
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      MIDLIFE MOUNTAIN MAYHEM

    

    




      
        RENEE BRUME

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by Renee Brume

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.  All product names, logos, brands, trademarks, and registered trademarks are property of their respective owners.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, events and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      Cover: Getcovers.com

      Editing: Pocketediting

      Proofreading by: Horus Copyedit and Proofreading

      Map by Piroska Edes behance.net/piroskaedes

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Man in the Mirror

      

      
        2. Problems

      

      
        3. The State Park

      

      
        4. Family

      

      
        5. History

      

      
        6. Holler

      

      
        7. Exorcism

      

      
        8. Trick

      

      
        9. Treat

      

      
        10. Heart to Heart

      

      
        11. The Big House

      

      
        12. London Bridge

      

      
        13. Trapped

      

      
        14. Magic

      

      
        15. Quiet

      

      
        16. Apology

      

      
        17. Blink

      

      
        18. Nightmare

      

      
        19. Lost

      

      
        20. Return

      

      
        21. Named One

      

      
        Chapter 666

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          

      

    

    







            MAN IN THE MIRROR

          

        

      

    

    
      It was me against all the other working moms, in a mad dash for a Halloween outfit for our little hell spawn. I scanned the picked-over shelves for anything that might work. It was Friday afternoon, just two days before Halloween. The aisle of the party store was tight with last-minute shoppers.

      I, for certain, didn’t have time for this. One could argue that Halloween was Potentia Security's busiest time of the year. The portal in the mines opened, leaving us to fight demons instead of hosting candy-filled parties. It was like clockwork.

      But my team had assured me at the morning meeting they had it under control, and I could take the rest of the day to go shopping with Eliana. I had promised my Executive Assistant Tina I would pick up some candy for her, as she hadn’t found time to shop either. We moms have to stick together.

      I looked down at my five-year-old adopted daughter Eliana, who was swinging her black patent shoes freely, her little legs dangling from the seat of the cart. I had already filled it with trick-or-treat candy, plastic pumpkins for the porch, and a package of fake cobwebs.

      Dan had brought out the inflatables, tombstones, witches, and scarecrows from the attic and arranged them in the front yard. I can’t tell you how hot it was to have a husband who liked to decorate for the holidays. It was so cute; he hadn’t even finished plugging in the extension cords before I pulled him into our bedroom for an afternoon quickie. Listen, it’s true what they say about middle-aged women, we have a wild libido. Dan was a lucky man.

      He even liked to hand out candy to the neighborhood kids.

      In fact, my husband was the perfect doting father to Eliana. After our wedding two years ago, we had an instant family. 

      I never thought I would get a second chance at love and find myself married again after my divorce from Sean, let alone have another child. Yet here I was, with a sexy husband who loved and supported me and a five-year-old little girl who filled our mature hearts with joy.

      My adult daughter, Lucy, and her husband, Chad, had moved to Mt. Storm soon after they graduated from the University of West Virginia. I was so proud of her, and when she walked down the aisle at Mt. Storm Lutheran church, given away by my father, Oren, my heart swelled with pride. She was the reason I had no regrets about my marriage.

      I was happy to have them close, even if I wasn’t the biggest fan of my new son-in-law. I tried to keep my feelings to myself, but I couldn't help but see giant red flags in their young marriage.

      My ex-husband's belongings, including the building at Second and Main, went to Lucy when he was killed by Sarah, the same woman he cheated on me with.

      The first floor was a dental office, and upstairs was a small two-bedroom apartment. It was perfect for Chad’s law office, and it had been renovated from a modern and slick-looking dental office to a traditional-looking law office. The sign now said Duchamp and Sons Attorney at Law, even though he didn’t quite yet have any sons. He must be trying to manifest it into existence.

      Lucy was a teacher, and she taught at the local elementary school in town, but she was six months pregnant with their first and would go on leave soon.

      My fingers trailed over the infant costumes, smiling at the pumpkins and little green dinosaur onesies. If I had been thinking, I would have kept Eliana’s first costume, but I had passed it down to Tina’s little girl.

      While I was strongly considering buying a pumpkin infant onesie, just in case, Eliana reached across me and grabbed a costume hanging on the rack. She pulled it toward her with a happy squeal.

      “Oh honey, I don’t think that’s going to work,” I said, cocking my head and staring at the angel costume.

      “I want to be an angel. They've got wings!” she said with a huge grin, holding the costume in the air.

      “No, no, no. How about a police officer? Don’t you want to be just like Daddy?”

      Eliana considered a moment, cocking her head with the black piggy tails, then she shook her head at me, the hair whipping around her. “No! I want to be an angel. They've got pretty wings.”

      I sighed, resigned to my fate. My daughter, being the biological child of Lucifer, could be a stubborn little devil.

      “Okay, kid. I give up. You can be an angel as long as it fits,” I said, shrugging my shoulders, thinking it ironic that the daughter of the devil himself wanted to be an angel for Halloween.

      Lifting Eliana down from the cart, I held the simple white shift up for inspection. It looked like it would fit. Eliana already had the wings around her shoulders and put the headband with the halo on her head. The ground didn’t open up, or an unknown portal to hell, so I resigned myself and then held out my hand.

      “Please, Mamma. Can I wear it home?” Eliana pleaded, smiling so joyously that I just couldn’t tell her no.

      I pushed the shopping cart to the front, where I unloaded the items onto the conveyor belt while Eliana charmed every other person in the store.

      “Eliana looks darling in that, Beth,” Loretta Forest said, pulling the items through the scanner. The beeps rang out, one after another, and I got my debit card ready. $124.60. 

      “Dang, I think this is the most I’ve ever spent on Halloween.” I laughed as she bagged up my items and handed them over.

      I turned to look for Eliana and dropped the bags the minute I saw her. She was standing in front of a full-length mirror near the front display, looking at her angel wings. It was glowing red.

      With lightning reflexes, I snatched her up and then kicked the mirror over. It shattered into a million pieces. Glancing over at Loretta, I noticed she was staring at the two of us with her mouth open. I clutched my baby girl to me, my heart racing.

      “Mamma. I saw something in that mirror. It was a man, and he was holding his arms out.”

      “Just a dream, baby girl. Just a dream,” I said, tears coming to my eyes. I turned to Loretta. “I’m so sorry. Let me pay for that.”

      Loretta shook her head, her eyes still wide. “Don’t worry, Beth. I saw the man. I don’t blame you, and I don’t think I could keep the mirror up. If I’m being honest, I’m a little freaked out.”

      Grabbing my bags in one hand and Eliana in the other, I zoomed out of there as soon as I could, avoiding the stares of the other customers. I would have to remember to send Loretta some flowers. She was a peach. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      On the way home, I stopped at Bella Cucina’s, our favorite local restaurant, and picked up my takeout order. A bucket of spaghetti, a side order of bread, and a salad, all tied up nicely and waiting for me at the front.

      I was surprised to see Bella Meriana, the owner's wife, sitting at the front. She was a small petite woman, her long black hair in an elaborate braid with a white gardenia tucked behind her ear. She wore a white peasant blouse and a wide sweeping skirt.

      “Beth! Welcome! I have your order right here!” she said, her voice sounding musical.

      “Hello! Greetings!” I said to her, pulling out my wallet to pay.

      “And I put in a couple of slices of Tiramisu on the house,” she said happily, taking my card and ringing it up quickly.

      The restaurant had been exactly the same since I had first stepped in here all those years ago on a date with Clay Allard, an old flame of mine. Soft music played, and intimate tables crowded the interior, lit with the soft glow of candles. It was still my favorite date night spot. I especially liked the parmesan chicken.

      I was surprised to see the same old couple at the back who had given me such a hard time all those years ago. The Zane’s.

      Bella saw me staring at them and whispered, “They like to come in early and get the senior discount.”

      “Oh, dear. I need to leave,” I said, hurrying to sign my name. But it was too late.

      Bethany Zane had already spotted me. “Oh, look who it is, the home wrecker and the foundling,” she said in her hard, thin voice. Her white hair was pulled back severely in a bun, and she had a mean look on her face. Her husband mumbled something and turned around to give me a look.

      “Listen, it’s been YEARS!” I said loudly. “Could you just give it up!”

      “I don’t forget a home wrecker. You caused a perfectly good man to stray from his path of righteousness,” Bethany said, clutching her napkin in a fist.

      “For heaven’s sake. I did no such thing,” I said, rolling my eyes and picking up my order.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Zane, are you ready to order now?” Bella said, moving past Eliana and me like a breeze, carrying with her the warm scent of baking bread and honey. She really was a treasure.

      “Yes, I am. I’ve BEEN waiting!” she said, laying her napkin just so and fixing her eyes on Bella. “George and I will split the senior plate. Make sure you pile on that pasta. Don’t get skimpy on us like you did last time, or no tip for you!”

      I shook my head and waved goodbye to Bella, glad I ordered carry-out. I don’t think I could stomach my dinner if I had to eat in the same room as that vile couple. Harpies, both of them.

      We got in the car, Eliana settling back into her seat, her little face looking pensive. “Mom, what’s a foundling?”

      “Oh, honey,” I said with a sigh, “Mrs. Zane is just a mean old biddy. It just means you're adopted. You know that, right? Remember the book we read?”

      “Yeah,” she said, chewing on her nails and looking out the window. “Is that a bad thing?”

      “No honey, not at all. Your dad and I love you very much. We’re your family. We brought you home from the hospital, and remember, I was there for your birth.”

      “And my birth mom died in a fire. You told me that. That’s sad,” she said, frowning.

      “It is,” I agreed. “But I think she would be happy you have another mom who looks after you.”

      She smiled happily and nodded. “The best mommy ever! You bought me ‘spegetti. I love ‘spegetti.”

      “Your mom doesn’t cook. That’s a fact. But I can buy all the pasta in the world for you.” I laughed and pulled out into traffic.
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            PROBLEMS

          

        

      

    

    
      Eliana wasn’t fazed by seeing strange glowing men in mirrors or nasty old women who didn’t mind their own business. She chatted from her booster seat behind me as I drove my Jeep to our house. And by our house, I mean the cozy ranch on Second Street that Dan had owned before we got married. That was our family home, the only one Eliana knew.

      She thought the sprawling old mansion at the top of Mt. Storm was Mommy’s work and also where her grandparents lived. Potentia Security was on the top floor, and my parents lived on the first and second. To be honest, it hadn’t been a hard choice to move out of the big house. In their old age and retirement, my parents had become avid cruisers and now spent more time on the sea than at home. Staying in the old mansion alone at night was creepy, even with someone working upstairs and a vampire living on the grounds.

      If I was being honest, I might have a little posttraumatic stress disorder from my run-ins with Lucifer. He and his minions had tried to kill me on multiple occasions. Not that living in town was guaranteed to keep the demons at bay. But, if someone tried to hurt me or hurt our daughter, they would have to get through multiple stages of bad. Between our state-of-the-art security system, my magic, and my husband, who was much tougher than his dad bod suggested, I slept soundly at night.

      I pulled into the drive, next to Dan’s police car and his white pickup truck. He had the day off, but like any good small-town police chief, he might get called unexpectedly to handle some emergency or another.

      Our dog, Wheezer, all eighty pounds of him, ran up, wagging his tail excitedly.

      “Woof woof woof!” he barked with excitement, his long pink tongue hanging out. We were Wheezer’s favorite people, and he let us know every chance he got.

      My hot police chief husband, Dan, opened up the door. He was off duty today, and that’s how I liked him best. In an old Smashing Pumpkins T-shirt, a plaid flannel, Vans, and a worn pair of jeans. He was my nineties skater boy, and I liked it.

      He grinned at Eliana as she climbed out of her booster seat, expertly installed by him, of course. “Did you find a costume?”

      “We did, and oh boy, wait until you see what she picked out.” I grinned, picking up the shopping bags as she darted across the grass, dodging the inflatable lawn decorations and jumping into Dan full blast.

      “Daddy!” she squealed. He picked her up and gave her a big kiss on her cheek as she wrapped her arms around his neck. 

      “Shopping didn’t go entirely to plan,” I said, hesitating to tell him of the mirror incident.

      “What happened?” he asked, his face falling. He looked at Eliana, who was grinning like a Cheshire cat.

      “Daddy. The mirror glowed again.” Her face turned serious, and her voice dropped into a whisper.

      “Shhhh,” he started to say, and then changed it to, “oooot.”

      “And there was a glowing man in the mirror. He wanted me to come to him,” she said, a frown crossing her face.

      “Eliana, you know what we told you…” Dan warned.

      “Yes, to stay away from strangers. Especially in mirrors. Mom kicked it down and broke it into a hundred million pieces, though.”

      He shook his head, and just then, we were interrupted by a friendly, “Hello, neighbor!” from the street. I shaded my eyes against the sun and saw a man and a little girl standing on the sidewalk.

      The little girl, a precocious little thing, wearing entirely pink and with her blonde hair pulled back in twin piggy tails, ran up to Eliana.

      “Hi! My name is Violet. Violet Bink. We just moved here! I was hoping to meet a new friend. Do you live here?” she rattled off rapid fire.

      Eliana instantly froze, her normally bubbly personality suddenly silenced. “Hi,” she said in a quiet voice, dropping our hands and clasping both of hers together anxiously.

      She looked at us hesitantly, and Dan nodded. “I’m Eliana Potentia.”

      Her father ambled up with a big grin. He held out a hand. “Sorry about my daughter. We are new to the neighborhood. Just moved in down the street. I’m Bruce Bink.”

      “Welcome to the neighborhood, Bruce. Pleasure to meet you. I’m Dan Comstock. You might know me as the Police Chief,” Dan said warmly, giving him a warm grin.

      “Oh yeah, I thought you looked familiar,” Bruce said, pumping his hand enthusiastically. I could see his gears churning. His man brain was obviously saying, “Make friends with the police chief so I can get out of traffic tickets.”

      Little Violet and Eliana were now next to Wheezer, petting him enthusiastically. “You have a doggie! He’s such a good boy!” She kissed his head.

      Bruce laughed. “Oh boy. Violet’s been bugging us for a dog for a while now, but we really don’t have the time for a dog. Our family moves around a lot, and we usually just rent. It’s just easier without a dog, you know.”

      “Wheezer's not much work, but I see your point. What do you do, Bruce?” I asked politely.

      “I work with computers. Doing some work for Blue Ridge Resorts, and this seemed like a nice central location,” Bruce said. “My wife Macy fell in love with the town, and we found a very nice three-bedroom to rent right away.”

      Meanwhile, Eliana was showing Violet how she could do a cartwheel, and the girls were breathless and smiling.

      We chatted for a few minutes, and I casually mentioned I had a security company. Bruce seemed interested, and I gave him as few facts as possible. “We have some government contracts to secure the mines and work with businesses who would rather remain anonymous.”

      “But why do the mines need secured?” Bruce asked, raising his eyebrow. “I was told they are abandoned.”

      “Oh, they are,” I said. “But they were used to store hazardous materials and aren’t safe for anyone to be around without proper precautions. Kids like to sneak in. You know how they are. We just do some light patrols to keep people out. Maintain the fences, that kind of thing.”

      “Interesting,” Bruce said, his forehead creasing. I could tell he didn’t quite buy my story. But that was okay. If he asked anyone in town, they would give him an equally vague answer.

      “Bruce! Violet! Supper is done!” a woman’s voice called from two houses down.

      “Guess we should go to dinner,” Bruce said, pulling out a card and handing it to Dan. “Come over anytime. Looks like the girls will be the best of friends.”

      “Yeah, of course. Let me know if you need anything,” Dan said, pulling out one of his own cards, stamped with a police seal.

      “Thanks! Have a good night!” Bruce said cheerfully. The girls gave each other hugs, promising to play soon, and we watched the pair walk down to their house, Violet skipping all the way.

      “I liked her, Mom!” Eliana said. “I have a new best friend!”

      “That’s great, honey. I’m so glad they moved in,” I said, ushering her indoors. We had our own dinner to worry about, and I grabbed our forgotten shopping and headed for the front door.

      Dan opened the door for me, and we stepped into our living room, with its warm browns and Dan's awards on the wall. We then entered the kitchen, which I scarcely used. Placing the bags on the counter, I took out the bags of mini candy bars, setting half of them aside for Tina. Wheezer was sniffing curiously, and as this dog was known for eating anything he could get his paws on, I pushed them back from the edge.

      Eliana ran off down the hall toward her room, singing a song from an animated princess movie and with not a care in the world.

      Dan gave me a hug before I could start bustling around the kitchen. “Glad you came home a little earlier.”

      He smelled clean, and I gave him a quick peck on his lips before pulling away.

      Dan pulled out a kitchen towel from under the sink. “So, about earlier. What are we going to do? We can’t keep her away from mirrors forever.”

      “I know,” I said miserably. “And I got another email from the National Security Agency. They want us to bring her in for some more blood tests.”

      “Dang it, she’s our little girl, not a test experiment,” Dan said, his eyes flashing with anger as he cleaned the island.

      “I agree. But this was part of the deal. We would adopt her and make her available for science. They are worried about her powers, especially as she gets older,” I said with a sigh.

      “What if we say no?” Dan said, stopping his cleaning in mid-stroke.

      “I’m afraid they will take her away, lock her in a lab, and we will never see her again,” I said, reaching for plates from the cupboard.

      Just then, one of our cell phones rang, and as we had the same ringtone, we laughed and both reached for our phones.

      I was the winner, and it was Easton calling from the office. His voice was clipped and urgent. “Boss, we’ve got an open portal. Early this year.”

      “Dang it. Meet me at the mines,” I said briskly, my mind already spinning up into work mode.

      “It’s not the mines. It’s the portal at the State Park, the one where we found your ex-husband.”

      I took a deep breath. I hadn't been out to the State Park in a while, but it was riddled with gates, and it was getting dark. “Send Garrett to recon, load up the Jeep, and meet me there.” 

      “I’m already on it. Let Dan know. We already notified the police,” Easton said. I heard a car door closing as I ended the call.

      “Work?” Dan said, a smile on his face, reaching around me and putting the plates back in the cupboard.

      “Yep. The State Park this time,” I said, making sure my wand was on my belt. “Easton already notified your office.”

      Dan leaned over and gave me a kiss. “Be safe, my love,” he said before smacking my ass playfully and sending me on my way, leaving our conversation about Eliana for another day.
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            THE STATE PARK

          

        

      

    

    
      I roared down Main Street and caught Easton in the company’s Jeep Wagoneer, blazing through the stoplight. Looking up, I saw Garrett in his raven form flying overhead.

      Easton headed straight through the town, headed north to the State Park. I pulled in right behind him and opened my window.

      The raven swooped down, landing in my seat. I tapped at my dash, calling on my hands-free. I could see through my windshield that our resident priest, sent straight from the Vatican in Rome, was riding shotgun next to Easton.

      Father Burke picked up the phone. “Aye, Beth. You’re hot on our tail. That’s some good driving there, missy. Does your husband know about yer lead foot?” he said.

      I smiled, thinking of how Dan had taken me out to the track the police used to train their officers and showed me how to do power slides. “He’s very aware.”

      Garrett, in the seat next to me, began his transformation. His raven body glowed purple, and he grew, his black feathers falling off in a pile. He knew I hated it when he molted in my car; he looked down at the feathers and then up at me, shrugging. 

      “What do you have for us?” I asked as he pulled sunglasses out of his pocket and put them on. My friend was a vampire, which was why he usually traveled as a raven by day. He could be out in the sun, but the feel of the light on his skin caused him pain. 

      Garrett pulled up the hoodie he was wearing and shoved his hands into his pocket. He sighed, looking out the window. “They’re pouring out. We’ve got to get there as soon as possible if we want to have any hope of containing them.”

      I hit the dash and cursed. “Has this ever happened before? An early Halloween dispersal, but not in the mines? What’s going on?”

      “Never since I’ve been here,” Easton said over the speakers, his voice clipped and heavy with worry. We neared the gate of the State Park and roared through, civilians out for a nice late afternoon hike looking at us in bewilderment. Behind us, I could see the police lights. They would close off the park for us.

      “I’m calling in the army,” I said, thinking fast. There was no way we could contain this. With shaking fingers, I ended the call with Easton and dialed my contacts at the local base.

      The line was picked up immediately. “This is Sergeant Halsey.”

      “Sergeant Halsey, this is Beth Potentia. I need the general stat,” I barked into the phone. “It’s a code double red!”

      “Yes, ma'am,” the sergeant said, and instantly I was transferred.

      “General Braggon,” the voice said. “Beth, you got a double red? I was expecting your call, but not until tomorrow.”

      “General. It is a double red, but not in the mines. They are coming through at the State Park. We’ve got civilians all over the place, and Garrett reports it’s a swarm. I can drop you a pin of the exact location, but we are going to need help with containment.”

      “I’m on it. You calling in your partners?” he asked. I could hear him get up out of a squeaky chair somewhere in a government office in the Pentagon.

      “That’s my next call,” I said as we roared into the parking lot. Easton, Dallas, Beau, and Father Burke jumped out of the car. Our priest put on his rig, a ridiculous power washer filled with holy water. Two dragons, a wizard, a vampire, and a priest with a power washer. Oh yeah, and me. Against the hordes of hell. I certainly needed backup.

      I quickly dialed my #1. Sam Silverthorn answered on the first ring. I could hear a movie in the background. “Sam. It’s Beth. I’m going to need your services, stat. We’ve got an early Halloween situation here at the State Park.”

      I heard her scramble upright. “Oh no, half of us are hung over. We just had a pack wedding last night. My youngest brother got married. The moonshine was flowing.”

      I looked up and saw the sky in the distance glowing red. Easton’s deep voice was booming. “Everyone out of the park now. Go! It’s an emergency. Your life is in danger.”

      People were running for cars, and I saw Garrett and my dragons near the trailhead. “Don’t you dare go down that path without me!” I yelled at them. They stopped, waiting for me impatiently.

      “I’m coming. ‘Werewolves Are Us’ at your service. Where do you want us?” Sam said, her voice dripping sarcasm.

      “I need you to encircle the park, catch and kill the demons you can, and keep them from escaping.”

      “This is going to be a big job,” Sam said. “Lots of overtime.”

      “I know! I know!” I said, pulling my wand out and running toward my team. “It’s all approved! Just get out here!”

      “Yes, boss,” Sam said with a bit of sass in her voice, ending the call. We all knew she wasn’t my employee and resented working for me. I was the wife of the local police chief, who was constantly trying to shut her brother’s moonshine operation down. The Silverthorns were locals, and besides needing the extra income, they cared deeply about the safety of the town.

      I joined my team, feeling the crackle of adrenaline course through me. “Let’s go. You two wait to change until we get close,” I said, nodding at the Drakes.

      Easton pulled out his wand, and as we advanced down the path, we heard crackling flames. “I think they set the forest on fire,” Easton said as the smell of smoke drifted toward us.

      We passed families and hikers who looked scared out of their minds. “There is a fire,” one man said. “And I think I saw…” He shook his head, looking at our wands with wide eyes.

      “You saw nothing. Get out of here as fast as you can, and tell anyone you see to get out,” I said, keeping my eyes peeled ahead of us.

      As we came around the corner, a woman walked by casually pushing a baby stroller. She had one of THOSE haircuts, the “I want to talk to your manager” cuts worn by bitchy women everywhere.

      She glared at me, looking at our wands. “Are YOU in charge here?” she asked in a grating voice. She stopped in the middle of the path, blocking us with her giant stroller. From inside the stroller, her little kid was wailing, tears running down its face.

      “Listen, lady, you’ve got to get out of here. It’s not safe,” Easton said firmly.

      Her eyes narrowed at him, taking in his over six-foot-tall frame, dark skin, huge muscles, and wand held at the ready. Then she turned to me, sniffing. “I am a taxpayer, and you can’t just close the park to do whatever it is you freaks are doing.”

      “You need to get out,” I said, my voice sounding cold. “We don't have much time.”

      “No, YOU need to get out!” she said, pushing the stroller so that it bounced against my shin.

      Honestly, I would have lost my shit, but behind her, I saw the demon horde coming. “Drakes! Change!” I shouted.

      Dallas and Beau dropped on all fours, and the woman with a stroller looked over her shoulder. She screamed so loud I thought my eardrums would burst. I stepped aside just in time to avoid her running me over with her off-road stroller, and she took off as fast as her white running shoes would allow. Honestly, who wears brand-new running shoes into a State Park to hike? It’s a crazy world we live in.

      The dragons had transformed. Dallas Drake, the oldest, was red, and Beau, his son, was black. They flexed their wings, turning their heads toward the oncoming swarm.

      In back of them were advancing flames. I had hoped it wasn’t a huge fire, but now I could see it was already out of control. It had been a dry summer, and with the wind blowing, it was spreading fast.

      Cursing, I hit my phone again, calling the fire department line. Ironically, my husband answered. “Dan Comstock,” he said.

      “Honey, what are you doing answering the fire department line?” I shouted. The team, not waiting for me, had already started advancing. The dragons opened their mouths, and I missed most of his response, just from the sound of fire blasting out of their mouths. A wave of heat hit me, and I wiped my brow.

      “…Asked me to cover.”

