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      I am an unsettled soul. I lumber through the accumulation of my two-hundred-plus years and yet somehow, under my thick fingers, the delicate stones of a precious grave marker did not wobble.

      Lizzy’s cairn held its shape.

      The stones, each individually lifted from the pebbled lakeshore behind me, continued their duty. Each locked to the ones above and below, and each held steadfast.

      Two centuries ago, I set the first stone, a flat, cracked wedge of granite I’d found up the hill. Cold soil had folded around my equally cold hands as I’d dug it out. Dark soil full of bits of life—beetles and ants and the parts of leaves rendered into grains—squished between my fingers. I carried the stone to the cairn’s site and pressed it into the moss under what had been, at the time, an oak sapling. Another two rocks—one a purplish-red, semi-smooth lake stone, and the other a gray, boxy, small boulder—set the cairn’s foundation.

      To this day, I still tended the grave marker. I still visited.

      “Lizzy,” I whispered. She had run the Arctic with me. She had kept me alive. If it hadn’t been for her and the other hounds of my sled team, I would have sunk below the ice long before we found new land.

      My trek had started with one blazing moment of rage. One singular need to make my father pay for his trespasses against not only me, but life itself.

      He escaped. I rode my fury into the midnight sun, a modern Prometheus on the back of a sled pulled by hounds with souls stronger than my own.

      I hunted seal. The dogs ran until only Lizzy remained. And one day, she and I wandered into magic.

      She died shortly after the elves found us. They thought me a jotunn—a giant. Many of them still do. I no longer argue.

      The werewolves understood Lizzy’s soul. They helped me choose the sapling that marked her grave. The two loup-garou pack founders, Gerard and Remy Geroux, went so far as to declare the oak sacred to their kind. And slowly, over the years and decades, I slotted into Lizzy’s cairn a new quartz chip here, an open agate geode there. I fitted the smooth and the pockmarked. With the wolves’ help, I built for Lizzy a marker worthy of her bright light.

      The sapling became one of the many grand oaks circling my lake. Above my head, a squirrel ran the branches chattering like Ratatoskr filling the eagle Vedrfolnir’s head with gossip. The lake lapped its shore. The sun warmed my skin and I wondered about my unsettled soul. I wondered how it was that a hound always knew with certainty the reality of her world.

      I set a new stone, one with a rounded edge perfect for the tree-side of the cairn, and stepped back.

      I am large by both mundane human and elf standards. I duck and twist my shoulders when crossing most thresholds, and stand a good nine inches taller than Arne Odinsson, the elf who oversees this land. My eyes, though dark, shimmer with a deep red fire. I wear my black hair in the Old Norse style the elves prefer—naked above my ears and twisted into a knot at the back of my head. But unlike the natural pattern of the elves, I must shave my scalp where my scars do not already inhibit my hair’s growth.

      The scars have faded over my two centuries, and the slow rebuilding of my epidermis has replaced my original sallowness with a warm, if ashen, demi-health. I was built from parts of others, after all, and modeled out of clay polluted with death. My health is not my own.

      I am the abandoned son of a mad scientist. I am a man who walked the Arctic into a new continent, and a monster adopted by Nordic New World elves. I am friend to werewolves, witches, and vampires.

      I am Victorsson, son of Victor—son of the abandoning father who called himself Frankenstein. I am an unsettled soul.

      The elves call me Frank.
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      I liked my home. I’d added and subtracted over the years, including modernizing with argon-filled, insulating windows, the latest in solar and battery technology, and new plumbing with a reverse-osmosis water filtration system. The cabin wasn’t too big or too small, and even though it was now two centuries old, it continued to work well for me.

      My lake spanned several hectares and curved around a peninsula. I built my cabin shortly after Arne found me, and the tree that gave its life to become the log walls of my home might very well have been the father of the grand oak that now shaded Lizzy’s cairn.

      The lake and the land around it were part of the Red River Colony when I arrived. The people here were Scots, French, and English, except for the elves. They were of the magical Scandinavian cultures, Norwegians mostly, and had crossed the Atlantic with their mundane human explorers a good seven centuries before other Europeans entered the area. Unlike their Norse, the elves never abandoned their toehold on the new continent, and instead used their magic to sail the waterways inland, to the Great Lakes and to the forests surrounding the headwaters of the Mississippi River.

      The elves kept to themselves, and even though they traded with the local tribes, they bothered no one, nor did they share their magic, demand tributes, or steal anyone’s children.

      They built houses of wood and they fished the streams. They listened to the wind and they walked with the natural world of North America. They lived in their village and they glamoured only to trade.

      Now they controlled not only the town of Alfheim, Minnesota, but also the county territory around it, including my lake.

      Plots were mapped, and utilities routed. Lake homes designed. “Tourism brings in money,” Arne liked to say.

      Tourists, who came into town looking for rental cabins or property to buy. Mundane, normal people wanting a weekend up north, near the Boundary Waters, where they might—just might—see a timber wolf.

      Or a werewolf, if they weren’t careful during the full moon. Or, if they needed to check a book out of our library, or place a bet with a bookie, one of our two vampires.

      Or an elf with a bow or staff.

      Or me, the abominable son of a long-dead mad man, the local “giant” named Frank Victorsson.

      Not that the mundanes noticed. Or at least I hoped they didn’t notice. The new construction on the opposite side of my lake had me wondering.

      Three connected sections. One building. Lots of reflective glass. Some rich person from Minneapolis wanted a getaway lake home and had decided that he preferred Alfheim’s economy and tourist amenities over the other local small cities. Bemidji had its charms, as did Ely, but the elves loved artists—glass blowers, painters, sculptors—which people from The Cities seemed to enjoy.

      So other than my current houseguests, I was about to have neighbors for the first time in my two centuries living in Alfheim, Minnesota. Wealthy neighbors who were likely to spend a lot of money on local color.

      The sun hit one of the pointy window protrusions. I shifted on my mat where I sat on my deck, and squinted. So much for my morning lakeside meditation.

      I learned long ago to be mindful of my inner workings. Bad outcomes happened when I lumbered about raging against a bitter universe.

      I was no longer that man. Two hundred years of watching humanity pass by had taught me that no matter the injustice or the slight suffered, it too shall pass. Besides, a giant raging maniac did not make a good host, and when one hosts elves, one needed to be on point.

      So I breathed in the late summer lake air. I cleared my mind of my body’s need to attend to the parts of the world that did not need attending. Waves lapped. Trees rustled. The sun beat down on my face and my dog chased salamanders. At least for one morning, all was right.

      Until the saws and the pounding started.

      I wrapped my cold fingers around my tea. Meditating in the sun helped warm my cold flesh; otherwise, sitting on a pillow and thinking about nothing cooled down my body, which only serves to highlight my more corpse-like traits.

      Women do not enjoy waking up next to a man who needed to sunbathe on a rock like a damned lizard in order to feel touchable. Winter, summer, northern forests or tropical climates, it doesn’t matter. My mad father built me to sleep like the dead. At least my dogs never minded.

      With my new neighbors, it seemed as if I would no longer have the option of peacefully sunning my tired bones. I sipped my tea, then pulled my t-shirt over my head.

      Hammering echoed across my lake. The coming autumn-crisped the air and the changing leaves were a week or so from fiery reds and golds. Sounds travel better in cold air, and soon I would be listening to laughter and loud parties.

      Samhain was a month away but had begun flavoring the universe. Festivals and parties bounced through town and the lakes like dancing clowns. Apples this week. Next week, water fowl. The tourists loved it and the parties all led up to an elven week of hidden Samhain mystery which I did my best to ignore.

      I hauled my bulk to its full, noticeable-across-the-lake height. My neighbors were not shaping up into anything I would label as “tolerable.”

      A boom ricocheted over the lake. Swearing followed. A saw started up.

      No, my new neighbors were not anything close to tolerable.

      Inside, my refrigerator door slammed against the cabinets. The youngest of my two houseguests must be packing her school lunch.

      I sipped my tea. My dog-emperor, Marcus Aurelius, barked and ran into the house, obviously questing for one last hug and pat from my adoptive niece.

      Marcus Aurelius was a large, staunch dog, sized correctly for me, with golden, curly fur and a bright hound mind. I had no idea what his breed might be; I’d rescued him from the side of the road in the middle of a particularly brisk winter and he’d been my companion ever since.

      I followed him toward the wide French doors that separate the deck area of my home from the kitchen.

      Maura Dagsdottir walked in from the hallway at the same time I closed the doors. She glamoured down her radiance—and her ears—for the real world. To the mundane humans of Alfheim, she looked like many women of Scandinavian heritage—tall, nicely curved, gray-eyed, with angular features and a big brown ponytail. Today she wore a t-shirt and jeans much like my own, as did Akeyla.

      This morning, Maura’s magic flickered.

      I see magic. It manifests as auras and shimmers in my visual perception. None of the elves quite understand when I describe for them my sensations. Neither do the wolves. Arne frowns and says my “seeing” magic is akin to him tasting a color, or hearing a number.

      It is what it is, and the elves occasionally find my gift useful.

      “You okay?” I made a small gesture to indicate the sparking in her natural magic aura.

      Maura stopped in the hallway’s threshold. Her eyes narrowed. I may be her adoptive brother, but I was not to speak of such things in front of Akeyla.

      Maura threw me a small, consolatory smile, then dropped her glamour as she walked into the room. Her black hair glistened with the blues and shimmering purples of winter, and the protection enchantments tattooed around her scalp picked up those icy colors. She was, in many ways, the exact opposite of her ex. Maura was slow and steady, like an ice floe; and also like a floe, when she cracked, all hell broke loose.

      “I’m good,” Maura said.

      As good as she was going to admit, more like it. Sometimes I wished she would talk to me about the wounds in her magic. I’d offered help several times. Maura was as stubborn as every other elf in Alfheim, and wasn’t likely to seek support unless she was literally bleeding out.

      But at least she had decided to stay with “Uncle Frank” until she and Akeyla could find a suitable place of their own. With elves, a “suitable” place had to be magically suitable as well as mundanely accessible, and Maura was particularly picky. Akeyla, being half fire spirit, had a uniqueness to her that required extra magical work.

      I didn’t pretend to understand. I could, though, offer a safe place to live until all was magically correct.

      I walked over and gave Maura a quick side-on shoulder hug. She looked up at my face and some of the morning pain seemed to fade.

      Akeyla slammed the refrigerator door hard enough that the entire kitchen rattled.

      I walked back toward the center island and set my mug on the granite counter. “Careful with that, pumpkin,” I said.

      A wave of Akeyla’s fire elf warmth spread through the kitchen like a magical tsunami, all flickering and golden and flowing more like water than heat. She grinned and set her lunch next to my mug.

      “You warm, Uncle Frank?” she asked.

      “I am.” I squatted and held out my arms for a hug.

      The little elf I called niece burst forward all full of smiles and wild child energy, her own arms spread wide and her wavy black hair bundled into a poof on the back of her head.

      “Yah!” she squealed, and jumped into my embrace.

      I swung her up to my hip. Like her mother, Akeyla had the tall, pointed ears of an elf. She looked like Maura as well, with an oval face and a strong, curved set to her lips. But she also looked like her fire spirit father.

