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      For some people, comfort came from a hot cup of coffee and a warm blanket wrapped tight against the cold. For the hunter, it had always been adrenaline, the thrill of a fight, a blade in her hand, and a smile that promised death to the wicked.

      Anyone else would have turned back two miles ago when the sun still hung low in the sky and they could see the trails ahead clearly. In the misty rain and fading light the deep furrows in the ground were almost invisible, almost. Dani stopped at a tree torn in half and looked for tracks. For months a monster had been slicing its way through hikers, and she was here to stop it. 

      Exhilaration pulsed through her. She hadn’t felt this alive in a long time, not since Alabama and the fire and everything that followed. She was doing her job, not looking back over her shoulder for signs she was being followed. 

      Most hunters didn’t tussle with the talented, humans with unique abilities and internal reservoirs of power and magic. The problem being that when they went bad, they turned into something else and evolved into monsters. Like the one that had murdered her partner, Graham, in front of her. 

      She’d needed a run-of-the-mill job, and tracking down a talented gone wrong was right up her alley. Dani chuckled darkly. Hunting a monster in the rainy woods—totally normal way to decompress from too much stress.

      An inhuman screech cracked through the air, and she stopped short. Dani looked like Mortimer’s type: young, dark haired, and alone. Then again, the shotgun probably ruined the look. She licked at her lips, trying not to let the grin threatening at the edge of her mouth take over. He wanted her alone and afraid, and off the beaten path in the woods. She’d give him that to look him in the eye and be sure everything that had been human in him had burned away. Then she could blow him away and leave his bones for whatever animals were living up here. Talented this far gone had a habit of more less dissolving when you killed them, proving they were more monster than human.  

      As she slinked through the trees, her thoughts drifted to the monster who had ripped the life from Graham. Spectre. He was as old and as nasty as they came. Far as she could tell, far as every hunter she knew could tell, Spectre’s ass just couldn’t be killed. But Mortimer? Him, she could put down, keep someone else from feeling what she endured each morning when she woke up and her partner was still dead. 

      “Little girl get lost?” a hoarse voice croaked from behind her. 

      Dani stopped in her tracks. Every muscle quivered, the moment between action and inaction. The rain coated her skin in a cool blanket. She counted her heartbeats. One. She held the shotgun steady in her hands, and she shifted her weight to her back foot. Two. She pivoted, swinging the barrel up so she could look right down the sight. Three. Stock braced against her shoulder, she looked into the dark eyes of Mortimer Byrant as he growled at her. Where irises should have been, only dark pools of cold fire remained. There was nothing human left inside them. Her finger curled over the trigger, and she bared her teeth in a vicious smile. 

      “Oh, sugar. I’m not lost.” 

      The modified shotgun with its riot magazine of ten rounds kicked like a mule. She racked it as his chest exploded in a spray of crimson. He snarled as the impact threw him back. One of his clenched fists transformed into a deadly blade of bone as he lurched back to his feet. He charged at her, but Dani was waiting. She fired again, racking another round into the chamber as he was thrown backwards again.

      Dani stepped forward with every shot as the slugs tore his body apart and forced him back, step by step. That was the way she wanted it—keep him at a distance, far enough away he couldn’t touch her, close enough that each slug tore him more to pieces. Five rounds in and he hit the dirt. Six and the light went out of his eyes. But some lessons got learned early. You always kill them a little bit more. She kept firing until the shotgun clicked empty and nothing remained but a mass of flesh and bone sinking into the mud. 

      The thing that had been his arm, or a weapon, or both, didn’t shift back as he died. Happened that way sometimes if a talented was corrupted enough. Dani smiled, a predator’s smile, more to warn things off than to invite them in. It took a few minutes, but as his body cooled, the power inside him ate away at the flesh. She spat on the ground next to it as it smoked away, leaving a bed of grey ash.

      Trekking back down the path took forever, the dark and the rain combining to make a treacherous hike back to the truck. She ducked inside and settled the shotgun onto the rack behind the empty passenger seat. Graham’s seat. Memories of his eyes going dark surrounded by fire washed over her, and she forced them away. While killing Mortimer had felt good, it hadn’t been enough. Each monster she felled only reminded her of the one she couldn’t kill, the one whose blood she ached for. She couldn’t will Graham alive again, or erase his murder, but she could hunt down the son of a bitch that had done the deed.

      She had to stop filling the void with the death of other monsters. It was time to stop running from Spectre.

      But how do I kill a necromancer? Dani had worked every lead, talked to anyone who claimed to have any information, everyone, except for the one man she needed to speak to. A single name kept coming back up who might have details on something to help. Just so happened it was the same person she didn’t want to face. 

      Joe’s Grill, the last hunter hub she hadn’t checked in with, was three hundred miles away, and his name the final one on her list. At least she hadn’t done so since before Alabama when Spectre had murdered Graham in front of Dani’s eyes while she was helpless to do anything. But there were no more options. He might have the intel on Spectre she needed, like how to kill him for good. 

      She had to talk to Joe. 

      It was time to go home.
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      With the engine cooling after a four-hour drive and last night’s hunt still vivid in her mind, Dani couldn’t seem to make herself get out of the truck. She should have known no matter how far she ran, she would always end up back here, where it all started, before Spectre, or losing Graham, or wraiths watching her from the shadows. 

      Joe’s Grill didn’t look like much, but he swore he liked it that way. It was a squat two-story building stained by rain and time, with peeling green paint. The parking lot was a wide expanse of cracked pavement that only accented the sign which never wanted to stay lit, no matter how many times they replaced the bulbs.