      “Honey! There is a huge fire at the State Park. Send all the trucks and call what you can from the neighboring counties.”

      Another blast from the Drakes and the line of advancing demons stuttered and blinked out of existence as the wave hit them. Now, the demons were trapped between the fire behind them and the fire in front of them.

      “…in route,” he said, his voice sounding worried. In the background, I heard Wheezer howling.

      But I didn’t have time to continue the conversation. I dropped my phone into my pocket and whipped my wand out. I summoned my shield spell, jumped next to Easton and Father Burke, and covered all of us. The fire from my dragons roared above my head, hitting the demons.

      Father Burke looked at me, raising one eyebrow. “Should I unload my water?” he asked. In his tank, he only had a few minutes supply, and it had become our procedure that he hold back until we really needed it.

      “Hold,” I said, my head swiveling to the right and left. Running through the trees, flirting demon bodies ran past us. Wild animals, fleeing the advancing fire, joined them. A deer crashed into the path in front of us, looked at us with frightened eyes, and then vaulted into a bush and disappeared. A demon veered off and jumped toward me. It hit our shield and landed in the middle of us.

      Garrett lunged forward. With his vampire strength, he picked up the demon by its throat, punched it once in the middle of its face to stun it, and twisted its body until we heard its neck snap.

      He threw the body aside and then kicked out with his leg as another one jumped toward us, his foot hitting it square in the chest, stunning it. Garrett repeated the process to dispatch its body, and then we heard a roar.

      “It’s a named one,” I said with certainty, looking toward the advancing flames. “Save the holy water for that one.”

      The ground shook as a deep reverberation thrummed through the air, and the fighting came to a lull. The demons were going around us, which meant nothing good. I itched to send the dragons airborne, but that would leave us exposed. I just hoped my werewolf friends had already arrived and were patrolling the parameters of the park. The government trucks should be here soon, rolling up with flamethrowers, as was standard procedure for these kinds of events.

      The soldiers with flamethrowers would confuse the firefighters. I could hear the sirens in the distance. It sounded like a full five-alarm fire. Every unit from the surrounding counties would have been called out. Hopefully, no one would accidentally set their house on fire in the next few hours because they might be out of luck.

      We pushed forward, going off the trail toward the red glow. The crackle of the fire became louder. The air gusted hot in our faces. With a start, I realized we were in the clearing where we had found my ex-husband's dismembered body. The picnic table where he had been cut up was still there. I wondered, for just a fleeting second, if people actually hiked out here and had their picnics at that table. They would be oblivious that the town dentist's blood was soaked into the wood just underneath their lunch.

      Shaking my head to clear my dark thoughts, the rumbling started again. Tree trunks swayed, and leaves trembled on their branches. The portal was just to the right, wide open. I needed to close it, but between me and the gate stood a named one.

      And not just any named one. It was her. Sarah Morris. Dental hygienist, gold digger, murderer, escaped felon, and now a demon. 

      It was unfortunate, but my husband himself had shot her dead, and then she had been transformed into one of Lucifer’s agents.

      And to make matters worse, she had brought along friends. The named demons stood on each side of her. Eldrichas, who was dark purple with long corkscrew horns and yellow eyes, and Toramongus, dark scaly green, with a lizard tongue and reptilian eyes. The stench of them hit me with a blast of heat, causing my eyes to water.

      “Father Burke, get ready. Let the Drakes clear out the surrounding demons,” I said. He grinned and held up the pressure wand, shaped to look like an actual gun. My dad had fun with that design in his workshop, where he tinkered around now in retirement.

      “Bethy,” Sarah said, her head whipping around. Her blonde hair fell long and lank around her face, and her blue eyes were lit up with inhuman light.

      “I hate that nickname,” I said, my skin crawling. Sean used to call me that.

      Sarah threw back her head and laughed, and as she did, her teeth grew long and fanglike, and her red painted nails twisted into claws. Fire flowed down from her hands, blasting the ground and making a roaring sound.

      “You’ve changed,” I said, my mouth falling open.

      “It’s because she's a named one,” Father Burke said, glancing over at me. The man was always full of strange facts he had gleaned from the Vatican archives. Even more top secret than secret. “The longer they spend in hell, the greater the transformation. Eldrichas and Toramongus used to be human, once.”

      “Cheese and rice,” I mumbled, my favorite replacement swear words, left over from my Catholic boarding school years. 

      “I have changed for the better. But I didn’t come here to share beauty tips with you, Bethy. Although, I see you’re going gray,” Sarah mocked me, her face twisted in pure hatred.

      I touched my hair. In fact, I was going gray. I figured, as a fifty-year-old woman, it was time to stop fighting the course of nature. A little salt and pepper would just make me look more distinguished. Frankly, most of the men in government I dealt with were kind of sexist, and a few grays seemed to make them take me seriously. “Shut up, Sarah,” I said, whipping my wand out. I threw a fireball at her, and then my dragons joined in the fun, three columns of fire rushing toward the trio.

      The thing was, named demons were more resistant to fire than the standard, run-of-the-mill demons. While the group of skinny, insectoid demons around her vaporized, the three named ones barely slowed.

      “Lucifer wants his son.” Sarah flipped back her blonde hair with one red-nailed claw. I absently wondered who did her nails. Did they have nail techs in hell? It certainly wasn’t the beauty salon in town, now run by one of my best friends.

      “First, he has a daughter. Why he keeps insisting Eliana is a boy is beyond me. Saying it doesn’t make it so. Second, no way.”

      “You can only hide the child for so long. One day, you’re going to slip up, and he’ll have her, anyway,” Eldrichas said, his voice sounding gravelly and bored.

      “Hit ‘em,” I said to Father Burke.

      “Happy to.” He grinned and flipped the switch that started up the battery-powered power washer. The motor ground to life and Father Burke aimed and hit the trigger.

      Normally, we would follow up with our own well-placed holy water hand grenades, but we hadn’t had time to grab them. Instead, Easton and I covered us both with a shield spell just in the nick of time, too, because Eldrichas and Toramongus dropped to all fours and charged us. 

      This was a new technique. The Drakes rose in the air and attacked with their claws, slashing at the named ones, flapping their huge wings.

      The two demons hit our shield, causing us both to stumble. Our shield held firm, and Father Burke continued to fire.

      The stream of water hit Eldrichas first, and the demon thrashed as its skin smoked. His unholy roar tore through the air. Trees above him fell, their crashing being heard for miles around. Those were massive maples. The named one stepped over the fallen logs, his long corkscrew horns aiming straight for us. He hit the shield again and again, each strike causing me to grimace under the stress of holding the spell firm.

      Eldrichas vanished in a poof of smoke. Father Burke turned his attention to Toramongus, and the red, scaly demon screeched, stomping its foot and trying to twist out of the way. Father Burke held the steam steady, and then Toramongus vanished.

      And then there was just Sarah. She stood, her claws balled into fists, her fangs dripping, her eyes wild.

      Father Burke said, matter-of-factly, “I’m out.” I watched his stream of water die down like Sean trying to perform at the end of our marriage. Weak and deflated.

      Just then, howling in the distance, and then an answering call. Above us, I heard the chop of an approaching helicopter, its rotors spinning loudly, the downdraft fanning the flames higher. I identified the aircraft as a Sikorsky Super Stallion. General Braggon had moved fast with the mobilization plan. A red bucket filled with water dangled from the end. Fire suppression done right.

      Father Burke laughed. “The Marines have arrived,” he said and chanted a prayer into the wind, holding his hand up.

      The helicopter dropped its load, the water spilling down from the air in a torrential spill. Sarah screamed, and when the water hit her, she blinked out of existence.

      “Holy water fire suppression. I’ll have to remember that for next time,” I said, now sodden to the bone. All around me was ash, and the trees were black.

      I heard more howling in the distance, and I stepped carefully through the charred grass to the gate, pulling out the portal device. It still glowed red, but a quick twist of my little magical device snapped it shut.

      The helicopter landed, and dozens of marines tumbled out, yelling directions to each other. They were carrying flame throwers. The captain caught my eye.

      “The park needs cleared out. If you run into a wolf, leave it alone. They are friends and won’t hurt you,” I said. The captain gave me a brief salute, and they ran off into the darkness, shouting. Every few seconds, a burst of the flamethrower showed they had found a demon.

      I turned toward my team. Garrett’s face was red and sunburned. He took off his sunglasses with a sigh, revealing a classic beach boy tan line, a white stripe where the glasses had sat. He changed into a raven and flew off toward home. My dragons shifted back into their human forms and gave each other high fives.

      I turned to Easton with a sigh. “Let’s go back to the parking lot. We can regroup there.”
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      It had been a long day that stretched late into the night, but we declared the State Park clear in the wee hours of the morning.

      I stumbled in the door just after 1:00 AM, took a shower to wash the dirt, grime, and soot off me, and then collapsed into bed next to my sleeping husband. Wheezer lifted his head to look at me from his spot at the end of our bed. Dan’s hand automatically went around me, and I drifted off to sleep, feeling safe.

      Now, the sun shone through the window. I was awoken by Eliana, who took a running jump and landed on me.

      “Oooafff,” I said grumpily as my daughter's giggles rang through my ears. Something soft tickled my face, and I sat up and rubbed the sleep out of my eyes.

      “Mommy! Daddy!” Eliana giggled. She had worn her Halloween angel costumes to bed, and the tickly softness I felt was her angel wing feathers.

      Our daughter snuggled in between us, and Dan reached over, tickling her tummy. She giggled and wiggled into the covers deeper.

      “You little minx,” I said, joining him. “I wanted to sleep in today.”

      But soon, she had us up, and Dan was making us pancakes while the television played in the background.

      Long gone were the cartoons people my age would remember. But we put on the streaming services, and the Care Bears and Inspector Gadget still played on Saturday mornings, at least in our house. Eliana sat on the stool, watching the show with a smile.

      “What’s your favorite, Mommy?” she asked, her eyes lighting up.

      I thought for a moment and then confided in a fake whisper. “Well, I didn’t really watch cartoons as a kid. I went to a Catholic boarding school. On Saturdays, we just woke up, ate breakfast, and then, if we were lucky, we got a field trip to the library or the park. Television was sort of frowned on. We got to go to a movie matinee on Saturday afternoons.”

      “I liked He-Man,” Dan said, flipping a pancake up in the air like a line cook. He put my pancake on my plate and drizzled a maple syrup heart on top.

      “Thanks, babe,” I said, blowing him a kiss.

      “You had a late night. The forest fire at the State Park wasn’t put out until this morning. Lost about four hundred acres.”

      “I did.” I nodded and then looked at Eliana and raised an eyebrow. “We had some complications. Our old friend Sarah showed up.”

      “Oh,” Dan said, sitting down next to me. “But you handled it?”

      “We did, and no one was hurt, thankfully. We shut the door.”

      “Mom.” Eliana pulled on my shirt from next to me. “Was it my fault? Because I looked in the mirror.”

      I nearly dropped my fork and then bent over and kissed her cheek. “No, it wasn’t your fault. Just some bad guys at the State Park, causing trouble. And a bit of a forest fire,” I said calmly.

      “Am I still going to see sis today?” she asked hopefully.

      “Yes, you are going to stay with Lucy today. I know she’s got some fun planned.”

      “Is Chad coming?” Eliana wrinkled her nose, and I almost choked on my pancake. Leave it to the young to tell you how they really feel.

      “Nope, just you and Lucy. A girl’s day out,” I said with a smile.

      “You think it’s going to be fine? I’ve got to be at the station,” Dan said, frowning.

      “Yeah. Halloween is technically tomorrow, but with the event last night, I’m not sure we are going to have any action. Time runs differently there, remember?” I said, looking up at the clock.

      Dan joined me. “One hour in hell equals one year here.”

      Eliana looked at both of us. “Do the little kids get to go trick or treating in hell?”

      I laughed. “No, Eliana. There are no little kids in hell that I’ve ever seen. No trick or treating.”

      “That’s too bad,” she said with a frown. “Now, I don’t want to go there. Besides, Father Burke says angels go to heaven. That’s why I wanted to be an angel for Halloween.”

      Fair enough, I thought. I sometimes invited Father Burke over for dinner, and he had taken a shine to Eliana. It was too bad he had never been a father, but I supposed he was a father to all.
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      We pulled up at Sean’s old building, now the law office, and I parked at the curb. Lucy was waiting for us, her face aglow.

      “Lucy!” Eliana yelled, jumping out of the car before I had even turned off the engine, wrapping her arms around her older sister.

      My oldest daughter had grown her dark hair long, and it hung down straight. She was wearing a cute little flowered maternity dress. She laughed and kissed Eliana and then looked at me. “Come upstairs for a minute, Mom?”

      I hesitated a moment, thinking I would have to talk to Chad, but then I nodded and put my brave face on, following her up the steps that lead to the apartment.

      She and Chad had done renovations to the building over the years, changing the space completely. And after they both graduated, it just made sense for them to start Chad’s law practice here in town.

      It was a cozy place. Chad was sitting on the couch in a pair of basketball shorts, watching a football game. A look of irritation crossed his face when he saw me, but then he plastered on a fake smile.

      “Beth!” he said, his voice filled with fake happiness. “Lucy said Eliana was going to spend the day with us. I know she’s got some fun stuff planned!”

      Eliana looked at him coolly. It was clear my youngest child did not like her brother-in-law at all. “Sean.” She nodded to him, and it took everything in me not to laugh. She was giving him the cold shoulder like a middle-aged woman.

      Lucy was chattering about their plans. “Eliana, I thought we could go to the park today! Does that sound like fun?”

      “State Park's closed,” I said. “We had a bit of a problem out there yesterday.”

      Her face fell. “Oh.” And then she glanced at her husband. I wondered how much she had told him about what Potentia Security really did, but he didn’t seem to hear us. He had already returned his focus to his game.

      “God damn it!” he said, leaning forward and grabbing his beer, his eyes focused on the screen. The opposing team had just scored a touchdown.

      “Father Burke said we aren’t supposed to use the Lord’s name in vain,” Eliana said, with a tone of disapproval only a five-year-old can pull off.

      He looked at her and slammed down his beer. “Lucy, I need another cold one…please,” he added as an afterthought.

      “Sure,” she said, quickly opening the fridge and grabbing some pretentious microbrew, cracking it open, and handing it to him.

      “Dan will pick her up around dinnertime. I think I’m going to have another long day. I’ve got paperwork and meetings to catch up on,” I said. “Do you want to come trick or treating with us tomorrow afternoon at the downtown fest?”

      Lucy glanced at Chad and then nodded. “Yes, that sounds like fun. I think maybe while you are working, us girls will go to lunch at Manuel’s and then go over to the elementary school to play on the playground. I need to drop off some things in my classroom, anyway.”

      “The school I’m going to next year?” Eliana asked, bouncing up and down.

      I bit my lip. I still wasn’t sure Eliana was attending the elementary school in August with the rest of her peers. It was a dangerous proposition. To be honest, we weren’t sure we could protect her. There were mirrors everywhere, and if another kid got hurt because Eliana’s dad came to collect her, I would never forgive myself.

      Normally, during the week, Eliana stayed with our nanny, Zara, downstairs at the big house. A nanny with magic who could protect her, just in case. And if my parents were home from one of their cruises, all the better.

      Lucy knew our dilemma. I had discussed it with her many times. She smiled and took her hand. “I think Mamma is still thinking about that, but you’ll get to see my classroom.”

      “You have your wand?” I asked, glancing over at Chad again. He was oblivious, already drinking his beer, and probably feeling a pretty good buzz.

      “Of course,” she said, nodding, picking up a rod with a plain silver ball on the end. My father had made hers as unobtrusive as possible.

      “Make sure you wear it,” I snapped. I knew Lucy tended to leave it behind or at the bottom of her purse.

      “Of course. Now, before you run off to save the world, do you want to see the nursery?” 

      My gaze softened. “Of course Grandma wants to see the nursery.”

      Lucy led us down a short hall and opened the door to the second bedroom. I wasn’t really surprised to see it was done in soft pinks. A white bassinet sat in the middle of the room, with a ruffled changing table and a rocking chair in the corner. “A girl!” I said, delighted.

      Eliana cocked her head, thinking. “I guess that means I’ll be an aunt?”

      Lucy smiled and nodded. “Yes! You’re going to be an auntie! But you will be pretty close in age. It will almost be like having a little sister. I love having a little sister.” 

      Eliana smiled, touching the ruffles and noticing the teddy bears lined up on a shelf, already filled with children's books. “I think a girl is nice.”

      “Chad really wanted a boy. Guess we will just have to try again,” she said, her smile fading slightly.

      I pursed my lips and said nothing. Jerk, I thought.
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      I was thinking about Lucy and Chad on my drive back up to the big house. Chad was one of the town’s few lawyers, and he already had a successful firm. But he worked long hours, probably drank too much, and spent a lot of money. I had to wonder how much of that was coming from Lucy’s inheritance.

      But I put those dark thoughts aside as the house came into view. It was a large Victorian monstrosity built by John Buchanan, robber baron coal tycoon. Over the years, I had sunk a lot of money into bringing it back to life. When my father passed it to me, along with the family business, it had been far from grand. But now, it had gleaming new windows, sparkling white paint, and a brand-new roof.

      The house was symmetrical, with two bay windows in the front and a tall tower in the middle. The tower rose well above the roof line and looked over the tree line, giving sweeping views. A wrap-around porch hosted a few benches and potted flowers, and my groundskeeper kept the grass green and well-trimmed. If he suspected anything magical was going on upstairs, he kept his mouth shut. He was a native of the area, and he knew better.

      I pulled into my parking spot next to the old barn, noticing the rest of my team was already there. They were probably waiting for me upstairs. No matter how hard I tried, I could never be as punctual as my father was. Every day, he had a meeting at 8:00 AM sharp. Looking at my phone, it was 8:10. Well, I had tried.

      Bouncing up the steps and through the front door, the lower part of the house was silent. My parents right now were somewhere in the Caribbean, sipping pina coladas in Jamaica or St. Barts. If they were home, Dad would be in his recliner in front of the old TV, and Ma would be in the kitchen, baking cookies for the Mt. Storm Lutheran church bake sale.

      I went up to the second floor, where Father Burke lived in the guest room, and then up another set of stairs to the third floor. I could see the open plan of the office. Tina was at her desk, typing away.

      “Hey, Tina. Good morning,” I said, placing the bags of candy I had bought for her yesterday on the edge of her desk.

      Tina clapped her hands in delight. “Oh, Beth! You remembered! Thank you so much! You’re a lifesaver!”

      “Least I could do, Tina. Are there any pressing messages?”

      “General Braggon called. He wanted to go over the operation yesterday, and the fire department called. They also want to discuss the fire in the State Park. Oh yeah, and while you were out yesterday, I made an appointment for you with the White House for next Thursday and booked the jet. The president requested you bring Eliana.”

      “Why?” I said incredulously, my mind racing.

      Tina shrugged. “The president’s secretary didn’t say.”

      “Okay then,” I said, fearing the worst. It was never good when people started asking about Eliana.

      “Team’s all waiting,” Tina said, gesturing to the glass-walled office. I saw my team all gathered around the enormous conference table. They were used to me being late, and they were enjoying the donuts and coffee Tina had left out.

      I hurried to join them, picking up a glazed donut on my way to the hot seat. Sinking my teeth into the sugary goodness of a Dunn’s Donut, I closed my eyes in ecstasy. Easton laughed and poured me a cup of coffee from the carafe into my waiting mug, topping it off with a splash of cream and two sugar cubes.

      I wrapped my hands around the warm sides, taking a sip as the team turned their eyes to me. Dallas Drake, his son, Beau Drake, Garrett, Easton, and Father Burke all quieted. I sunk into the leather of my executive chair, looking at their expectant faces.

      “Sorry I’m late, team. I had to drop Eliana off at Lucy’s.”

      Easton nodded. “Katie’s got Bryce for us today.”

      I felt a pang for calling in my team on a Saturday, but as tomorrow was Halloween, it was necessary. “Okay, team, let’s debrief from last night. Easton, you have a status for me?”

      “Yeah, the State Park remains closed today, but it looks like it was completely contained. The Silverthorns patrolled all night, and they said they think they got all the stragglers. Fire was put out completely, but the fire department remains on standby.”

      “Good. I was worried about that fire,” I said, gazing over at Garrett.

      “I flew over this morning at dawn. Everything looks good. No sign of the portal reopening on the terminals overnight, either,” Garrett said, looking over a stack of reports he had printed.

      I turned to my resident priest. “Father Burke, we are going to have to keep our ears open for any possessions. With such a large dispersal, I’m sure some slipped through.”

      “I’m on it, boss. I called the Mt. Storm Lutheran church this morning and talked to the pastor there. He will let me know if anything suspicious comes up,” Father Burke said, patting the cross he wore around his neck.

      I took a deep sigh and looked over at my dragons. Dallas and Beau, father and son. Two redheads that looked like brothers because Dallas had been stuck in hell for four decades, and time ran differently there. “Team, the president called me in next Thursday. They want me to bring Eliana.”

      “More tests?” Easton said, looking sad. “How many tests do they need to do on that little girl?”

      “I don’t know. The NSA called me and asked me to bring her to DC for more tests, but I’ve been ignoring them.”

      “Are you going to take her?” Easton said, crossing his arms across his broad chest and staring at me. 

      I looked at a chart hanging on the wall behind him, outlining everything we knew about my daughter. 

      
        
        Mother: Lilith B., Psychic 

        Father: Lucifer, Lord of the Underworld

        Adopted Parents: Beth and Dan Comstock 

        Magic: Unknown

        Age: 5 

        Weight: 50 lbs 

        Height: 3.2 

        Birthdate: 11/15/2024

        Blood Type: O- (rare) 

        Hair Color: Black

        Eye Color: Dark Brown. 

        IQ: 120 

        Personality Type: Extroverted 

      

      

      “I don’t want to, but I don’t think I have a choice in the matter. You know they’ve threatened to take her away if we don’t comply.”

      “She’s just a little girl,” Dallas said, frowning. “Why can’t they just let her be?” 

      “These things keep happening. We were at the party store yesterday, and Lucifer found a mirror and tried to get her to come through,” I said, chills going down my spine as I remembered how close he was to snatching her.

      “She’s in the best place with us,” Easton said. “We can protect her and let her be a little girl.”

      “Father Burke,” I said, turning to our priest, who looked like a kindly grandpa. “I need you to continue her religious education. You’ll be amused. She wants to be an angel for Halloween.”

      A round of laughter went around the table. “Please, send us pictures,” Beau said. “But I’ll probably see you downtown tomorrow for the trick or treating.” Beau and his wife Lettie had a three-year-old son named Tucker.

      “And what’s Tucker going as?” I asked.

      “A dragon,” he said straight-faced, and we all roared with laughter again.
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      After the meeting, I went up the spiral staircase to my tower office and plopped down at my desk. I stared at the blinking message light of my phone while gazing out the window at the fall colors in the valley below. The white spire of the Mt. Storm Lutheran church poked up above the red leaves of the maple trees.

      My ex-husband was buried there in the cemetery, and I mused about my life had changed since I had divorced him. In my old life, I was a mild-mannered office manager of a large dental network. But when I found Sean banging our dental hygienist after hours, I burned the place down with magic I didn’t know I had. Then I drove his BMW into a quarry in an ill-advised attempt to take my life. My father had swooped in to bail me out of jail, and that’s how I had found myself in my old hometown of Mt. Storm.

      And here I was, the head of a secret government organization charged with protecting the world from the forces of hell. With only my small team and whatever help I could scrape together. At least I had Dan, I thought as I looked at our wedding picture on my desk.

      My phone rang, and I snapped out of my musing and leaned forward. I should probably get on the phone calls. General Braggon would want to talk, for too long, about yesterday's event.

      “Beth Potentia,” I said, holding the receiver to my ear. I was surprised at the voice on the other line.

      “Hey Beth, how are you doing?” Clay Allard, an ex-boyfriend of mine, said.

      I sat up a little taller. I hadn’t heard from him in ages. After we broke up years ago, he lived with his ex-mother-in-law for a while with his two twin girls before taking a position somewhere out west. The girls stayed here with their grandmother, living in the trailer park in the holler, while he went and did what he wanted. “Clay, this is a surprise. How have you been?” I asked, curious why he was calling me. I hadn’t even thought of him in years.

      “Everything is good here in Dallas. I wanted to say hi. How is Dan?” he asked, sounding a little wistful.

      “Ahhh,” I said, trying to think of how to approach this strange conversation. “He’s good. Still, the police chief. I’ve taken over the family business. Dan and I have a little girl now.” I didn’t bother to explain that she was adopted.

      “I heard that,” he said simply. 

      “I’m assuming Haley and Brenna kept you updated. How old are they now? Fourteen? Jeez, time flies,” I said, thinking of the girls. Ironically, Sarah, the named demon we had fought yesterday, was their mother. She had technically died, disappeared, whatever you wanted to call it, when they were nine. It was a small world, and I was shocked to find out the woman banging my ex-husband was my then-boyfriend's ex-wife. 

      “That’s why I’m calling you, actually. You know the girls live with Doretha; I thought it was best to leave them with her. She could provide stability I never could.”