      Which meant darker, warmer skin than the Nordic elves. She lacked the bald band around her scalp as well, which decreased her canvas area for enchantment and protection tattoos. And her eyes looked more like my own dark mahogany, reddish irises than her mother’s pale gray.

      Akeyla’s glamour hid her ears from the mundanes, but not her elven and spirit features. Such intricate, delicate glamours were the domain of the adult elves like Maura, and not even all of them could handle appearing fully “normal.”

      “Looks like it’s going to be a nice day,” Maura said as she reached up to rub a smudge off Akeyla’s cheek.

      “Mom!” My little niece pulled away and buried her face in my shoulder.

      Maura grinned. “You’re her favorite uncle, ya know.”

      No, I didn’t mind one bit having house guests.

      Maura tapped the counter. “We’ll pick up macadamia nuts on the way home.”

      “Oh!” I exaggerated for Akeyla. “Are we making dessert tonight?”

      You learn a lot about the world when you live with elves. Useful knowledge drips off them like honeydew—sweet, addictive, and sticky as hell. Once you’ve learned a way from an elf, there’s no turning back.

      Especially when it came to making brownies. Not the “squat little hobgoblin” kind. The close-to-godliness, fudge kind.

      “Yep!” Akeyla kissed my cheek.

      I knew they’d be moving out soon, but I had to admit I liked having them here.

      “So we have to use Dutch process cocoa? That’s the rule?” I asked.

      My young supervisor scrunched up her eight-year-old face as I set her down next to the kitchen counter.

      Her crunched-up lips released into a big grin and her magic danced around her little body. She wisped her delicate hand through the air. “Duh, Uncle Frank.” She rolled her eyes. “Otherwise the magic won’t work.”

      With elves, rules equal magic, and magic equals sweet, addictive, sticky brownies.

      “Oh,” I said, and nodded once as if I’d finally learned the true meaning of life.

      Akeyla patted my arm. “That’s okay. Mommy says you’re super smart.” She said it in a way that made me think the jury was still out on my smartness.

      By the refrigerator, Maura covered a snort by pretending to cough.

      I leaned down as if to share with Akeyla a secret of great importance. “It’s not the smarts that make me super,” I said. “It’s little elf hugs!”

      I scooped her up off her stool and twirled her high up over my head. She screeched as only an eight-year-old can—an unearthly loud, high-pitched, kid-giggle—and stuck her arms out at her sides.

      “I’m flying!” She screeched again.

      At my almost seven foot height and with a reach and speed that were significantly more “super” than my smarts, I pretty much did have her flying.

      Her elemental fire magic licked at the ceiling as dancing, barely visible, red and blue pseudo-flames. They carried heat, but not the chaotic release of energy that came with a blaze. The heat of a fire elf touched souls.

      Akeyla Maurasdottir would one day be an elf worthy of both adoration and terror.

      Maura’s cell phone rang. “Hello?” she said.

      I twirled Akeyla again, then used her to do a couple one-armed press-ups.

      That got the giggles going.

      Maura frowned and looked up at the ceiling. “No, no, Sam.” She sighed. “I do trust your judgement to pick the best place, but I need to check them.”

      Samantha Nelson, the mundane owner of Alfheim’s Nelson Florals. A call from Sam meant that Akeyla’s father had sent yet another bouquet. He was, as Maura’s mother said, “creepily persistent.”

      Maura had left Alfheim for Hawaii about a decade ago, but came home with Akeyla two months ago. Her ex did a number on her—the bruising of her magic. The sparking where there should have been silk-like sheets.

      This morning’s flickering.

      Sam didn’t understand why Maura or Dag needed to check the card and the flowers before she sent the arrangements on to the hospital or the schools. She wasn’t one of the handful of mundanes in town who knew about magic.

      But the card, message, and flowers needed to be checked. Sometimes magic could be “creepily persistent” even if the spell used Sam’s own flowers.

      I watched the lovely child giggling and flying over my head. “I’m going to have to put you down, pumpkin,” I said. The continued bad behavior of Maura’s ex took precedent.

      Akeyla scowled and purposefully arched her back like an ice skater in the middle of a lift. I flipped her onto my shoulders. “Watch your head.” I bounced her around the kitchen.

      “Looks like we’re leaving for school early today.” Maura held up her phone. “I need to check on this.”

      I nodded and set Akeyla down. “Sure thing.”

      “Mom!” Akeyla pouted and stomped her foot. “We don’t need to leave for school for another fifteen minutes.”

      Maura squatted down to her daughter’s level. “I know, honey. But we need to go so I can check in with Sam.” She looked up at me.

      I squatted down, too. “Tell you what. We’ll go fishing tomorrow.”

      Akeyla bounced. “Can we take Marcus Aurelius?”

      My dog nuzzled her hand.

      “Of course we can,” I said.

      She bounced on her toes. “All right!” She grabbed her lunch off the counter. “Bye, Uncle Frank!”

      And after one final hug, I sent my elven sister and niece off to town.
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      I watched Maura’s sedan pull away as she and Akeyla made their way down my gravel driveway. Maura would drop Akeyla at school, then make her way to Nelson’s Floral. I’d spend my day alone with my noisy neighbors.

      Marcus Aurelius padded over and sat his big hound backside next to my foot. The werewolves liked Marcus Aurelius, and Gerard and Remy often asked to borrow him to comfort the occasional, also-rescued, new pack member. Times like this, I understood why.

      My dear dog wagged his tail.

      “You want to go for a ride, don’t you?” I looked back at the house. I was low on both coffee and tea, as well as paper towels, and should probably pick up a fresh bag of Akeyla-friendly apples.

      My canine emperor barked.

      Across the lake, someone yelled. Another boom followed.

      I should also stop at The Great Hall and speak to Arne or Dag. Ask them about the recent uptick in new building permits.

      “Perhaps they will do me the courtesy of a consultation before selling the next lot, huh, boy?” I said.

      Marcus Aurelius barked again.

      The noise of the construction tapered off as I made my way across the clover and acorns toward the garage. The canopy of Lizzy’s oak towered over the smaller, younger birch and aspen around the house. The garage was also tucked between two other large oaks. Squirrels chirped and birds sang. I watched my footing as I always did, so I didn’t poke my foot on a particularly hard nut, or roll my ankle on a hidden rock.

      Two hundred years of remade life, and to this day, I still sometimes fumbled or missed a mark. Two hundred years of life with elegant and graceful elves and yet I continued to lumber on legs that were not truly my own.

      Daily practice helped. I painted for a while, then briefly took up the violin. Target practice with a bow or a rifle came easier, and I was now a decent shot. But dancing never happened, and even though I can handle a sewing machine, I’ve always had to rely on the elves for tailoring.

      Fine or gross motor skills, neither have ever matched the speed or strength my maker baked into my piecemeal body.

      A crow cawed close by, but from which tree my piecemeal senses did not tell me.

      The brambles moved.

      There, hidden in the shadows among the stand behind the garage, were a white snout and two distinctive black-rimmed bright-blue hound eyes.

      Sled dog eyes. Lizzy’s eyes.

      “Marcus Aurelius,” I said, “do you see her?”

      Lizzy ducked her head. The blue of her eyes flickered and trailed through the shadows as if she pulled a hot flame behind her.

      My living hound whined and cocked his head as if listening. He obviously did not smell our visitor, nor, it seemed, did he see or sense her in any way.

      Yet she watched me. “Lizzy?” I called.

      She vanished into the shadows. The brambles rustled, and the branch swayed as she pulled back her head.

      My Lizzy was not a phantom.

      “Come, girl!” I yelled. How was this possible?

      I lived among elves. I was familiar with magic. I’d come face-to-face with ghosts and spirits many times in my long life. I’d witnessed the making of many and the culling of more. I understood what they were and how they came about.

      But this apparition was unlike any I’d seen before.

      I quickly rolled up my sleeve. Magic and I have an understanding—I let it be and it doesn’t explode in my creature-of-science face—but it was kind enough to allow me to wield enchantments gifted by others.

      The tracers tattooed on my forearm shimmered blue-violet and green. I flipped my arm out, and pointed.

      Nothing. A tracer lifted off my scarred inner arm and danced as a prismatic heat mirage above my skin, but it did not follow. It, like Marcus Aurelius, sensed nothing that needed following.

      I looked back at the bramble. It had moved. I saw it move. Perhaps a squirrel? But Marcus Aurelius chased every squirrel that dared to set foot in the clover.

      I knew what I saw. It may have been two centuries, but I knew my Lizzy—even if her eyes had flickered like flame.

      I also knew what time of the year it was. The veil always thinned around Samhain, even a full moon beforehand. Thinned and let through spells and phantoms.

      Here I stood, the semi-corpse jotunn able to see magic. I saw the workings of the tracer enchantments on my arms, and the protection marks along the side of my scalp when they lifted off my body to do their work. The marks that, more than anything else, told the magicals of the world that I was under the protection of the elves of New World Alfheim.

      But Lizzy felt different—looked different. How, I could not quite say. More solid? Less solid? She left no traces of any real magic. No shimmers on the brambles, or a good fright in the gut of my living dog.

      Perhaps I imagined her. Perhaps the true magic here was my mind making a representation of my life before the intrusion of intolerable neighbors.

      Or maybe this was magic I did not know. New magic. Perhaps the magic of creepily persistent spells of creepy exes? “Come, my emperor,” I said. I needed to know. “Time to see an elf about a dog, huh?”

      My living hound barked reassuringly and followed me to the truck.

      Time to visit the Elf King of Alfheim, Arne Odinsson.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      Alfheim proper covered about fifteen square miles of territory, with commercial and retail districts spilling out along the highway. One or two squat apartment buildings hid in the trees along the side roads. The state-run community college sat on a hill north of the city. But mostly the town stayed confined to its ancestral lands.

      Except the old Ramsey Mansion. No one knew why the family who once owned the land named the manor after Minnesota’s First Territorial Governor, Alexander Ramsey—Alfheim was too far north for the Ramsey family to have cared during Minnesota’s formative years. But by the time I returned from the Civil War, the massive stone mansion had been built on yet another hill overlooking the elves’ lands. The mundanes responsible abandoned it shortly thereafter.

      Now the Ramsey Mansion was a tourist attraction on the way into town. It was also Alfheim’s one and only branch library—and home to the town’s two vampires, Tony and Ivan Biterson.

      Their names weren’t really Tony and Ivan, and they most certainly were not born as Bitersons. The elves can be a bit… sarcastic, and I’d long suspected that the name was one of Arne’s many ways of keeping the two vampires under his control.

      Tony and Ivan were as different as night and day, but both seemed inclined to behave themselves. Rumor was that they had both been Russian Cold War spies—which I did not believe for one second. But Arne had found the claim entertaining and had given them a job when they first showed up in the fifties. One they enjoyed. They sorted and organized the less-than-savory papers left behind by Alfheim’s one and only witch, Rose.

      Not many individuals could touch her darker notebooks and artifacts. A few of the elves could, but witch magic corrupted, and no one deemed Rose a witch of enough note to make the risk of corruption worthwhile. I could, but Arne long ago decided that he would not inflict such a painful trauma onto me.

      Rose’s death had been hard enough.

