the final blow came close, I felt it coming, knew that this one would be the last. I pulled the precast spell I’d placed into the artifact that had previously held the pit trap out and sent it into the world. It spun outwards and then found its target, leaping to Elijah’s blade. The weapon glowed red hot as the fire magic bound to it, then began to weep molten steel as the earth magic fell into place. The spell would destroy the blade, but it would ensure that the killing blow ended this fight once and for all. There would be no resurrection in the sequel, no last second comebacks. The magmatic forge spell was my signature, and the spray of hot metal as it drove home was poetry in motion. The illusion fell away, and the venomous liquid fire glowed in the finfolk’s veins, his heart pumping it to every part of his body in the time it took to melt through the circulatory system. Within a few seconds’ time, his heart, liver, and kidneys were nothing but flaming meat, and the rest of him went soon after. By the time Elijah had thrown down the sword as the hilt heated beyond comfort, my stalker was nothing but overcooked fish, not even good enough for the scavengers.

Before he even hit the ground, the shadows took their end of the bargain. The vast majority fell out of existence in unison, and the three megaminds, whose actual forms I hadn’t yet seen, trotted off into the forest. They were almost horses in the way that the other shadows were almost elephants, hyenas, or mountain ranges. They were what nightmares had nightmares about, and they were free to roam our plane. I had a feeling that when Castor said it would be okay for a few shadows to get loose, he hadn’t meant those.
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“Can’t you bring the small one back? He’d make an adorable pet. I’ll call him Shade,” Jess said as she watched the shadow creatures disappear.

“No,” Elijah said firmly.

“Aw, but I’ll walk it, and feed it, and love it so hard.”

“You don’t even know what horrifying shadow creatures eat,” Rex said.

Jess crossed her arms.

“I’ll find out.”

“No. They’re not a part of this plane, and I suspect they eat people,” Elijah said.

“I can find it people to eat...” Jess said.

I left them to continue arguing about whether Jess could have a shadow creature as a pet. The cottage was a disaster, but I was hoping that Zach had hidden the items he’d stolen around there somewhere. Making my way down some stairs into a surviving basement, I began looking in the bedrooms. The first on the left was a pokey little room full of photos and sketches of me. I shut the door on that one pretty quickly. 

The next appeared to be his actual bedroom. The bed was a mess, clothes were strewn all over the floor along with some glittery scales. I reached out with my magic and found them to be finfolk scales. 

“Waste not want not,” I said to myself as I began gathering them up.

Sure, he was dead, and it was slightly horrifying, but there were bound to be people who’d pay a fortune for something as rare as that. 

The final bedroom was where I hit the jackpot. Shelves lined the walls and ran in neat rows through the room. Everything appeared to be neat and tidy, which stood in contrast to everything else I’d seen. A black notebook sat on a small table just inside the door. I opened it up and found lists of stolen items with the address they were stolen from, value, and date stolen next to them. He was like a magpie. There was millions of pounds worth of stuff just sitting there catalogued. 

Elijah came and stood next to me. 

“Looks like we’re rich, princess,” he said with a smile.

I wiped some blood splatter from his cheek and matched his smile.

“Help me find that missing moon shifter bracelet for my client,” I said.

“And the rest of it?”

I shrugged.

“I’m sure we can find buyers,” I said with a grin.

“I like the sound of this ‘we’ business.”

“We’re not a bad team. And your pack does Castor a lot of good.”

I found the number and shelf location of the bracelet and moved into the room. It was by far the biggest room in the house. 

“It wouldn’t be a bad idea to work together more frequently,” Elijah said.

“I might be open to that plan.”

I was almost to the bracelet when I found a unicorn’s horn. Those things were illegal and worth an easy five million all on their own. We’d never need to work again if we found buyers for all of that stuff. Not that I’d stop working; I got bored easily. 

“Alpha, there’s someone here!” Rex called up.

I reflexively reached out with my magic and felt a new fae life essence. There was a lot of magic coiled around it, revealing whoever they were was likely a court fae. Only the most powerful fae rose up through the ranks to sit in the courts. Those who ran territories and claimed the title of lord and lady fought for their place. The weaker fae were killed or exiled. The fae argued that it kept the bloodlines strong. I thought it was just an excuse to sate their boredom and try to kill each other whenever possible. 

“Coming,” Elijah said. 

I grabbed the artifacts I’d been there for, along with some Aztec coins with weird magic woven into them, and stuffed them in my pocket. 

We walked down to the entry way, where a sidhe wearing an exquisite slate-grey suit was standing waiting for us.

“I see that you’ve found the contents of our treasury,” the sidhe said.

I prickled.

“I’m afraid you’re confused. What we found are stolen items that are now ours,” I said.

The sidhe smiled, revealing perfect white sharp teeth.

“It would seem that you’re the one who’s confused. As this is my territory, the items are part of my treasury. We’ll call it payment for the release of dangerous creatures into my forest,” he said without losing that smile.

I couldn’t fight with the lord of the territory. I was in enough trouble as it was between James and the other one who knew my real identity.

“My mistake,” I said.

“Not to worry, it happens. Now if you’ll kindly vacate the premises, we have work to do,” the lord said as he gestured at his team of people. 

“No need to risk the forest; we have a car waiting to take you home,” the lord said.

“Thank you,” Elijah said stiffly.

Shifters and fae didn’t get along very well at the best of times. Having a lord take our haul from us and then make the silent threat that he knew where we lived wasn’t going to improve Elijah’s view of them.
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I’d returned the bracelet and shard to the clients, and we were looking for buyers for the finfolk scales and Aztec gold. It had been a few days since we’d killed Zach, and everything was beginning to feel like normal again. Or our new version of normal. 

Elijah and I had made the announcement that we were going to work together. Word had spread like wildfire, and overall clients seemed very happy with the news. Castor was happier than ever and was learning about computers thanks to Liam. Jess had finally given in on the shadow creature pet idea, and Rex had smiled at me. At least I thought it was a smile, it might have been a grimace. It was hard to tell with him. 

Castor and I were officially permanently moving into the pack house. Our house just didn’t feel like home anymore. I was keeping it in case things went south, and it was still a useful ritual space. I’d headed back there to pack up the last of my clothes and the grimoires. Elijah and the others were all running through the forest. 

I opened the door and allowed the familiar ambient magic to wash over me. It had been a nice home while we needed it, but things were changing. 

A note was waiting for me on my bed when I went upstairs. I froze, I’d hoped that was all over. It was foolish, but with the happiness at having the pack I’d allowed myself to believe it. 

Picking up the note, it contained the same fractured magic and neat handwriting as the ones that had come before. 

You’ll regret that. You should have walked away from them while you had the chance.

It looked like my troubles were only just beginning. 
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Book two, Ancient Magic will be out February 26th 2020. If you could take 2 minutes to write a quick review, fellow readers would appreciate it. Reviews help readers decide which books they want to put their hard-earned time and money into. 

Do you want to see exclusive previews, news, and more? Join my Facebook group!
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OTHER BOOKS BY JAYNE HAWKE 



Look for new books from me on the 26th of each month!
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Urban Fantasy in this world (the god touched world). 

Shadow Magic – A badass bounty hunter who must work with a deadly fae assassin to track down the person fool enough to steal god magic.

Big Bad Wolf – Two witches saving the world one case at a time. Perfect for fans of Supernatural. 

––––––––
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Urban Fantasy in the Wolf Ridge world.

Wolf Ridge – Baker turned werewolf.

Chaos Witch – They never saw her coming. 

Paranormal romance in the God Touched world.

Dragon Knight – She’s the only one that can break his curse. 
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