      “Right,” I said, rolling my eyes. Doretha Morris was a shrill, mean old lady who raised Sarah, that evil woman. I’m sure she was a great parent figure to his girls. But I kept my mouth shut. It was none of my business.

      “Well, Haley’s been in a bit of trouble. Sneaking out at night, running around with boys. Doretha’s at her wit's end. Swears the child must be possessed because Brenna is as sweet as can be—a good student, works at the dress shop on weekends, and helps her grandma out.”

      I tried to bite my tongue, but I just couldn’t. “You know, Clay, they haven’t had it easy.”

      “I know,” he said, misery oozing through his voice. “I’ve tried, I really have. Doretha gets most of my pay just to support the girls.”

      “Sometimes, kids need more than just money and a roof over their heads,” I said, looking at my clock. Every minute I was talking to him meant another minute of keeping the general waiting.

      “Listen, I was hoping maybe you could swing out to the holler and check in on them for me, maybe have a little talk to them about responsibility and all that.”

      “I really don’t have the time,” I said, tapping on my desk. The itch to hang up the phone growing stronger.

      “Please. As a favor for me, your old friend,” he pleaded. “I’m coming back for a visit at Christmas, but until then…” It was his hopeless tone that got me.  A lump rose in my throat, and I realized he had reached out to me for help. How terrible would it be for me to ignore him.  What if something really was wrong? It was the least I could do.

      “I guess I can stop out once, but I can’t make this a habit, Clay. Besides, Doretha hates me, remember?”

      “Aww, don’t let her get to you. She hates everyone.”

      Except Beau, I thought. She loved that boy as well she should. The Drakes helped her out time and time again. I would take him along, if nothing else, to charm the old witch.
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      I had just finished my phone call with the general and ended the conversation in record time: sixty-four minutes from start to finish.

      Then, I turned to fill out paperwork, the incident report from last night, and the weekly report to the spooks at the National Security Agency on Eliana.

      I typed out the incident at the party store, leaving nothing out. As I was finishing, there was a tap on my door.

      “Come in,” I said cheerily, wondering what team member wanted to talk to me this late in the day.

      I swiveled around and was delighted to see Father Burke. Of course, it would be him. He lived on the second floor. I was delighted to see him holding a bible in his hand. He was dressed in his priest's robes, with a silver cross hanging from his neck.

      “Beth,” he said in his Irish accent. “I was hoping I could catch you before you left today.”

      “Where are you headed in your full Catholic priest get up? Hot date?” I joked, closing my laptop gently.

      He roared with laughter, his merry blue eyes wrinkling in mirth. “Oh no. I received a call from Mt. Storm Lutheran Church. They want us to go out and check on a parishioner. Gloria Nunez is convinced the devil is in her daughter and requested an exorcism.”

      “Really?” I asked, raising my eyebrows. Father Burke was known the world over for his expertise in exorcisms. He was sometimes even called to travel to perform them at the request of his real boss, the pope.

      “This one is over in the holler. I wanted to know if you would like to come along and observe,” Father Burke said. “Plus, I don’t know what I’m going into. Truthfully, I could use some magic backup.”

      “Of course!” I said, jumping up and grabbing my jacket with the Potentia Security logo on the left breast. I topped my look off with a baseball cap with the same logo. “You know, I was possessed once, and it was horrible. Do not recommend.”

      Father Burke waited while I texted Dan and Lucy, letting them know I might be late, and made sure my wand was on my belt. “How do I look?”

      He laughed and slapped me on the back. “Overdressed for the holler, but you could say the same about me.”

      “Who’s driving?” I asked, picking up my purse.

      “I’ll let you drive. Your husband taught you all those fancy police moves, and I’ve never gotten quite comfortable driving on the right side of the road.”

      “Hey, I offered the same training to you.” I smiled.

      He nodded, clutching his bible close. He followed me out my door and down the spiral stairs.

      The rest of the team had already cleared out for the day, but Garrett was at the terminals, tapping away.

      “You two going out?” he asked, looking at the somewhat ridiculous pair we made.

      “Yes, we are headed over to the holler for a quick exorcism,” Father Burke said.

      “What part of the holler?” Garrett asked, tearing his eyes off the screen. They settled on me, and they looked filled with pain. Of course, that was Garrett's normal look, always brooding.

      Father Burke pulled a slip of paper out of his pocket. “It’s in the trailer park. 101 Mountain View.”

      “That’s the rough part of the holler. Way in the back. The trailers are real run down back there. Some are abandoned,” Garrett mumbled. “Be careful. There is a new vampire lair in that area.”

      “What? Why didn’t I know about this?” I said, my mouth falling open.

      “I visit them from time to time, but they are friendly. Well, as friendly as any vampire coven can be, they aren’t as strict about their consumption as I am,” Garrett said, biting a nail. He ordered bags of blood from the local hospital and said he had given up the vampire life. But now I had to wonder…

      “Are you dating again?” I said, knowing it wasn’t any of my business. Years ago, he had dated my daughter Lucy, and as far as I knew, he had only dated twice since they had broken up, both vampires. It wasn’t entirely healthy, and I was worried about my friend.

      “Not really,” he said, his expression blank. I would not get any more out of him. Tight-lipped and reclusive, that was Garrett.

      “What’s the address of the lair?” I asked. “For future reference?”

      “It’s 105 Mountain View, but don’t go there if you don’t have to. If you do, mention my name first thing, or you might be lunch, or worse,” he said, looking slightly worried.

      “Do the Drakes know about this lair?” I asked, thinking that they lived up the street in an area of middle-income ranch houses. But the Drakes seemed to know everything that happened in the holler. They looked after everyone, and I didn’t think they would think kindly of blood-sucking vampires on their block.

      Garrett blinked slowly. “Yeah, they know about them. They leave them alone; my friends provide a valuable community service.”

      I shook my head, wondering what service the vampires could provide to the residents of the holler, but then let it go. If I needed to know more, Dallas or Beau could fill me in. I was curious, however, why no one had mentioned this to me. “What about Father Burke?” I said, waving at him with my thumb.

      “Don’t take him there, dressed like that. You know my brethren aren’t fans of priests,” Garrett said, casting a look at Father Burke’s robe.

      “I won’t take that as an insult, my friend, because I think you forgot to look in the mirror today,” Father Burke said with a warm smile and a wink.

      A brief smile flickered across Garrett’s face at the vampire joke as we exited the office.

      Of course, Garrett couldn’t see his reflection, even if we had any mirrors in the house. Which I can assure you we did not. I broke them all years ago.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t a long drive to the holler. Just a quick trip down Main Street and then a right-handed turn on First. The road led down the mountain into the valley between two peaks.

      One main road led into the holler. At the front was the trailer park, where we were headed. Toward the back, the nicer ranch homes were located, and that’s where the Drakes lived.

      “Father, Clay asked me to look in on his girls. Maybe we can do that after? They live with their grandma right there,” I said, pointing out the tidy but old trailer near the front. Doretha Morris was outside in a plastic chair, her white hair surrounding her head like a halo, wearing an orange muumuu and slippers. She glared at us with sharp eyes as we drove by and then turned down Mountain View, a quick road with only a half dozen very run-down and shabby trailers on it.

      Three men at the corner had hoods pulled low, sunglasses on, long pants, and leather gloves.

      Two of them were Hispanic, and one was a pale blond man with long hair hanging over his face. They were silent like they were expecting someone, and their heads snapped to us the minute my Jeep turned down the street.

      “Vampires,” I stated as I looked for the address. It was easy to find, music was blaring from the trailer, and several young people sat in the front yard, watching us park in the only spot available at the corner.

      We got out of my Jeep, and I hit the fob, grimacing as it made a happy little chirping noise.

      We were going to have to walk right past the three vampires, so I set my shoulders and looked directly at the one in the middle. By their standards, I was an old, harmless lady. What were they going to do?

      I approached them, and Father Burke followed, making the sign of the cross behind me. I rolled my eyes; he was so dramatic.

      “Hey,” I said casually, “you guys know Garrett Valencia?”

      The biggest one, brown skin, dark hair, and eyes the color of burned toffee, turned his attention to me. He smiled dangerously, revealing his fangs, and my stomach did a little flip. Maybe this had been a bad idea.

      “Hola. Garrett es amigo,” he said in a velvet voice. The timber of it was warm and comforting, like honey to my ears, and even though I was a happily married woman, that voice stirred something in me.

      Now I understood what they meant when they said a vampire would charm your pants off. I guess Garrett just never turned on THAT special power around me.

      Suddenly, I felt tongue-tied. Taking out a business card with shaking fingers, I handed it to him. His fingers were like ice, but they lingered on me for a moment, his eyes searching my soul. “Well, uh, he works for me. I’m Beth of Potentia Security.”

      There were definitely sparks of attraction between us, and I pulled away, shaking my hand. The three vampires exchanged looks, and the one in the middle grinned. “Jesus Armando. I’m the anciano, or elder, here. Garrett told us what you do. I approve. Although we aren’t as picky as Garrett is. You look deliciosa,” he said, his eyes sliding down to my neck. 

      My hand automatically rubbed my throat, my wedding ring glinting in the last of the daylight. “I hope you keep everything legal.” 

      “You’re married. Tu esposa tiene suerte,” Jesus said with a disappointed sigh.

      “He is a lucky man,” I said, my brain slowly deciphering his Spanish. I knew it. It just took me a hot minute. “To the chief of police, actually. Dan Comstock is me esposo.”

      The other two gave a short laugh and then stepped to the side, effectively enclosing us in a circle. Father Burke gave a panicked look and clutched his cross. I grabbed my wand and lowered my chin.

      “Oh, don’t worry. We respect Garrett, and el policia. You’re safe with me,” Jesus said, glaring at the two other dudes. There was another audible sigh, and they stepped back, giving us a bit of breathing room. “But what are you two doing in this part of the holler?” He took a cigarette pack out of his pocket and tapped it a few times on his palm. Slowly, he took one out and stuck it in his mouth, lighting it with a zippo he retrieved from his pocket.

      “I’ve been asked to perform an exorcism at 101 Mountain View,” Father Burke said, and we all turned and looked at the trailer with the obvious party raging behind us.

      Jesus’s eyes filled with laughter. “Oh, good luck. Olivia lives there. She’s definitely got el diablo in her. She used to come to us and beg us to bite her. We only drink from adults, you see, although we rarely have problems finding willing donations.” He smoked constantly, the powerful smell of cigarette smoke filling the surrounding air.

      The blond man said nothing but tossed his hair and puckered his lips at Father Burke, who just raised his eyebrows.

      Jesus went on, “I think it was a kink, to be honest. Not that I cared. But it got a little weird after a while. She wanted us to change her into a vampress, and that’s where I drew the line. No bueno. We don’t do that. It’s a cursed life as it is, without adding a chica loca a mi casa,” he said, slipping into animated Spanish. He gestured with his hands as he spoke, waving his cigarette around. He paused and then took another drag on his lit cigarette, blowing the smoke out of the side of his mouth and away from us.

      “Thanks for the heads up,” I said, taking a step toward the house. “If I may ask, what are you three doing hanging out on the corner?”

      Jesus laughed and threw his cigarette butt on the ground, rubbing it out with one fly-looking sneaker. “We don't have anything better to do. Why not keep the drug dealers off our street? The police don’t care about this neighborhood. Sometimes they run, and we have a good chase.”

      I wanted to protest that he was wrong, that my husband cared about the people of Mt. Storm. The words died before they left my lips. Dan couldn't be everywhere all the time, and it was no secret Mt. Storm had a drug problem. In fact, West Virginia had one of the highest opioid overdose deaths in the United States. It was a losing battle, and the people suffered.

      Jesus paused, with one eyebrow raised, waiting for me to argue with him. I just nodded and then glanced at the trailer. “Around the World” by Daft Punk pulsed its beat out into the street, and the lights in the front window of the trailer flashed blue and red. 

      “We're going in,” I said, and Jesus held up his fist. I gave him a fist bump and then turned toward the party.

      “Bueno suerte, amiga,” he said with a small smile. I saw his fangs again, and Father Burke crossed himself as we walked toward our destination.
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      We walked up to the porch. Two young adults sitting on the porch were smoking a joint and passing a mason jar back and forth. Silverthorn Moonshine. I recognized it from the smell that curled my nose hairs.

      “Pardon me, is Ms. Nunez here?” Father Burke asked the two young people, wearing wide flare jeans and shirts that were ripped to show their navels.

      They giggled uncontrollably, too high to form words, and pointed to the door.

      Shrugging, I took charge and opened the door. Inside the small front living room, devoid of furniture, about twenty people danced to Daft Punk. There was more skin and grinding than was probably respectable. But hey, I was young once and could appreciate a good party. It just seemed like half of the people here were blitzed and not just on moonshine. A heavy haze of pot smoke hung in the air. I was getting high from secondhand smoke.

      “Hey, look, it’s a priest,” a girl with blonde dreadlocks said, pointing at us.

      “Do you know where Mrs. Nunez is?” Father Burke said, looking around for anyone who looked over twenty.

      “Oh, that’s Olivia’s mom. She’s locked herself in the back room,” a guy said in a slow drawl, leaning on the wall with a beanie pulled low over his forehead and a joint held in his hand.

      “Could I speak to her?” Father Burke said.

      “Just go to the back. She probably won’t come out.” The blonde dread-headed girl laughed.

      Shrugging, we both headed down the small hallway, passing a bathroom where we heard someone retching and a smaller bedroom with the door open. The smoke was thicker here; Obviously, that was the chill room. I glanced in as I passed and saw a girl with black hair and heavy makeup making out with another girl. Hey, no judgment here. Love is love.

      We knocked on the back-room door. No answer. “Mrs. Nunez. It’s Father Burke. We had an appointment?”

      Suddenly the door flew open, and a small petite Hispanic woman in a robe stood there, her hair in rollers. “Father Burke. Oh, thank you, thank you for coming. My good-for-nothing daughter has taken over my house. She parties every night. I can’t stand it anymore.” Her voice rose above the sound of the music.

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Nunez. I don’t know what I can do. Where is your daughter?” Father Burke said.

      Mrs. Nunez stormed past us, stopping at the smaller bedroom. “Olivia! Stop it! Have you no shame? A priest is in our house.”

      “Get OUT!” Olivia screamed, pushing the girl away. The girl went flying onto the ground, blonde hair covering her face. With a start, I realized I knew that girl.

      “Haley Allard?” I said in disbelief. 

      She glanced up at me, her face shocked. “Beth?” she asked in a whisper.

      But we didn’t have time for greetings because Olivia screamed, picked up a cell phone next to her, and threw it at her mother. “You BITCH! How dare you call a priest! You and your praying! Pray the gay away isn’t going to WORK!”

      “I don’t care that you like girls,” Gloria sobbed. “But look at you! Angry! Violent. Doing drugs. What happened to my little girl?”

      Olivia’s dark eyes flashed, and I saw something dangerous there. Something I had seen before in Sarah Morris’ eyes. It was the flash of madness, possession, and pure evil.

      Haley scrambled to get out of the way as Olivia picked up the coffee table, lifting it above her head.

      Pulling my wand out, I quickly threw a freeze spell, and she was frozen, with the furniture still in her grasp.

      Gloria Nunez stared at me with an open mouth. From the other room, the music blared, and the party went on, everyone oblivious to the drama happening just beyond the wall.

      Father Burke grabbed his bible and performed his prayer of exorcism. “Be our protection against the wickedness and snares of the devil; May God rebuke him, we humbly pray; And do thou, O Prince of the Heavenly Host, by the power of God, thrust into hell Satan and all evil spirits who wander through the world for the ruin of souls.”

      Olivia let out a shriek, and I saw a demon flash in her face. “Butter my biscuits and call me amazed! She was possessed,” I said, glancing down at Haley, whose face had gone completely white.

      “Let the spell go,” Father Burke said. “But someone grab that table from her.”

      Haley, bless her heart, jumped up and approached her friend. I waved my wand, and the freeze spell was negated. Olivia slumped over, and the coffee table fell in slow motion. Haley grabbed it and pushed it aside, where it fell next to us with a crash.

      The crash alerted the partiers, and the girl with dreads appeared at the door. “What’s going on in here?” she said dumbly.

      Olivia collapsed to the floor, and she convulsed, foam coming out of her mouth. 

      “Oh, my daughter! What’s wrong!” Mrs. Nunez said, covering her mouth.

      Father Burke fell to his knees next to her, laid his bible on her chest, and then pulled out a vial of holy water. He sprinkled it on her, muttering more holy prayers. 

      Then, the demon spoke, roaring with an inhuman voice. “LET ME BE! THIS VESSEL IS MINE!”

      The girl in the doorway screamed and ran away, yelling about monsters in the next room. I heard the pounding of feet and the slamming of the door. A strange quiet fell on the trailer as we listened to the panting of Olivia.

      “Please, is she going to be okay? She’s my girlfriend,” Haley cried, tears running down her face. She picked up Olivia’s hand, and it was snatched away.

      “Stay back,” I ordered, placing my hand on her shoulder. She fell into my arms, sobbing, and I awkwardly patted her back. Haley Allard, daughter of the woman who had stolen my husband and tried to kill me, daughter of my ex-boyfriend. The poor girl had the odds stacked against her.

      Suddenly, a scream ripped out of Olivia’s throat, tortured and full of pain, and then a red demon jumped out of her body before vaporizing into smoke in front of our eyes.

      Gloria wept, dropping to her daughter’s side and brushing back her hair. Olivia sat up, looking around like she had never seen this place before.

      “She’ll be a little out of it for a while. Let her rest,” Father Burke said gently, placing his hand on Olivia’s head and then making a cross on her head with holy water.

      “Oh, Father, what can I do to thank you! My daughter, she’s back. I can tell,” Gloria sobbed, the front of her dress wet with tears and her face red and puffy.

      “Don’t worry. I am blessed to help,” he said kindly, struggling to get to his feet. I held out my hand to help him up.

      I turned to Haley. “You need to come with me. We need to talk,” I said firmly.

      She looked guilty, her head hanging. We walked out of that bedroom and through the front room, now quiet but still reeking of pot. The front door stood open, and I was shocked to see my three vampire friends standing looking in.

      “Are you okay?” Jesus said with a little grin. “We saw the people running away like cucarachas.”

      “We got it. I just have to take this one home,” I said, looking pointedly at Haley, who looked at the vampire with wide eyes.

      “Hi,” she said shyly. “I’ve seen you around.”

      “Oh no, no!” I said, grabbing her shoulder. “These are not the boys for you. They are way too old for you, Haley Allard.”

      I’ve got to admit, Jesus looked a little disappointed. He smiled, with his mouth closed, and batted those beautiful dark eyes.

      “And you, you are to stay away from her, do you understand? She’s fifteen!” I shouted.

      He looked shocked and held up his hands. “Okay, okay. She’s a baby. I’ll find girls my age. Or at least, above eighteen.”

      Scowling at him, I marched Haley outside until we were standing by my car. Father Burke got in the passenger side and closed the door with a knowing smile, leaving Haley and me standing alone.

      “Clay called me earlier today and asked me to look in on you. I’ve got to admit, I didn’t expect to find you here,” I admitted, putting my wand back on my belt.

      Haley hugged herself, and a defiant look crossed her face. “What does he care?” 

      I sighed. If I was being honest, I saw her point. “I think he cares very much, Haley. He just doesn’t show it very well, does he?” 

      “Then why did he leave us? Why did she leave us?” Her voice sounded so lost and heartbroken. I reached out to her and wrapped her in my arms. 

      I remembered her as a child and wondered how different the twin's life would have been had I agreed to marry Clay. He had asked me twice. I just couldn’t do it.

      After the passion, there wasn’t any substance. I could see right through him and saw he was selfish and only seemed to care about himself. Never would I have left my two children with Doretha Morris, but they weren’t my children, were they?

      “I’m sorry, Haley. There is a lot more to this world than Mt. Storm. I hope someday you and Brenna get out of here.”

      She looked at me for a moment and then pulled away. “Well, how am I going to do that? This place sucks.”

      I nodded. “I didn’t grow up here, but I can see there aren’t a lot of options for the young people. You’ve got to work hard, get good grades, and then pursue something. Anything.”

      She paused. “Brenna is the goodie two shoes. Not me. I’m the bad one.”

      I shook my head. “I refuse to believe that, Haley. Listen, if you can follow directions and work hard, I can give you a job with Potentia Security.”

      “Really?” she said, her voice sounding hopeful. “Doing what?”

      And then I wanted to kick myself. What could I have a teenager do? “I guess I’ll figure that out. But show up Monday after school. You have a way to get to the big house up on the mountain?”

      Haley nodded. “Yeah, I can have my boyfriend drop me off.”

      “You have a boyfriend, too?” I said. “Who is old enough to drive?”

      “Yeah, he just got his license. Don't tell Olivia. She doesn’t know.”

      “Okay then,” I said, shaking my head and kicking myself for offering her a job. Well, maybe Tina could use some help with some office work or filing or something? Cleaning out a storeroom? I don’t know. 

      “I guess I’ll go home now. Grandma will be mad. She always is,” Haley said, looking dejected. “And Brenna will be too. She says I’m wasting my time.”

      “I can drive you home,” I offered, looking at my vampire friends, now back on the corner, watching us with amusement.

      “No, it’s just around the corner. I’ll be fine,” she said and turned and walked down the street.

      I’ve got to admit, I watched her until she turned the corner. I didn’t quite trust Jesus.
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      The Mt. Storm Downtown Trick or Treat event had only started four years ago as a family-oriented event. It was always held the Saturday before Halloween.

      It was my friend Maggie’s work through and through. Around the same time as she bought my mother’s hair salon, she had run for the President of the Downtown Business Association and won.

      Maggie and her long-term partner, Sam Silverthorn, had organized the very first downtown trick-or-treating event. Now, it was something everyone looked forward to every fall.

      Our house was just down second, close to the Lutheran Church, so we walked the short distance downtown. Eliana swung between us, holding onto both of our hands.

      We joined the other children and their parents, all headed in the same general direction.

      I spotted Bruce Bink and his daughter Violet walking with a woman I assumed was his wife. Violet spotted us and ran up to Eliana, dressed as a princess from an animated movie, all blue and sparkly, with a white wig and a clear plastic crown.

      “Your costume is so pretty!” she said as her parents stopped to wait for her.

      Eliana twirled for her friend. “Thank you,” she said with a giggle. “I love your costume too!”

      “Do you want to come trick or treating with us?” Violet asked, clasping the handle of her hollow orange plastic pumpkin.

      My daughter looked at me, her eyes pleading. “Of course, Eliana,” I said and then turned to Bruce and his wife.

      “Hey, nice to see you this evening,” I said with a smile.

      The woman turned toward me, pushing up her overlarge sunglasses with one perfectly manicured hand. “Hi! Bruce told me he met the neighbors the other day. I’m so happy Violet has already made a little friend. I’m Macy Bink!”

      Macy clearly was the yoga, crunchy mom type. She wore designer athletic clothing, with her hair in a messy bun and coffee in her left hand. Bruce looked like a middle-aged IT man. Even on his day off, he had on an orange polo shirt and a pair of khakis. They both wore matching black athletic jackets and gave off an effortless vibe.

      “I admit, I’ve seen you around town but haven’t had the chance to introduce myself,” Macy explained. “But your daughter doesn’t go to the preschool at Katie’s Playhouse?”

      “No,” I said, thinking fast on my feet. Everyone sent their young kids to the preschool in town. “Eliana has a…medical condition. We have a nanny.” 

      “Oh, I hope she’s okay? Should she be eating candy? We trade Violet candy for screen time. That keeps her sugar consumption down. We only normally allow her an hour a week, so it’s a special treat.”

      “Oh,” I said, thinking about how our television had been on all morning. I was struck by a sudden feeling of inferiority. Maybe I should limit screen time and candy? I was too old for this, apparently. Things had changed drastically since Lucy was a little girl, and I didn't know if I could keep up.

      Dan must have sensed my uncertainty because he squeezed my hand. “So, whose your team? You a fan of the Ravens?”

      “Heck yes! I lived in Maryland for a while. What do you think of their chances this year?” Bruce said, his eyes lighting up. I was jealous that with guys, it was so easy to find common ground.

      We continued down the street, turning toward the downtown area, listening to the guys chat about quarterbacks and linemen.

      “Are you excited about kindergarten next year? Maybe the girls will be in the same class,” Macy said brightly, keeping a keen eye on the girls. They were skipping happily, holding hands, their plastic pumpkin pails swinging at their sides. Together, they looked like something out of a greeting card.

      I grimaced and looked over at Dan, who met my eye sadly. “I’m not sure Eliana will go to kindergarten. We might homeschool her.” I had looked into the curriculum already, and our nanny, Zara, seemed confident she could teach her. The thought of Eliana being out of the little safe zone we had built for her sent shivers down my spine.

      “Oh, that’s too bad. The girls seem to get along. Certainly, the school nurse can handle any medical conditions she has. If you don’t mind me asking, what is her diagnosis?”

      I stiffened and then cleared my throat. “It’s…hard to explain. She needs a lot of testing, and we are used to controlling her environment.”