      The Ramsey Mansion was just off the highway on the way into town. I could stop. Ask Tony or Ivan if Alfheim’s Special Collection held any scraps about fire spirits and ghosts. Rose horded everything—bones, bedlam, spells and enchantments—so I might not be grasping at straws.

      Or perhaps one of the vampires had insight. Not that I would share my moment with Lizzy with a vampire. They sucked on more than just blood; they also sucked away energy and information.

      Tony and Ivan might have been the nicest, sweetest, most lovingly-tough Russian spies to ever walk a dark Moscow night while they were alive, but they were effectively dual personalities now. In those undead bodies lived both the intelligent men of mystery and their psychotic killer shadow-selves.

      I parked my truck under a tree in the small lot cut into the side of the hill below the mansion. I patted Marcus Aurelius’s head as I fully rolled down all the windows. He’d have a good cross breeze and could jump out if he needed to. “Watch the truck,” I said.

      He thumped his tail on the seat and laid down his head. He’d snooze while I chatted with our blood-sucking neighbors.

      Sunlight sliced into the lobby as I swung open the doors. It arched across the tile toward the eight inlaid lines: each solstice and equinox, plus the four seasonal midpoints, Samhain included.

      The lines served to educate the children of Alfheim’s mundane population. For Tony and Ivan, they were the outer edges of their daylight cage.

      The entire foyer and ballroom of the mansion had been stripped out, opened up, and filled with shadow-producing book racks. Tall, high, shaded windows allowed in indirect sunlight for the patrons, most of which fell on the children’s play area. It also formed a shadowed trail through the daylight for Tony and Ivan.

      The huge round librarian desk sat in the center front of the room just off the door-edge of their sunlight cage. A decorative roof of Norse-inspired scrollwork sheltered the desk from the windows.

      A massive bouquet full of tropical flowers sat to one side. Maura hadn’t said anything about donating to the libraries, but that didn’t mean Sam wasn’t sending the flowers over.

      I stared at the damned thing for a long moment, until Tony cleared his throat.

      Tony sat behind the desk, his feet propped up and his phone in his hand. He wore one of his many Alfheim County Library t-shirts, this one a dusty deep red that added a rosy tint to his too-alabaster skin and a hint of fire to his glossy, almost-Medusa-like curls.

      In life, Tony Biterson had been a sweet-looking twenty-something with strong-if-young features, warm, honey-colored eyes, a straight nose, and a wide, charming smile. He stood nose-to-nose with Arne, which put him over six feet, and he carried himself well with wide shoulders and a slim, athletic build.

      Now, he worked the con favored by the modern undead: the handsome-if-scary boyfriend with a semi-criminal side who needed a good taming. Being a librarian added a dash of nerd. Tony played the part well.

      Tony looked up as I walked toward the desk. The blue light from his phone screen caught in his preternatural eyes, and for a split second they shimmered as if infested with magic.

      Then he grinned.

      Elves, when angry and out of their glamour, can be terrifying, but even Arne’s ire paled in comparison to the shiver Tony generated. Inside that loveliness and behind that handsome face beat no heart. Blood circulated only by the sheer will of the vampire’s addiction to stealing more. Muscles moved, but in a shadowy, slippery way.

      Like his skin, his teeth were too bright and too alabaster. Too clean. Too predatory.

      Tony dropped his feet off his desk. “What can I do you for today, Mr. Victorsson?” He tucked his phone into the back pocket of his jeans. “Got some good odds on the Gopher football game tonight, if you’re interested.”

      Tony and Ivan ran the Ramsey library branch. They also ran bets. And the extra special accounts of some of the local shipping businesses. Arne let them because, he said, “A little naughtiness helps them keep their larger evils under control.”

      “Not today,” I said.

      Tony walked over to the customer counter. He ran his hand over one of the bouquet’s oversized red blossoms, then sniffed a smaller, yellow orchid. “Donated,” he said. “Nice, aren’t they?”

      “Quite,” I said.

      Tony signed into the computer. “Got a handful of new bodice-rippers in yesterday.” He pointed over his shoulder. “Looks like a few of them haven’t been checked out yet.”

      He grinned again.

      “Enough, Tony,” I growled.

      The grin vanished. “You’re not going to break a window and finish me off, are you?” He batted his lovely eyelashes.

      I couldn’t tell if he was serious or continuing his smart-ass ways.

      “Again,” I said, “not today.”

      His eyebrows arched. “Good, good.” Then he tapped absently at his keyboard. “Then I’ll assume you’re here because you’re looking to enjoy an afternoon amongst the Rare Collections?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      Tony shrugged. “Ivan’s down there now.”

      Of course Ivan was in the basement with the witch papers. Ivan was Tony’s opposite—short, squat, and troll-like—which was why Tony did most of the human meet-and-greet.

      I turned toward the back stairwell.

      “Mr. Victorsson,” Tony called.

      He stood perfectly still behind the librarian desk, a might-be ex-Russian spy who ran bets and sucked the blood of the innocent. “Samhain’s coming,” he said, then slid back into the shadows.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      No natural light filtered into the Ramsey House basement. What windows had been built into the mansion had been shuttered with steel casings for “environmental control,” and unless they had an inspection, Ivan and Tony preferred candles to overhead fluorescents or halogens.

      A front antechamber at the base of the stairs showcased several of the House’s Victorian features, including the boiler and the massive, wood-fired stove. The house even had a cheese cave.

      Behind the tourists’ room, a modern mechanical room housed the gas furnace, water supply, and access to the duct work.

      The Rare Collections room was hidden behind a wall of wires and ducts, half of which were non-functional and there only to confuse mundanes. I ducked under a pipe and twisted so I could wiggle behind the furnace, and scrunched down to pass through the low, claustrophobic door.

      The hidden half of the basement extended beyond the house’s foundations and out to the curved rock wall that supported the grand balcony overlooking the mansion’s gardens. Above us, rich mundanes used to dance under the moon, inside and outside the wall of flung-open doors. Down here, the rocks poked out from the walls the way they would in any cave.

      Earth oozed here, between the joints of the rocks, and cooled the entire space. The air was surprisingly dry, though close and heavy.

      Ivan looked up from his tilted draftsman’s desk. The flickering candles at either side of his project tossed orange light onto his sallow, pale skin. Reds danced in his deep-set dark eyes. Long ago, a creature had managed to permanently scar his left cheek, and when he grinned, the right side of his face lifted more than the left.

      At times, Ivan reminded me too much of my younger self, with the ugly skin and the scars.

      He hopped off his stool. Ivan stood a good foot shorter than Tony, but was wider at the shoulders. He hadn’t been handsome in life, and his transformation into one of the undead had not given him the same statuesque quality it had given Tony.

      But it did make him stealthier. Ivan blended into the environment. Perhaps it was a consequence of his vampire enthrallings. Perhaps he just looked more like the rock. But Ivan was not always noticeable.

      “Mr. Victorsson,” Ivan hissed. Over seventy years in Alfheim and he still carried just enough of his odd, indeterminate Eastern European accent to add a hint of snake to his words.

      “Ivan,” I said. I may not like the vampires, but I had enough respect to never refer to them as Biterson to their faces.

      He patted the angled top of his desk and the propped-up, open manuscript it held. “Samhain?” he said.

      Ivan did not ask questions. Ivan used questions to inform you that he already knew the answers you sought.

      Samhain was a night of everything and nothing, of life and death, of love and hate. A witch had to understand the power of Samhain, and her own conductivity, and what she could channel.

      Elves, fae, and especially their Japanese kin, the kami, controlled magic in its most natural state. Witches, because of their mundane blood, resisted the flow. And like all resistors, they corrupted and overheated.

      Rose had overheated. Mentally, physically, magically. She overheated and her house burned and Ivan the vampire was now the only individual with enough corruption in his soul to be able to make sense of her corrupted, crazy rantings.

      Ivan, and me.

      “Samhain and long-distance spells,” I said.

      Ivan puckered his lips and tapped his temple. “Portals? Gates?”

      I held my body language. Ivan’s ability to read the nature of the moment was as reptilian as his voice. He’d strike before you realized he had his fangs out.

      “Fire,” I said.

      Ivan rounded his mouth. “Ahhh….” he breathed. “The blossoms?” Ivan bounced and held up his long, troll-like finger. “They smell of elf magic.”

      I clutched my hands behind my back and struck my best military pose. The two vampires responded to the local chain of command as much as any other magical in town. I might not be elf, but I was one of Arne’s “favorites.” Playing up my elven connection served me well at times.

      Ivan, this time at least, did not seem impressed. “So much magic!” he giggled, and did a small, troll-like two-step.

      I dropped the pitch of my voice. “And this surprises you how, Ivan?” I rumbled. “Every inch of Alfheim smells of elf magic.”

      He rounded his mouth again, then flashed a too-bright, death’s-head grin. “Do you know what happens when you mix magicks, Mr. Victorsson?” He sniffed at the air as if inhaling the world’s finest perfume.

      Akeyla was what happened when you mixed magicks—a fire spirit elf with incredible promise.

      Many of the older magicals had a problem with “mixing,” Ivan and Tony among them. Akeyla got stares. Then again, so did I, even after two hundred years. I wasn’t magic, but I was the ultimate example of the distasteful practice of mixing.

      “Ivan,” I said, “I find your attitude wanting.”

      He clicked his tongue and curled one of his long, bent fingers. “Yes, yes.” He tapped the finger against the side of his nose. “But there is mixing, Mr. Victorsson.” He flittered it through the air, then pointed it at his desk.

      I walked over to the desk and the open leather-bound journal.

      Nothing showed on the pages. No words. No diagrams or sketches. No poems written in Rose’s blood or smudges made of the ash of burned bones.

      No quotes. No wishes. No calls for help. Nothing.

      I frowned.

      Ivan leaned forward like the little troll-like vampire he was. “You no see?” he asked.

      “What do you see?” He wouldn’t tell me the truth. I could tell by the set of his undead shoulders.

      “Ashes.” He hissed out the final “s” like air escaping a tire.

      I didn’t take the bait. I waited.

      He looked up at me, his face a mask of innocence. “Much of her end work involves boundaries of some type, Mr. Victorsson.” He stepped back from the desk. “Samhain is one of the nights when magic dances on its edges. When steps move back and forth.”

      He did the two-step again.

      Dancing. Mixing. Ashes.

      “Samhain comes, so I do my diligence.” Ivan nodded. “I always check her works of mixing at this time of the year. Always.”

      He pointed at the notebook again, and again, he batted his troll-like eyes to feign innocence. “I know nothing of your questions, Mr. Victorsson, but I am always happy to help when I can.”

      Ivan grinned again.

      “And you see this on a blank page?” I had been special to Rose, and she to me. She allowed me to see into her soul not because I was corrupted enough to match her—though I was corrupted by the death from which my father molded me. She allowed me to see because she trusted me.

      Yet those blank pages said otherwise. Carefully, I flipped through the book.

      All the pages were blank. “I don’t remember an empty notebook among her saved artifacts.”

      Ivan pushed on the side of his nose, flattened his nostril, and inhaled through the other side. “It is what it is, Mr. Victorsson.”

      I slammed the notebook closed. The desk jerked and wobbled, and a low, humming vibration rumbled from its legs. The candles flickered.

