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      Dear Mr. and Mrs. Fletcher,

      Your investigative work has piqued our interest. We are constantly on the lookout for mundanes such as yourselves with the fortitude to see more than what their senses tell them. You saw the truth and ran toward it while others would have run away. It is because of this that we would like to extend an invitation to visit Luma—California’s magical hub.

      In Luma, the abnormal is normal. Vampires and magic aren’t to be whispered about behind cupped hands, nor will such concepts be ridiculed as fanciful nonsense. Desperate politicians won’t offer you hush money to keep their citizens in the dark. Here, you’ll receive a competitive salary, allowing you to live in financial freedom in a city brimming with opportunity.

      If you are interested in seeing what Luma has to offer, please call the number listed below and a representative will be happy to answer your questions.

      Sincerely,

      The Collective

      

      The letter had arrived a week ago, slipped under the door of our bungalow office building on the outskirts of downtown Sacramento. It wasn’t a location that got much foot traffic; we’d chosen it for that very reason. There was no return address on the envelope. Stalkers rarely coughed up personal information.

      During brief lulls over the past week, my husband Nelson or I would pull the letter out and reread it, sometimes to ourselves, and sometimes out loud to each other. Nelson currently banged around in the back of the office, looking for replacement light bulbs for the bathroom. New light bulbs weren’t on our meticulously organized expenses spreadsheet for the month. Despite business being steady, the bungalow was all we could afford right now. Between this office and rent prices on our small house climbing every year, we weren’t sure if we could afford to stay in the city much longer—let alone California.

      “Babe!” Nelson called out. “Are you sure we have extra bulbs?” Something crashed. “My God, it’s so dark back here …”

      “Did you check the supply closet?”

      “Obviously!”

      I rolled my eyes, smiling to myself. He’d only been looking for them for ten minutes and he’d already grown huffy. “Did you just open the door and glance in, or did you actually move stuff around?”

      A long pause. The slight creak of the closet’s hinges. Just as I thought.

      I returned my focus to the letter. The Collective? Who were these people—a cult? The mob? A band of nutters pulling a fast one on us?

      Our lives had become so strange lately. Being recruited by the mob sounded more plausible than this being a hoax. This was too specific. A few months ago, Nelson and I had taken on a missing persons case that resulted in our uncovering a vampire nest in a Sacramento suburb. Before he and I had ever met, we’d encountered bizarre happenings in our hometown. Chasing down those bizarre happenings had been the reason we’d met and fallen in love four years ago. Nothing said romance like discovering that the string of odd, gruesome deaths plaguing our hometown was due not to wild animals, but bloodsucking humans from our nightmares. When weird activity started up here a few months ago, we immediately knew what was going on: we’d recognized the signs.

      With help from the local police and a small contingent of National Guard sent out by the governor, we’d helped get the vampires cleared out, with no one in the “mundane” population finding out about it. The help we’d supplied had come in the form of intel, rather than muscle. The undead were unnervingly fast, and our untrained-in-combat human bodies couldn’t keep up—we learned that one the hard way. But the cops needed people in the know, like us, to inform them about the important stuff—like the fact that bullets rarely took vampires down, but severing heads always did. We’d learned quite a bit from bona fide vampire hunters over the years—just not enough to take on a whole nest by ourselves. We might have been certifiable, but we weren’t stupid.

      Law enforcement in most places knew about this kind of thing to some extent—after all, when weird crap happened, you called the police. There’s a rule upheld by those in the know, though: keep the details of the “weird crap” to yourself. This brand of weird shook most people’s belief systems to their foundations, while scaring the bejesus out of the rest. When people got scared, they reacted. Law enforcement of most stripes wanted the reactions kept to a minimum.

      The governor had called us up personally to request we keep the whole “undead monster thing” to ourselves in exchange for a nice chunk of change that had kept us solvent for several more months. How had “The Collective” known about the governor’s payoff?

      The incident hadn’t made national or even local news, but clearly it had reached someone. Someones, I supposed, since the Collective was probably more than one person. Unless it was a singular entity with a monumental ego.

      I eyed the phone number. I’d almost called it nearly half a dozen times, but always abandoned ship before I hit the seventh digit. Nelson was fully on board with meeting these people. This kind of thing was our bread and butter. We weren’t the type of people desperate for the unexplained to be real—we knew it was real. And ever since that vampire case, our clientele had grown stranger still. The day I had been gardening—only to come face-to-face with an honest-to-God goblin—was a day I wouldn’t soon forget. I’d let out such a bloodcurdling scream that our elderly next-door neighbor had come running out of the house in nothing but his boxers and wielding a meat cleaver, hurrying to my aid because surely I was being murdered.

      Fearsome monster hunter, that was me.

      Nelson and I experienced the unexplained on a weekly basis—things most people refused to believe existed. The kind of stuff where, if you brought it up at a party, people would find other places to be. What would it be like to be in a city where we didn’t have to watch what we said? Where we wouldn’t be judged for having a strange career no one understood? To have a “competitive salary” doing work neither one of us could give up, no matter how much common sense said we should?