      She’d been avoiding coming back. Somehow, walking through that door and talking to Joe about what had happened meant admitting Graham was really gone, and she didn’t know if she was ready. More so, she didn’t know if she would ever be fit to walk into the Grill without the most important person in her world pushing her along. 

      The minute she walked in solo there’d be questions from whoever was in town because there were always questions. Word spread fast among hunters, gossipy things they were. They’d want details on what happened. Dani didn’t owe anyone but Joe an explanation, and the questions she knew he had waiting for her were terrifying. Graham was the brains, and she was the muscle. It was her job to protect him, the most important job she’d ever had, and she’d fucked it up. Now he was gone, and she didn’t know how to look Joe in the eye and say that. 

      If there’d been any other way…another hunter, a talented she could ask? Hell, she would’ve pulled out a spirit board and spoken to the dead if she thought it would help. But Joe was the only one. He was the most connected person on the East Coast, maybe in the whole damned country. He took in strays like Graham and Dani and added them to a network of informants and hunters, trained them in this life. Facing a firing squad sounded easier than admitting to him she had let Graham die.

      Her fingers tapped out a staccato beat on the steering wheel. Inside the truck there were plenty of wards that kept her safe. She took a deep breath and cracked the door, sliding onto the pavement. She crossed the parking lot and wished it didn’t feel haunted here. Months of avoiding anything that reminded her of him, and now she was in a place where he lingered everywhere. A ghost she couldn’t hunt. 

      Being outside raised the hackles at the back of her neck, and Dani fought the urge to look over her shoulder. Nobody followed her, not this time. She grabbed at the amulets under her tank top, glad for the bruja in New Orleans who had been willing to trade some powerful mojo for taking care of a few spirits. Anything and everything to protect herself from Spectre and his pets.

      Walking inside, memories crashed over her in a wave that stole her breath. It made it bittersweet, hard to swallow the pain and still taste the pleasure. 

      Joe’s was somewhere between a saloon, a restaurant, and a halfway house. It was dimly lit, with a dining room, bar, and full kitchen. A dozen scarred wooden tables with mismatched chairs that had no real homes sat to the right. On the left was a pair of threadbare pool tables and a spot where hunters, who needed to crash or hide, could catch a few Zs. It smelled like alcohol and cooking grease, gun oil, smoke, and leather. 

      She sighed and her breath trembled in her chest. It was so easy to look at any part of this room and see Graham. At the pool tables, he was teaching her how to hustle before she was legal to drink; at the tables, running down jobs and figuring out what was worth their time; and at the bar where Dani met him so many years ago. 

      Her chest ached, and she had to blink to keep tears from spilling over. Hunters didn’t cry, not where anybody could see anyhow. She fisted her hands inside the pockets of her leather jacket and decided to pretend that being here didn’t rip her heart apart. 

      “Dani!” Joe’s voice boomed from behind the bar, and it pulled her from dark thoughts. 

      She forced a smile, even if she didn’t want to, because it was Joe. At six-foot-four, he looked like a grizzly bear, with short hair and broad features. His hard expression made it appear as though he might tear your head off, but he was more of a father than anyone else in this screwed-up world. Joe’s whole face lit up at the sight of her, and she almost started crying after all. 

      “Aww, Firecracker.” Joe clucked at her and came around the bar to wrap her in a vise-tight hug. She leaned into the embrace before sniffling and pulling back. 

      “Hey, Joe.” Her voice cracked, going high and weak for a moment before recovering. She wiped at her eyes with a small sigh and shook her head. 

      “Come take a seat, darlin’. You’re too skinny again.” 

      “Well, some bacon cheese fries wouldn’t be out of the question.” She smiled and followed him back to the bar. Joe slid her a beer. Questions swirled in his eyes, and she knew he deserved answers, but Dani wasn’t sure she had the ones he was looking for. 

      “Already put the order in. Saw ya pull up in that old junker⁠—” 

      “Delilah is not a junker⁠—” 

      “And figured it was only a matter of time until you made it in.” He smiled, warm and sympathetic. “Shouldn’t have taken you this long to come see me, huh?” 

      Dani let out a stalled breath and shuddered. She had been ready for the blame and the anger, and now there was neither. The weight in her chest broke up just a little. Not enough to fade away, but it made breathing easier. So instead of answering, she sipped at her beer and attempted to concentrate on why she was here and on the fact that Joe was right. Graham would have kicked her ass if he’d been alive, or tried to anyway.  

      “It wasn’t on purpose.” She swallowed and looked at Joe, unsure of what to say. 

      “Hey. I noticed.” He cocked his head. “Just don’t make it a habit, yeah? I don’t adopt strays for my health, ya know?” He winked, and Dani shook her head. 

      “I’ll try. Hell, I wouldn’t even be here, but you’re my last best hope.”    

      “Stroking my ego will only get you everything.” Joe grinned. 

      “You said you found something? Because nobody else has jack shit.” Dani took another long drink from her beer. She watched him, trying to read every shift of expression for any information. 

      His smile faded, turning grim, determined. From under the bar he pulled out a bin filled with folders. He rifled through them before pulling one out and dropping the box out of sight. Joe looked at the folder and then shifted his gaze back to Dani. 

      “You’re sure about this?” 

      “He killed Graham.” Dani could hear the way her voice went flat and cold, hard as iron. “We don’t let him live.” 

      “Good.” Joe nodded and slid the folder across the bar with two fingers. 

      Behind him a bell chimed from the kitchen, and he turned to grab Dani’s order, leaving her alone with the best information she was likely to get. She stared at the file. If she opened it, there would be no turning back. Either it’d have what she needed, or she’d spend the rest of her life playing trial and error with a monster that wouldn’t stay dead. 