      I ran my finger over the tanned cowhide wrapping the book. It wasn’t anything special. No tooled designs. No charms. No magic hummed off it, or rose like a shade. This book had simply been one of Rose’s many depositories of her ramblings. It had never held a spell or an enchantment.

      It was empty.

      Ivan did not move. “Would you like to check out this volume, Mr. Victorsson?”

      I felt his thrall-push. He wanted me to take it.

      “Wrap it up for me, please, Ivan.” I stepped back. “I will do my best to keep it safe.”
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      Ivan wrapped the notebook in brown paper and tied it with twine. I set it behind the passenger seat of my truck. Marcus Aurelius stared, but thankfully did not growl.

      I couldn’t take the book into The Great Hall. Nothing touched by witch magic could cross the glamour into elfdom. I pulled out my phone.

      Arne’s number went to voicemail. “Something’s been bothering me,” I said, and hung up. The less detail—and the less time on a cell phone—with Arne, the more likely I’d catch his attention.

      Dag answered when I called her number. “Come by my office later,” she said. “Maura and I are finishing up here.” Then she hung up on me. She didn’t like phones any more than her husband did.

      I didn’t bother with Maura. Her ex’s latest attempt to win her back must have had something subtle attached to it, or she wouldn’t have called in her mother.

      Looked as if I was on my own for a couple of hours.

      Marcus Aurelius wagged his tail.

      “Should we stop at Lara’s? Get our coffee and you a treat?” I could finish my shopping and then head over to Dag’s office.

      Lara’s Café and Deli had been a mundane town staple for close to a century. The original Lara passed away in the early sixties from smoking too much, and the café passed to her nephew, who immediately sold it. It had changed hands every five years or so for the past several decades, but never closed, mostly I suspected because the elves liked it. The interior had a woodsy, dark grove feel.

      Lara’s occupied its own brick building in the center of a small parking lot, which made it easier to glamour, if an elf saw fit to do so. The huge elm shading the back of the building helped as well. More trees spread up the hill behind the building. Out front, the short driveway opened onto the main road leading through the center of Alfheim.

      The café was now owned and operated by a Syrian family who had recently moved north from The Cities and who must have changed to new distributors. Lara’s coffee and tea—and the pastries—had significantly improved since they took over.

      I parked my truck and watched the café door for a long moment. Marcus Aurelius turned circles in the passenger seat, hoping to come in with me. “Sorry,” I said. “You need to stay in the truck.”

      He yipped his dog equivalent of a frown.

      “Do you not want to stay in the truck because of the book?” Perhaps I should put it in the tool chest in the truck’s bed.

      My dog yipped again.

      “All right,” I said, and pulled it out from behind the seat. Ivan had done a superb wrapping job. The midafternoon sun detailed the crisp corners and the perfectly tensioned string. “Perhaps Ivan should open a gift wrapping boutique, huh?”

      Marcus Aurelius barked.

      “You’re right,” I said. “Who wants a vampire wrapping their Christmas gifts? Takes a bite out of the holiday spirit, huh?”

      My dog whined.

      “The joke wasn’t that bad,” I said.

      He looked away.

      I chuckled. The book must not be putting off any undetectable horrors, otherwise there wouldn’t be jokes, no matter how terrible.

      “I’ll get you a treat.” The deli often had pet biscuits.

      The entire front window of the café was decked out with painted-on apples. Alfheim’s Apple Festival—the first of the season’s pre-Samhain festivities—brought in tourists. It also gave the elves an excuse to party.

      From the sign on the window, it looked as if Lara’s was running a special on fritters.

      I entered intending only to purchase coffee. I exited with a month’s worth of Earl Grey, three pounds of coffee, a bag full of fritters, half an apple pie, and the promised special treat for Marcus Aurelius, who barked and stuck his head out the open window.

      I patted his head. “Thank you for not jumping out and chasing squirrels.”

      The emperor barked again.

      A couple of tourists had taken up spots at the tables by the door while I was inside. They sipped their coffee and tried not to obviously stare at my scars and head tattoos.

      A familiar sedan pulled into the lot.

      A golden wave of Akeyla’s fire elf warmth spread out from Maura’s car. Maura must have picked her up from school on her way from of the florist.

      The little elf burst from the sedan’s backseat. “Uncle Frank!” she squealed, and, as always, jumped into my arms.

      I swung her up to my hip and did my best not to jostle her or my big bag of café goodies too much.

      “Hey, Frank. Did we run out of coffee?” Maura asked. “Or tea?” She wagged her finger.

      I laughed and wiggled Akeyla to settle her better on my hip. “I’m here to buy Marcus Aurelius treats.” I held up my bag.

      Akeyla pointed at my dog. “Why is he in there all by himself?”

      “Because I was about to give him his treats,” I said, and held up my bag again.

      Akeyla frowned. “That’s not a good reason.”

      Maura winked. “She’s training to take over Dad’s job,” she said. “She’s big on logic right now, aren’t you, honey?”

      Akeyla nodded her agreement. “You need to make sense when you answer someone’s question, Uncle Frank. If you don’t make sense, then you’re ob… odd-fuss…” She frowned.

      “Obfuscating?” I asked.

      “Odd fussing,” she answered.

      Odd fussing was the best definition of obfuscating I’d heard in a long time.

      “Are you a third grader or a grad student?” I asked.

      Maura closed one eye and tapped her temple. “Odin grants us knowledge and magic,” she said.

      Odin, and her father, the man who called himself son of Odin. Arne had been the Elf King of Alfheim for a thousand years and wasn’t likely to hand over his job no matter how capable his granddaughter grew up to be.

      Akeyla pointed at the café. “We’re getting the macadamia nuts!”

      Two crows on the roof cawed as if angry she wasn’t going to share her bounty—or our brownies—with them.

      Maura took Akeyla and set her down on the ground. “Give Marcus Aurelius his treats.” She pointed at my truck. “We’ll be home later. We’re going to the Geroux’s, aren’t we?”

      Akeyla bounced again. “Jax has a cold and didn’t come to school and I have his homework.” She pointed at the sedan. “I think he’s faking.” She frowned.

      Akeyla was probably correct—werewolves rarely caught colds. But then again, Jax was a third grader, and kids were known disease vectors.

      “Nice of you to bring him his studies,” I said.

      Akeyla patted my hand. “You talk like an old person, Uncle Frank.”

      Maura laughed and took Akeyla’s hand. “Let’s get our nuts, huh?”

      “It’s full moon this weekend and he can’t be sick.” Akeyla pointed at the sky. “It’s almost feast time.”

      “You can always come to feast, Frank,” Maura said.

      The werewolves and the elves feasted together before every full moon. Gerard and Remy said it helped the pack attach to the elves’ magic, which helped them hold onto their humanity while in wolf form.

      And holding their humanity was of the utmost importance with tourists around. With the elves’ help, the Alfheim Pack hadn’t killed a mundane in five decades, and even that kill had been disputed and likely self-defense on the part of the wolf involved. Before that, it had been almost a full century.

      Gerard and Remy traveled the world and rescued the newly-turned. The good and strong-willed, like Gerard’s wife, Axlam, were often brought to Alfheim. With the elves, the wolves could live full lives. Without the elves’ magic to help them, Arne would have had to put down the entire pack long ago.

      Or at least that’s what Arne liked to claim. I figured as long as the arrangement worked for everyone, it was not my place to comment.

      “I’ll think about it,” I said.

      Maura gave me a quick hug. “You know you’re always welcome.”

      “I know,” I said. The elves always welcomed me. I was their adopted jotunn, after all. Like all Norse magical creatures, they liked their giants.

      Maura took Akeyla’s hand and they walked toward the café door. In my truck, Marcus Aurelius yipped. The two icy tourists continued to stare at me. One got out his phone. The two crows took flight.

      “I’m coming, oh great emperor of mine.” I opened the truck’s door.

      A sedan buzzed by on the road in front of the café. An ordinary sedan, one of boring metallic beige and boring, common rounded corners. It was one of those cars that unless you saw the emblem, you would have no idea of the make, much less the year.

      The sedan slowed and for some internal reason, some inkling I did not understand, I looked over my shoulder at Maura and Akeyla as they stepped into Lara’s Café.

      When I looked back, the sedan had moved far enough along the road that it momentarily blocked the entrance to the parking lot.

      Blocked the entrance and sat perfectly perpendicular to the café’s door as Maura held it open for Akeyla.

      Geometry mixes with magic. Geometry was one of the ways non-magicals called up spirits, or accidentally brewed an enchantment. Geometry guided the protection glyphs on my scalp, and the tracers on my forearm.

      The sedan had geometry and—

      And my father. Victor Frankenstein leaned out of the passenger-side window, his cold, blue eyes gleaming like diamonds and his brown hair cut into the short, forward-pushed early-Nineteenth-Century style he preferred. Victor Frankenstein, the mad scientist whom I had left for dead on the Arctic ice two hundred years ago. Victor, the man who fashioned me from clay polluted by death.

      Dead Victor Frankenstein. A ghost. A wraith, just like my Lizzy.

      That Victor Frankenstein pointed at the café.

      I looked back at the door just as the fireball blew out the front window.
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      Marcus Aurelius was out the open door and bounding for the café before I dropped my bag on the seat.

      The café door swung open. Maura pushed Akeyla out. “Take her!” she yelled, and disappeared back inside.

      Akeyla screamed. Her glamour shattered. Flame-like magic erupted around her small body. The two tourists who had been staring at me earlier had already ducked into their car, and thankfully did not see Akeyla’s ears.

      “Akeyla!” I shouted. “Honey! Come here!” I took a step toward her.

      Her lips rounded into a circle. She blinked, then screamed again.

      My little niece screamed, and took off for the trees behind the building.

      Marcus Aurelius barked at the broken café window, then barked at Akeyla. Thankfully, he paced her as she ran around the corner.

      I looked back at the road. The sedan had vanished. Totally vanished, as if it had never been there. And my terrified, vulnerable, un-glamoured niece was running for the trees.

      “Akeyla!” I yelled. I had to trust that Maura would get the owners and customers out on her own. I also had to trust that someone else would call the fire department.

      I rounded the corner just as Akeyla climbed the small hill behind the café and disappeared into the stand of trees.

      How did she get so far ahead? I might not be agile, but I was fast, at least when moving in a straight line. But Akeyla was already disappearing into the grove.

      She couldn’t get far. We might be on the outskirts of Alfheim, but we were still within its borders, and the buildings here were dense enough that she could not vanish.

      I hoped.

      But if I didn’t hurry, I would lose her in the brambles.

      Marcus Aurelius barked. “Stay with her!” I yelled. He would. He was a good dog.

      Akeyla screamed again.

      The birch tree directly in my path caught fire.

      The entire thing, from its paper-white trunk to its drying yellow leaves, burst into flames like Moses’s bush. Burst into a hot, blistering fireball not unlike the one that had rolled out of the café moments before.

      Heat slapped my flesh and singed my eyes. I breathed in the crackle of exploding sap. And fire took over my senses.

      Full fire. Real fire. Chaos and death and heat.

      I do not do well when my skin reminds me that it is, in fact, alive. That I was not the corpse I thought myself to be. That I could die in a fire the way I lost the one friend I’d managed to make after my father fashioned me—the kind, blind man who had not understood the true monstrosity of my birth.