      A look of confusion crossed Macy’s face, but thank God, she let it drop because the girls had reached the end of Main Street and arrived at Maggie's Cut and Snip.

      Above us on the mountain, the big house loomed. Macy looked up. “You live up there? It’s such an interesting historical house.”

      “Not anymore. My parents are both retired, and they still live in the house. Dan and I live here in town.”

      “You should ask your father if the Mt. Storm Women’s Club can host an open house or a luncheon on the grounds. It’s a shame no one gets to see it in person.”

      I smiled. “My parents are old, and I think that would be too much commotion for them. I’ll keep it in mind, though.”

      “Your mom used to own this hair salon, didn’t she?” Macy said as we reached the door.

      I paused, wondering if this woman ever gave up asking her relentless questions. “Oh yes. It used to be called Cindy’s Clip and Cut. She retired at the same time as my dad did.”

      We went inside, and Maggie and Sam had decorated the place for the event. Huge fuzzy spiders hung from the ceilings, black paper covered the mirrors, and Maggie was dressed as a witch. Her face was painted green, and she wore a pointed hat. 

      No one would have known this, but Maggie covered the mirrors just for Eliana. She always did when we stopped by. She kept a roll of craft paper in her office for just that purpose. 

      Sam had a pair of wolf ears on. One of those cheap headbands, with her short silver hair pushed back. She smiled at me wryly as she handed the girls an extra big handful of candy.

      “Like the costume, Sam, but where’s the tail?” I said, trying not to laugh.

      “Yeah, well. I’m not going to win any costume awards today, but Maggie insisted,” Sam said. “And since I was working late last night, I didn’t have time to come up with anything else.”

      Dan stood behind me, averting his eyes. He had to overlook the fact that my friend's partner was in charge of the werewolf pack and was involved in her brother's moonshining.

      She had taken over the pack after her father, John Silverthorn, died five years ago, on the night of Eliana’s birth, actually. He saved my life, and because of that and a lot of other reasons, I forbid him from even thinking of arresting any Silverthorn. It had been here on the mountain for generations, and he could just ignore it like every other police chief before him.

      But the feds were always on his back about it. Last summer, they had even sent out helicopters over the mountain to pinpoint where the stills were. Due to begrudging advanced notice from Dan and a few well-placed spells from Easton and me, they didn’t find what they were looking for.

      Maggie looked down at the girls. “What pretty costumes. An angel and a princess!”

      “Thank you, Ms. Maggie,” Eliana said with a grin. “Violet and I are going to go visit the other shops now!”

      They skipped to the door, and Dan held the door open.

      “Beth, could I talk to you for a minute?” Maggie asked, and something in her voice made me freeze.

      “Of course,” I said, stopping in my tracks. “Dan, I’ll catch up with you in a minute. Just keep on the lookout for mirrors.”

      He nodded, and Sam picked up the bowl as another group of little kids skipped in. A pirate, a soldier, and a firefighter. Adorable. “I’ve got this, Maggie,” she said, her hands already deep in candy.

      Maggie opened the door to the little office and sat down at a desk piled high with papers, and put her head in her hands. 

      “What’s up?” I said cheerfully, moving a bound book of formal hairstyles to the side.

      But my friend didn’t answer, and I looked up, and her face was covered with tears streaking through the green paint. “Maggie, what’s wrong?” I said in alarm.

      My friend’s eyes were filled with fear. “It’s cancer, Beth. Just like my mom.”

      “Oh, shit,” I said, my face going white. The air was sucked out of the room, and we just looked at each other sadly.

      “We will fight this,” I said, my voice sounding far away.

      “Can you use your magic…?” Her voice trailed off, and she bit her lip.

      “You know I would in a heartbeat if I could. There are some things healing magic can’t fix. Brain injuries, massive blood loss, old age, dementia, and cancer.” My voice broke.

      She nodded, tears still dripping down her cheeks. “I don’t have insurance. It lapsed. I just couldn’t afford it. My treatment, just to start, is thirty thousand dollars.”

      I didn’t hesitate. “You’re my employee now. I’ll have Tina put you on our plan.”

      “What! I can’t work, Beth. It's stage three breast cancer.”

      “I’ll find something for you to do to make it legal, even if it’s just putting stamps on envelopes. You’re an admin assistant now,” I said, my hand on my hip. There was no way I was going to let this happen to my only friend in the world.

      “Thank you, Beth,” she said, reaching over and grabbing a tissue from a box nearby and blowing her nose. The tissue was now green from her makeup, and she laughed as she blotted at her eyes.

      “Come on. Chin up. You’ve got kids that need candy. We’ll worry about cancer later.” I held out my hand and pulled her out of her swivel seat, giving her a massive hug before we exited her office. Maggie had a glimpse of hope in her eye, and that was enough for now.
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            TREAT

          

        

      

    

    
      I left Maggie and Sam handing out candy and spotted Eliana and her new friend across the street, just leaving Zane’s hardware.

      The girls skipped ahead and got across the street all by themselves. “Everything okay?” Dan asked, worry on his face.

      “I’ll tell you later,” I said and then put on a smiling face for the girls.

      “Mrs. Zane is handing out toothpaste,” Violet said, holding hers up.

      “Mommy says Mrs. Zane is an old bag of hot air.” Eliana giggled and threw her trial-size toothpaste into her plastic Halloween pumpkin with a scowl.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Macy said, pursing her lips. “She's a charming old lady. And she’s right. Too many sweets aren’t good.”

      I really wished kids knew when to keep their mouths shut. Macy and I walked in silence between Dan and Bruce, who were chatting away like old friends.

      “What exactly does Potentia Security do, Beth?” Macy said coyly.

      “Security,” I answered without blinking.

      “But with who? Certainly, none of these businesses on Main Street needs security. Mt. Storm is a very safe place to live, thanks to your husband here." The way she said husband made me think she had the hots for him. She licked her lips and looked at Dan.

      I bit the inside of my cheek and tried not to stomp on her insole. “We sign non-disclosure agreements with our clients, so I’m not at liberty to say,” I retorted dryly.

      She gave me a knowing little smile and tossed her hair over her shoulder. “How very mysterious, Beth.”

      “It’s not that exciting,” I said in a monotone. We had walked nearly all the way down Main Street. The girls' pumpkins were nearly full of their loot.

      “Let’s stop at Mt. Storm Motors. I know Buster always puts on a wonderful display for the kids,” Dan said, the corners of his eyes wrinkling. Bruce Bink nodded dumbly. I couldn’t wait to be rid of these two doorknobs.

      But then I looked at our daughters, their heads together, trading candy. I swallowed my pride. “Yeah, sounds like fun.” 

      We walked around the corner, and our mouths dropped. Spotlights waved in the sky, lighting up the clouds with gold. A twenty-foot inflatable rainbow stood in the middle of the car lot, surrounded by the newest models. And in the middle of it stood Buster in all this leprechaun glory.

      He looked the part down to a tee, green velvet pants with matching suspenders. Black shoes with silver buckles, a top hat, and his red hair and beard. “Come on down, boys and girls, and visit the end of the rainbow for a chance to win the leprechaun's prize. We will draw in five minutes, so gather close.” He held up a sealed golden envelope in his white-gloved hand.

      “You know what they say about leprechauns and car dealers? You can’t trust ‘em,” Macy said with a laugh.

      “Buster is an old friend. I would trust him with my life,” I said, getting sick and tired of this negative Nancy.

      “Well, I was just making a joke,” Macy said snidely, crossing her arms across her chest.

      We watched the girls run across the lot, joining the crowd. We joined the group gathered around Buster. He held up a golden envelope, smiling from ear to ear.

      “Boys and girls! If you can guess the number printed on the ticket in this envelope, I’ll give you a brand-new car just as soon as you turn eighteen. And just a hint,” he winked, “it’s a number between one and a million.” 

      I raised my eyebrows. An excellent piece of marketing, and he had been touting this all over the local radio for the past six weeks. 

      The odds of just one kid out of the few hundred kids in Mt. Storm guessing what number he held up was almost impossible, and he knew it, but it was fun just the same.

      “One!” a little boy dressed as a clown shouted out.

      “Fourteen!” an older boy in a Darth Vader costume said. It came out sounding robotic from the voice changer on his mask, and everyone laughed.

      “10,789!” a hopeful teen, holding a pillowcase filled with candy but not wearing a costume, shouted.

      Violet jumped up and down. The skirt of her princess costume was coming unraveled. “One million!” she shouted, clapping her hands.

      Next to me, Eliana went still. I glanced at her. Her head was down, her hands clasped together at her heart. A dreamy look came over her face. I nudged Dan in concern, and he turned. “Eliana, are you okay, sweetheart?” he asked.

      “334,876,” she said, her voice sounding far off. 

      Buster’s face fell, and a worried look came over his face. He turned the golden envelope over in his hand and glanced over at my daughter. “Eliana says 334,876.”

      Everyone turned to look at her, and she slipped her hand in mine.

      “Any last guesses before I open this up?” Buster said, his eyes not leaving mine.

      A few more children called out numbers. But even as he opened the envelope, I knew what it was going to say.

      “Well, look here! 334,876!” Buster said, holding up the paper, clearly showing the number. “Come up, little lady, and claim your certificate, and don't lose that. No certificate, no prize. Them’s the rules. You can claim it when you turn eighteen.”

      Eliana looked at me, fear in her eyes. “Go ahead, you won,” I encouraged her. She dropped my hand, took a few steps forward, and then stopped, frozen like a deer in headlights.

      Buster saw her hesitation, and his face softened in kindness. He stepped down from the stage and disappeared into the crowd. He was a real leprechaun, of course.

      Suddenly, he appeared next to Eliana, handed her the ticket, and then looked up at me with one eyebrow raised.

      The crowd broke into applause, and Eliana blushed and retreated to my side to hide her face in my side.

      Buster sighed and looked at me with concern and then back at my little girl. “I think you need to talk to Oren.”
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        * * *

      

      Before we called it a night, the six of us all went to Dunn’s Donuts. We realized we had accidentally missed it earlier, and no one wanted to miss the apple cider donuts.

      The place was packed, so I grabbed a dozen, already packed in the cheery pink and white box.

      “Thanks, Mike,” I said, sliding cash across the counter to him. He was dressed as, well, as a baker. You know, with the big white hat and apron. Which was funny because Mike Dunn normally just wore jeans and a t-shirt.

      “Enjoy the donuts, Beth. I slipped a couple extra in there for the old man. Make sure he gets some?”

      I nodded. “He’ll be back Monday from his latest cruise. I’ll save him one.” 

      Then I moved through the crowd, nodding to the locals I knew, and we all munched on delicious donuts while we walked home.

      Bruce Bink had sugar on his mustache, and he grabbed another one. I had the feeling Macy didn't let the poor man have donuts very often. We stopped at their tidy two-story brick house.

      “Thanks for the donuts, guys, and the fun night. It was good to meet you. You got my number, right?” Bruce said to Dan. “I think these girls need a playdate sooner rather than later.”

      “Of course,” Dan said, patting his pocket where he had slid Bruce’s card.

      “But at our house,” I said, panicking. “It has to be at our house.”

      “Of course.” Macy sniffed and took her daughter’s hand.

      Violet grinned at Eliana and stuck out her tongue. I heard a giggle.

      “She seems very overprotective,” Macy stage whispered to her husband.

      We lived just a few houses down. Perfect for the girls, but I couldn't help but be alarmed, especially when I saw Eliana pull out the golden ticket and stare at it with enormous eyes.
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            HEART TO HEART

          

        

      

    

    
      Halloween passed without incident. As I had predicted, the night was quiet. Lucifer had spent his gathered resources in his push at the State Park.

      It was the quietest Halloween that anyone at Potentia Security could remember. And even though I had all hands available, we spent the night gathered around the table in the conference room. There were endless hands of penny poker and a buffet of snacks and finger foods I had laid out, expecting it would be a long night.

      In the wee hours of the morning, I sent everyone home, and then it was just Garrett and me sitting at the terminals.

      He pulled a blood bag out of his lunch bag and held it up. “You don’t mind if I eat, do you?”

      “Of course not. No one minds, Garrett. You should have eaten with us,” I said, leaning back in my chair with my eyes on the screen. It was unyielding, although I saw some activity out west at Area 51 and Norad. The army had it under control.

      Garrett’s fangs punctured the blood bag with a pop. He sucked it dry in seconds. Throwing down the empty bag, he picked up the second and drained that one just as quickly.

      “Since you’re here, I’m going to go on a quick flight. I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Garrett said, throwing his discards in a small biohazard container we kept here, just for him.

      “Yeah, no problem,” I said absently, watching a portal in Salem, Massachusetts, flicker open on the display. I would have a lot of reports to read tomorrow.

      He walked over to the window, turned the handle, and pushed it open.

      Garrett shimmered, his body covered in a purple glow, shrinking before my eyes. Feathers covered his shortened appendages as his beak grew. He gave a loud caw and flew out the window in a gust of cold air.

      The window needed to stay open until he came back, so I grabbed my fleece jacket and a cup of coffee out of the break room. Zipping my jacket up tight, I settled back into the office chair with my hands wrapped around the steaming mug. It had been a long time, years maybe, since I had done a shift on the terminals. Maybe I should do it more often. 

      While I was waiting for Garrett to return, I ran through the things Tina and I had come up with that Maggie could do. 

      We had decided that anything we gave Maggie to do would be genuine work, but not top priority, and certainly not top secret.

      We just had to make it look official on paper. I certainly didn’t want any of the bigwigs at the Pentagon to get bent out of shape with our accounting.

      With the holidays coming up, we decided she could stuff and stamp the Potentia Security holiday cards we send out every year. She could also, if she was feeling up to it, redesign our completely fake website. She had recently redone the website for Maggie's Clip and Cut, so I knew she had the skills.

      Ours hadn’t been redone in some time, and it was looking dated. She could also respond to the multiple email requests we got a week with our canned response, “We are not accepting new clients.”

      I was still deep in thought thirty minutes later when a gust of chilly wind snapped me out of it; I jumped as the raven zipped through the window and then watched as Garrett shifted back.

      As his features settled into place and his beak disappeared, a murderous look shone in his dark eyes. He stomped over to the chair and slammed into it, punching the metal desk in anger. 

      Everything shuddered and clanged, and my ceramic coffee mug, now empty, nearly fell off the edge.

      I grabbed it. “Whoa! What in blazes!”

      Garrett hit the desk again. “That son of a bitch, Chad,” he said, his face twisting with pure rage.

      I froze, looking at Garrett with wide eyes. “Garrett, have you been spying on Lucy and Chad?”

      He hit the desk again and then covered his face with his hands. “I’m sorry. Please forgive me. I just want to make sure she’s safe.”

      I reached over and rubbed his back, feeling his cold skin through the fabric of his black Potentia Security Polo. I was shocked when he collapsed in my arms, sobbing. This was so unlike my usually stoic friend.

      “Garrett,” I said, patting his back. “Tell me what’s going on?”

      And then he pushed me away, with his vampire strength, I went flying back into the chair, nearly hitting the wall. My sneakers slowed me down, and I just sat, watching him cry.

      “Just go,” he said, waving his hand miserably.

      “Well, if you recall, I’m your boss. I can’t leave you here, at the terminals, alone in this state. So, get it off your chest. Get it out.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to push you so hard.” He wiped his eyes. “I’m just not used to people touching me.”

      I stared at him until, finally, he took a deep shuddering breath. “I’ve loved Lucy since the day we met when we rescued her from the Appalachian Trail. And then she picked me. ME of all people. I let her into my heart, and then she left me. Alone. Always alone.”

      He stared at the wall, despondent, while I deliberated my choice of words. “You wanted to control her. If I recall, you asked her to leave school to be with you, and you were being a bit obstinate about it.”

      He nodded. “I wish I would have realized that by holding on so tightly, I was driving her away.”

      “Tell me what you saw tonight when you were spying,” I demanded.

      “I wasn't spying,” he insisted. “I just checked the downtown area, but I couldn’t help but see the lights on at Lucy’s, so I perched on the windowsill. That bastard Chad was drinking, and he and Lucy were arguing. He raised his hand at her, Beth. I wanted to kill him. I wanted to tear his throat out, but the only thing that kept me back was that I knew Lucy would never forgive me.”

      I nodded and looked at him closely. “Have you ever considered therapy, my friend?”

      He laughed. “Are you being serious?”

      “Dead serious, you have an unhealthy obsession with my daughter. You need to stop spying on her. Her life is her own, however much we both wish she had never married Chad Duchamp.”

      “Therapy, huh?” He chuckled. “Does our health plan cover that? I’ve never used our health plan, to be honest.”

      “Yes, we have very good coverage for mental health. Go see a therapist, Garrett. And that’s a friend telling you that, not your boss.”

      He took a shuddering breath in and then released it, leaning his head back and pinching the bridge of his nose. “Okay. I’ll do it. What can it hurt?”

      I reached over and patted his bony knee fondly. “If it means anything to you, I wish you and Lucy would have ended up together. Chad is a loathsome pimple.”

      I went to my old downstairs bedroom. It was too late to drive home. I couldn’t sleep, my mind racing with the Chad problem.
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        * * *

      

      My alarm went off at 7:00 AM, and I rolled over with a groan. But I had to get up and take a shower before Dan dropped off Eliana for the day and the rest of the team arrived.

      With a hot shower and a mug of coffee in hand, I met Dan in the foyer. My dad’s stuffed owl looked at us with gigantic eyes from the side table, and the old hand-carved clock chimed eight o’clock.

      Eliana skipped up the porch steps, her black hair in two braids, wearing a pair of jeans and a purple hoodie.

      “Mom!” she said, giving me a big hug. I leaned over and gave Dan a quick kiss.

      “Quiet night last night?” Dan asked, handing over Eliana’s basket of toys and books she had most undoubtedly insisted she bring today.

      “Quiet as a cemetery,” I said. “I ended up staying here with Garrett to man the terminals, just some activity out west, nothing much.”

      Just then, Zara pulled up, and Dan glanced back at the driveway. “I’ve got to get to work. Do we still have dinner planned with your parents this evening?”

      “Yeah, they should get back today around one. Dinner at seven?”

      “I can do that. Have a good day, you two!” Dan said and then skipped down the steps to his squad car. He tipped his hat at Zara as she walked up the steps and wished her good morning.

      “Zara! Wait until I tell you all about my new friend, Violet!” Eliana gushed as Zara hung up her jacket on the coat stand in the hall.

      Zara was a young wizard handpicked by me. She had gone through the army program for recruits that showed great magic potential. Technically, she was still in the services but stationed here, at my house. I had the utmost confidence in her ability to protect Eliana.

      “I can’t wait to hear about it,” Zara said kindly.

      “Zara, I have meetings all morning, but I have cleared my afternoon. As soon as my parents get back, you can go home.”

      “Okay, great!” she said. She bade the two of them goodbye and watched them settle into the front parlor, where they spent most of the days, if not out on a trip somewhere around town.

      The day flew by, mostly with reports, phone calls, and quick meetings with my team.

      Tina was sitting across from me, with her notepad, scheduling the details of our Washington DC trip Thursday. “Mrs. President is meeting you right at two, and then she’s asked that you remain available in DC the rest of the week. I’ve cleared your schedule through Sunday.”

      “Sunday! That’s four days! What could she possibly want to talk about for four days?” I said, my mouth hanging open.

      Tina pushed her glasses back on her nose. “I’m not sure, but they asked you to bring Eliana…”

      “You think they want to do more extensive tests on her?” I said, my voice rising.

      “You have ignored their last three requests to bring her to the NSA labs in DC for testing,” Tina pointed out, tapping on her notepad with her pen.

      I sighed, rubbing my forehead. The last couple of times we reported for testing, it had just been a day. One entire day of listening to my baby cry as they took blood, X-rays, and EKGs.

      “Can you call the White House back and try to get some information out of their secretary? You and her have a good relationship.”

      “Will do. Anything else?” Tina said, smoothing down her red polka dot skirt.

      “No, that’s it for the day. You and Easton headed out?” I looked at the clock. My mom and dad should be home any minute.

      “I’ve got to finish a couple things, and then we are headed home,” Tina said, getting up and heading for my office door.

      I looked through the tower window. I could see Eliana and Zara down in the front yard. Eliana had a pink jump rope and was giving it her all, her knees coming up high as the rope spun faster and faster. 

      I saw my dad’s old truck pull up the drive. My parents were home. I watched them park and then get out and head for the front door. His long hair was a little grayer, he had a few more wrinkles, and both he and my mom moved a little slower now. But he was still Oren Potentia, and I desperately needed his advice on an entire list of things.
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      I ran down the two flights of stairs, eager to see my parents. I found them in the parlor, doting on their granddaughter. Eliana was telling them about her Halloween costume when I walked in the door.

      Mom was wearing a Hawaiian shirt and a pair of white pedal pushers. She wore oversized sunglasses, pushed up on her head, and her arms were covered with wooden bracelets. She was holding a large woven bag. “I have presents!”

      I laughed. An entire shelf in my office was filled with the trinkets my mom brought me from their travels. 

      Dad was sitting on the sofa, his hand along the back, with his tan legs crossed. He looked rested. “You have a quiet Halloween?” he asked, rising one white eyebrow.

      “We did.” I nodded, accepting a small tissue-wrapped package from my mother.

      “And Dan is well?” Dad asked, watching as I unwrapped it.

      “He’s great! Him, Lucy, and Chad will be over for dinner tonight,” I said, the tissue parting to reveal a carved wooden angel.

      “It’s gorgeous!” I said, holding it in the palm of my hand for all to see.

      “A local artisan made that. It reminded me of those pictures you texted us of Eliana in her costume. I got one for her, too!” Mom said, beaming.

      Eliana opened up her package and squealed with delight. “Thanks, Gran! I love it!”

      “Why don’t you join me in the kitchen, Eliana? I could use some help getting dinner started. You up for helping me with a batch of cookies?”

      “You bet!” Eliana said, jumping to her feet in excitement, her black braids swinging.

      They left the room, and I took the seat across from Dad, sinking into the worn floral cushions. “We had some excitement at the State Park while you were gone,” I said, launching into the events.

      He listened intently, stroking his beard as I rambled on with all the problems on my plate, ending with Eliana correctly guessing one number out of a million.

      “So, our quiet little girl guessed the number, or rather, it came to her,” he said, nodding. “If I had to speculate, that’s her mother’s psychic ability coming out.”

      “I thought we agreed Lilith was a con artist,” I said, my forehead wrinkling. Lilith had worked for Potentia Security for years as my father’s resident psychic. It had been revealed she was a double agent for the devil, and she had died at Eliana’s birth.

      Dad shrugged. “She was never wrong.”

      “What other powers is she going to suddenly discover? She gets psychic powers from her mom, but what will she get from her father?”

      Dad shifted in his seat, a flicker of unease crossing his face. His brows furrowed as he wrestled with the weight of the question. "That's... a good question," he muttered, his voice betraying a hint of discomfort. “You said the scientists have never found any evidence of magic every time they test her.”

      “No, they haven’t. But babies don’t have magic, do they?” I said, worry causing me to grasp both of my hands tightly.

      His eyes darted around the room, searching for an escape from the topic at hand. The uncertainty in his expression was palpable, as if he were navigating through a minefield of conflicting thoughts. He struggled to find the right words. “Sometimes there will be little things, but not always. It usually starts coming out around Eliana’s age.”

      “Great!” I said sarcastically as I leaned forward and put my head in my hands. “I’m supposed to see the president Thursday. She’s asked that I bring Eliana. I think they want to test her. What will they do with her if they find magic?” I fretted.

      “Even if they do, you probably don’t have to worry. We agreed years ago the best place for her to be is with us. We can protect her, all of us.” Dad's shoulders slumped, a mix of resignation and frustration washing over him. He rubbed his temples, as if massaging away the lingering doubts and worries.

      I nodded, and then the doorbell rang. “Who could that be?” I laughed. Not many people walked up the steps of the old mansion and just rang the doorbell. 

      Dad and I walked to the door, and I was surprised to see Haley Allard there, nervously licking her lips. I saw the back end of a rusted old sedan driving away.

      “Oh, right!” I said, slapping myself on the head. “I told you I would give you a job!”

      Dad smiled hesitantly and stepped aside. “Come in, dear. I’m Oren Potentia, and this is Potentia Security.”
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        * * *

      

      I set Haley to work in the library, the most neglected room of the house. Bookshelves lined the walls, with their holdings going back to 1900. John Buchanan had left an extensive collection of books on the occult, witchcraft, and even popular fiction from the turn of the century.

      The shelves were filled with books by Charles Dickens, Edgar Cayce, and Stephen King, but they needed dusting, sorting, and organizing.

      Haley’s eyes got wide when I showed her the room. “Just start in this corner,” I said, pointing to a pile of books. “Just put them on the shelves in some kind of general order. Why don’t you work for an hour just to get a feel for it? Then, I’ll give you Tina’s number, and she can get you set up with a part-time schedule and get your employment documents in order.”

      “Okay,” Haley said, trailing her fingers over the nearest pile, inspecting the titles.