      Talented were human, mostly. But some of them went bad, and when they did, everyone suffered. Spectre was proof enough of that, staring her in the face. He was a necromancer who might as well have been the bogeyman in the damn flesh, so far as the hunting community was concerned. He’d murdered Graham and laughed while he did it. He deserved to die in the most permanent sense. 

      Good thing she killed things like him, professionally. 

      Her stomach growled as Joe slid a heaping plate of food in front of her. She pushed the folder to the side to focus on lunch. Grease-soaked fries, cheese so hot it burned her mouth, and chunks of real bacon was the perfect remedy for too many hours behind the wheel. She cleared half the plate before stopping to take a drink, the angry edge of hunger sated. 

      “Spectre isn’t your run-of-the-mill talented,” Joe said with a lingering look. “He’s old, and he’s nasty. Bastard don’t like stayin’ dead.” 

      “Is it because he’s a necromancer?” she asked. 

      “Doubtful. Even powerful talented stay down when you put ’em there—provided you do the job right the first time.” He tapped the bar counter with two fingers. “But he’s worked some kind of mojo, keeps him safe. Nobody’s managed to keep him dead.” 

      “So I’ve seen.” Dani clucked her tongue and finished her fries before pushing the plate to the side. “Same shit I heard from everybody else.” She waited a beat. “More or less.” 

      “Time was, there were weapons capable of handling things like him.” Joe wiped at the scarred counter with a rag, keeping an eye on her as he did.

      “I’m listening.” 

      “Old weapons. Older ’n pretty much anything but lore these days. Called veilblades. Nobody’s seen one in…a long time. But rumor is, there’s one up in Maryland.” 

      “Rumor?” Dani opened the folder and scanned the details as Joe spoke. 

      “You gotta understand, Firecracker, we’re dealing with rumors. And you⁠—” 

      “Know how hunters talk.” She finished his sentence for him with a smile. “Yeah, but you’re the one who taught me most every rumor started with a seed of truth, right?” She cocked an eyebrow. “Nobody has anything concrete. Fucking everybody has heard of Spectre, but he might as well be Valkyrie.” 

      “Valkyrie is no joke.” Joe’s eyes slid away, and Dani filed away the “tell” for later.  

      “Okay, sure. But there isn’t a trail. No real name, no hometown, no associates. It’s like he’s made of smoke and mirrors. Just…a nightmare for baby hunters.” She finished her beer with a scowl. “Except he’s real.” 

      “Way back when, there was a well-known family of hunters up in Dawson,” Joe said. “Capable of taking out nastier things than most of the hunters working these days.”

      “Back when?” 

      “It’s been years since anybody caught up with ’em. They worked outta Dawson for a long time, and then overnight, they were gone.” He shrugged and his gaze slid away from hers for the second time in as many minutes.  

      “Dawson…the name sounds familiar but…” 

      “It’s a little spot, up on Catoctin Mountain.” 

      “And what? You think this veilblade is still up there?” Dani raised an eyebrow.

      “Maybe. Veilblades are old as legend and just as powerful. The hunters up there had at least one, maybe two. And after the family disappeared…well those blades aren’t the sort of weapon that disappears without a trace.” His eyes slide away from Dani’s again, as though keeping something from her. 

      “Why did they matter so much?”

      “I’ve only got tidbits to go on.”

      “So share with the class.” Dani gestured widely.

      “You know the stories about the first hunters, right? Bladesingers, able to cut through wraiths like they were smoke and shadows. A blade for each of ’em. The Black family had a pedigree in hunting when they were still around.”

      “And they up and poofed?” 

      Dani shifted in her seat and leaned forward, hungry for more information. Growing up without family, without anybody until she was a teenager, made hunting different for her than for other lifers. They’d been raised in the life, or trained by family like it was a legacy they needed to uphold. For her it wasn’t any of that, it just felt right. Down to the marrow of her bones she was a hunter, so hearing about a family that shared her last name and had a way with hunting wasn’t easy. She didn’t want to think about it, especially not if they were all gone. 

      “Like I said, they disappeared overnight. Nobody knew what went down, but sentinels locked the place down.” Joe tossed the rag under the counter and avoided her eyes. 

      Dani blinked and sat back, rubbing a hand over her face. Wasn’t this what she’d wanted? What she’d been asking and hoping and praying for? Something that might help her take Spectre down and keep him there. But things were getting complicated fast.

      She’d left Graham dead and staring at her from the ground of a dirty warehouse in Alabama, but Spectre had followed her, chased her across eight months and twelve states. Only quick thinking and every spell and precaution in the book had kept her alive. 

      Sentinels elevated this to a whole new level though. There was a magical ecosystem in the world, three basic branches that tried to avoid each other. Hunters handled the rogue elements. Talented and casters could enjoy their lives without worrying about having their face blown off, so long as they didn’t screw up. And sentinels kept the peace and protected the land. They made sure that the supernatural didn’t spill over into the normal world and tried to keep regular people from sticking their nose in where it didn’t belong. 

      “Do you know the sentinels up there? Any of the talented? Anybody?” Dani insinuated the real question under her words. Can we trust these rumors if they involve sentinels? No way was she crossing one if she didn’t have to. 

      “Yeah, yeah I do.” Joe cracked open a second beer and drained half in a single long swallow. “I knew the hunters back then. Ben.” He tipped the bottle in his hand, staring at the label as though it would explain something to him. “And the Lockgrove family.” 

      “As in Ephraim ‘I own half of the antique relics on the market’ Lockgrove?” Dani’s jaw dropped. “You’ve been holding out on me.” 