      He had screamed like Akeyla screamed now.

      I bellowed and blocked the flames with my arms.

      The tree burned. The café burned. What if Maura died? What if Akeyla screamed until she was nothing more than a tiny elf-shaped cinder? Akeyla, my niece. The little girl I considered family. What if she lost her glamour forever?

      My unsettled soul roiled. It boiled with the heat and it turned into a cauldron. I backed away. “Akeyla!” I yelled.

      Somewhere on the other side of the fire, Marcus Aurelius barked. I couldn’t… I couldn’t get through. I couldn’t walk through a wall of flame. No one could. No one.

      A hand gripped my shoulder. “Frank!”

      Arne Odinsson looked up at my face. Magic protected him. Magic stood between him and the chaotic flaming destruction in front of us.

      Magic would save Akeyla.

      “Did you put a tracer on my granddaughter?” he asked.

      Flames whipped up into the air and took what little collected thought I had with them.

      “Frank!” Arne checked my arm tattoos. “Did you at least see which way she went?”

      “Marcus Aurelius is with her,” I stammered. “They went up the hill.”

      Arne pushed me toward the lot. “Help Maura. I’ll get Akeyla.”

      He dashed into the flames.

      He dashed in, and I backed away.
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      Arne held Akeyla against his chest. She tucked her head against his neck and sucked her thumb.

      He held her because only he had the magic to glamour not only his own elfness, but also hers.

      The fire department arrived within minutes, quickly extinguishing both the café fire and the tree. The café, the investigator was telling Arne, appeared to have had a gas leak in the kitchen. The blast had moved outward from the back of the building like a bubble bursting. Lara’s cook had been in the walk-in refrigerator at the time and had come out of the ordeal in fine shape. The owner and two other customers were awake, talking, and in stable condition. Everyone was on their way to Alfheim’s hospital to be more fully checked out. No one died. Everyone was expected to make a full recovery, Maura included, who the EMTs had taken in with the mundanes.

      She’d saved the owner and gotten a bad burn on her arm while I ran away.

      I leaned against my truck’s not-so-glossy dark red fender. The exploding window had peppered my vehicle with shards of glass. If the emperor and I hadn’t been behind the door, we would have been peppered, as well.

      Marcus Aurelius sat on the passenger seat, his head down and his hound eyes wide. He’d led Arne to Akeyla.

      She’d set fire to the tree. Simple magic swirled around its burned corpse like leaves blowing in the wind. The same magic flickered around the café. Akeyla’s fire spirit side rained down on the parking lot like ash from a volcano.

      Arne said nothing to the mundane firefighters or to Eduardo Martinez, Alfheim’s sheriff. Of the first responders, only Ed had any real knowledge of magic.

      Arne held his granddaughter and the mundane fire department saw a normal-looking, middle-aged, balding man in khakis and a buttoned-down shirt holding a clinging, frightened child. Arne’s day-to-day glamour did nothing to disguise his broad shoulders and large arms, but it did make a mundane believe that he was past his peak. His days of fights and brawling looked to be long gone, but he somehow managed to hold onto his overall fitness as he aged.

      Retired, Arne was not. Nor was he past his peak. No, Arne was King.

      Akeyla was his wayward daughter’s precious little girl who melted Arne’s town-father heart. Sometimes I wondered if his displays of affection for his granddaughter were calculated to maximize public perception.

      If they were, would it matter? He obviously loved her, no matter how he used her for political gain, or protected her from investigations.

      I rubbed the sole of my boot through the parking lot’s gravel, wondering if my ghosts were here to remind me of my weaknesses. I couldn’t run around a burning tree to save her, or to help her deal with what had just happened.

      The ghosts left no traces. Arne sensed no magic beyond Akeyla’s young fire. I saw nothing. My tracers pointed toward the elves, but nothing else.

      Perhaps I was simply seeing things.

      Ed walked over. Alfheim County Sheriff’s Department patrolled outside of town, and supported Alfheim’s small internal police force. Ed was the de facto head of policing for the entire area, and everyone treated him as such, except for a few of the more annoying mundanes.

      “Akeyla’s safe,” he said as he flipped through his notebook. “So is your dog.” Ed was a good foot shorter than me, maybe a bit more. Almost all the elves were taller than him as well, though most of the wolves looked him in the eye. He was stout and wide-shouldered, and did not have an ounce of fat on him.

      In many ways, he was a more-handsome, scaled-down, fatherly, Hispanic version of me. He, though, had only one scar and did not wear his hair elf-style, preferring the standard short cut of every cop everywhere.

      I nodded.

      “We’re tracking down those two tourists.” Ed nodded toward the road.

      They had cell phones. Everyone had cell phones. The elves had to be careful.

      “They ran off pretty fast,” I said. As witnesses, they should have stuck around.

      Ed sniffed as if reading my mind. He closed his notebook and tucked it into his pocket. “Tell me again what you saw.”

      Ed was one of the few people who credited my “seeing” magic, probably because he was a mundane. He did not wield magic, nor could he see it as I did. But he knew a lot about its effects.

      Back in Texas, he’d had a run-in with a vampire serial killer, a nasty piece of work who enthralled victims so thoroughly that the elves’ magic could not break the spell. I knew some of the story, mostly Arne’s heroic tale of how he and three of the werewolves had gone down to help.

      Because of its thrall, visually perceiving the evil thing had been nearly impossible, and hitting it with magic only made it more powerful.

      Ed killed it. Not Arne or Remy. Ed, the mundane officer who was too good at his job to be wasting away here as sheriff, staked the vamp bastard and got the hamburger-like scar on his neck as his reward.

      The putting away of his notebook said that he wanted to talk magic.

      Should I tell him about the ghosts? Were they part of this or were they all me?

      I didn’t know.

      “A ghost,” I said.

      Ed frowned. “What kind of ghost?” There were many. “What did it do? Did it use magic?”

      It used fire, I thought, but I didn’t say that to Ed. He knew. Maura knew. Arne knew, which was why he went up the hill to rescue Akeyla. They all knew fire was my weakness.

      The more I thought about it, the more I suspected that ghosts were mine and mine alone, and were here to teach me a lesson.

      “Nothing noticeable, or traceable.” I shook my head. “I don’t know, Ed. I don’t know if the ghost is relevant to anyone other than me. My enchantments didn’t consider the other ghost I saw this morning worth tracing.” I held out my arm.

      “Other ghost?”

      “Both were people important to me a long time ago.” Lizzy was as much a person as Marcus Aurelius. They were simple dog people.

      “This was the second ghost you’ve seen today?” His frown deepened. “Do you think they’re malevolent?”

      “I don’t know.” Lizzy, no. But my father?

      How much of my remembered rage from my newborn years colored how I saw my father? If he were alive and I met him now, would I have more empathy for his misguided attempts to control life? I’ve long wondered, if he had been older and less rash, would he have thought through his experiments instead of blundering into the misshapen pain that was me?

      Or not. He did frame me for the murder of his fiancée, Elizabeth.

      I have blundered, but I have never murdered.

      My father’s ghost could have been a warning. He could have been a haunting. Or he could have been malevolent.

      The explosion could have been an Akeyla-caused gas leak. From the way Arne glamoured Akeyla, I suspected Arne thought so.

      I traced out in the air the hand movements of my father’s ghost. “He could have been telling me to attend to the fireball.”

      Or my weaknesses.

      “This is the time of year when ghosts show up,” Ed said absently. “Though they’re a bit early, no?”

      I didn’t chuckle. I wasn’t in a chuckling mood.

      Or perhaps Ivan was correct: Now was the time of boundaries crossed. Of magicks mixed. Of forces that do not usually tangle suddenly knotting into fiery explosions.

      My ghosts could be a tangential side effect of something very different.

      Ghosts. Fire. Bouquets. “I can’t help but wonder if Akeyla’s father has something to do with all this.”

      Ed watched Arne rock Akeyla. “Yeah. Me too.”

      “I picked up a sense of geometry with the second ghost,” I told Ed. “No actual magic. No overt malevolence.” I had no idea how overtly Hawaiian magic swam with arcs and angles.

      I glanced at my truck. Perhaps Rose’s vanished magic held hints.

      Arne rubbed Akeyla’s back and she closed her eyes, but continued to suck her thumb even though she was eight. Even though I hadn’t seen her revert to such self-soothing the entire time she’d lived in Alfheim.

      The fire inspector nodded and walked off, leaving Alfheim’s chief elf alone with his fire starter granddaughter.

      Akeyla would know what the adults thought of her. She picked up on everyone’s attitude. Akeyla always picked up on subtle energy that everyone else missed.

      Sort of like me.

      Ed adjusted his hat. “Her father’s a fire spirit, correct?” Ed rubbed his cheek.

      An edge to his voice added a hint of accusation to his words.

      “He can’t leave his island,” I said. “Neither Akeyla nor her father had anything to do with the explosion, Ed. It was a gas leak. She’s frightened. That’s all.”

      He straightened his belt. “I hope you’re right.”

      So did I. But what, exactly, was my father’s ghost trying to tell me?

      “Do you want me to come by your place?” Ed asked. “To look at the brambles?”

      “No,” I said. “It’s fine.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure, Ed.”

      Ed nodded. “If you have any trouble, call it in, okay?”

      “I will.” Most of his deputies were mundanes who had no clue about Alfheim’s true natures. A few did. One was a werewolf. We all knew who to call if we needed police help.

      I watched as Ed walked over to Arne.

      Arne Odinsson, the true Alpha of the elves, werewolves, and other creatures who lived in Alfheim, myself included.

      Ed pointed at the burned tree. Arne raised his hand. “We’ll deal with it,” he said. We, meaning the elves.

      Ed did not look happy.

      “I’ll take her to see her mother,” Arne said, and turned his back not only on Ed, but also on me.

      Arne Odinsson, the elf whom in many ways I considered my adoptive father, turned his back and walked away with my niece in his arms.
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      Lizzy’s cairn glowed in the evening sun. Reds and bold oranges caught in the agate, and golds warmed the gray lakeshore stones.

      I ran my finger over the marker’s granite base. “What were you trying to tell me, girl?”

      Weakness, I thought. Unsettled and monstrous weakness.

      Two hundred years ago, my father called me “demon.” My father, a man of lesser morals and tainted ethics, dropped at my feet those two syllables of truth in which I now wrap myself.

      Two hundred years ago, we stood on opposite sides of a widening crack in the Arctic ice. He yelled his slur from a face buried deep within his wolf-trimmed hood. He clenched his fists and stomped his black seal-skin boots.

      His eyes gleamed inside the shadows under the fur, like blue jewels forged in the fires of Hell itself.

      The slick ice rocked under our feet. My dogs howled; his lay as a dead, broken heap of cooling meat. The floe groaned and the wind ground across my exposed flesh more like burning nettles than the shimmering, swirling snow it was.

      We both breathed in the air at the dawn of the Industrial Age, my father and I. We both inhaled the crisp, shattered cold and we both exhaled the soot of our souls. He breathed by virtue of birth. Me, by an unholy gift I still do not comprehend.

      “Demon!” my father shouted as he pointed his finger at my chest.

      My father, the man who made my savage body and forged the equally savage geometry of my soul.