      I left her working alone while Dad and I continued to chat about work.

      I looked up when Haley appeared at the doorway, knocking timidly. “Beth, I mean Mrs. Potentia…” she said, stammering. Her hair was pulled back now, with a smudge of dirt on her nose.

      “You can call me Beth,” I said. “Did you get a good start?”

      “I did. Thank you. It was fascinating, all those old books.”

      “Well, I’m glad that worked out. Potentia Security now has its own Library Clerk,” I said with a smile.

      “It’s about time someone put that place in order. I certainly wasn’t going to do it.” Dad chuckled.

      “Goodnight, Beth. I think my rides here, thank you,” Haley said softly, and I did indeed see the rusty old sedan pull up.

      “No problem, Haley. And one more thing…”

      She paused, her hand on the doorknob, waiting to hear what I was going to say.

      “Be careful out there,” I added.

      She nodded, and then she was gone, like a scared bird on the wing.
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            LONDON BRIDGE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dan drove us to the airport in Mt. Storm in my Jeep. His hands gripped the steering wheel with white knuckles.

      Eliana sat behind us, humming, while she looked out the window. Her winter hood was pulled low over her face, and I couldn’t see her eyes. Her finger reached up, and she drew a smiley face in the condensation on the window.

      “I don’t like it. Four days! Who knows what those spooks have planned,” Dan said, his teeth clenched.

      “We don’t know exactly what they want. Who knows, maybe it’s just a few meetings, a couple of blood tests, and we’ll be home,” I said. “And I can always say no.”

      “Can you?” Dan looked at me, his Adam’s apple moving. 

      From the back, I heard the humming again. Then Eliana started to sing. 

      
        
        
        London Bridge Is Falling Down 

        London Bridge is falling down,

        Falling down, falling down.

        London Bridge is falling down,

        My fair lady.

      

        

      
        Build it up with iron bars, 

        Iron bars, iron bars

        Build it up with iron bars, 

        My fair lady.

      

        

      
        Iron bars will bend and break 

        Bend and break, bend and break 

        Iron bars will bend and break 

        My fair lady.

      

      

      

      I spun around in the car seat, my eyes wide with disbelief as I locked my gaze on Eliana. A shiver ran down my spine, causing a ripple of goosebumps to rise on my arms. Her voice, usually vibrant and full of life, now sounded distant, almost as if it was carried on a whispering breeze from some faraway place.

      "Eliana," I said, my voice quivering with a mixture of concern and apprehension. "Where did you hear that song?"

      Her innocent eyes met mine, searching for understanding in the midst of my growing unease. She furrowed her brows, her confusion etched across her face like an intricate puzzle waiting to be solved. "What song, Mom?" she replied, clearly perplexed

      at my question.

      My heart skipped a beat as her words reached my ears. The breath caught in my throat, for I knew with certainty that I had just heard her sweet voice singing a haunting melody. It lingered like a ghostly echo in the recesses of my memory.

      "The song you were just singing," I pressed, desperation seeping into my voice.

      Eliana blinked, her eyes searching my face for any signs of understanding. She shook her head, her brows knitting together in a mixture of frustration and bewilderment. "Mom, I wasn't singing," she insisted, her words hanging in the air, mingling with the weight of the silence that enveloped the car.

      My grip tightened on the passenger door handle, my knuckles turning white as I exchanged a worried glance with Dan. His eyes mirrored my unease.

      A heavy silence engulfed the car, broken only by the hum of the engine. Fear and uncertainty mingled in the air, intertwining with the unspoken realization that something beyond our understanding was at play. In that moment, the dissonance between my daughter's denial and my own vivid experience echoed louder than any words spoken aloud.

      “I wasn’t singing,” she insisted again, looking down at her lap.

      “Oh,” I cast a worried look at Dan. He shook his head and grabbed the steering wheel even harder if it was possible. “You call me every day.”

      “I will. Cross my heart and hope to die,” I said, making the sign of the cross as the gate to the airport tarmac opened up.

      This small airport had originally been built here for one purpose only, for Potentia Security. A handful of small private planes used the airport, but that was all. Our government jet sat waiting for us, and Dan pulled right up to it.

      I leaned over and kissed Dan goodbye. Eliana unbuckled her booster and then reached over and wrapped her arms around Dan’s neck. “Bye, Daddy. Be good while we are gone,” she teased him.

      “I will be, I promise,” Dan said, leaning over to tousle her hair.

      I picked up Eliana’s little hand in mine and waved to Dan as he drove away.

      “Hello! We have a special guest today, I see,” the flight attendant said from the bottom of the stairs. She smiled and bent down to offer a hand to Eliana.

      “Wow! Are you the pilot?” Eliana asked, her eyes wide.

      “Oh, no, sweetheart. I’m your flight attendant. It’s my job to make you comfortable and safe on the airplane.”

      “My name is Eliana. I’m going to our nation’s capital to see the President!” Eliana said happily, practically skipping up the steps.

      It was the standard government private jet, with just four rows of cushy leather seats that swiveled, a small bar area, a full bathroom, and a large television. 

      The pilot stood waiting to greet us. She smiled and handed Eliana a pin. It was plastic wings. “Welcome aboard!” she said with a grin.

      “Wow,” Eliana said, clutching the wings in her fist. “I want to be a pilot someday.”

      We took our seats, and I helped Eliana pin the wings on her shoulder. We, of course, had dressed up to meet Madame President. I had on a black pantsuit, and Eliana was wearing a pale blue dress, knee length, with white socks and her black Mary Janes. Her black hair was swept back in a blue beaded headband.

      Eliana peered out the window, taking it all in. I remembered my first flight, about her age. Going for the first time to my boarding school. The memories of the excitement and then the loneliness as my parents left me in Michigan flooded through me. I sighed and leaned over, and looked out the window with Eliana as we lined up on the runway to take off.

      The flight attendant put on a movie for Eliana, and she was overjoyed that it was an animated princess movie.

      It wasn’t a long flight to DC, just long enough for the movie to finish.

      Landing went smoothly. “Have a good trip! We will see you on Sunday,” the flight attendant said, waving goodbye.

      A limo waited for us, and I poured Eliana a glass of Ginger Ale from the wet bar. She sipped it daintily, watching the city as we drove by. We pulled into the White House portico and were quickly ushered inside. It was a whirlwind, and we walked into the oval office, Eliana clutching my hand.

      Madame President was sitting behind the Resolute Desk. She looked up, her eyes steely gray. She was wearing a navy suit with a single strand of pearls around her neck.

      “Oh, Beth and Eliana, welcome. Eliana, would you like to go with my secretary to the Rose Garden? It’s a lovely day, and we have a special surprise for you there.”

      Eliana looked at me, unsure.

      I nodded with a smile. “I’m sure we won’t be too long. It’s liable to be a long stuffy meeting. Go, have fun!” I encouraged her.

      Looking unsure, she got up, nodded, and then followed the secretary out. In a second, I could see her exit toward the rose garden. The oval office windows looked out on the smooth grass.

      “Just a little tea party,” Madame President said with a smile. A small table, complete with tiny teacakes, a stuffed bear holding a US flag, and a steaming pot of tea, waited. Two huge, muscled men in black suits and sunglasses stood at the perimeter. With a start, I recognized agent Smith. I wasn’t aware he worked secret service detail.

      Madame President got up, and we moved over to a seating area of three couches. They were arranged in a U. A highly polished coffee table was in the middle, with an enormous vase of blood-red roses that made me want to sneeze.

      An attendant bustled in with a tray of coffee. “A tea party just for us,” Madame President said. “Although I prefer coffee. What will you have?”

      “I’ll take coffee as well. Two creams, two sugars,” I said, and soon a steaming mug with the president’s seal sat before me. My back was now to the window, and I hoped Eliana was having fun with the secretary and the stuffed animals.

      Madame President blew on her coffee and then sat back, shrewdly looking at me. “So, Beth. Tell me about what happened at the State Park.”

      I launched into detail, telling her how the demons were contained. “We monitored it heavily on Halloween, but the only issues were in Area 51 and Cheyenne Mountain. I read the reports, and they seemed to be just the normal disturbance. Remarkably, quiet.”

      “Tell me more about the incident in the party store,” the president said, taking a precise drink of her coffee and then setting it down. She folded her hands on her knees and raised an eyebrow.

      “Oh, when Eliana picked out her costume? Well, I didn’t spot the mirror when we arrived. It was in a front display filled with hay and pumpkins, that kind of thing. When we were checking out, Lucifer appeared to Eliana in the mirror.”

      “That was a careless mistake,” the president said, pursing her lips.

      “Careless? No, I don’t think so. Regardless, I broke the mirror, and the threat was gone.”

      “And then what happened at the fall festival?” she said, leaning forward.

      I paused. I hadn’t put the fact that Eliana had accurately guessed the one-in-a-million number correctly in the report this week. “Do you have people watching us?”

      She smiled and leaned back. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      I swallowed. “We went trick or treating. Eliana met a friend. Nothing happened. It was a fun night. I think little girls deserve to have fun.”

      “You dressed her as an angel. I have pictures,” the president said, her eyes dancing. She knew she had caught me in not a lie but an omission. Her secretary, standing by, handed her a folder.

      My eyes went wide. The president opened the folder, took out six pictures, and laid them down, side by side, her red nails a vibrant contrast against the black and white photos.

      The first picture was of Eliana swinging between Dan and me, her face full of joy. She was wearing an angel costume. 

      The second picture was of her and Violet, their heads together, trading candy.

      The third picture was of Macy and me chatting as we walked down the street. With a start, I realized the only person who could have taken this picture was Violet’s father. “Bruce Bink is an undercover agent?”

      The president smiled. “Very astute, Beth. He is. We have placed him and his family there to monitor the area.”

      The fourth picture was Dan and Eliana alone. This must have been while I was talking to Maggie. “You left her alone. There was no one around her that had magic. What if something had happened?” the president said.

      “I was only gone for a few minutes,” I protested. “They went across the street. My best friend was telling me she had cancer.”

      The fifth picture was me, with a dozen donuts, in my hand, my face crinkled up in a smile. “Too much sugar, Beth,” the president tutted.

      “It was a fall fest!” I protested.

      And then the president pointed to the last picture of Buster handing Eliana the golden ticket. She looked scared, her fingers and Buster’s touching.

      “How did she guess the number, Beth? And why didn’t you put that little detail in the report?”

      I sighed, feeling defeated. “Listen, all these pictures are an invasion of privacy. Eliana is our adopted daughter. We were just enjoying a fun event like every other family there.”

      “But you’re not every family.” The president shook her head. “Answer my questions.” Her voice was sharp and demanding.

      I put my coffee cup down. There was no hiding from the long arm of the government, apparently. “I spoke with my father on Monday when he got back from vacation. He pointed out that Lilith was a psychic. She may have inherited it from her.”

      “Is there anything else you aren’t telling us?” the president said, tilting her head at me coyly. I was beginning to hate this woman.

      “No, nothing that I can recall.” I was feeling stubborn. Could I have mentioned the odd nursery rhyme in the car? Yes, I could have, but I was feeling obstinate.

      “Well, I will overlook this failure this time,” the president said, a look of victory coming over her face. “But Eliana will go for a full battery of tests.”

      I slumped in my chair. “Three days of testing?” I said. “Is that really necessary?”

      “Four,” the president said, grinning evilly.

      I heard a shrill scream; my blood ran cold. That was my child. I stumbled up out of my chair, running to the window.

      Just in time to see Eliana slung over Agent Smith’s shoulder, beating on him with her fists.

      The president joined me at the window. “We thought you might give us a problem. The tests will be quite invasive.”

      I was panicked, trapped, and desperate. “How dare you!” I shouted. The oval office door opened, and two enormous brutes, secret service men, stepped in. Their eyes dared me to make a move.

      Honestly, I should have known better, but I felt only pure rage. My magic was threatening to explode out of me, and if it didn’t get some outlet fast, I was about to recreate the great White House Fire of 1774.

      Instead, I did what any frantic mother backed into a corner would do. I fought like a wildcat.

      My fist tightened, and my eyes narrowed. The next thing I knew, an angry scream ripped from my throat.

      “You cold-hearted witch!” I yelled, throwing punches. My fist connected with Madame President's nose. I felt bone crunch, and a red spray of blood arched across the room, hitting the cream-colored carpet. That was going to leave a stain. Oopsy.

      But I didn’t give up, even though both secret service agents were already sprinting across the room. I latched on to her head, pulling her hair with all my might. Imagine my surprise when her wig came off in my hand, revealing a very bald woman.

      The secret service man reached me, threw me on the floor, and put a shoe on my chest. “Stay where you are,” he demanded, pointing a service pistol at me.

      The other agent held a finger to his ear as if he were listening. “We have the situation under control.”

      The president stood, her chest heaving in all the glory of her baldness. Then, she reached down, snatched her wig from where it had fallen, and placed it on her head, lopsided, of course.

      “Bethy. You’ve made a terrible mistake. I could have you locked up for good for what you just did,” she said, shaking her head.

      I lay still, pondering my life choices, wondering how I was going to get out of this predicament. “You won’t,” I said confidently. “You need me. If you didn’t, I’m sure your agents would have been happy to shoot me.”

      I caught the flicker of a smile from the secret service agent before he put his finger again on his ear. His gaze flickered to me for a moment.

      “Smith said the child manifested fire, burned the limo, they have to sedate her,” he reported.

      “She’s just a girl! I’m her mother, for God's sake! If you want tests, this is not the way to go about it. Let me go, and I’ll go to her, settle her down, and then you can get your damn blood samples or whatever it is you want.”

      “Fire, you say? That’s a fresh development.” Madame President tapped her finger on her cheek while blood still ran down from her nose.

      They all stood, looking down at me, while I stayed still and tried to breathe calmly. I had just either made the biggest mistake of my career or had wriggled out of big trouble.

      And then the spell was broken. The agent who didn’t have his shoe on my chest handed her a wad of tissues, and she held it to her bleeding nose. “We will forget this ever happened, for now. An unfortunate disagreement among friends. Take Beth to the lab. She can stay with Eliana.”

      The shoe moved off my chest, and I sat up slowly. The agent was even nice enough to offer me his hand, which I took to scramble to my feet. “Thank you,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “But one more wrong move, Bethy. Just one, and we will snatch that child away from you. She’ll grow up in a cage, in a secure facility,” the president said, her voice cold.

      “Well, that seems overly dramatic, doesn’t it? Don’t worry. You’ll get what you want,” I said and turned, walking out of the room while they all watched.

      Having no idea where to go or how to get to my daughter, I stopped at the front entrance. The Secretary, who I recognized from previous visits, gave me a thin smile. She looked right and left and then whispered. “Did you really punch Madame President?”

      “Sure did,” I acknowledged with a grimace. I was kind of surprised myself that I was standing here.

      “Good for you,” she whispered. “I hate that witch.”
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            TRAPPED

          

        

      

    

    
      I slumped down in the back seat of the discrete black government sedan, my fingers tapping away to Dan.

      
        
          
            
              
        Complications, babe.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        What’s going on?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        They took Eliana for invasive testing

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        They took her? What does that mean?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        When I was in the meeting, they took her. But it didn’t go as planned.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        What’s going on?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I don’t know. I might be out of touch. I THINK we will be home on Sunday, though.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Do I need to come to DC?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No, also, I may have punched the president.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        WHAT!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Deals were made. I’ve gotta go. Love you.

      

      

      

      

      

      We reached the gate of a large glass building. There was no sign, nothing to indicate what agency this was. The limo crept through the gate and then pulled into an underground parking garage. There was an ambulance loading a severely burned agent into the back. His clothing was burned off, revealing charred skin.

      The faceless agent held the car door open for me. “I’ll need your cell phone, wand, and wallet.”

      I started to frantically hand him the items. The faster we got through this phase, the quicker I could see my daughter.

      “Did Eliana do that?” I said, panicked, as the ambulance doors slammed shut and it rolled away with no lights on.

      The agent looked over to the door and then nodded. “She’s been sedated.”

      “Give me my wand back. I can protect you.”

      The agent pursed his lips, then held his finger to his ear again, listening. “They said you can have it back, but not your wallet or phone.” He handed it to me, and I clipped it back in my shoulder holster. It comforted me to have it back.

      We walked into a long, sterile hallway. It was very uncanny valley. The smell of hospital hung in the air. We moved farther and farther into the building, turning right, going up a flight of stairs, taking another elevator to an unnumbered floor. I probably couldn’t find my way out of here if I tried.

      We were met in the hallway by a scientist or doctor. I couldn’t really tell. He wore a long white lab coat with pens stuck in his pocket. The man had messy brown hair, thick black glasses, and odd mannerisms.

      He held out a hand to me, and I ignored it. I crossed my arms across my body. “Where is my daughter?”

      His smile slipped. “We had to sedate her. She burned an exam room and injured an agent.”

      “What were you doing to her?” I said through clenched teeth.

      He looked away, uncomfortable. “We were trying to attach EKGs.”

      My voice cracked with a mix of desperation and frustration as I locked eyes with the doctor. The weight of my emotions bore down on me, amplifying my sense of helplessness. "Take me to her," I demanded, my words laced with an undercurrent of raw, unbridled anger.

      “She’s in testing. Like I said, she’s sedated. You can wait here, and when we are done for the day, you can stay with her,” he said, licking his lips nervously and gesturing toward a solitary metal folding chair, seemingly abandoned in the empty hallway.

      I pulled out my wand, and the doctor gave a little shriek and jumped back. “What’s your name?”

      “Rodney. Dr. Rodney Gimar.” 

      “Well, Dr. Gimar,” I said, stressing the last word. “If you want protection with my shield spell when she wakes up, I suggest you allow me access to my daughter if you don't want the whole place to go up in flames. Not that I would mind.”

      He looked nervously right and left. “Have a seat, Mrs. Potentia.”

      I sighed and sat down on the cold metal chair. Without even a phone, I was left to stare at the wall and imagine the worst.

      It was getting dark when they finally came and got me. Dr. Gimar touched my shoulder, and I jumped. I had dozed off.

      “She’s waking up,” he said.

      I noticed blood on his lab coat. “Is that from my daughter?” I said, snapping to attention.

      He looked down and then back at me and neither confirmed or denied. I was led through another maze of hallways until we stopped in front of a metal door with a tiny glass window in it. 

      “This looks like a jail cell,” I said, my rage building again.

      “It kind of is.” He shrugged.

      Never in my life had I wanted to murder a person as much as I wanted to murder Dr. Gimar. My hand went to my wand, but I took a deep breath. I would only make things worse.

      He unlocked the door with his key card, and I went inside, barely hearing the door clang shut behind me.

      The room was a standard hospital room. My daughter, her little body covered with a white sheet, her hair spread out on a pillow. Her hand hung limply at her side, with an IV in it.

      She stirred, but her eyes remained closed. I lowered my body into the chair, thankfully more comfortable than the metal seat I had suffered on all day.

      I took her hand, and that’s when the tears came. Lowering my head on her mattress, I sobbed my heart out.

      And then I felt her little hand patting my head. “Mommy, what’s wrong? Where am I?” 

      I sat up and took her in my arms, pulling her out of the bed. I rocked her, holding her tight.

      “Ouch, Mamma. That hurts,” she said, and I loosened my grip. Under her thin hospital gown, I felt bandages.

      “What is this?” I said, lifting her gown, decorated with little pink and blue teddy bears.

      Eliana cried, holding her hand on the bandages. They covered her abdomen from one side to another. Blood was seeping through.

      “Baby, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Mamma didn’t know they were going to take you away. I tried to get to you.”

      Tears leaked out of her eyes, and she laid in that big white bed, looking so helpless. “It’s okay, Mamma. But I was scared, and fire came out of my hands. I think I hurt someone bad,” she said, her dark eyes wide.

      I cursed those scientists that had invaded my life, desecrated my little girl, and frightened her so. Laying her gently on the bed, I peeled off the bandages.

      She whimpered, and I said, “Mamma’s going to help you, baby girl.” Stitches covered her belly. I did not know what they were looking for, poking around her insides. Did they think she wasn’t human? 

      I held my wand over her, letting my healing magic flow over her. I realized these idiots had no idea what they were doing. The US government had wizards in the service. Did they not have any here? They had to butcher my child and then use stitches like barbarians? I wanted to burn this place down, but this was a windowless room in a government facility. There was no way I could escape.

      When I was done, I threw the bandages into the trash and pulled down the hospital gown. Covering her with the blanket I found at the end of the bed, I tucked her in, just like we were at home.

      “Are you hungry?” I asked, looking around for some kind of call button.

      She shook her head no, her eyes dropping again. “I’m tired.”

      “Healing will do that,” I said, climbing into bed with her and putting an arm protectively around her.

      “Don’t leave me, Mamma. I’m scared,” her little voice said.

      And then she drifted off to sleep. It was a long time before I was able to join her in slumber.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next morning, I woke up to the sound of the door being opened. A nurse, dressed in all-white scrubs, pushed a cart in.

      “Morning!” she said cheerfully. On the cart were two covered plates, and the smell of breakfast wafted to my nose.

      Elina sat up, clinging to me still.

      I gently kissed her head and got out of the small bed, every muscle protesting. At every sound last night, I had awoken, afraid they were coming to get her.

      “Come on, Eliana. Breakfast,” I said, removing the white plastic cover. Pancakes, bacon, and eggs awaited us. There was coffee for me and milk for Eliana.

      The nurse left us, and we ate silently. I wished there was a television to distract Eliana, but the room was empty besides the bed, IV pole, and chair.

      We were just finishing when a face appeared in the door window. Dr. Gimar appeared, opening the door with a grin that didn’t seem quite appropriate, given the circumstances. He held a tablet in his hand. Was this man a sadist who pleasured in the pain and suffering of children?

      “Well, how’s my little patient this morning? Any pain?”

      “I healed her, you twit,” I said through clenched teeth.

      “What? Let me see,” he demanded, and then he was at her bedside, trying to pull up her nightgown.

      She moved away from him, terrified.

      “Keep your filthy hands off my daughter, you butcher.” I placed my hand on Eliana’s shoulder and said gently, “Let me show him.”

      She let me pull up her nightgown, revealing her unblemished skin. No trace of the surgery they had done remained.

      “Impressive. Magic, I assume?” Dr. Gimar said, rocking back on his heels. He made a few notes on his tablet, tapping at it with the stylus.

      Eliana and I watched him in silence as he made his notes, and then he looked at her. “Are you going to be a good girl today?”

      “What do you have planned?” I asked fearfully.

      “Yesterday was our most invasive procedure. I’ll tell you her insides are completely normal. No sign of any abnormalities. Today we have some tests scheduled to evaluate her psychic ability.”

      “Okay,” I said, my voice hard. “And then we can go home?”

      “No, we have testing planned until Sunday. Blood tests tomorrow, and then after an exit interview on Sunday, you can leave.”

      “Okay,” I said, glancing at Eliana, who was sitting upright, hugging her knees. “Could we get some books or something, at least? It gets real boring, locked up in here.”

      He sighed and then looked around the room as if seeing it for the first time. “I guess we could do that,” he said begrudgingly.
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            MAGIC

          

        

      

    

    
      Three days of grueling testing, and Eliana took it like a champ. They let me observe, and if I wasn’t sitting right next to her, I was in the next room, watching her through a window.

      The psychic test was impressive. A nurse held up a card. Her back was to us, so we could see what it was. The first card was a picture of a heart. Eliana guessed that correctly. Then every card after that. After the nurse had held up twenty cards and Eliana had guessed right with every one, they moved on.

      The test that caused me the most pause was the magic test. They placed Eliana in the middle of a concrete room, with us on the other side of the glass. She was all alone, and she looked right and left before catching my eye through the glass. She was a specimen trapped in a bottle, and my heart ached to rescue her.

      Dr. Gimar practically pranced into the room, standing next to me. He pressed a button and spoke, “Eliana, today you are going to use fire again. Do you think you can do it?”

      “What are you doing? She isn’t trained. Someone is going to get hurt,” I protested.

      “It’s fine. She’s in a concrete room. It’s fireproofed.” He waved his hand dismissively at me, and I wanted to hurt him. I swear, if I ever found myself alone in an alley with him, he would rue the day he met Beth Potentia.

      “Why don’t you let me in there with her? I can intervene with my magic if something goes wrong,” I insisted, pacing back and forth anxiously.

      “No, it will taint the results,” he said, pressing the button again. “Eliana, if you want to come out, show us your magic.”

      I took a step back and crossed my arms across my chest. This was a terrible idea, but there was nothing I could do about it.

      In the room, Eliana was standing with her head lowered. Her black hair hung lank around her face. Her palms were open. She lifted her head, her eyes meeting mine. I nodded, lifting one eyebrow.

      I was not expecting the force she unleashed. Flame erupted from her palms, flew toward the glass, and flowed over it, leaving us untouched inside.

      “See, perfectly safe,” he said when the flames died down, and Eliana still stood there, unharmed.

      Eliana looked murderous. A blackness crossed her face, and she licked her lips and raised her hand. I had only a moment to react, grabbing my wand and casting a protective spell over myself.

      The glass window burst outward around the doctor and me. He screamed as shards of glass embedded into his skin.