      “Don’t get so excited. Ephraim handed over the biz to his son, who is…not the man his father is.” 

      “So we can trust this rumor then. It isn’t just bullshit from the road.” 

      “It isn’t just BS from the road,” Joe said.

      “So the hunters. They never…came back?” 

      “Only one of ’em. In a body bag. Blade never showed up either, and after they went down, Spectre got bolder. More active than he’d been in a long time.” 

      “So Dawson is my best shot.” 

      “Darlin, I think it might be the only shot.” 

      “Guess that settles it then, huh? Maryland here I come.”
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      The shadow of the Lockgrove house loomed above Emilie, hiding her from the sun. Built the first time in the mid-1800s, the manor survived calamity after calamity, just like the family. Her breath stabbed at her chest, stealing all rationality and thrusting her mind into a whirlpool of death and tragedy. Murder, mayhem, and fire. Like the one that killed Mama ten years ago when Emilie ran as fast and as far away as she could.

      In the afternoon light, the house didn’t resemble the nightmare blaze she remembered from her adolescence. Exquisite wood turned into a skeleton, fingers of flame reaching out of windows to a red horizon. She looked up to the second floor where Mama stood in the window—and clamped her eyes shut. Mama wasn’t there. She was dead and in the ground. Emilie had watched them lower her into the dirt. 

      Dad wanted her to stay away, but he had stopped answering his phone, and Grandpa was sick, or might be. Her last therapist had tried fruitlessly for months to get her to come back, saying it would help her deal with all the “buried trauma,” but standing here, Emilie wasn’t so sure. She got it in theory, confronting old demons so she could move on with her life, but it seemed easier said than done. Lizzy’s last letter burned like a brand in her pocket, and it had been the straw that broke the camel’s back.

      Her fingers twitched, and Emilie nearly pulled the envelope out again to look at it, as though it would have changed since the last time she’d pored over it.

      If you’re ready to know what happened, I’ll tell. But only if you come visit in person. That’s the deal. Those simple words in Lizzy’s messy scrawl had knocked the air out of her lungs and convinced her that it was time to face the past.

      Something in her stomach unfurled, and the ground dropped out from underneath her. Static roared in her ears for a moment, fading to a quiet crackling noise that echoed through her bones. Deep breaths. She needed to breathe if she didn’t want to hyperventilate. She’d managed to keep her cool for the whole drive up here, and she didn’t want to crash and burn now.

      Instead of giving in to the spiral, Emilie curled her nails into the palms of her hand and focused on the pain. Tension still thrummed inside her, a steady hum that kept her on edge, but any excess anxiety faded until only the normal thrashing of the beast that lived under her breastbone remained. 

      She wrapped her hands around the spikes of the wrought-iron fence that demarcated the front yard and let her gaze settle on the windows. The feel of metal sank into her skin, cold and rough against her palms, but it kept her steady. This time when her eyes drifted up to the second floor, Mama’s silhouette wasn’t waiting for her. No half-cocked memories of fire or death either, just glare bouncing off the glass and a cool October breeze.

      That was the whole point of her return: face the house where Mama died. Find the truth behind the night she still couldn’t remember. Then move beyond it and leave the past, ten years ago, where it belonged. She was twenty-seven, not a frightened teenager but a woman who wasn’t afraid, who knew how to take life’s curveballs and keep on going.

      She let out a breath, the air whooshing out of her lungs in a rush. It was now or never. Emilie picked up her bags and trooped up to the door. Grandpa had offered space at his place, but she had promised herself years ago that when she finally got up the courage to return, no doing it halfway. Either she came home and walked through that house, or she never went back to Dawson.

      Her phone vibrated in her pocket, and she fished it out with a frown. She unlocked the screen, swiping past a photo of her and Grandpa at the beach last summer.

      A new message from Grandpa waited for her. “Are you driving in or taking the train? I can pick you up from the station if you need me to.”

      Her fingers hovered over the keyboard for a second, and she frowned before firing off a response, telling him she’d already arrived. She let herself in after a long moment and dropped her things by the narrow stairs with a shudder.

      The house was immaculate. Wooden floors gleamed with polish, bright patterned rugs settled under antique sofas and end tables. She recalled a few items from childhood: the couch Dad had only pretended to like for Mama, a weird side table that everyone was forever running into. However, Dad had replaced most of the furniture with pieces that echoed Mama’s taste.

      On the mantle were family photos in the same place Mama always kept them. Seeing the little shards of her made tears prick at the corners of Emilie’s eyes. Mama’s presence felt hollow, Dad’s tribute to the woman who’d lived and died here. 

      Emilie hastened out of the sitting room and wandered through the house. It was quiet as a tomb, and the air tasted stale. Not surprising. Dad traveled so much for work, and Liz hadn’t lived here in almost as long as Emilie. But the feeling that someone else lingered in the shadows persisted, taunting her. They moved at the edge of her vision, and static buzzed in her ears again. 

      It must have been her mind playing tricks on her. Memories haunted every floorboard, and it was bound to bring up tangled feelings. But wasn’t that was the point of coming back? To make her brain give up the secrets it had locked away from her?

      Emilie’d had plenty of years to process the worst night of her life. Mama dead, her sister Lizzie screaming, these weren’t the makings of good dreams. Therapy became mandatory when she woke up from a house fire and there were wide blank spaces where her memories ought to have been, not enough to make life impossible, just enough to complicate everything. The big things? The fire, Mama’s death, why Lizzie had to be locked up? None of that was anywhere to be found. Processing something she didn’t remember? Not what anyone would call easy. 