      The cold bothered me little, though it tore and cracked my dogs’ paws, Lizzy’s included. My skin had already proven itself both tough and near-indestructible.

      Perhaps I was a demon. My father demanded that I cinch that word tight around my neck. Perhaps he was correct.

      Perhaps the trail of death left in our wake was more caused by me than him, as he claimed. Perhaps I had no reason to lay chase when he fled across the frozen waste of the North. Perhaps his feigned innocence was not feigned.

      I bellowed and slammed my foot into the shattering ice, and between my father and I, the Arctic Ocean welted as slushy, slow, iron-gray waves. My dogs backed away, and carried my sled with them.

      The berg under my father’s feet tipped. Shock sparked his blue eyes. He swung his arms to hold his balance, but the ice found no reason to agree.

      My father fell hard on his arse. My dogs barked.

      I took his immaculate word of strangulation, that label of demon, from my father. I allowed it to boil. I was rage. I was pain.

      And I allowed it to make me little more than the demon he claimed.

      My ice floated away, but my anger did not. My father turned tail and ran.

      My dogs growled, as did I.

      I gripped my sled’s reins. The dogs did not care if I bled hellfire; they only wished to run.

      We drifted along the ice after that, a demon and his four-legged hounds, out in the biting air and under the blistered, gray-blue sky.

      My father’s threats and insults vanished into the screams of the Arctic wind. He all but disappeared into the haze.

      I had vowed vengeance. Instead, I found a colony of elves in the center of a far-flung continent. I buried my Lizzy. Within a decade, the elves found evidence of my father’s befitting death in the slums of London. And I learned to organize the chaos of my soul.

      But now I wondered if my chaos and my demonic nature called up ghosts.

      Two hundred years into my immortal life and I should know better than to allow such thoughts and memories to cloud my mind. I had seen my share of death. I’d fought alongside Union soldiers during the Civil War. I’d seen villages burn. I understood hauntings.

      Most ghosts manifested out of rage, or love, or shock. They were the final geometry of a soul, its final alignment with the universe, and they tended to sort order from the chaotic intensity of a final, emotional moment.

      Hauntings weren’t about good and evil. They weren’t about a future beyond learning from your past.

      I rubbed my forehead. My past was littered with lessons, but which ones applied to my future? The ghostly ones of Lizzy and my father?

      Or, perhaps, the hidden ones of magicks mixed and boundaries crossed, and of the other kind of ghost I carried.

      The tracers on my arms came from the elves, Dagrun in particular. The protection enchantments on my scalp, from Arne. I carried their enchantments for a reason.

      A witch reason.

      Not all witches walked the world with a black heart. Some started pure. Some fought the blackness with their last, dying breath.

      Rose had been a witch with a pure-but-chaotic soul. She’d also been family.

      Adoptive family, but not like the elves.

      I found Rose and three other children in a Louisiana bayou shack surrounded by snakes and alligators. I’d been a soldier for close to five years at that point, and had fought many Union battles that had murdered better men than I. I flinched a lot. I think my mind wanted me dead, but my immortal body kept walking anyway.

      In the bayou, the witch who’d kidnapped the children cackled under a full moon, and spewed a fountain of corrupted magic high into the air.

      I fought her, I think, out of dread more than any other reason. Dread that I had survived the Civil War and so many others had not. Dread that I could no longer ignore the immortality of my body, or what it meant. Dread that I knew I needed to return to the elves and ask Arne for the same help with living that he gave the werewolves.

      That witch, in that bayou under that full moon, had been meant to be my suicide by magic.

      Instead, the witch took three of the four children with her into oblivion. I snatched Rose up and placed her on my hip. And together, we walked the banks of the Mississippi until we wandered, once again, into Alfheim, Minnesota.

      For a time, she called herself Rose Franksdottir. Then the witch-twisting of her mind began.

      She talked to herself first. She heard voices, and hallucinated creatures that did not walk among the elves—gods with the heads of jackals or birds or gators, she said, though all of us were sure she had a pipeline into Egyptian mythos.

      She took books, journals and other writing materials, crystals, metals, clay, animals—anything and everything she found—into her house. Mostly, she stole. Objects went in, and Rose rarely came out.

      My memories of many of those years after the war weren’t well-formed. Many times, I considered another attempt at suicide by witch, since I had so graciously brought a witch into Alfheim. But I could not do that to my Rose, nor could I do that to the elves who, at the time, were trying to help her.

      They would have killed her the moment she set foot in town if she’d come in with a mundane. But it had been my hand she held, so the elves held her hand, too.

      I’d been drinking the night her house burned. It takes considerable amounts of high-proof liquor to have an effect on me, and at the time, I’d been doing my best to figure out how much and how fast I needed to consume in order to black out.

      I remember the screams more than anything else. The animals, the elves, the house, Rose. I remember the flames and I remember being as paralyzed by the heat and the brightness as I was behind the café.

      Rose had enchanted the house. No elf could come close then, and they couldn’t now.

      Only me.

      I had stood on the edge of the magic circling her small cottage and watched a good-if-tormented soul burn. I watched the chaos of her mind become the chaos of her world. She died in that blaze. Rose became dust.

      Now, I walked the garden path around my cabin to my lake-facing deck, and glanced at the wide French doors of my home. Rose had loved my cabin. She’d loved the lake, though she’d refused to leave her hill in her last few years.

      Hammers echoed across the water. The neighbor’s workers were finishing up for the day. I closed my eyes.

      I carried more than elven magic. I carried Rose magic, too. Wispy magic so faint the elves paid no heed. Magic I could only see if I squinted.

      It was, in its own way, another kind of ghost. Rose’s imprint on my soul was the vestigial remains of my lone, failed attempt at building my own family. I shook my head and opened my eyes. The sun set behind the neighbor’s glass and chrome behemoth and all the colors of Samhain danced in its windows. The workers by the shore laughed. Others drove home to their families.

      Marcus Aurelius nuzzled my hand.

      “Hey,” I said, and rubbed his ear. He never liked my moods.

      Neither did I. Two hundred years past the rage of my undignified re-birth and I still had difficulty regulating my emotions.

      My dogs never judged.

      I looked toward the forest-side of my house and Lizzy’s cairn while I rubbed my hound’s ears. “I am confused, my canine emperor,” I grumbled. “I don’t like being confused.”

      He whined and sat on my foot.

      How could I not smile? “You do Lizzy proud, my friend.”

      Marcus Aurelius barked and padded off toward the French doors.

      Why had I not yet found some comprehension of the day’s events? What, exactly, were we mixing up here in Alfheim? At least Akeyla was safe.

      I opened Rose’s book one last time, as the sun dropped toward the horizon, wondering if it would reveal its secrets at the point of the sun’s crossings.

      Nothing. Only blank pages. I re-wrapped it and returned it to its place in my truck’s toolbox. A part of me said not to bring it into my home. The rest of me agreed.

      Rose had been eight when I brought her to town. For about a decade after her death, I’d see her dancing in the woods as if the fire had burned away what ailed her. Her ghost had realigned itself to the universe and my dear Rose had found peace.

      Her phantom never varied. She twirled and she smiled, and she held out her hand. Then she vanished into whatever magic from whence she’d come.

      That echo of Rose had bounced that way through my life for ten years, until she became too faint and finally evaporated for good. All that remained was the ashes of her house and her wisps in my soul.

      The neighbor’s unholy saws screeched across the lake. The cacophony provided some usefulness—it pulled my mind from my past “lessons” and drove away all thoughts of demons, fatherly, witchy, or otherwise.

      Time to attend to the present.

      Today’s crew looked to have installed solar shingles. At least my noisy neighbors were environmentally conscious.

      My phone rang.

      Maura, my phone’s screen said. She was probably calling to tell me that Akeyla would be spending the night at Arne’s. I answered.

      “I…” she said, then sniffled.

      “Maura?” Was she hurt worse than she let on at the café? Was Akeyla hurt? And I hadn’t helped. I ran when the fire became too hot.

      “Frank,” she sniffled again. “I just wanted to say that you will always be my big brother.”

      Maura had been born while I was experimenting with a college life in the sixties. She’d been a child about the same age as Akeyla when I returned to Alfheim.

      She’d been my joy. Her smile, like her daughter’s, helped me search for something beyond the darker moments of my life.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Those two tourists at the café? The two outside?”

      Oh, no, I thought. I should have gone after them. I should have hit them with tracers so that Arne or Dag could track them down and take their phones.

      But I didn’t. I let Maura down. I let Arne down. Damn it, I let Akeyla down. And now video of elven magic was free in the world.

      “Mom’s taking care of it,” she said.

      Part of me felt sorry for the two tourists.

      “There are rules, Frank,” Maura said.

      Yes, there were rules. Rules that protected the entire community. Rules that kept all of us safe while allowing Alfheim to continue to grow. Rules that applied to everyone, royalty or not.

      That did not mean I had to like it.

      “Akeyla needs guidance with her fire abilities,” Maura said. She sounded as if she was attempting to convince herself more than me. “We’re going back to Hawaii.”

      “You left for a reason,” I said. Growled, actually. I’d seen the damage to her magic. The heat her ex had added.

      She’d finally healed.

      “Did you see anything at the café, Frank? Any other magic?”

      “Other than the ghost?” I’d told Ed about my father and I was sure that Arne knew.

      “Yes.” She all but whispered.

      Had I? “I don’t know,” I said. Though I should know.

      “Akeyla didn’t start that fire,” she said.

      All evidence pointed toward the opposite, and now the two tourists had video proof.

      It all seemed too… clean.

      “No,” I said. “No, she didn’t.”

      Clean and geometrical.

      “We…” Maura sighed. “It’s decided.”

      How the hell could it be decided? She was the Elf Princess of Alfheim. Didn’t that count for something? What about Akeyla? Why had Arne made his decision so quickly? “Maura…”

      “I gotta go. We’ll be by to pack tomorrow.” She sighed again, this time to cover a hiccup.

      Was Arne really sending his daughter away? “I’ll talk to your father. I’ll leave now.” I had to. Someone had to talk sense into Arne Odinsson.

      “It’s been decided. There’s nothing you can do.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “Frank…”

      “Maura, it’s the least I can do. Let me do this. Please.”

      After a pause, she answered. “Okay. Thank you.”

      She ended the call. I stared at my phone. Should I call Arne? My gut told me no. Better to stand face-to-face with Alfheim’s King. But I needed information.

      Instead of calling Arne, I called the Queen of Alfheim. I called Dag.

      “I’m in my office,” she said, and hung up.

      I tucked my phone into my pocket. Time for me to walk into that fire.
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      Alfheim’s City Administrative Complex—the elves refuse to call anything other than their Great Hall a “hall”—was a well-landscaped sprawling line of concrete and brick bunkers on the edge of town. Built in the early nineties during one of Minnesota’s better municipal funding periods, the Admin Complex housed all of the city’s mundane functions: police, fire, city and county officials, community center, main library, and the local county courthouse. We even had a kids’ indoor playground, a gym, and a pool.

      I parked my truck toward the back of the lot and away from the main admin building, and left Marcus Aurelius to his guard duty. Time for me to speak to the one elf in Alfheim capable of blocking Maura and Akeyla’s banishment: Maura’s mother, Dagrun Tyrsdottir.