      The glass went around my shield spell, falling to my feet. It wasn’t exactly nice of me, but I had purposely shielded only myself. You get what you asked for, jerk, I thought.

      But I didn’t really want her to kill him. “Eliana!” I shouted through the hole where the glass had been. “Stop!”

      But she didn’t listen. Her eyes were fixed on Dr. Gimar, and her palms opened again. I knew what was going to happen before it did, but the warning was left on my tongue. I didn’t even have a moment to cover the doctor, as flame leaped through the hole.

      I was not Eliana’s target. It caught the doctor's lab coat on fire, and then he was engulfed. His screams filled the room.

      “Cheese and rice!” I exclaimed. “Eliana, NO!” My wand in hand, I still felt helpless to stop this madness. Overhead, there was a sprinkler. The only thing I could do was throw a force spell, knocking it off the wall.

      Gallons and gallons of water flowed out of the broken pipe while a fire alarm wailed. 

      The doctor’s burning body was extinguished, and he lay screaming in pain on the floor.

      I’ll admit, I didn’t turn to the doctor first. My only thought was getting to Eliana. I tried the door, but it was still locked.

      Instead, I turned to the broken window and jumped through it, cutting my hand in my haste to reach my daughter.

      Running across the room, I gathered Eliana in my arms. She was still and stiff.

      “I hurt him, Mamma. The bad doctor. I burned him, and I liked it,” her heartbroken voice called out to me.

      “Ssshh, baby. I said, rocking her in my arms. Behind me, the door flew open, and agents flooded in, surrounding us, their weapons pulled.

      I froze. “Dr. Gimar can be healed. I just needed to get to her. You are playing with forces you don’t understand, and it backfired. That is all. She’s just a little girl. She didn’t mean it.”

      The tension was thick as they stared us down. Finally, the leader lowered his gun. “Take the girl back to the room, lock her in, and then you will heal Dr. Gimar.”

      I nodded, and Eliana and I walked back to the room. I kissed her forehead and sat down on the edge of the bed with the squad of agents watching us. “Honey, I must heal Dr. Gimar. I know you didn’t mean to hurt him, but I’m going to make him all better.”

      She nodded, turning her head away from the agents. She picked a book up from the pile and opened it. “I’ll be here, Mommy. Reading this book.”

      I glanced down, and my blood ran cold. The book she had picked up, seemingly randomly from the pile, was a book of nursery rhymes illustrated with bright, colorful pictures. The page the book fell open to was “London Bridge is Falling Down.”
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        * * *

      

      When we left the secret government lab, it was with little fanfare. The limo pulled up to the gate, and an agent handed me my phone and wallet and opened the door of the limo.

      Dr. Gimar stood next to us, smiling, although I noticed he kept me between him and Eliana.

      I had healed his terrible burns the night before, and he had sat up, picked up his broken glasses, and looked at me in terror. There was no smile on his face, then.

      “Thank you,” he had said, his eyes going wide. His hands moved over his body in wonder at his immediate healing.

      They hadn’t even bothered with the exit interview. When they brought us breakfast, there was an envelope.

      In the envelope was a letter from Madame President herself. It read:

      
        
        Beth -

        

        Considering recent events, we have decided that an exit interview is unnecessary. You are free to leave this morning.

        However, once a year, we expect you will allow additional testing, which we promise will take no longer than a week at a time.

        In review of the custody arrangement, it has been decided that we will allow you and your husband to remain the custodial parents for now. Any deviations from this plan, or further disobedience from you, may require me to reconsider the arrangement.

        Looking forward to your thorough weekly reports,

        

        Madame President

      

      

      I tucked the letter away and turned to Eliana, who had already started on the pancake shaped like a mouse head.

      “Good news, sweetheart. We get to go home,” I said cheerfully. My food was left forgotten, so anxious was I to leave this prison I packed up immediately. At some point in our stay, our luggage had been delivered from the White House. I pulled out a simple pair of sweatpants and a hoodie for myself and a pair of jeans and a T-shirt for Eliana.

      She pushed her plate back. “Is it time to go home, Mommy? I want to see Violet again.”

      I inwardly groaned. Violet. A sweet girl with a secret federal agent as a father sent to spy on us. Perfect. I’m so glad Eliana made a new friend.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      During the flight home, I had texted Dan the story while Eliana slept beside me, thumb in her mouth, likely due to the weekend's stress.

      The plane landed on schedule, and Dan was already there, eagerly awaiting our arrival.

      We both flew out of that plane so fast that the pilot and the flight attendant bid goodbye to our retreating forms.

      He folded us into his muscular arms. Eliana clung to him, not wanting to let him go, her head on his shoulder and her legs wrapped around his waist.

      “Let’s go home, girls,” he said, letting out a deep sigh and taking my hand in the one that wasn't holding Eliana.

      Home was safety. Security. Something I needed myself right now.
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            QUIET

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat at my desk, chewing my fingernails. The cool fall afternoon air blew through the tower, bringing the scent of some far-off leaf burning. My calendar for the week was open in front of me. Tina looked at me with concern.

      “That whole ordeal sounds terrible, Beth. I don’t know what I would do if something like that happened to Bryce or Abby.”

      “She was so quiet last night, and then she climbed into bed with Dan and me shaking, afraid, and crying,” I said, rubbing my temple.

      “I think you should all go to a family counselor. That’s a lot of trauma, and this isn’t over, Beth. You and Dan are going to need some help with this.”

      I snorted. “Ironically, I just told Garrett to go see a counselor. Maybe I should take my advice, huh?”

      “If you would like, I can make you an appointment,” Tina said, holding her pen above the paper.

      “Yeah, go ahead.” I nodded, and she jotted a note down.

      I glanced at the clock on the wall above my photo of Cincinnati. “It’s noon. I told Zara and my parents I would meet them downstairs for lunch.”

      “You just have that four o’clock video call with the Sasquatches of Seattle.”

      “Right,” I said, happy to be talking to my friend Russ. It had been a while since we had touched base. He always had interesting stories of hunting down demons and named ones in the woods. 

      “And you cleared my schedule for tomorrow? I need to go visit Maggie in the hospital,” I added, glancing back at the calendar still open on my desktop.

      “I haven't, but I will. You only had Mayor Blue in the morning. I’ll explain the situation. He’ll understand.”

      “I don’t care if he doesn’t,” I mumbled. Mayor Blue and I had a tense relationship. He was a closet racist, and I physically loathed the man and his slack-jawed son.

      Tina laughed, trying to hide her smile behind her hand. She wasn’t a fan of the mayor either.

      I stood up, and Tina and I walked down the spiral staircase to the work floor below. I saw Beau at the terminals this afternoon. He gave me a slow smile.

      “Are you joining us for lunch today, boss? We’ve brought in some of our smoked brisket and cornbread.”

      “That sounds good, but I promised Eliana I would have a picnic with her.”

      Beau waved and turned back to the terminals as Easton brought him a plate loaded up.

      Easton smiled. “Dallas Drake is the only one who can beat my BBQ. You’re missing out, Beth.”

      “If the leftovers have any leftovers, I’ll grab some for dinner,” I said. Honestly, I didn’t feel hungry. Being sick with worry will do that to you.

      Dallas came out of the conference room. “Get it before it gets cold!”

      I promised to grab some later and headed downstairs, joining Zara and Eliana. They had a picnic all laid out, complete with a red and white checkered tablecloth spread in the front parlor.

      I plopped down next to Eliana, who had her head down. Wheezer was at her side. She had insisted he come with her this morning.

      Wheezer whined and put his head on her lap. She absently stroked him.

      I glanced at Zara, who added. “Eliana’s been feeling down all morning. I think your trip was a bit much. Luckily, Wheezer is a good friend and is cheering her up.”

      “It wasn’t a fun trip,” I noted. Zara handed me a plate with a peanut butter and honey sandwich and a handful of chips. I took a big bite, feigning joy. “Oh boy, peanut butter and honey, my favorite.” Honestly, I would have rather had that BBQ, but these were a favorite of Eliana, and I would eat anything to cheer her up.

      She picked up her sandwich and took a bite absently, still not speaking.

      Zara filled me in on what they did that morning. It was mostly reading. “She’s been obsessed with this nursery rhyme book. What’s your favorite, Eliana?”

      “London Bridge?” I guessed, my stomach turning.

      Eliana looked up. “Take a key and lock her up, lock her up, lock her up.”

      I carefully leaned over and drew her into my arms, setting her lunch aside. She snuggled in and closed her eyes.

      “Sweetheart, you really seem to like that rhyme. Can you tell me why?”

      She shrugged and was quiet, then she said in a little voice, “They locked me up. And they will do it again. I saw it in a dream.”

      I looked at Zara in alarm, whose eyes widened. “What happened this weekend, Beth?” she asked in a whisper.

      “I’m making us an appointment,” I said simply as I rocked Eliana. “Would you like us to make a playdate with Violet?”

      Eliana looked up, and a spark of hope flickered across her face. “Would you?”

      “Yes, I think we can arrange that. Zara, do you think you could take her for a playdate? I’ll have Dan set it up,” I said, thinking that Dan and Bruce seemed to have a bit of a bromance going on.

      I hadn’t told Dan that Bruce was an agent. It seemed wrong, somehow. They had hung out while I was gone, and I needed Eliana to have a friend. If it meant I had to hide a secret from my husband, so be it.

      Eliana smiled and slid off my lap, grabbed her sandwich, and ate.

      “I’m going to see Maggie tomorrow. She’s been sick,” I said, more for Zara’s sake. “Maybe you could make her a get-well card.”

      Eliana’s face brightened. “Yeah! Can we send flowers?”

      “Of course. Why don’t you and Zara look online at All Occasions Floral on Main Street and order them to be delivered? Have them put it on my account,” I said, kicking myself. I should have already done this. Maggie had surgery today and was starting chemo tomorrow.

      Sam had texted me earlier that she was out of surgery and recovering.

      As we were finishing up, Father Burke showed up. We heard him on the stairs first, singing an Irish song. Appearing in the doorway of the parlor with a grin, I saw he was dressed casually today in a pair of black slacks, a black button-up shirt, and a collar. He rubbed Wheezer's head. “He’s a good mutt,” he said.

      “Father Burke!” Eliana said, her face lighting up. “You came to visit!”

      “Aye. I saw your father at the police station earlier while I was visiting prisoners. He said you might be a wee bit down.”

      “I didn’t have a very good trip,” Eliana said sadly.

      “Oh, no? Did a wee little demon ruin your good time?” he joked, pretending to snatch her nose and hide it.

      She giggled and then turned serious. “No, Father Burke. I had to go to the hospital. They did a bunch of tests, and when I was there, I accidentally hurt someone. I feel bad about it.”

      “It wasn’t your fault, Eliana. It was your magic, remember? We talked about this last night with Daddy,” I said, looking at her sad face.

      “You didn’t mean to hurt the man, did you, Eliana?” Father Burke said, laying his hand on her back.

      She shook her head from side to side quickly. “No, I was mad they wouldn't let me leave, and they kept making me do all these stupid tests and poking me with needles.”

      Father Burke looked over at me, his eyes questioning. “It was the NSA. They wanted to do some additional testing. They sort of sprang it on us,” I volunteered, placing my plate down. I wasn’t hungry anymore. Outside, the wind whispered a cold front was moving through. It would snow soon, maybe before Thanksgiving, in just three weeks.

      He sighed. “You know, Eliana, dear, sometimes we do things we don’t mean to. As long as we make things right in the end and ask for forgiveness, it’s not the worst thing in the world. Everyone makes mistakes.”

      “Mom healed him, but maybe I should write Dr. Gimar an apology,” she said seriously.

      I tried not to chuckle. Imagining Dr. Gimar, and his sadistic little self, opening an apology note from the little girl he tormented.

      “Yeah, Eliana, why don't you do that when you make Maggie’s card this afternoon? Zara can help you with the letters, and I’ll make sure it gets to him.”

      “Well, it sounds like everything is sorted them. No harm, no foul,” Father Burke said. He touched Eliana’s ear and pulled out a golden chocolate coin. “Well, look what I found. Are you growing chocolate in yer ears now?”

      She giggled uproariously and took the chocolate from him, stuffing it in her mouth while still giggling.

      I stayed downstairs for a while, watching Zara and Eliana work on the card and letter. Sitting on the sofa in the parlor, in a patch of colored sunlight from the stained-glass window, I felt safe. A shadow flickered across my face, and I pushed the window sheer aside. An old rusted-out sedan had pulled up in front of the house, and a young girl got out.

      “Oh, look. It’s Haley Allard,” I said, surprised she had shown up. Tina said she had missed Thursday.

      I got up. “I’m going to check in with Haley, and then I have another meeting. But I should be done by 5:00 PM.”

      "Bye, Mommy!" Eliana chirped, her voice brimming with infectious cheerfulness. Her vibrant energy radiated from her like a beacon, washing away the cloud of worry that had loomed over us. I couldn't help but feel a surge of relief mingled with a tinge of apprehension, hoping against hope that she would leave the unsettling episode in the past where it belonged.

      I met Haley in the foyer, opening the door before she could knock. Wheezer padded over, sniffing at her. 

      Today she wore a pair of jeans, torn at the knees, a pink tank top, and a thin-looking jacket. “Hi!” she said, looking around the foyer uncertainly. The stuffed owl stared at her, and she glanced up at it and then back at me.

      “Sorry I missed last Thursday. My boyfriend couldn’t give me a ride.”

      “No problem,” I said. “This is a part-time high school job. Let’s see what you have accomplished so far.”

      We went into the library, and I went to the corner where she had started. The books were mostly sorted, a few stacked on the table behind me, waiting to find a more appropriate spot on the shelves.

      “This looks great!” I said, noticing the books and shelves had been dusted and alphabetized.

      “You have an interesting collection of books, Beth,” Haley said. “Lots of really old ones about witchcraft.”

      “Well, they aren’t really my books. Most of those old ones were originally owned by John Buchanan.”

      “Who's that?” Haley said, looking confused.

      “The original owner of this home. He was sort of into the occult. It was wildly popular back then.”

      Her fingers trailed over the titles. “Old books are cool. Dad used to read to us when we were little.”

      I nodded, not knowing what to say. “I guess your grandma didn’t do that much, did she?”

      “Grandma doesn’t do much of anything besides watch her shows and yell,” Haley said. “She hates me going out, but it’s not like she can get up from the couch and come stop me.”

      I pondered that a moment and then said, “Your grandma’s lived a hard life, Haley.”

      She snorted. “Like I haven’t.”

      She had me there. This kid already had the deck stacked against her. “Well, stop upstairs before five. I think Tina still has some papers for you to sign.”

      When I peeked in a little later, Haley was curled up in the corner, reading a book. I left her alone. Reading is good for you, right?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 16

          

          

      

    

    







            APOLOGY

          

        

      

    

    
      I left the house the next morning with Eliana’s letters in hand, Zara had helped her a lot with the project, but the words were all Eliana’s own. Her handwriting was shaky and legible, taking up the entire page. Wheezer was looking out the glass in the door, his tail wagging sadly.

      “Maybe next time, buddy,” I said.

      Eliana had a playdate with Violet today, so she and Zara were at our house. I hoped Bruce Bink knew Zara was a wizard, or I might get chastised again for leaving Eliana unprotected.

      Maybe I should try to get Bruce alone and have a little heart-to-heart with him.

      I put that on my list for later problems and pulled my Jeep out of our drive. I stopped at the corner to pitch Eliana’s apology letter to Dr. Gimar in the mailbox.

      Since we had no address for the NSA facility we had been held in, I addressed the letter to:

      
        
        Dr. Rodney Gimar

        c/o The President of the United States

        1600 Pennsylvania Ave, N.W.

        Washington, DC 20500

      

      

      

      The letter read:

      

      
        
        Dr. Gimar -

        

        I am sorry I did a bad thing and burned you with fire. I was really mad because you hurt me and treated me bad. I was scared. You should be nicer to little girls, but Father Burke said since I didn’t mean to, all I have to do is apologize. Sorry.

        

        Eliana Potentia

      

      

      

      No “sincerely,” no “your friend.” Nothing. That’s my girl. Throwing shade while saying sorry.

      And, to further guilt him, I had found an old holiday stamp with an angel on it in my desk. Eliana loved it and placed it carefully in the envelope's corner.

      Next, I drove to Winchester General, the nearest hospital in the region. I had been a patient here a few times myself and had taken Mom and Dad for tests, so I knew the layout well.

      I grabbed the plastic trash bag filled with new stuffed teddy bears. I would need those later, and headed inside, making my way past the front desk and then up a bank of elevators. 

      God, I hated hospitals, and the smells and sterile whiteness were reminding me a little too much of our recent stay in DC.

      The cancer center was on the fourth floor, and the door opened to a busy ward. Nurses were at the desk, typing away, and I heard the beeping of machines.

      I found Maggie's room and heard laughter. Well, that was a good sign. The door was open, so I pushed in and found her resting in bed, with Sam at her side, holding her hand.

      “Oh, Sam, don't make me laugh, honey. It hurts,” she said, holding her chest, a huge smile on her face.

      “Hey, girl.” I smiled, setting the trash bag of teddy bears down and pulling out a brown one. “How are you feeling?”

      She turned her head to me. “Well, I’ve been better, but the pain meds are good. You know, it’s not every day you get the girls chopped off,” she joked, waving at her chest. “Ask me later when they give me the chemo.”

      I looked around the room. The side table was filled with flowers. Roses, carnations, those smelly stargazer lilies. Stuffed animals were tucked between them, and I couldn’t help but notice a white wolf.

      “Eliana made you a card,” I said, handing it over.

      “Oh, how sweet,” Maggie said, opening it and reading the childish lettering in crayon. “Get Well Soon, Maggie. Love you!”

      “You want a heal job?” I asked, pulling out my wand. I wanted to tell her about our terrible trip to DC, but I didn’t want to burden her with MY problems. She had to fight breast cancer, after all.

      “Hell yes,” Maggie said with a smile.

      “Well, it won’t give you the girls’ back, but it will take care of the surgical scars,” I said, closing the door behind me.

      “Let’s do it,” Maggie said, pulling her hospital nightgown off to reveal her ugly surgical scars and staples.

      Sam leaned forward. “I can’t say I’ve ever seen this in action.” 

      I wasn’t going to use my wand for this. I needed both hands. Filling my palms with white healing magic, I began moving them over the bilateral scars. Underneath my magic touch, the skin knitted back together, the staples disappeared, and the drains fell out. By the time I was finished, not even a scar remained.

      I raised my head and let the magic die away. Sam was wiping away a tear. “How are we going to explain that to the doctor?”

      “Just tell them a Potentia was here. They are used to miracles happening when we visit. Dad tries to get out here once a month to heal people that can be healed. The little kids especially, but we can only do so many a day before we tire out. Healing takes a lot of stamina.”

      “Is that what the trash bag filled with stuffed animals is for?” Maggie said, sitting up and readjusting her gown over her chest.

      “Yep, I’m going to the kids' ward after this.”

      “You’re a saint,” Maggie said, smiling. A nurse came into the room, pushing a cart with IV bags and apparatus.

      “Chemo time,” the nurse said in an overly cheery voice. “And I need to check your surgical site.”

      “No need. I took care of it,” I said, pushing aside my cardigan to reveal my wand.

      “Oh, Mrs. Potentia. Hello!” the nurse said, her eyes lighting up.

      “I’ll let you get started on the chemo, and I’ll head up to see those little kids.” I picked up the bag, not really wanting to see chemo in action.

      Sam stopped me. “Beth, could I talk to you really quick? Besides, I hate needles.”

      “Yeah,” I said, looking back at the nurse setting it up. We stepped out into the hall, the nurses bustling by us.

      “Beth, first, thank you for everything you’ve done. The insurance is a lifesaver. I don’t know what I would have done, maybe go to Buster for a loan, but no one wants to owe a leprechaun money.”

      “No.” I chuckled. “Buster is a good friend, but not even I want to owe him money.”

      “Listen, I can't thank you enough. But I have another favor, and maybe this is too big an ask.”

      “Yeah?” I said, curious. I suspected this was work-related, and she looked around to make sure no one was nearby, her eyes looking anxious.

      “Listen, the feds are circling my brothers. I’ve left it up to them to run…the shine. But before Dad died, he was involved with some pretty nasty stuff. Drug cartels.”

      “What can I do to help? Drug cartels are out of my league.”

      “Dad was an FBI informant, and I’m not. Because I don’t have the Feds protection anymore, the Feds now want to shut down the moonshining. I would shut it down today if I could, but the rest of the pack lives off it. My pack will starve if we don’t have that income.”

      “Again, what can I do for you, Sam? I’m giving you as much contract work with Potentia Security as I've got.”

      “Tell Dan to call off the feds,” she said, her eyes begging me. The door opened, and the nurse stood there with her now empty cart.

      I grimaced. “I don’t know if I can do that, Sam. I’m already protecting the Silverthorns as much as I can.”

      “Thank you. Whatever you can do. Now, excuse me. I’m going to go sit with Maggie.”

      Shaking my head, I picked up my trash bag and headed for the elevator shaft. The sick kids were waiting.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I was exhausted. I had gone through the kids' ward, healing broken bones, a severe chickenpox infection, a case of whooping cough, giving each kid a teddy bear.

      There were two kids I couldn't help. One with brain cancer and another with leukemia. I hated cancer.  It was just so unfair. At least the teddy bear made them smile.

      I turned back toward home, exhausted. Flipping on the radio, a sad song came on, and tears ran down my face.

      
        
        “Caught between the young and the new

        Girl, you don’t know what to do.

        

        Young at heart but too old to play,

        you just push and push and push me away.”

      

      

      Finally, I pulled into my drive and saw Dan and Bruce standing there while the girls played in a pile of leaves.

      Orange, gold, and yellow rained down, and childhood laughter sounded through the crisp air. I wanted to capture this moment in a bottle.

      I guess I was doing okay in this new life of mine. Darn music always got me when I wasn’t expecting it. 

      I put on a smile and exited the car. “Hi, Bruce!” I said cheerfully, plotting how I could get him alone.

      “How’s Maggie?” Dan asked. He was wearing a jacket and a blue beanie hat. A red rake was leaning against the garage, so he must have been raking.

      “Better,” I said. “But she’s just starting chemo today.”

      “Macy had a bit of a cancer scare before we moved to Mt. Storm,” Bruce volunteered. He was holding a cup that said, “Dunn’s Donuts.”

      “Oh really? Where is Macy?” I said, looking around the yard and down the street toward their house. It was a quiet fall day, no Macy to be seen.

      “She’s out shopping. She likes to go to Winchester to the organic grocery there.”

      I nodded like I knew about organic groceries. Dan and I bought all our groceries at the big box store just off the highway, and we usually got grocery pick up. I didn’t care if my carrots were organic, just that they were orange.

      Dan’s phone rang, and he picked it up. I saw instantly it must be work because he went into chief mode. “Really? How many units? And the press? Shit. I’ll be there in twenty to talk to the newspaper.”

      “Work?” I asked as he ended the call and shoved his phone into his pocket.

      “I’m glad you're home. There is an incident out in the holler, standoff with the cops.” He turned to the house. He would have to throw on his work clothes. “Bye, Bruce. I’ll catch you next week.”

      “Violet, dear. We should go soon. Mommy will be home,” Bruce said, looking down the street.

      Bruce and I watched the girls play for a minute in awkward silence. Dan came back out in his full uniform and jumped into his squad car. He flipped on the lights, lifted his hand, and took off down the street.

      Thankfully, my daughter saved my bacon. “Mom! Can Violet and I grab a juice?” Eliana said, her cheeks flushed.

      “They're not organic,” I said, glancing at Bruce.

      “I don’t really care.” Bruce shrugged. “But don’t tell my wife.”

      The girls ran indoors, and we followed them. “Bruce, you want a beer or soda?” I asked, taking off my jacket and placing it on the hook by the front door.

      “We should get going soon,” he said as Violet and Eliana grabbed juice boxes from the fridge.

      “Eliana, why don’t you and Violet go play in your room for a minute?” I said, going into the kitchen, taking two of Dan’s beers out of the fridge, and placing them on the counter.

      Reaching into the drawer, I pulled out the bottle opener and snapped off the tops. I pushed a bottle over to him, picked up mine, and took a deep drink. That hit the spot after the day I had.

      Bruce raised an eyebrow and took the offered bottle, sipping it. “This is good stuff. Dan got it from the brewery in Winchester I recommended. It’s one of my favorites.”

      I looked at the label. “I’m not normally a beer drinker. Or an afternoon drinker. You can put that in your report.”

      He paused with the beer bottle halfway to his mouth, startled. Then he took a drink. “So you know…"

      “You’re an agent of the US government? Yep. Madame President leaked that to me, by the way.”

      Bruce sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “Now we have to move.”

      “Why would you have to move?” I asked.

      “You know I’m an agent,” he said simply, taking another drink of the beer. “Macy is going to be pissed.”

      “I won’t tell if you don’t tell.” I shrugged. “Besides, the girls seem to get along.”

      Bruce chuckled. “Want to make a deal?”