      Over time, many of her memories returned, but others remained locked away. Flashes came when she rediscovered a favorite food or movie, smells and textures and tastes alike, all triggering things her mind had locked up. But the night of the fire? All she had access to were smears of color, a child’s watercolor rendition of the worst moments of her life. 

      Emilie peered into empty rooms, trying to identify clues to where Dad might be this time. His office was closed, and she paused, pressing one hand against the worn wood of his door. Although she was sure he wasn’t home, and the office was where she was most likely to find out where he’d gone, opening it up seemed like an intrusion. Better to wait. Grandpa would know, and he’d be here soon enough. 

      Somewhere upstairs, something creaked, the sound of someone walking down the hallway past the bedrooms. 

      “Dad?” Her voice echoed through the empty house, bouncing back toward her.

      When nobody answered, she crossed to the stairs and peered up to the dark second floor. Static buzzed in her ears, and a whisper emanated from inside of it, amplified when she grabbed the banister.

      “You have to listen close if you want to hear them…” someone whispered softly. Emilie shook her head to banish the words. Her mind was playing tricks on her again, and somebody was on the second floor. She took the steps two at a time to the landing, half expecting to find Dad hiding in one of the rooms, but there was nobody here and all the doors were closed. 

      Restored or not, this house had always creaked. The rain echoed all over during a storm, and on a blustery day it swayed in the wind. The only good thing was that on a cool, quiet afternoon, like today, it stood silent. Unless someone was moving around. 

      The door at the far end of the hallway popped ajar at the thought. She watched as it groaned open a quarter of the way and then stopped. Mama’s workroom. It had to be that room because nothing was ever, ever simple, not for Emilie and not in this house. The door had never latched right, always popping open. Dad never did fix it. She stood at the top of the stairs and kept her eyes pinned on it, waiting a moment for someone to open it and breeze onto the landing. Nothing came but a silence that grew thicker with each passing second. 

      “Dad?” She licked her lips and moved close enough that she could see inside. Smoke and flame and screams echoed through her head as she shoved the door open. It slammed against the far wall. Nobody waited inside.

      One step, and then another, and she crossed the threshold. A sharp pop cracked at the base of her skull, and something unspooled in her stomach. 

      Emilie blinked and flames enveloped her. Heat cracked the air around her, and panic expanded through every atom of her body. The wallpaper burned away to a crisp as her hands scrabbled against the floor for purchase because this couldn’t be real. Something popped in the flames and drew her eyes upwards. Up in one corner the shadows were thicker, and a pair of dark eyes watched her. Emilie clamped her hands over her ears and collapsed to the floor with a scream.

      “No. Nonononono. Not real. THIS ISN’T REAL!” 

      When she looked up, the fire and the monster in the shadows were gone. It was just an empty room with sheet-covered furniture. Fragments of memory assaulted her without any way to put them in order, Mama’s high-pitched scream echoing around her. This was where she’d died. Splinters gouged under her nails as she dug her fingers into the wood floor, bringing herself back to the here and now.

      “Steady, my darling…” A voice washed over her, a quiet whisper that curled around her shoulders like a comfortable stole. 

      Emilie would have recognized it anywhere. She’d spent years trying to remember the way each syllable of Mama’s voice sounded, desperate to hold on to every wisp left to her after the fire took so many of her memories.

      She raised her gaze, afraid that coming back to this house had made her snap. Her breath stalled in her chest. Mama, or a shade, a delusion, a wish of her, stood at the window. Catherine Lockgrove smiled, long dark hair flowing around her in a phantom breeze. She reached for Emilie and a beam of sunlight pierced through her. 

      “Mama?” The words tumbled from Emilie’s lips as someone pounded on the front door downstairs. She looked to the hallway for a moment, and when she turned back, nothing of her mama remained. Her lip trembled, a sharp bolt of grief stabbing her before fading to the usual dull ache. 

      She got to her feet and shuffled down the stairs. Her head felt too full. She stumbled to the front door and flung it open with a grimace. Grandpa stood in the doorway with a sly twist to lips that nestled between a strong jaw and straight nose. His sun-bleached, white-blonde hair—the same as Emilie’s—had become a little whiter than blond, and his pale grey-blue eyes, which Emilie shared with him as well, a little paler with age. Was his slim frame even slimmer? She couldn’t quite tell, but it worried at her.  

      The way he slouched in a pair of nice slacks and a comfortable sweater pushed up to his elbows, he looked harmless enough, but she knew looks could be deceiving. He was a lion in sheep’s clothing, her fiercest defender, and had been the owner of Lockgrove Antiques for decades. She adored him, and he acted like more of a parent than her dad did, visiting her and staying an active part of her life as it twisted and turned. Now in his seventies, she could see the years weighing on him, leaving him wan and drawn. She didn’t want to consider what her life would look like without him in it. 

      “Don’t you have a key?” Emilie closed the door behind him and followed him through the house into the kitchen. 

      “I do. But I promised Phillip I’d knock.” 

      Emilie frowned at the back of his head as he moved around the kitchen. “Dad isn’t here. I don’t think he’s been here in a few days. Is he on another work trip?” 

      Ephraim paused and tapped one foot, and started up a pot of coffee. “You must be right. I can’t keep track of when he’s home and when he’s gone anymore.” 

      “Well, if Dad’s not gonna be around, that’ll make this visit at least a little less stressful.” 

      Neither of them said anything. Emilie pulled two coffee mugs out of the cabinet as the coffee brewed, before sitting down at the table. That way at least Grandpa couldn’t see how antsy she was after upstairs. After a few minutes, he poured them each a cup of coffee and sat down across from her. Few things in the world were made worse by caffeine.