      My truck clicked and groaned as it cooled. I stared at the building, my body also clicking and groaning. My neck hurt. My back knotted. My fingers ached.

      My demi-health crept up on me while my mind circled other thoughts and now decided to remind me that even though I was as immortal as the more powerful of the elves, I would never be as agile or alive. I unclenched my hands and slowly shook out the stiffness.

      The world spun.

      Right there on the concrete walk to the doors of the Admin Building, out in the open, my demi-health and my uncertainty whipped up a bout of vertigo.

      For a second, a tornado touched down in my head and my life’s geometry became arcs and curves. My life folded back onto itself. Responses I’d left behind—anger and vengeance that boiled over into a red, roiling rage—lifted up out of the holes in my soul. My arteries constricted and made my heart thump. My vision closed into a tunnel.

      I knew this unsettled rage. My body remembered each time it broke through and inflicted itself onto the world: My father’s attempts to destroy me. The Confederate soldiers who raped and murdered. Rose, at her and for her. The laughter of the mundanes. Each and every death of every one of my dogs.

      My hauntings included more than ghosts.

      I gulped in air and looked up at the early evening sky. Count, I thought. Breathe.

      Trees rustled. Somewhere close by, a crow cawed. Warmth wafted up from the concrete under my feet. Cars moved in and around the lots, as did their exhaust.

      I was not alone, no matter how lonely my thoughts made me. The world buzzed in the here and now.

      A car honked. A young mother on the other side of the lot herded her children toward the community center.

      The rage vanished. I inhaled deeply and slowly, and carefully exhaled.

      Every day, I practiced attending to my body and my functions. I warmed myself in the sun and I drank my tea. I lived a quiet life with no place—or need—for rage. So why had it surfaced?

      I shook my head and blinked.

      A crow jumped from a tree near the building to the roof. It bobbed its head and spread its wings, and cawed again. Then it lifted its beak to the sky as if to say that the Aesir wanted me to pay attention.

      “Which are you?” I asked. Huginn or Muninn, Odin’s ravens of thought and memory, though this bird was neither Odin’s nor a raven.

      The crow cackled and stomped its bird foot. Then it too took wing toward the sunset.

      I watched it fly off. Was it an omen? Warning? A bird entertained by the foibles of mundanes and magicals alike? Because if I was going to be laughed at by an animal, it would be a crow.

      I shook my head. The best I could do now was to make my way toward Mayor Tyrsdottir’s utilitarian outer office. Maura and Akeyla took precedent.

      The reception desk for the entire town governance office sat behind a fish bowl of a glass wall and looked out over a boring hallway through which other office staff walked. Behind the receptionist and around a corner, Dag’s office door was closed.

      Dag was in there; magic filtered out around the jamb and along the carpet.

      Dag’s office manager looked up from her computer. Sue Martenson was a mundane who had married into the Alfheim Werewolf Pack and understood the true nature of magicals.

      “Hi, Sue,” I said.

      She frowned, then nodded.

      “Mr. Victorsson, how are ya today?” she said in her thick Northern Minnesota accent. The entire pack other than Gerard and Remy referred to me as Mr. Victorsson. I never did figure out why.

      “Good, good. The sun’s out, yeah? No rain coming.” I said. You had to follow the social rules in Alfheim, which meant starting a conversation with mild pleasantries about the weather. I learned long ago that if you did not acknowledge everyone’s greater environment, it was assumed that you didn’t care about the community. Such a faux pas opened a person to a storm of Minnesota Ice instead of the usual, happy Minnesota Nice.

      Sue smiled.

      “I need to talk to Dag.”

      The smile vanished. “She’s on a call.”

      Yells echoed from her office. Sue nodded toward the door just as a bubble of magic pushed through the wood frame.

      Dag was not happy.

      Emotions were contagious. What if Dag’s anger swirled up the rage again?

      No, I would not be held prisoner by my own faults. I waved to Sue and walked around the reception desk. Sue made no move to argue or to stop me, though I suspected that if I had been a regular mundane, she would have told me to take a seat.

      I knocked.

      “I know it’s you, Frank,” Dag called.

      Dagrun Tyrsdottir sat on the edge of her grand oak desk, one elegant leg dangling over the edge. She’d fully dropped her glamour.

      The cell phone in her hand cast a flat, bluish shadow over her almond-shaped eyes and her exquisite, straight nose.

      Like her husband, Dagrun Tyrsdottir’s magic swirled around her like silk caught in a breeze, and like all elves, she was beautiful in ways no mundane person could match. The enchantment tattoos circling her scalp just above her ears flowed over onto her forehead and formed a shimmering semi-cornet of silver and gray-blue which, like my own tattoos, danced just off her skin like a heat mirage.

      The tracer tattoos on the back of her hands and up the inside of her forearms shimmered in the same way, as did the silver and pewter clasped into her long, seemingly-alive, earth-black ponytail.

      Dag’s tracer enchantments appeared more solid than the ones I carried—the ones she’d gifted me in the decades after I returned from the Civil War with Rose in tow.

      Rose was why Dag had gifted me the tracer enchantments. Rose was also the reason for the protection sigils around my scalp. I’d long resisted elven markings. The tattoos were visible to mundanes, and only added to my perceived scariness. I got enough stares as it was.

      But I conceded after Rose. Best to be protected from witches.

      Dag, like Arne, rarely dropped her glamour outside of the elves’ Great Hall, the glamoured elf-space where they could walk free without worrying about mundane eyes. But today, she paced Alfheim’s Mayor’s Office in full elf splendor, right down to her linen tunic, leather pants, and thigh-high, black, built-for-running boots. Her long bow and quiver leaned against the wall between the two windows.

      Dag looked ready for a hunt.

      She ran her finger over the edge of her grand, pristine oak desk, then looked at the tip as if she’d picked up sludge off a sea monster. Then she held out the phone.

      “Watch,” she said.

      I took the phone and tapped the triangle to start the video.

      The two tourists sat at the table in front of Lara’s window. Most of the footage was them gossiping about women they knew in The Cities and making fun of their small town coffee. They caught Maura and Akeyla entering the café, and made predictably boorish comments about Maura. The one shooting decided to continue filming her through the window, and to continue his loutish voice-over.

      The final fifteen seconds of the video was by far the most problematic.

      Inside the café, Akeyla brightened. She stiffened, and her glamour popped like a balloon. Maura gasped and covered her daughter’s ears, but she was too late. Akeyla’s ears were clearly elven. Clearly pointed.

      Maura’s compensation produced visible distortions around her daughter. Magic visible to not only me, but to anyone watching the video.

      The owner of the phone swore as the magic around Akeyla caught fire. He swore again and ran away just before the window exploded.

      Dag stared at the back of the phone. “That call you heard when you came in?” She looked up.

      I nodded.

      “Maura’s grandfather.”

      My gut clenched. Tyr Bragisson was the King of the Icelandic elves, and Dag’s father. His call meant that the video had already gone international, and explained the swiftness of Arne’s decision. If the other elf enclaves demanded action, Arne had little choice. “How many views?” I asked.

      Dag closed her eyes. “Not many, thank Odin,” she said. “My husband coordinated a takedown.” She put out her hand to take back the phone. “We’re still looking for the two who posted it.”

      I paced across the room, doing my best to not seem imposing, even though Dag had never—would never—read my body language as threatening. She was my adoptive mother, and knew me well.

      Other than the massive oak desk, the Mayor’s Office was a utilitarian shell complete with metal shelving and flickering fluorescent lights. The walls were the beige of old snow—that crusty, slightly lichen-filled color of desolate landscapes that humans should leave alone. The rows of shelves along the inner wall only reflected light where they’d been nicked down to their aluminum frames, and were otherwise the dark grey of volcanic rocks.

      The office might seem bland to a mundane’s eyes, but to me, it conjured images of Dag’s homeland, Iceland.

      From Dag’s pacing, I wondered how protected Maura was at the moment. Dag stopped in front of one of the windows, still fully out of her glamour.

      I pointed, but didn’t say anything.

      She flicked her finger over the blinds and they snapped closed. “Has Arne told you what happened the last time the mundanes caught an uncontrolled glimpse of an elf’s power?”

      At last count, there were about twenty-five normal people in Alfheim whom the elves trusted. Most of them were connected to the werewolves. Ed knew, as did his wife. And me, though I wasn’t normal by any means.

      “No,” I said.

      Her ponytail swayed behind her head. “The mundane gathered warriors. They trapped the elf family. Burned them alive except for their daughter. The man used her magic to make himself king.” She glanced at the door. “They had many children.”

      Elves did not have babies with normal humans. The outcome was bad. “But…” Quite bad.

      Dag closed her eyes. “Every single witch in the British Isles is descended from those children. All of them.” She tapped her desk again. “The mundanes cannot overrun Alfheim. We cannot be outed to the wider world. Imagine what they would do to us now, with their technology.”

      Nothing good. But how could sending Maura and Akeyla away help? “This wasn’t Akeyla’s fault,” I said. “How is sending her back to her father going to protect anyone? If he caused this, you’re giving him what he wants.”

      Dag watched me with her stone-gray eyes. “Maybe he did this. Maybe not.” Her voice held no hint of condescension, though it did hold weariness. “No other elf enclave will take Maura and Akeyla because of the video.” Dag’s melodic, crisp—though slight—Icelandic accent made it difficult for her to disguise her undercurrents of emotion.

      Or, more likely, she did not bother with people she considered family.

      The Icelandic elves would not take Dag’s daughter. Nor would the Norwegians. Nor the kami in Japan. And there was no way Dag would send her daughter to the Siberian elves or either of the new colonies in New Zealand and South Africa.

      So back to Hawaii they went.

      “I have a gut feeling,” I said. How else could I describe what bothered me? My hauntings, Maura’s instincts. Ivan’s convoluted warnings. They pointed to something different.

      Dag nodded as she sat on the edge of the desk. “In the old days, we would have killed those men for what they did and stopped the rumors there.”

      “In the old days, the mundanes would not have shown such disrespect.”

      She looked up at the ceiling. Slowly, she raised her arms and turned the inside of her forearms upward.

      For one brief flash, her tracers glowed green-blue.

      “My husband has made his judgement.” She dropped her arms. “He had no other choice.”

      “I don’t—”

      “Frank.” This time Dag’s voice did hold admonishment. I was not to interfere in elf business.

      “But—”

      Someone knocked on the door.

      Dag suddenly glamoured. Her ponytail vanished, as did her tattoos. Her linen and leathers became a blouse and khakis. She became the middle-aged matron of a small, Minnesota town. “Yes?” she said.

      Ed poked in his head. “I’m sorry to bother you, ma’am, but I need to get a statement from Maura.”

      Dag nodded. “I will pass on your message.” She waved him away.

      Ed frowned. “Mayor Tyrsdottir, I understand there’s family politics here, but if the reports aren’t thorough, we could be risking reprisals if the two who shot that video decide to lawyer-up.”

      Dag’s eyes narrowed. I didn’t think she’d thought through the legal implications of the modern mundane world.

      She didn’t respond.

      Ed placed his hat on his head. “At least pass on my request, ma’am. That’s all I ask.”

      She waved him away again. Ed looked at me, then at Dag, nodded once, and closed the door behind as he left.