      “As the head of a government agency myself, yes, of course I want to make a deal.”

      “You scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours,” Bruce said, looking craftily at me. I could see that this was no mild-mannered IT man. This man could probably kill me with his bare hands.

      I considered him a moment. “You carry a gun?”

      He grinned and lifted his untucked shirt. A gun was tucked into a holster under his clothes.

      “Good,” I said. “If Eliana is going to be friends with Violet, someone needs to have something. I would prefer a wand, but a gun will do.”

      “I got a lesson on magic before I was sent here. Eliana has magic?”

      I laughed. “I saw her burn two people last week. She’s got magic and maybe the power of visions.”

      He paused. “Is she really the spawn of Satan?”

      I grimaced. “That sounds so bad. Ummm, yes? But just so you know, she’s not evil or a minion of the underworld. She’s just a little girl who has some special powers.”

      “Listen, I have to ask," he began, his voice tinged with concern. "Is she safe to be around?"

      “I know you're worried about Violet. I think it’s safe. Eliana wouldn’t hurt her, but there are…entities that want to get to her. You don’t know this, but Eliana is never left alone without protection. Her nanny is a wizard.”

      “That’s why you don’t want her to go to public school, isn’t it?” Bruce said, placing his beer bottle on the table gently.

      We heard the girls in the back room laughing. It sounded like they were jumping on the bed.

      “Exactly. Now, I need to ask YOU a question. Does Macy know what you do?”

      He shook his head. “She knows I work for the government. She thinks I work in IT. I have a home office I work out of.”

      “Does she know about Eliana?” I asked, looking up at the clock, wondering how much longer she was going to be shopping.

      “No, she doesn’t,” he said. “She’s a stay-at-home mom who loves yoga. She’s said she wants to get involved at the school next year. The less she knows about what I do, the better.”

      “Okay, I just want to know where we stand,” I said, Bruce's unwavering gaze remained fixed upon me, mirroring my own intensity.

      The girls came running down the hall, hair astray, joy on their faces. The tension between Bruce and I drained away at the sound of Eliana’s happy voice. “Mom! Can Violet and I have a sleepover?”

      “Sleepover! It’s a weekday!” I protested, laughing. “Maybe next weekend. And it will have to be here,” I said. “If her parents don’t mind.”

      Bruce bit his lip, looking at Eliana with newfound knowledge. “I’ll have to talk to Macy, but I think maybe we can work something out.”

      Violet and Eliana jumped up and down, clapping their hands in excitement.

      “Okay, you two. Settle down,” Bruce said with a smile on his face. “Violet, we should head home. Say goodbye.”

      Violet and Eliana hugged. “Bye! See you soon!” Violet said as her dad helped her put on her pink jacket.

      I handed Bruce another one of my business cards. “Let’s keep in touch and not make this business arrangement any harder than it has to be.”

      “Deal,” he said, pocketing my card. He left soon afterward.

      I opened my refrigerator to ponder what to cook for dinner. With no idea when Dan would be home, I should make something he could heat later.

      Eliana settled into the couch next to Wheezer and then laughed as he licked her face.

      She flipped the television on, and the local news was on. “Mom! Dad's on the news again!” she announced loudly. It was a common occurrence in this household, to be honest.

      I glanced over and nearly dropped the package of ground beef in my hands. Dan was standing in front of a burning trailer, with fire trucks and police cars surrounding him. It was the same party trailer Father Burke, and I had visited last week.

      “Chief Comstock, can you tell us a bit about the situation?” the reporter asked him, the wind whipping around her, the microphone held out.

      “My officers arrived at a domestic disturbance earlier today, and the reports of gunshots fired. The suspect was a minor, so the name will not be released, but there was a standoff with police.”

      “Were any bystanders injured?” the reporter asked.

      “We are still investigating. We believe everyone but the suspect and the victim escaped.”

      “Do you know how the fire started?” the reporter asked.

      “We don’t have details,” Dan said, his voice even and calm.

      “Thank you, Chief Comstock. I’ll let you get back to work,” the reporter said, and I saw him turn and head back to the first responders behind him.

      “I’m here with a local witness, Brenna Allard. Brenna, can you tell us what you saw?”

      “Oh, no,” I said, putting the meat down on the counter and then sitting next to Eliana on the leather couch.

      “Do you know her, Mom?” Eliana asked, her eyes big.

      “Yeah. She’s an old friend's daughter,” I said absently.

      “My sister! She was in that trailer, and she hasn’t come out,” Brenna said frantically.

      “What happened?” the reporter asked.

      Brenna shook her head, her face going white. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      I walked to the living room, picked up the phone, and called Zara.

      “Hey, Beth. What’s up?” In the background, I could hear the television playing.

      “Zara, I need to drop Eliana off with you,” I said urgently. “I need to investigate something out in the holler. There’s been a fire, and I think something's up.”

      “Of course. I’ll set another plate at the table,” she said. We technically had a twenty-four-hour contract with her, and she was well-paid to be on call 365 days a year.

      “Thanks,” I said, hanging up the phone. “Eliana! We’ve got to go! You’re going to go see Zara!”

      I threw the meat back into the fridge, glad I hadn’t started cooking. My jacket was hanging on the back of the kitchen chair, and I snatched it up, put my wand in my shoulder holster, and quickly got Eliana ready to leave.
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      I roared into the holler, weaving around police cars and rubberneckers, parking my Jeep behind Dan’s squad car.

      I scanned the area; the trailer was smoking, and the flames were out. Several of the police officers saw me and, since they knew who I was, made no move to keep me away from the scene.

      I saw my husband talking to the fire chief, and I ran over to him. “Dan!” I said, grabbing his attention. “Did they find Haley Allard?”

      He looked up at me. “There are two victims, but they haven’t been identified yet. The coroner is just bringing them out.”

      The fire chief pointed toward the trailer. “We think the suspect gunned down Gloria Nunez and then started the blaze. It started in the back room of the house.”

      The corner brought out the first victim, covered in a sheet. “Dan, I think I can identify the victims. I was just here.”

      “Potentia Security business?” he asked, his eyebrows raising.

      “Yeah,” I said, grabbing my wand. He pointed toward the gurney with a nod. I glanced behind me and saw the press was still lurking in the area. They had cameras trained on me. Who knew what pictures they would use, so I had to be careful. 

      Walking toward the gurney, I steeled myself. It smelled terrible, and I held my shirt sleeve to my nose. The coroner loaded the body into the back of his van.

      “We are bringing the second body out now,” he said, closing one side of the double doors. “Take a look, but it ain't pretty.”

      I climbed in, glad for the privacy of the van. The corner handed me a clean pair of surgical gloves, and I put them on and then reached for the body bag. Grimacing, I dragged the zipper down slowly.

      I sighed as the body was revealed. “This is Gloria Nunez.” On the one hand, I was glad it wasn’t Haley. On the other, Gloria didn’t deserve to die this way. I made the sign of the cross, said a quick prayer for her soul, and then zipped the bag back up.

      The coroner made a note. “You know any next of kin?”

      “No, I just met her one time. She was a devout Catholic, though. The diocese probably has records.”

      I crawled out of the van, closed the back door, and leaned against the rear fender.

      The news reporter approached me. “Mrs. Potentia, what are you doing here?”

      “Potentia Security business,” I said, not offering an explanation.

      “Did you know the victim? Do you have a name for us?” she said, overly cheerful about the situation.

      “I could identify the first victim, but I can’t tell you a name until the next of kin is identified.”

      I looked up and saw my vampire friend, Jesus Armando, standing not too far away, his hood pulled up and his glasses on. It was getting dark, and the news stations had set up enormous lights. He glanced at the reporter and then back to the trailer.

      Sensing fresh blood, the reporter approached him, microphone ready. He shook his head and held up his hands. “No, no. Please, I don’t wanna be on camera,” he protested.

      I snorted. Jesus wouldn’t even show up on camera. Those filming him right now would be disappointed when they got back to the station, and their cameras didn’t have any footage of him.

      “Jesus,” I called out, “can I talk to you?”

      “Si,” he said. “I saw you out here and wanted to tell you something.”

      “Excuse us,” I said to the reporter, and she respectfully went back to the sidewalk but watched us like a hawk.

      “Here, come behind the van with me,” I said, stepping around the coroner’s vehicle. “You saw something?”

      “Si,” he said sadly. “It’s bad mojo. The girls were playing around with things they shouldn’t have been. It was an Ouija board.”

      I was confused. “How do you know? Where you there?”

      “No, but I could feel it. Remember, I’m undead. It’s like a call when someone messes around with one. Then the demon came. I saw her go into the house.”

      “What did she look like?” I asked, fear rising in my chest. A demon, probably a named one, and only one named demon, presented as a woman. 

      “She was blonde but with long red fingernails, like claws. Her eyes were blue, but they blazed with fire. She went inside, and then the fighting started.”

      I shook my head. “Thank you for the information, Jesus.”

      “Anytime, Beth. I’m just sad there were deaths,” he said and held up his fist.

      I gave him a solemn fist bump, and then the coroner brought out the next body. “I need to see who this is.” 

      He nodded and then turned to go, slipping into the crowd of neighbors and disappearing down the street. 

      Just then, I spotted Dallas and Beau at the edge of the crowd of onlookers. I motioned for them to come over and gave them a quick rundown.

      “Beth, what’s going on? We heard the commotion up the street. Everyone is saying that Mrs. Nunez is dead?” Beau said, running a hand through his red hair.

      “There are some Potentia Security things going on here. I’ll give you an update later, but I need you two to go into that trailer if you can and look around. Dan won’t give you a hard time. Look for any evidence of demons,” I said.

      The father and son looked at each other and then headed straight toward the door.

      Meanwhile, the coroner was opening the van again, this body bag was smaller, and my chest filled with dread. Was I going to have to call Clay and tell him his daughter was dead?

      He opened the doors and pushed the gurney holding the second victim in next to Gloria Nunez. “This one isn’t pretty,” he warned me.

      With shaking fingers, I reached for the zipper. I didn’t know how it could be worse than the first. Taking a deep breath, I slowly opened it, revealing the remains of Olivia Nunez. “Poor girl,” I said, feeling sadness wash over me. “It’s Olivia. She was the daughter of Gloria.”

      “A family dispute, then,” Dan said from behind us. “Gloria died of gunshot wounds. We found the gun beside Olivia’s body.”

      “But where did she get a gun?” I asked, perplexed. “She was just a teen.”

      “I ran the numbers on the gun. Surprisingly, they came back quick, which means they were already in our system. Sean Ryan owned that gun.”

      “Sarah,” I said, “Jesus told me he saw her walk into the trailer right before things went down.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “There was a portal blink in the State Park two hours ago,” Garrett said. “Just a second, but enough for someone to come through.”

      “Has there been a second blink?” I asked, scanning the crowd as I talked.

      “No, there hasn’t been another one,” he said as I caught sight of who I was looking for. Brenna Allard and her grandma huddled with the crowd. I pointed at them, and Dan followed my finger and then went and talked to them.

      “Garrett, monitor the terminals, and let me know immediately if you see any changes in the state of West Virginia.”

      “Gotcha, boss. All hands code red.”

      I shoved my phone back into my pocket and then walked over to Dan, who was comforting Doretha Morris and Brenna Allard.

      “We didn’t find your sister. Where do you think she might be?” he asked, pulling his notepad out of his pocket.

      “My sister was in that trailer!” she said, choking back tears. “I know she was. You don’t think…she burned up?”

      “We found no evidence of any other victims. Do you think she might have left with someone?” Dan asked.

      “Do you think she might have left with your mother?” I interjected, crossing my arms over my chest and staring at Doretha Morris intently.

      The old lady was glaring at the ground, hunched over her walker, her face hard. “Sarah visited the house earlier,” she mumbled, not meeting my eye.

      Dan paused in his writing. “Mrs. Morris, do you know that by not calling the police, you are an accessory to a crime? Sarah is a wanted, escaped felon.”

      “What are you going to do, arrest an old lady? She is my daughter,” Doretha said, her voice gruff. “In fact, please arrest me. Make my life easier. Do you know how hard it is to live on social security and the scraps my good-for-nothing ex-son-in-law sends me?”

      Dan sighed. “When did she show up?” he said, scribbling again.

      “About four o'clock. She didn’t stay long. She never does. She wanted to know where the girls were. Brenna was at work, and Haley had left to see her friend Gloria after school,” Doretha said, clutching her shawl around her.

      Dallas and Beau came out of the trailer with a firefighter. Dallas was holding something in his hand. He walked over to us. “This is what I found.”

      It was an Ouija board, and it had a hole burned right through the middle of it. “There was a puddle of candle wax nearby,” he added.

      The fire chief was behind him. “Candle got out of hand, but that doesn’t explain the gun.”

      “This whole situation is bizarre,” Dan noted. “What do we have? A dead mother by gunshot, a girl dead by fire, and another one missing.”

      “And Sarah Morris. Don't forget her,” I said. “I think it’s time I get to work.”

      "What should I tell my dad?" Brenna asked, her face pale, and her eyes darting back and forth between me and her grandmother.

      “I’ll call him,” I volunteered. “That should be fun.”

      “Which just leaves us one question…” Dan said, his eyes going wide.

      “Where is Haley Allard?” I finished for him and then reached for my phone.
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        * * *

      

      I looked at the clock. It was six o’clock, Texas time. With a deep breath, I opened Clay’s contact information.

      It rang three times before the man himself picked up the phone.

      “Beth!” His voice sounded happy to hear from me. In the background, I could hear a crowd.

      “Are you in a public place?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I’m at a Texas Rangers game with my girlfriend.”

      “Oh,” I said, wondering what his girlfriend looked like. I pushed the thought down. “Clay, I’ve got some bad news.”

      “Oh no. What?” he asked. I sensed an edge to his voice.

      “Haley is missing. Your ex-wife, or should I say, the named one that used to be Sarah, was seen going to an address Haley was known to be at.”

      I heard a gasp, and it sounded like he dropped the phone. The clang made me grimace on the other end of the line. A concerned female voice in the background was asking him what the matter was, and I heard him say, “It’s my daughter. She’s in trouble.”

      Then he came back on the line, his voice sounding thin. “What have you done to get her back?”

      Instantly, I felt defensive. “Clay, the people she was with are both dead. There are no witnesses besides a vampire who saw Sarah enter the house.”

      “What are YOU going to do?” he asked, his voice hard.

      “Clay, I’m doing my best here. I’m still picking up the pieces. Do YOU have any ideas because Doretha just had piss and vinegar to give me?”

      I heard an intake of air, and I realized Clay was crying. “I should have done more; Why am I here in Texas? I can’t do anything.”

      I felt annoyed, and I started pacing in front of the trailer, realizing that I was in full view of the reporters. Heck, they might even have a mic on me. Who knew? “Clay, pull yourself together. You can’t do anything from Texas. I’ll work the case here on my end. Dan will put out an Amber Alert, and we will do what we can. Brenna is beside herself. Maybe you should call her?” I said, looking over at the twin, sobbing on the curb. Not even her grandma moved to console her.

      “I will,” he promised. “Keep me updated, Beth. I trust you.”

      We ended the call with me saying comforting things to him, and then I turned to Dallas, who had just come back out of the trailer, now decorated with crime scene tape. “I found this,” he said, holding up a book that looked vaguely familiar.

      I took it from his hands, and a coldness went through me. The title: How to Open a Portal to Hell. And it was clearly from the library at the big house. Haley had stolen it.
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      “Any ideas?” I asked as I looked at the faces on my computer screen. My entire team gathered on the video call. No need for an in-person morning meeting today. It had been a late night again.

      Eliana and I had stayed at the big house in my old room. She was curled up beside me all night, her little arms around my waist. 

      When Zara arrived this morning, I had slipped out of bed and let Eliana sleep, sneaking upstairs to my office.

      Dallas was the one who finally answered my question, and in the background, I could see his wife feeding their son his breakfast. “There has been no blink, so she must be hiding somewhere.”

      “Good point. She hasn’t gone back through, so Sarah and Haley are probably together. Where would they go?”

      “Back to her mother’s?” Easton said, his voice filled with certainty. “Where else is she going to hide out at?”

      A thought wiggled at the back of my mind, and I held up a finger, staring off into the middle distance, but it remained elusive.

      “She’s not at the mines. I flew through them last night,” Garrett said, his video feed a black box. He kept his camera off because he wouldn’t show up.

      Tina took a sip of coffee. She was in the office, sitting at the terminals, but still wearing sweatpants, with her hair pulled up in a messy bun. “What about the State Park? Lots of woods to hide in.”

      And then it hit me. “The cave! Remember the cave?”

      Dallas piped up, “Yeah, that cave with the portal.”

      “What if she’s holed up there?” I asked.

      “It would be the perfect trap,” my father said out of nowhere. I turned around, surprised to see him in the doorway of my tower office. His former office.

      “Oren!” the team greeted him. He hadn’t joined a morning meeting in quite some time.

      “Dad,” I said, nodding to him, “have a seat.”

      He chuckled and took one of my guest seats, and I moved my laptop so the rest of the team could see him.

      He smiled. “Sorry to interrupt. You know I like to stay out of it now that I’m retired. I couldn’t help but hear the local news last night and connect the dots. There is no reason for Sarah to come back except to lure us into a trap.”

      “What do you suggest, Dad?” I asked, looking at my father. His long white hair, thinner now, was still held back in a ponytail. He had dressed in a pair of running shorts, a Grateful Dead T-shirt, and a pair of hiking boots.

      “Lay low. Wait for her to show herself. If Haley is still with her, she’s not going to hurt her. “

      “You don’t know that. No one does. Sarah is a named one now,” I pointed out, turning to look at my team on the video feed. Easton was still at his house this morning. His study was neat and tidy, with a picture of him taken with the former president and first lady blown up and framed behind him.

      “Garrett could fly out there and do some recon,” Beau said as he was sitting in his truck. I could see the morning sun behind his gun rack.

      Garrett said, “I would be happy to check it out for you.”

      “I don't want you going alone,” I said, and then suddenly, an idea hit me. “Hey, do you think Jesus and his coven would go with you?” I asked. Lord only knew what Jesus and his three friends did for money.

      There was a hesitation on the line and then a chuckle. “Send a coven of vampires to the State Park on a bright sunny day? I would like to have some backup. Would you pay them the same rate as the Silverthorns?”

      I thought for a moment, thinking of numbers. We should still have room in the budget. “Yeah, I want you all to run surveillance.” 

      “I think they would be interested in working with us,” Garrett said.

      There was a tap at my office door, and it opened, revealing Zara standing there, her smile wavering nervously, with Eliana at her side. I quickly turned my monitor away from the door, just in case any sensitive information popped up. Zara's voice wavered. "I'm so sorry to bother you, Beth. Eliana woke up very scared this morning and ran into my room in a panic. Before I could stop her, she was already up the stairs."

      Eliana’s face was red, and she was sobbing. She had never been up here. It was strictly off-limits, just as it had been to me when I was a kid. I rubbed my hand on my forehead and then held my arms out to Eliana. 

      “Mamma’s in a meeting, Eliana,” I said kindly. 

      She ran across the room to me, and I could tell she had just woken up. Her hair was a mess, and she still wore her unicorn nightshirt. “Mom. I had a nightmare.”

      “I’ve got to go, guys,” I said, looking over at the pictures of my team lined up tidily on the screen. Something was dreadfully wrong. “Let’s touch base throughout the day. Call me if anything comes up.” 

      Then, when the video call had ended, I turned my full attention to my daughter. She crawled into my lap, looking at the poster on the wall of a castle in Spain I someday hoped to visit.

      “Tell me, sweetheart,” I said, and she wrapped her arms around me.

      “A man died,” she said, rocking herself on my lap. Her eyes looking a million miles away. “And my real daddy came and got me.”

      I was speechless. “It’s just a dream, Eliana.” I stroked her back, realizing that she was still out of it, as she stared off in the middle distance, and then her thumb went to her mouth.

      Zara sat down; she was calm and collected, with her wand held loosely in her fingers and her head cocked as she listened to Eliana.

      “It’s just a dream, baby,” I repeated, but I wasn’t so sure. I was scared that my child seemed to have the power of visions. What could I do with that information? With a shudder, I looked over at Zara. 

      “She’s just a little girl,” I said, trying to convince myself. “But we will be extra vigilant. You’ll need to be with her.”

      “Of course, I won’t let her out of my sight,” Zara said, a determined look on her face. “Now, let me take her downstairs. I’m terribly sorry we interrupted.”

      “No worries, Zara. Sometimes, I need to remember to be a mom instead of the director of Potentia Security.”
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        * * *

      

      The day flew by, and the next thing I knew, it was evening. Snow was falling outside, and I was tapping away at my computer when Dan walked into my office. “Hey,” he said, stopping in the middle of the room.

      I looked up at the clock. It was 7:00 PM. “Oh, hey. I was just finishing up this report.”

      He took off his coat and laid it on the chair, and then he strode over to me and turned off my monitor.

      “Hey! I was almost done with that!” I protested.

      “You can finish it tomorrow morning. You need to come home.”

      “Dan!” I protested. “I’ve got work to do.”

      He held a finger to my lips, and I playfully tried to bite it. “Don’t be like your father, Beth.”

      I opened my mouth to protest and then shut it. He leaned forward, wrapping his arms around me. I shut my eyes, suddenly feeling weary. “You’re right. I’m becoming a workaholic, just like my dad.”

      His lips brushed mine, and he kissed me, first my cheek, then my ear, then my neck. I laughed, and he picked me up, placed me on the edge of my desk, and looked at me like I was dinner.

      “Where’s Eliana?” I asked, fearful we were going to get interrupted.

      “Not to worry, she’s watching a movie with Zara. She had dinner with your parents. But I haven’t,” he said, licking his lips and hooking his fingers around the waist of my dress pants, pulling me closer.
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        * * *

      

      I rearranged my clothes and put my glasses back on. Dan was buttoning up his green and white striped shirt. His hair was a mess from where I had run my hands through it.

      There were no mirrors in this house, so I laughed and dug around in my desk until I found my hairbrush. “Here,” I said, handing it to him.

      We both headed down the spiral staircase and caught Easton at the terminals. He gave us a wink, and with horror, I realized I may have been a bit vocal. Certainly, Easton probably heard our after-hours activity. My face turned red, but Easton went back to looking at the terminals without comment.

      “Goodnight, Easton,” I said. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Can I bring you dinner from downstairs?” 

      “No, I did some chili in the slow cooker earlier today while Tina was working.” He pointed to the break room. “I brought the leftovers. Be careful driving home. It’s snowing.”

      We waved goodbye and then went down to the first floor with a little more glow on our faces. The tension was gone from my shoulders. Maybe I should call Dan to come by more often when I was under a lot of stress. Although, I didn’t know if I could stand the embarrassment of my team knowing my husband and I were knocking boots upstairs.

      Eliana had fallen asleep on the sofa next to Zara, watching Snow White with my mom and dad, both half asleep in the recliners.

      I couldn’t help but notice she looked like the princess in the movie. Black hair, red lips, resting so peacefully. The only thing missing was the seven dwarves. 

      Dan picked her up, and we said goodbye to the family.

      “Drive safe, Beth. Those roads are bound to be a little slippery,” Dad mumbled from his recliner.

      “Of course,” I said, wishing I had brought a heavier coat. It was really coming down now.

      Dan put Eliana in the back of my Jeep, snapping her in her booster seat and checking the straps. She woke up briefly, but her head nodded back down as he tucked a blanket around her. “I’ll drive. I can drop you guys off tomorrow morning. I don’t want you driving on these roads.”

      “I’m perfectly cable of driving in snow,” I said but let him take the wheel. We left his truck in the drive. He could pick it up tomorrow.

      We drove slowly, and soon the snow surrounded us. The snow was heavy, and even the lights from the house behind us disappeared. The headlights lit up the falling snow, and I could barely see the dark shadows of the trees surrounding us. Not only was the road covered 

      with slick ice, but the trees as well. Everywhere was white.

      That’s why when we came around the bend and saw Sarah standing in front of us, it was so dramatic.

      If I had been driving, I would have liked to think I would have just plowed through her. But Dan, ever my white knight, yanked the steering wheel hard to avoid her.

      I felt the rear end break loose and a flash of red at the window as we missed Sarah by inches.

      A piercing scream filled my ears, and I realized it was Eliana. Glancing back, I saw her sitting straight up, her eyes fixed on Sarah.

      I grabbed my wand from my shoulder holster and had just enough time to cast a shield spell on the three of us, wrapping us in an invisible bubble.

      The Jeep hit the guard rail with a crunch, and it evaporated in front of us. There was a feeling of weightlessness and the sound of branches hitting our windshield.

      Somehow, we avoided hitting a tree head-on, but the Jeep hit the ground so hard it sounded like an explosion. Glass shattered around us, and my wand went spinning out of my hand into the swirling snow. 

      My shield spell faded, but it had done its job. We were still alive and unhurt.

      I was in shock, and I barely had time to register that we were still alive. 

      I looked over at Dan, and he was struggling to remove his seat belt. I reached for my buckle and found it was jammed.