      “I wanted time alone. Here. With the house.” Emilie took a sip of her drink and let herself sink into the taste and heat for a moment, eye slipping closed.

      “You look like you saw a ghost.”

      “Maybe.” Emilie reopened her eyes and met his gaze. “Okay fine, no. This place was just messing with me. My brain showing me what it thinks I want to see.” 

      “Isn’t that why you came back?” 

      Emilie bit the inside of her cheek. She didn’t know what to say. He wasn’t wrong, but he hadn’t seen what she had upstairs either. Telling Grandpa should have been easy. He’d been her foundation since the fire burned her life to ashes. What if he pulled away? What if it made him think she was as crazy as Mama had been?

      “You saw something.” 

      “Maybe. I don’t know.” Emilie pushed her cup to the side and curled her legs up into the chair. She chose her words carefully. “I heard Mama’s scream and…” She shook her head. “And then right before you got here I swear I saw her.” 

      “In that room?” 

      “Yeah. Something about it…” 

      “If all of this is too much, Emilie…”

      “It’s not.” She pressed her lips into a firm line. “It’s time, past time, and we both know it.” Emilie reached out for her mug and took another sip. Grandpa didn’t say anything either for a long minute. This was a years-old argument between her and Dad about his refusal to fill in the blanks on what had happened. He kept holding out on her, but Grandpa wasn’t as invested in stonewalling as Dad.

      “Keeping the truth from me forever isn’t doing me any good. Eventually one of you has to cave, and I know you want to fill me in. It’s been ten years, Grandpa. Don’t I deserve closure?” 

      “That’s why I brought this, but you beat me to the punch.” He slid a blue file folder across the table to her. “It won’t give you everything, but I believe you being back here will bring some things up. I wasn’t here that night. Just you, Lizzie, and your mother, and you’re the only one who can tell what really happened.” 

      “She was here the whole time but…” Emilie looked away from her grandfather, unwilling to think about her sister. 

      “But she’s in Cedar Terrace and won’t tell us either.” He sighed. “But your father isn’t here, and I’m done capitulating.” 

      Emilie raised an eyebrow. “Capitulating?”

      “An argument between your father and I.” Ephraim dismissed her question with a wave of his hand. 

      “If you say so.”

      “If this house gets to you—” Grandpa continued undeterred.

      “I told you I’m fine.”

      “I know you are. But if it does, just get out for a bit. You haven’t been back in a long time. Take a walk. Call Andromeda.” 

      “Visit Mama.” Ephraim’s eyes jumped to Emilie’s at the words. 

      “I wrote it down in the folder. So you can find her if you want to,” Grandpa said carefully.

      Emilie nodded but stayed quiet. The thought of visiting Mama’s gravestone hurt, but it was overdue. 

      “Thank you, but that’s…” She bit her lip and then met his eyes. “I want to see Liz.”

      Grandpa’s breath stuttered, but he nodded anyway. “You’re sure? I can call and make sure you’re on the list.”

      Emilie tipped her head back, and a stressed breath escaped in a long hiss. She looked down, examining her nails, trying to ignore the staccato beat of her heart. “Yeah it’s—” She pressed her lips together in a firm line. “I can’t come back here and not go see her. She’s… She’d be so upset if she found out.” She nodded to herself. “This is just…a lot.”

      “Well, I’m right across town. Call me if you need me.” 

      “I will.” 

      He let her comment stand even though they both knew she was lying.
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      Dani tugged her jacket closed against the cool morning breeze and kept an eye out for the farmhouse where the veilblade was rumored to hide. Breakfast should have been her first stop after weeks on the road, but she opted for a quick hike through the woods near her motel. It spit her out on the street where the Black house stood and gave her time to take a proper peek at it. She needed to get a better scope of the town as well. Rolling in at three a.m. after driving for ten hours hadn’t done her perception any favors. 

      With sentinels, talented, and hunter history, she wanted eyes on the place in daylight. Good thing too, because it was almost falling in on itself. Set back from the street behind a wooden fence weathered by time, the house had seen better days. A two-story farmhouse with a wraparound porch, she saw how it might have been beautiful once. Now, with broken windows and paint-stripped boards, it looked like trouble. 

      Dani wandered up to the fence, eyes soaking in every detail. When she got inside tonight, she’d need as much help as she could get. She wrapped her hands on the ragged wood, and a splinter stabbed into her hand.

      With nobody else on the street, she wasn’t too worried about bleeding. If one wanted to use someone’s blood against them it had to be fresh, and she doubted she’d bled enough to be worth it. That’s why she’d aimed for this time of day. No passersby to ask awkward questions or catch her while she scoped out the house. Good thing too, because she needed to work a little mojo of her own. 

      Talented had an internal reservoir of power they called on, while casters used contracts or totems that gave them abilities past the norm. For hunters, the process worked a bit different. You used charms, components, things you drew magic off of. Dani had it all in spades—her own protective collection. She reached a hand under her collar and pulled out the effigy of an eye, a slider where the eyelid rested. Holding it, she pinned her eyes on the house and slid the lid to an open position. 

      The farmhouse lit up like a rave as it glowed. Runes webbed over the entire house, shining in a rainbow of colors. She gritted her teeth and tried to pick them all apart, but it was impossible. So many she didn’t recognize. The shapes and symbols were far enough away from one another that if she played her cards right she’d be able to sneak past. It’d mean making a salve to hide her from the magic protecting the place, but it was doable. Dani slid the eye charm shut again and tucked it back out of sight. She blinked a few times to clear her vision and get her bearings. 