      Something crashed in the back again, followed by a triumphant “Found them!”

      The phone on my desk rang. I quickly folded up the letter and put it back into the envelope, then into a drawer. I plucked the phone from its cradle. “Fletcher Investigations.”

      A semi-hysterical woman said, “I was told you’re who to call when the police won’t listen. I need you to believe me.” She sniffed hard. “No one believes me …”

      “We keep an open mind here. Tell me what happened.”

      “Okay …” I could almost hear her swallow. “I think a garden gnome stole my baby.”

      I almost laughed at the absurdity of it. Not absurd in the obvious sense, but that hearing such a thing excited me. A normal person would hang up, yank the cord from the wall, and get a nine-to-five in a cubicle.

      I grabbed a pen and clicked it open. “That’s awful. I can’t imagine how terrifying this must be. Did you witness the incident yourself?”

      A shuddering exhale. “It all happened so fast, so I didn’t see it, see it. They’re fast. Demons in pointed hats. I’ve chased that gnome out of the yard dozens of times over the past month, though. He appears in the bushes in the yard and watches my son while he plays. Sometimes the gnome is there every day for a week and we can’t even go outside during the day, and other times he’s gone for months at a time. I swear the moment I get comfortable, thinking it was all a figment of my imagination, he’s back. No one has seen him but me. Not even my husband believes me. The gnome goes statue-like when someone else looks at him! I’m being gaslighted by a freaking garden gnome and now my baby—” She issued a choking sob. “Now my son is gone and no one will believe me when I tell them what happened!”

      “Breathe,” I said. “Just breathe. Gnomes are deeply curious about human babies. We’ll do everything we can to get your boy back. Now … start from the beginning …”
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      I flipped the lock on the office door. A week had passed since the woman had called about her missing baby, stolen by gnomes. We’d found the kid, no worse for wear. The gnomes, however, were very upset. If you’ve never had to fend off snarling gnomes with the flat end of a shovel, consider yourself lucky.

      My stomach growled as I walked the short distance to my desk where my ham on sourdough waited for me alongside a small pile of potato chips. Saliva flooded my mouth at the sight.

      Yet the moment I sat down, the office door crept open. I went from sitting to standing in a blink, hand hovering over the dagger I left lying beside my sandwich. It couldn’t be Nelson—he was out on a job. I didn’t have any clients scheduled for another hour. Not to mention I’d locked the door—I could still hear the satisfying clunk of the bolt sliding home.

      The dark-haired head of a woman poked into the one-room office. Her eyes widened when she saw me. In one fluid motion, she slipped inside with her hands up, and gently kicked the door shut with her ballet-slippered foot. “Are you Mrs. Camila Fletcher?”

      My hand still hovered over the dagger. “How’d you get in?”

      If I had a security breach on my hands, I’d have to ask Nelson to pick up a new set of locks from the hardware store on his way home. He kept saying we needed to invest in a ward for the building, but the most reputable guy we could find was over an hour away and his prices were just a hair past ridiculous.

      I briefly considered the possibility that this waif of a girl was a representative of the Collective, whom Nelson and I had yet to call. The letter remained tucked away in my desk.

      “I’ll show you,” she said slowly, as if I were an easily spooked animal cowering in a corner. With one hand still in the air, she lowered the other to the front of her navy-blue dress, pulling free a necklace. On the end of the long silver chain hung an egg-shaped pendant. “Locking—and unlocking—talisman.”

      I pursed my lips. The woman put both hands up again to show me she hadn’t dabbled in breaking and entering with nefarious intent. The egg-shaped talisman hung over the front of her dress now, fluorescent light winking off the smooth golden surface.

      “Are you a member of the Collective?” I asked.

      The laugh that erupted out of her was a short, clipped sound. I’d surprised her. When she realized I wasn’t laughing too, she sobered quickly. “No. Only sorcerers make up the Collective.” She didn’t say it in a condescending tone, exactly, but I wondered if she was worried she’d chosen the wrong office.

      Her matter-of-fact statement told me she wasn’t a sorcerer, at least.

      “Are you full-blooded human?” I asked.

      Full-blooded “mundanes” could use magic if that magic was bound in an object and didn’t hold a level of energy capable of frying the nervous system of the average human.

      “Half fae,” she said.

      Nelson and I had learned a couple of years ago that the fae were magic-wielding or magic-touched beings of any stripe. Anything from a vampire to a sorcerer to a goblin. You were either fae, part fae, or human. We were still a little fuzzy on the details of where the fae had come from—something about glitchy portals marooning the fae here on Earth a century or so ago. With my very rudimentary understanding of the situation, it was assumed that roughly four percent of the world population was fae. Human-looking fae could pass as human a lot easier than a gnome, but the smaller ones found ways to stay hidden from most mundanes—either through magic, or by living in remote places. Fae tended to get into trouble with the native population, though, even all these decades later.
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