      I heard a thump and the whistle of steam coming from the radiator. “We’ve got to get out of here,” I said in a panic.

      “Mom!” Eliana screamed from the back. “She’s here.”

      Startled, I looked out of my broken window, and Sarah stood not ten feet away, her face twisted with evil.

      Dan pulled out a multi-tool and sawed at his seat belt. He freed himself and then handed it to me.

      But I couldn’t take my eyes off Sarah. “Stay away,” I demanded, holding the utility tool loosely in my hand.

      She sprinted to the car, ripped open the door with superhuman strength, and reached for the buckle at Eliana’s chest.

      I twisted in my seat, still trapped by my seat belt. I couldn’t use magic because Eliana was right there.

      Eliana screamed again, her feet kicking at Sarah. One Mary Jane connected with Sarah’s chin, but it didn't faze the demon at all.

      I lashed out with the knife, hitting her on the arm. There was no blood, and it didn’t stop her. She was laser-focused on taking my daughter.

      Dan lurched through the opening between the seats, gripping a fistful of Sarah’s hair. “Let go of my daughter!” he yelled as he shook her by the hair.

      It was enough to cause her to drop Eliana for a second. She made an inhuman noise, her hand raising and her claws out. She slashed at Dan, hitting him across the chest.

      He made an oof sound, and then his back slammed against the steering wheel. He flew through the hole where the windshield used to be.

      I sawed frantically at the seat belt, but before I could free myself, Sarah and Eliana were gone, disappeared into the snowstorm.
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      It had taken everything in me not to go chasing after them. I had no weapon besides a two-inch multi-tool. I finally got free of the seat belt, and I turned my attention to my husband, who was laying partially on the hood. His shirt was in shreds, and he was bleeding heavily.

      I struggled to open my door, finally wrenching it open. I slipped on the ice while running around the car to his side.

      “Go after her. Forget about me,” Dan said, touching his wounds with a grimace.

      “My wand. I lost my wand, and besides, I don’t want to put Eliana in danger.”

      Magic was so much harder without a wand, but I focused on my husband's eyes, filled with pain.

      It was easier to do magic when it was attached to a feeling. I thought about how much I loved him, and then my power unlocked. Rubbing my hands across his chest, the white healing magic flowed over his skin.

      The skin knitted itself together, and then I held a hand out. He swung his feet over the front of my ruined dash and then jumped down.

      He put his arm around me, and I pulled my phone out of my pocket. It was unharmed, and I quickly dialed Easton, who answered on the first ring.

      “Easton, we need help. Sarah has Eliana,” I said before bursting into tears.
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        * * *

      

      Above us, on the road, the police cars appeared, their red and blue lights blinking through the snow.

      My Jeep was totaled, the front end crumpled, the windows all broken.

      Garrett flew down, a black speck against the snow, followed by three other ravens.

      One by one, they transformed in front of me. Garrett looked sadly at the car. “Boss, tell us what you need.”

      “I need you to find Sarah,” I said.

      “Beth! Beth!” I heard from the hill up above, and it was my dad, wearing a blue beanie pulled low over his ears and a large flapping black trench coat.

      “I’m here, Dad. Dan and I are okay, but Eliana’s missing.”

      "Oh my god, I can't believe you walked away from that," Dad yelled down the hill, the spotlights coming on, painfully bright in my eyes as they shone down on the scene of my totaled car.

      We scrambled up the steep hill, passing small trees snapped in two and branches that were sheared off.

      Dan was behind me, his hand on my back, protectively guiding me. I looked down, and stuck in the dirt and mud was my wand, sticking straight up.

      I grabbed it and noticed it was slightly bent. Finally, we made it to the top, and the rest of my team was there. Dallas, Beau, even Zara. The vampires were behind me, although they had all put on their sunglasses against the spotlights.

      An officer handed me a blanket, and Dan took one as well, wrapping it around his torn shirt. “Boss,” an officer said, “are you okay?”

      “No, Sarah took Eliana. She’s dangerous.”

      “We are already on it. The roads in and out of town have been shut down. We’ll find her.” 

      “You should have just hit her,” I said, looking over at the spot she had been standing. She had picked it on purpose.

      “Sorry, honey. You’re right. I should have. My training just took over.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In minutes, we were back at the big house, my team around the table, plus Dan and my dad. I hated that I had to call them in so late in the evening, but here they were, my loyal friends.

      Dan had grabbed one of my band T-shirts I kept in the bedroom downstairs to replace his shredded one. This one was Guns and Roses.

      “Where did they go so quickly?” I pondered. 

      “She might have had an accomplice. There was a car parked a little farther down on the shoulder. It was gone by the time we got back to the top,” Dan said.

      “What kind of car was it?” Beau asked, appearing cool and collected.

      “It was some kind of late-model sedan. Red, with a lot of rust.”

      “Wait…what? I know that car. Haley Allard’s boyfriend drives that car,” I said, the pieces slipping into place.

      “You know his name?” Dallas said. “I’ve seen that same sedan around the holler.”

      “No, I don’t. I never thought to get it.”

      Garrett flew in the window, transforming fast. “We’ve got visual on her. I left my friends to keep watch.”

      “Where is she?” I said, jumping up and grabbing my jacket from the back of my chair. The rest of the team stood up as well.

      “The State Park. We caught her parking at the trailhead, and then her, Eliana, Haley Allard, and some guy headed through the woods.”

      “Dad, I need you on the terminals!” I said, running out of the room. “Father Burke, I’m going to need you to fill and bless the holy power washer, stat.”

      Dad ambled over to the terminal, sitting down as carefully as his arthritis would allow. He flexed his fingers and gave me a thumbs-up. Then he put the headset on his head. “Happy to help, Beth. Now, go get my granddaughter.”

      Dan stood up, pulling his gun out of his waistband and checking it over.

      “You are staying here!” I shouted.

      “Make me,” he said. “You forget I left a spare set of tactical gear in the supply closet just for this sort of situation.”

      “DAN!” I shouted at him. “I need to know you’re safe! What if something should happen to me? Who is going to take care of Eliana?”

      “We don’t have time to argue. I’m going. I’ll follow in the truck behind you. If you have to go into hell, I promise to hold back.”

      The team had stopped to watch our back-and-forth like it was a pro tennis match. My shoulders slumped in defeat. “Fine. But stay in the back.” I knew I couldn’t keep him away if I tried.
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      Easton drove Potentia Security’s old Jeep Waggoner as fast as the roads would allow. We slowed down to pass the two trucks hauling my poor faithful Jeep Renegade off the slope.

      “She served me well,” I said, with tears in my eyes. When I saw how crumbled the vehicle was, I realized that if I hadn’t got that shield spell off in time, we might all be dead. 

      We were slowed down in town by a snowplow. I saw Dan roll down the window of his truck and slap the can light on the roof. In seconds, it was on, flashing red and blue. The snowplow pulled off and looked at us in disbelief as we roared by, going too fast for the road conditions.

      Father Burke was adjusting the power washer's shoulder straps, which was stuffed between him and Dallas. Beau was actually in the rarely used third-row seat. He was the smallest out of all the men, so he won by default.

      Beau said from the back, “You’re going to need a new Jeep, Beth. And maybe it’s time to trade in this beast. How many miles does it have on it?

      “264,000 miles,” I said, glancing over at the analog dash.

      “And it’s never left Mt. Storm,” Beau mused, looking around at the eighties upholstery.

      “Maybe we should put it in a museum,” I joked, my eyes fixed on the road ahead. There were no cars. Everyone else had enough sense to stay off the roads.

      But as we drove through town and turned off toward the State Park, a half dozen police cars joined us, all with the Mt. Storm logo on the side.

      “Dan’s called in reinforcements.” I picked up the cell phone and dialed Sam Silverthorn.

      She picked up on the first ring. I heard panting. “Beth. What do you need? It’s a pack night. Notice the full moon?”

      I looked up at the sky. “Sorry, I didn’t. Skies overcast. Are you in the area?”

      I heard howling in the background. “Yes, just west of town.”

      “We know where Sarah is. She’s gone to the State Park. Can you all run a perimeter? We might have spillage.”

      “Yeah, normal rate?” she teased. I could visualize her standing on a ridge somewhere in the snow, her silver hair blowing in the breeze, with her pack prowling around her, howling impatiently. The only werewolf in West Virginia who carried a cell phone.

      “Of course,” I groaned. It was a running joke now. I paid every invoice Silverthorn LLC sent me. They were worth every penny. They had saved my life on multiple occasions.

      “We can be at the State Park in about twenty minutes. We’ve got to run,” she said, ending the call.

      I looked up and could only see swirling snow. Somewhere up there were four crows.

      Suddenly, the Jeep gave a horrendous shudder, and smoke poured out of the engine.

      “What the…" Easton said as the dash lights flashed. The vehicle slowly lost power and drifted to the side of the road.

      “We don’t have time for this!” I shouted, punching the dash.

      “Whatever it is, we can’t fix it in five minutes,” Easton said, tapping on the dash.

      Dan eased in behind us, and I made a quick decision.

      “Dallas, Beau, I need you to transform. We are going to fly. Father Burke, you’re on Beau. Easton, you ride with Dan.”

      “Fly in this storm?” Beau said, looking concerned. “I don’t have much experience flying in weather of any type.”

      “Come on, son, follow me,” Dallas said with a grin. We all got out of the vehicle. I waved to Dan as Easton ran back to the truck and jumped in his passenger seat. “The Jeeps busted. We are flying. Meet us there.”

      “I don’t like this, Beth!” Dan shouted back through his window.

      “I don’t care,” I said cheerfully. My dragons were done transforming. I placed my hand on Dallas’ neck and clamored up, using the back of the dragon's knee as a step.

      “Independent cuss,” I heard Dan shout in my general direction.

      “You know that’s why you love me!” I shouted back as Dallas took wing.

      He swirled up into the stormy sky, and before I lost all visibility, I saw the Jeep below, smoking and abandoned. It was a sad sight, and I had the feeling she would never take us on a mission again. I had already lost two good friends this evening, even if they were mechanical. I glanced to my right at Father Burke and Beau. I hoped I didn’t lose another.
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        * * *

      

      We circled over the State Park. The snowstorm had weakened, and now only a few snowflakes fell. I quickly noticed the parking lot filled with police cars. Once again, the entrance road was blocked off. Below, I saw a news truck parked at the gate and groaned.

      Dan would probably have to talk to the press. Well, better him than me. We first headed to the clearing with the picnic table, but it was still and quiet. The clearing was dark, with no signs of anyone, demonic or otherwise.

      “The cave,” I said. “I bet they are at the cave.”

      We flew over the trees, and I saw fresh wheel marks in the snow. Now far away, I could see a red, rusty car park haphazardly in the clearing near the cave, the doors still ajar and the dome light on.

      “They parked in a hurry,” I noted, blowing into my hands. I was freezing up here. Shoving my hands deep in my pockets, I wished I had brought gloves.

      My cell phone rang, and cursing, I pulled it out. My hands were still like ice, but I put it to my ear.

      “Beth,” I heard my dad’s voice, “the portal at the caves just opened.”

      “Thank you. We are almost there,” I reported.

      “Be careful, Beth. Please,” my dad begged. “I’m seeing it’s still open, so there could be hundreds of demons lying in wait.”

      "Roger," I said to Dad and then ended the call. But as I fumbled to put it back in my pocket, it slipped out of my icy hands and tumbled into the darkness below. Dang it, that was the third cell phone I had lost or destroyed this year. I was Beth Potentia, the hot mess express. I was the reason Tina kept brand new cell phones in her file cabinet.

      Dallas and Beau flapped with powerful strokes, and within minutes, we made it to the cave. The entrance was glowing red.

      We landed just outside, next to the car. I spotted my vampire friends in the skeletal tree branches, black specks against the white snow. 

      They dropped down, and they transformed into their vampire forms.

      “Que pasa, amiga,” Jesus said. He was wearing a white puffer jacket with a White Sox hat on backward.

      “The White Sox, really?” I said, rolling my eyes.

      “I’m originally from the south side of Chicago, chica,” he said with a grin that showed his fangs.

      We spread out, and Dallas and Beau stood at the entrance. “You won’t fit, remember?” The ceiling was too low.

      “We will guard the outside,” Beau said. “But be careful.”

      “Well, I’ve got four vampires and a priest for backup. I should be fine,” I retorted, and we moved forward into the cave opening.

      It wasn’t a large cave, as I remembered. About fifty feet deep, with a shallow ledge in the back.

      I could feel the heat from the entrance. At first, it felt good. Pulling my wand off my shoulder, I held it upright.

      I said the words for shield, and a force shimmered in front of me, inching forward. I approached the opening.
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      “Sarah!” I yelled. “Give me back my daughter!”

      There was low laughter, and I looked inside, my eyes adjusting to the red light.

      Eliana was held tightly in her clutches, her eyes filled with pain. Sarah’s hand was on her shoulder, the claws digging in. I was filled with rage when I saw blood stains on my daughter’s shirt. Eliana’s eyes were wide and scared.

      In front of them was a boy, his hands bound. He was on his knees, and his face was white and full of fear. Blood dripped down his arms from stab wounds on his biceps.

      Behind him, Haley Allard stood with a knife upraised.

      “You’re too late, Beth. We are just finishing up here. The portal is already open.”

      I looked around for any signs of demons. There were none, thank God. And then my attention turned to Haley.

      “You don’t have to do this,” I said. “Look at that boy. He’s scared. You don’t want to take his life.”

      Haley sobbed, and the knife waived.

      “Please, Haley,” the boy said, “don’t hurt me. Why would you do this to me? I thought you loved me.”

      “It was all a lie,” she whispered. “My mother told me to tell you that.”

      “Haley, don’t listen to your mother. She’s not a human anymore. She’s a demon. She doesn’t understand love like we do. I don’t know if she ever did.”

      “It’s too late. Too late for me. I killed Gloria and Olivia. Their blood is on my hands.”

      “You killed them?” I said, shocked.

      “My mother gave me the gun, and I convinced Olivia her mother had to die for us to open the portal. Olivia shot her, and the Ouija board opened a portal. But in the process, the board caught on fire. Olivia tried to stop it, but her sweater caught on fire.”

      “She’s a good little minion. Maybe I’ll let her and her boy toy stay with Sean. In hell,” Sarah said, her mouth grotesquely grinning.

      Eliana looked up at Sarah and then over at me. I wanted to scoop her up into my arms and take her away from his horror. 

      “Haley. Please don’t hurt him anymore,” Eliana pleaded, her hand raising.

      “It’s too late. I already caused the death of two people. I’m doomed,” Haley wailed.

      “It’s not too late. Father Burke says as long as you ask for forgiveness and really mean it, God will forgive you,” Eliana said.

      Sarah gave Eliana a hard shake, her voice turning into a snarl. “Be quiet you.”

      I could feel my vampires growing impatient behind me, there was a stirring, and I heard Father Burke inhale before he spoke.

      “That’s right, Haley. The good lord forgives any sin, no matter how large, if you give it up to him and pray.”

      “Shut up!” Sarah hissed. She pushed Eliana with the palm of her hand, and she went flying to her knees, just feet away from the glowing gate.

      “Now!” I shouted, magic springing from my wand. I cast a shield around my daughter and then turned my magic on Sarah. The flames from my bent wand sputtered inconsistently, but Sarah held up a hand and turned her head away.

      Haley dropped the knife and fell to her knees, her eyes closed, her hands folded in prayer, and her lips moving.

      The boy rolled away from her, toward us. My vampire friends sprang forward, with fangs barred, hissing at Sarah.

      Father Burke hit her with the holy water, and she took a step back, her head twisting from one side to another, confused for a moment as she dealt with the onslaught.

      Eliana scrambled to her feet, and the portal blinked behind her. 

      He stepped through, Lucifer himself, grinning and holding his arms out. Both Father Burke and I stopped the attack on Sarah. My fire died on my fingers, and Father Burke let the trigger of the power washer go. Lucifer turned his eyes on Eliana. “Daughter of mine! Come, give your dad a hug.”

      Eliana looked at me, confusion on her face. I was speechless, the words stuck in my mouth.

      “Don’t listen to him, Eliana,” I croaked out, the fire sputtering on my fingers.

      Garrett reached for the boy, pulling him to his feet. “Run fast,” he said, and the boy turned and fled away, leaving a trail of blood.

      Jesus touched Haley’s arm, and her eyes snapped open. “Chica, you need to leave.”

      “Get your filthy vampire hands off my daughter,” Sarah said, her eyes narrowing. She lifted her hand, and Jesus went flying, all arms and legs. He hit the rock cave wall with a crunch and a small yelp before collapsing to the ground.

      But I didn’t have time to check on him because I blasted her with another round of fire, pushing her back toward the rear of the cave. She was smoking.

      I needed her gone. “Father Burke!” I pointed, and the holy power washer hummed to life again, hitting her with 2,000 PSI of water.

      Eliana shouted, “You are not my Daddy!”

      Lucifer grinned holding out his hand. “But I am. Tell her the truth, Beth. Tell her the power she holds and why you have put her through painful testing.”

      Tears came to my eyes as I watched Eliana look back and forth between Lucifer and me, hurt on her face.

      “He is your biological father, Eliana. But he doesn’t love you. Dan and I are your real parents. The ones that will protect you no matter what.”

      “Mamma!” she cried, turning to me. Lucifer shook his head and lifted his hand. She froze in place.

      Lucifer’s eyes narrowed as Sarah let out a scream, and Father Burke pointed the holy water directly into her mouth.

      She gurgled and then blinked out of sight.

      “I guess we have to do this the hard way, Beth,” he said, with a deep sigh, pointing at the portal. It glowed brighter, and I knew what was coming.

      Behind him, demons came out of the portal, making a chattering sound that caused the hair on the back of my neck to rise.

      Jesus managed to get to his feet, he limped forward, and all of my vampire friends moved to surround me. Father Burke took out a cross and a bible, holding one in each hand. The nozzle of the pressure washer laying discarded at his side. His water tank was depleted.

      But I saw Lucifer flinch at the book and the cross. The first demons reached Eliana but ignored her, sweeping by the wave of red reaching Garrett and Jesus.

      My vampire friends used their superhuman strength to keep the demons away. Punching and kicking, their hands and feet moving faster than I could see. They were an impenetrable wall of pure force the demons couldn’t get past.

      I licked my lips and then threw a wave of flame to my right flank, then the left, the demons instantly vaporizing into ash.

      But still, they came, and with them heat from the gate, it rolled over us with the smell of brimstone and sulfur. They went to the right and the left of us, avoiding the vampires and my fire.

      The demons made it to the entrance, pouring out of the cave, and I heard the dragon's roar.

      Light flashed from multiple sources. The light from my flame, the gate, and the dragons behind me did odd things to the shadows on the walls, causing things to look otherworldly.

      Eliana was struggling. I could see it in her eyes. Fear, and then a spark of determination. She licked her lips and stood, staring at me.

      Suddenly, there was a flash of light brighter than the sun. A boom shook the surrounding air, and everything and everyone was thrown back, with Eliana at the epicenter.

      I hit the wall, and my vision went black. I felt like I was suffocating. The breath had been knocked out of me. My ears rang, and I could hear nothing. Laying there for a moment, letting my senses return, I thought it would be lucky if we all made it out of here alive.

      The first thing I heard when the ringing stopped was Eliana screaming,

      It was rage, filled with incoherent words.

      I lifted my head. It was pounding. I blinked my eyes as they tried to focus. 

      I saw Father Burke standing with Elaina wrapped in his arms. There was no sign of the devil or demons.

      Her blast had vaporized everything. Even Garrett and his buddies had hit the wall next to me. Jesus groaned, having hit the wall twice. He shook his head and then stood slowly. “El diablo esta en los detalles.”

      “Beth, the gate, quick,” Garrett said, offering me a hand.

      I took it, and my body protested. I had bruises on top of bruises and a massive headache.

      Fumbling in my pocket, I pulled out the portal device. It was broken. The bruise on my hip said I had probably landed on it when I was blasted against the wall.

      “It’s broken,” I whispered. 

      Behind us, I heard fighting.

      Eliana stopped screaming. “Is it true you're not my mommy?” she said, sounding like the saddest little girl on the earth.

      I felt anxiety from the portal behind me. I needed to get it shut. But I needed to be a mom now, not the director of Potentia Security.

      I took a few steps forward, each one more painful than the next. Finally, I reached her and folded her into my arms. “I’ll always be your mamma, my dear one. But you were not born of my body. But I’ll protect you to the end of the earth and back again.”

      She sobbed, bringing her head into my shoulder. Then, she paused. “Mamma. Will Lucifer come back to get me through that doorway?”

      “He might. We should leave,” I said. Garrett and his vampire friends were already edging toward the cave entrance, and I heard Dallas calling for us.

      “No, I won’t let him. I’m going to close the door,” she said. I watched her blink her eyes hard twice, and the gate closed with a gush of hot air.

      The red light faded, and I looked at her in disbelief.

      “I did it,” she said solemnly. “It was easy.”
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        * * *

      

      “And the baby bird lived with his new mommy and daddy forever,” I said, closing the children’s picture book on adoption our family counselor had recommended.

      I placed the book gently on the nightstand and then reached down, making sure the night light was on.

      Eliana was watching me, and I could tell she was thinking. “Mamma, you forgot a part.” 

      “Did I? What was that?” I said, smoothing the blankets down over her. It was snowing outside. It would be a White Christmas.

      “They lived happily ever after,” Eliana said, smiling up at me. She hugged her stuffed angel. She refused to go to sleep without it.

      Dan walked in, still wearing his police uniform. He had worked all day today so that he could take off tomorrow, Christmas Day.

      “That’s right!” he said, looking over us with a smile on his face. 

      Wheezer pushed into the room, his tail wagging furiously. He jumped up on the end of Eliana’s bed and settled in, looking at me with eyes that just dared me to order him off the bed.

      “Good boy, Wheezer,” I said instead, patting him on the head.

      “Goodnight, and remember, Santa won’t come if you don’t go to sleep,” I said, reaching for the light.

      It made a satisfying click.
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      She threw the bag over her shoulder and walked out of the behavioral health center she had been held since the events of that fateful night.

      Her father stood there, waiting for her. “Hey, Haley girl,” he said, holding out his arm.

      “Daddy,” she whispered.

      “It’s okay. Let’s go home,” Clay said. She looked at him, ruggedly handsome and tanned from the western sun. He was wearing a Carhartt jacket, cowboy boots, a plaid flannel shirt, and a pair of worn blue jeans.

      “To the holler?” Haley asked, her voice filling with panic. She didn’t want to go there. There were too many memories. She would never forgive herself for giving the gun to Olivia.

      “No, I got permission for you and Brenna to move to Texas with me. A fresh start. You just have to check in with a parole officer out there until you turn eighteen.”

      “I’m sorry, Daddy,” Haley said, her voice breaking. “I didn’t mean to do those things. She made me.”

      “I know, honey,” Clay said. “And you're forgiven. For everything. Now, your sister is waiting to see you.”

      Brenna was bubbling over. “Grandma didn’t even say goodbye. She just handed me our suitcases and told me good riddance.”

      “What about your job, Brenna?” Haley asked, sliding into her dad’s old black Toyota SUV.

      “There are jobs in Texas,” she said with a shrug. “And colleges. You need to start thinking about the future.”

      “Did you talk to Steve at school?” Haley asked, worried about her now ex-boyfriend. He had survived and declined to press charges.

      “Just once, he said he wanted to put it behind him and forget.”

      “Honestly, I feel the same,” Haley said, looking out the window as they drove west.

      Ironically, they had to drive back through Mt. Storm on their way out of town. It was dark by then, and Main Street was bedecked in colorful Christmas lights and decorations. The steeple of the Lutheran church rose out of the darkness. 

      Each block held precious memories. The elementary school she attended, the law office on the corner where she had once lived with her mom and Sean, Dunn’s Donuts, and Maggie's Clip and Cut. And above it all loomed the house on the mountain.

      “Goodbye! Goodbye!” Haley sang, looking up at the big white house just visible in the moonlight. On the hilltop, she saw a shadow lift its nose, and a wolf howled, its mournful sound carrying over the town.

      As they turned toward the ramp to the interstate, she spotted a lone beggar on the corner, holding a cardboard sign in her mittened hands.

      As they passed, the woman lifted her head and looked at her with a scowl.

      She could have sworn it was her mother, but she didn’t say anything for fear they would lock her up again.

      Her dad flipped on the radio, and a Christmas song filled the vehicle.

      “Silent Night, Holy Night

      All is calm, all is white…"

      For now, she thought, and then put her head down and tried to go to sleep. 

      Texas was a long, long way away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      This is the END, but not THE END. Pick up the story from Sam Silverthorn's perspective. Join Sam in her lycanthropic misadventures as she embarks on a journey to save her love, her pack, and a little girl named Eliana Potentia from a fate worse than death. The gripping saga continues in Midlife Mountain Moonshine. Don't miss out, claim your copy now.
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      Go all the way back to the 80’s, when Oren Potentia was a young man, in a free prequel to the series.  Midlife Mountain Magic: The Gates of Hell is his desperate mission to rescue his daughter from the demons below. Claim the story today.
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