      Joe had sent her up here with nothing more than a few rumors in her pocket. There had been no guarantee Dani would find anything. The amount of magic laid over the house convinced her there was at least something inside. The question was whether it was the veilblade or not.

      Her stomach growled, reminding her she needed to eat breakfast. If there was a decent joint, it’d give her the chance to get a snapshot of the people in town, help her figure out who had placed the runes and spellwork. It was too much for just one person, even a skilled talented, to have done it all on their own. She’d bet at least two of them, maybe more. 

      She set a brisk pace, heading for the center of Dawson. Down the street and across another, and things no longer resembled the shell of a town she’d driven into last night. She passed a few shopfronts just opening business for the day, before finding a diner on the corner. 

      Inside, she snagged a booth without having to wait and put in her order. When the coffee showed up on the table, she took a sip and peered around. It bustled with the mid-morning crowd. Mornings weren’t her jam most of the time—unless you counted breakfast, which was the tastiest meal of the day. It looked like someone had plucked it right up and out from 1950s Americana, complete with a chrome bar and neon lights. 

      Life on the road meant convenience was king. It’d been fast food and instant whatever for too many weeks again. Graham would’ve smacked her upside the head. Her metabolism had always been out of control, and her body had a habit of eating itself when she didn’t feed it enough. 

      Which was the perfect excuse for the almost obscene amount of breakfast she’d arrayed on the table in front of her. French toast, eggs, bacon, a blueberry muffin sliced in half and grilled, sausage, and hash browns. It was more than she needed, but she was hungry, and it’d take time to go through what Joe gave her on the veilblade, along with getting a read on the town. 

      With a booth to herself, it was easy to scope out everything going on inside. One could never tell with small towns. She still wasn’t over that hamlet in Connecticut crawling with revenants. 

      The diner brimmed with people, but the conversation was a hushed burble: a few trees down at the south of town, stats about the high school football team, news from the family who didn’t live there anymore. Nothing out of the ordinary…except for the table two spots over. 

      Three men bent together, their voices low. Dani picked up a few words, something about a coincidence and a return. Combine that with the way their eyes had followed her when she took her seat, and it made the hair at the back of her neck bristle. 

      She’d watched them until her breakfast showed up. There were players in every place she took a job. If they mattered, they’d come to her. Not like she was here on a slash-and-dash call, anyway. Now was the time to dig into the details. Her top priority was finding the veilblade.

      “New in town?” Dani’s eyes flicked up at the voice of the dark-skinned man from the table, leaning back over his chair and looking at her with a smile. 

      He had warm brown eyes, short locss that fell at the perfect angle, and cheekbones sharp enough to slice. Dressed in a pressed blue collared shirt, with a navy vest over it, and sleeves folded up to his elbows, he cut a dashing figure. Something about him screamed he was other. This was not a hundred percent USDA human. Maybe fae, something with juice, that was for sure.

      “Rolled in last night. Or this morning. Guess it depends on how you look at it,” Dani answered with a grin. She leaned back and popped a piece of muffin into her mouth with a twitch of an eyebrow. Looked like she’d found one player in town already. Usually took longer, but she wasn’t complaining. 

      “That’d explain it. I’m Mercurious Mews, but please, call me Merc.” 

      Dani let the smirk linger on her lips, but felt a charm at her clavicle warming against her skin. The charms were all spelled, each one serving a specific purpose, and there were more than a dozen strung on the necklaces she wore. This one warned her he was trying to work some kind of mojo on her, but he was not talented and not a caster. That left one option: sentinel.

      “Dani.” She took his outstretched hand and shook it with a sharp smile. “Doubt I’ll be in town long though.”

      “Shame. I think you’d fit right in.” He leaned back with casual elegance.

      “Heh.” She choked out a light laugh. Small towns were where she worked, not where she wanted to settle down. Her idea of home didn’t involve getting lost in the mountains. 

      “You don’t agree?” His lips quirked up into a half smirk.

      “A bit too slow for my speed,” she hedged.

      “Is it?” Merc cocked his head. “I wouldn’t judge so fast if I were you.”

      “Is that so?” Dani leaned back against her booth, poking at her breakfast.

      “I think you might know that though, eh?” He flashed an impish smile at her. ”If you have questions, come find me. My bookshop is right around the corner.” He gestured with his thumb before winking. “Stay safe, Dani.”

      Dani watched as he strolled out of the diner. The pulsing warmth of the charm faded away as he exited. No two ways about it, that was the most charming sentinel she’d ever met. Most of them were stuffier. Am I getting in over my head? A protector sniffing her out before she’d even gotten her bearings did not bode well. 

      This complicated things, and Dani hated complicated. Her only lead on the veilblade was the hunter’s farmhouse, but it was thin. She wasn’t used to sentinels being so friendly, but he might have more concrete answers for her. 

      Dani left money on the table and headed toward the bookstore. Dawson was quaint, with mom and pop shops littered along the street and pedestrians going about their day. Except that’s all there were. Even the rust belt had a decrepit old McDonald’s, or hell, a Walmart with shuttered doors. Small business might be the backbone of America, but this was just weird. 

      Her arrival last night had been eerie too. Dawson looked half abandoned and worse for wear, but on this main stretch it reminded her of nothing so much as Mayberry. It sent warning bells ringing in her mind. Something about this town was off. Everyone seemed to be watching, waiting for her to make a move. She turned the corner at the end of the block and found Merc’s bookstore with a tall narrow doorway and a broad plate-glass window. 