      “There has to be another way,” I said. What if the video followed Maura and Akeyla to Hawaii? They couldn’t stay sequestered forever.

      “They’re at The Hall,” Dag said. “Say your goodbyes.” She waved me away, too.
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      Like all things elvish, Alfheim’s Hall was glamoured. Any mundane driving through town saw only a slightly rundown, early-eighties designed, three-story hotel with an attached large restaurant and meeting room complex. The entire structure appeared to be poured concrete and painted beige as an afterthought. A couple of unkempt bushes dotted the landscaping rock surrounding its foundation. More bushes braved the scattered small islands in the seemingly empty parking lot.

      The overall effect was “Ignore and pass by.”

      The rest of Alfheim’s open commercial districts—Center Square, Wolftown, and the artsy bed and breakfasts that have popped up around the college campus—carried other glamours, though Center Square attracted visitors more with its 1870’s architecture and tourist-oriented trading posts than anything magical.

      The Great Hall occupied a wedge of land between Center Square and the river. A trail ran along the banks, which mundanes biked and walked, but The Hall’s glamour made it appear unwelcoming, and no one ventured into the parking lot.

      Maura once told me that the elves could not truly see the glamours they built. That, for them, a glamour slid along their skin like a prickly piece of silk. Most of them shook when they walked through one—Maura called it “heebie jeebing”—though I have never in my two hundred years with the elves seen one visibly react. They were a warrior people, the elves. Traders and fighters—much like their Norse ancestors and gods—and did not show weakness.

      I parked my truck in the real lot across the street from The Hall. I try to be courteous parking my one-ton vehicle, but tonight the small lot was full, and I slid in next to a boxy sedan. Gerard and Axlam’s larger sedan sat in the corner next to Remy’s smaller truck. Arne’s fuel-efficient hybrid sat under the light in the center of the lot.

      I must not be the only person who’d come to say goodbye to Maura and Akeyla.

      I wiggled out and held my door for Marcus Aurelius, who bounded out to the street. He stopped at the curb with his big tail wagging, and looked over his shoulder. My dog waited for me to catch up.

      “What do you think, boy?” I asked as I looked both ways before crossing into The Hall’s glamour.

      Marcus Aurelius barked.

      “I suspect you are correct.” I patted his head. “We will fix this.” What else could we do? I was old enough that I knew a mistake when I saw one.

      The emperor wagged his tail.

      I scratched his ear. “You are utterly predictable, you know that?” My dog was hungry. “Axlam undoubtedly has a treat for you.”

      Every dog loved Axlam, and even most cats. Arne’s lynx purred for her, and he otherwise sat on the back of Arne’s chair and glowered at everyone within pouncing distance.

      Marcus Aurelius barked again and bounded through the glamour veil.

      No bounding for me. I swept my hands before me as if parting curtains.

      The gesture wasn’t necessary, but over the years, I’d found that orienting my body to the magic helped me to understand it better. Here, parting the “curtain.” At home, “throwing” a tracer spell. The elves thought my movements odd, and at times laughable, but it worked for me.

      I stepped through into a different world—or, more correctly, a more natural world.

      The land around The Hall was still the same virgin forest that was here seven hundred years ago, when the elves’ Norse mundanes first stepped foot on North America. Not exactly the same—the trees, plants, and animals continued to grow and change—but The Hall sat on a riverbank that was otherwise untouched by European humans. Arne’s lynx lived here, as did deer, fox, ravens, snakes, and a pair of bald eagles. The fishing along the shore was especially good.

      The land itself was considerably larger than its external glamour. The Hall was a good quarter mile from the veil.

      The strongest of the elves’ magic warped space, but on which side of the glamour, I did not know. Perhaps both. I was not privy to the specifics of the spell, or who placed it originally, though I suspected an organized effort by Alfheim’s first elves. I knew only that each step through the veil surrounding The Hall was a blessing bestowed on me by a magic that shimmered with as much life as the blue jays flitting between the branches.

      Marcus Aurelius and I started down the trail toward The Great Hall of Alfheim.

      No squirrel distracted my hound, and he trotted ahead. The birds inside the veil sang louder than the birds outside, and with more melody. More critters scurried between brambles and bushes. The evening sky here was also a deeper, richer, indigo blue, and I often wondered if the place behind the veil was Vídbláin, the Wide-blue heaven of the Eddic poems. Arne only grinned when I asked, and more often than not distracted me with an offering of food.

      Torches lit the way as the trail curved around a dense stand of ash and birch, and opened before The Gate, a truck-sized, purplish granite boulder broken in two by real-world forces.

      Dag once told me that the rock spoke of a cold, harsh world, one scoured of all life but lichens. It whispered of ice, and how the cold flow of the world carried it here only to crack and abandon it where it now stood. No magic. Only the power of glaciers.

      She touched the stone and told its Ice Age story.

      Sometimes Dagrun Tyrsdottir’s ability to see the truth of the world frightened me more than her husband’s immortal magic.

      I crossed between the two halves of The Gate and into the clearing. Moonlight shimmered along The Hall’s grand, golden—yet not gold—roof. The elves had imbued the earthen tiles with sun magic, and the entire building glowed.

      The Hall was, in many ways, a classic Norse longhouse, with a steeply pitched roof, wood walls, and a wide central hearth. Chatter and subdued laughter poured out the open doors.

      I stopped only a step beyond The Gate. The laughter, though subdued, indicated that a lot of the locals had come in this evening. Maura’s melodic voice carried over the conversations. Then Axlam’s sweet-sounding, semi-barked werewolf response.

      Elves and werewolves. People. My shoulders tightened. My eyes blinked. I did not like crowds, even friendly, familiar crowds. Even if I came here with a purpose.

      Marcus Aurelius woofed and rubbed his head against my hand.

      I looked down at my hound. He looked up at me and wagged his tail. “Thank you,” I said.

      I heard Akeyla before I saw her. A glow of fire warmth spread out before her and the little elf I call niece burst from The Hall’s entrance.

      “Uncle Frank!” she sobbed, and as always, jumped into my arms. “I don’t want to go back!” She hiccupped and rubbed her eyes. “I like Ms. Saunders.”

      Ms. Saunders was her third-grade teacher. “It’s okay, honey.” I hugged her close.

      “It’s not okay,” she said. “No one will tell me why we have to go back. I like it here.” She hiccupped again. “They won’t let Jax come, either.”

      Jaxson, Gerard and Axlam’s nine-year-old born-wolf son, trotted out of The Hall, dutifully following Akeyla. The Hall showed a person’s true self—glamours vanished and the werewolves took wolf form—but no one’s souls were stripped naked. Arne understood politics and diplomacy too well to force such a horror on all those who entered.

      Jaxson, who would only be smaller than Marcus Aurelius for another year or two, sniffed my dog, sneezed and sniffled, then took up a protective stance between Akeyla and The Hall.

      Nine years old and he was already showing a mate preference. Thankfully, he didn’t see me as a threat. Akeyla didn’t seem to notice the preference part of his friendship, or at least had yet to find fault with her friend’s behavior. Still, the adults watched them carefully, just in case. As did I.

      “Do you both like your teacher?” I asked as I jostled Akeyla to my hip. Perhaps I could distract them both from their sobbing.

      Jaxson lifted his blue-black muzzle and yipped. Unlike both his parents, whose wolf forms could pass for the real thing, Jaxson’s fur shimmered with violet-blue, icy magic. Born-wolves often “presented,” as Arne liked to say, and Jaxson fully showed both his magic and his Alpha-in-the-making will.

      Akeyla nodded to her friend. “Jax doesn’t like Ms. Saunders.” She put her head on my shoulder.

      “Oh?”

      She shrugged, then hugged my neck. “Are you staying for dinner?” She pouted and blinked her big eyes.

      “I need to talk to your grandfather.” I glanced at The Hall.

      Akeyla hugged me again. “He’s being mean.”

      Jax yipped again. He circled once, then sat again between us and The Hall entrance. His wolf magic wafted off his fur in tiny Aurora Borealis sheets. He rocked from one side to the other, and softly growled.

      Jaxson Geroux was not a wolf who hid his emotions well.

      Arne Odinsson strode out of his Hall. He scowled.

      Out of his glamour, the full power of his magic trailed behind him as sparks in the air. Arne stood taller than most men, though a good hand shorter than me. His frame showed considerable strength, with wide shoulders and a broad chest. His hands, though, appeared elegant, if large. He watched me with deep, intense eyes the same gray as a storm, and wore the black hair crowning his head in a long, twisted, partially-braided ponytail clasped with many bits of silver. His hair, like all the elves’, waved behind his head as if alive. Thick, lynx-like sideburns grew down the sides of his face below the naked sides of his scalp.

      His tall, pointed ears stood out the most. Long ago a beast had notched his left, and he wore multiple piercings in his right, to balance the effect.

      The blue tattooed symbols along the sides of his head shimmered in the light radiated by The Hall. “There you two are!” Arne called. He lifted Akeyla off me and placed her on his leather-clad hip. The rest of the world might see a three-piece suit, or khakis and a sweater, but underneath, Arne Odinsson was comfortable and ready for a fight. “Are you bothering Uncle Frank? It’s time to sup.”

      He looked more at Jaxson than his granddaughter.

      The wolf-kid yipped-growled.

      “Grandpa!” Akeyla yelled. She slapped his arm and wiggled until he set her on the ground. She wrapped her arms protectively around Jax’s neck. “Don’t yell at Jax!”

      Arne spoke with a voice as flat as his face. “I have not yelled at anyone, young lady,” he said.

      Akeyla hiccupped again. “Come on,” she said, and tugged Jax toward The Hall.

      Jax’s muzzle twisted downward, as did his wolf eyebrows. He yipped again, and trotted after Akeyla.

      Arne tossed me a look that said We’re going to have a problem with that one.

      “Not for a decade,” I said. Unless Arne did send Akeyla away.

      “I know why you are here, Frank.” Arne crossed his arms over his chest. “There’s nothing I can do.” He inhaled and continued to watch the kids as they slumped their way back into The Hall.

      “Dag told me about Tyr Bragisson’s call,” I said. Arne did not have to agree. The elves did not clue me into their politics, but I had picked up enough to know that Arne and Dag, as a team, were at least as powerful as Dag’s father. Perhaps more so.

      As for the rest, I had no idea where Alfheim fell in the hierarchy of the enclaves.

      “I told Maura a decade. Maybe two. Then we will bring them back with different identities.” He rubbed the side of his head. “I am considering sending Gerard and Remy ahead.”

      He looked me directly in the eyes. “Or you.”

      I fully understood his unsaid order: You’ve fought wars. You’ve protected a daughter. You understand. Take care of the Hawaiian problem.

      No, I thought. No not only for my own sake, but also for Akeyla’s.

      A raven landed in the open yard in front of The Hall’s entrance. A big raven, one with pronounced throat feathers and a strong, stocky body. It hopped toward us, then to the side as it investigated the soil.

      No, I thought again. I understood the pain of loneliness. I knew firsthand what happens when too much vacuum is applied to a young, raw soul. When the promise of connection—of love—is sucked away, even if that love was not real or given. The reality did not matter. Only the potential. And once it burned to death in a cottage, or lay dead on the floor of a villa, or laughed in your face, the torrential power of a cyclone stops you from breathing.
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