      Inside it was brighter than she’d imagined. Half of the shop was contemporary titles, but the aroma of ink and old pages permeated the room. Small protections hidden from easy view crowded the moldings: discrete runes that blended into a windowsill, a witchball hanging behind a plant above the window, little touches that folks who weren’t in the know would completely overlook. 

      “Well, that didn’t take long,” Merc said, strolling out from a door at the back of the bookstore.

      “I’ve got an itinerary to keep to.” She sauntered through the aisle with one hand dancing along the titles. 

      Time to see whether Merc was worth his salt. Sentinel or not, he’d have his own strengths, and she needed to suss them out before she went any further. No point in crossing him if she didn’t have to. 

      “Not here on the pleasure tour, eh?” He blinked, slow and lazy.

      “Not so much. Bit of a work-a-holic. It’s a personal failing.” 

      “Mmmhmm.”

      The charm at her clavicle warmed back up again. No way to tell if it was because he was working mojo or whether it reacted to proximity. It was a new addition to her collection.

      “I’m a big fan of obscure texts. You wouldn’t happen to have a catalog handy?” She let the words drop and watched Merc’s face to see which of them would break first. 

      He looked at her; she looked at him, and then he grinned and shook his head. “I’ll admit you’re good.” He rolled his eyes. “Talent recognizes talent.” He turned and beckoned her to follow with a fluid wave of one hand. 

      She scowled and waited for a beat before following. The back door led into a narrow corridor with several doors off of it. He walked through the first doorway on the right, and Dani entered a dragon’s trove of treasure. 

      Relics rested in globes, grimoires and histories on pedestals. Objects lay protected behind spelled glass. Magic pulsed so strong, even Dani could feel it. The air practically hummed. Wards etched along the walls and moldings kept the energy from leaking out and alerting the rest of the world to its presence. 

      Tall shelves filled with books and arcane trinkets pressed against the walls. A large wooden table dominated the back third of the room, with more books shelved behind it. Several smaller shelves created aisles in the front. There was more magic, more knowledge locked in this single area than she’d ever seen. Graham would have drooled. It even piqued Dani’s fancy, much as she tried to keep a straight face. 

      “Oh. That’s—oh my.”

      “It does tend to impress. I have a sense for these things.”

      “Do you?” Dani feigned ignorance. Better to let him out himself rather than giving up any intel she didn’t have to. She needed allies, but not at the expense of her own secrets. 

      “We don’t get many unexpected visitors.” He strolled past and down aisles of heirlooms and contraptions. 

      “I never would have guessed.”

      “It’s by design.” He shot an inscrutable look over one shoulder. 

      “So the crummy digs at the edge of town and my GPS being convinced this place wasn’t here were on purpose.”

      “More or less. Dawson’s a special kind of place. Surprised that you’re here honestly.” He turned at a table and frowned at her. She watched the gears in his mind move, trying to work something out. 

      “No formal creds to help me along the way. The depth of what I don’t know…” Dani shrugged and ducked her head, playing bashful. 

      Merc might be a sentinel, but he was a man first, and if experience had taught her anything, it was that men loved explaining things to women. It was an easy game to play. He watched her act but didn’t move. A small furrow appeared between his eyes. 

      “You’re serious.”

      Dani let his words hang in the air and felt the weight of his gaze on her. He was waiting for her to fess up, probing her for the untruth. Except that there wasn’t one. 

      To fool the supernatural, you had to do it correctly. Blend the lie and the truth together so neat you couldn’t pick apart where one stopped and the next began. There was plenty she didn’t know and more about Dawson in particular. She leaned on that sliver of ignorance.  

      “Right. So you’re self-taught then.” He enunciated each word. Dani could taste the shape of the words in the air, unfamiliar and sharp on his tongue. She’d struck a nerve all right. 

      “More or less. I had a partner. He got out of the life.” Granted, he’d died and not retired, but lies of omission didn’t count.

      “Mmmhmm. That would explain a few things.” He huffed out a breath and plucked a book off the shelf behind him. “You don’t even know.” He licked one finger and thumbed through without looking down at the pages. “Where you are?” He smirked, pleased with himself. “What you are?”

      Dani’s lip curled up in a snarl, and she took a step back from the table. She didn’t play the threatening games that sentinels, talented, and casters all played with each other. The urge to pull her piece made her palm itch, but once one pulled a weapon, they had to use it.

      If she could avoid killing a damned sentinel that was always the right call. When one killed a protector, things got hairy. She already had Spectre on her ass, she didn’t need trouble. Not that the sentiment ever stopped trouble from finding her. She gritted her teeth and breathed out through her nose. 

      “You know, threats? Not your best call.” The words sounded calm, but she was poised to strike out if she needed to. It was what she did best. 

      “Threats? That wasn’t a threat.” Merc went quiet. A stillness stole over his frame and made every instinct inside her scream to life. The charms warned her of magic—and not small-time shit either. His eyes slipped shut, and his body went still as stone. When they reopened, they didn’t look right, no longer human. Instead, twin flames of grey-brown power burned from inside of him. “Now this could be a threat.” He shrugged. “If you weren’t one of us, anyway.” 

      He chuckled, and the flames disappeared. His power slipped back to that internal well, a chalice made of flesh to hold power beyond measure. “But I needed to get you to stop playing dumb.” He rolled his eyes and then flipped the book so it was facing Dani. She looked at it like it might try to bite her.

      “Something happened. Maybe recently…” He shot her a curious glance. “Maybe not so recently. Something strange. Beyond normal. Something supernatural.”

      “I’m listening.” She took a hesitant step closer, still strung too tight. 

      “There are the things you know, the things you thought you knew, and the truth.” He gestured to the book and took a seat. She grabbed a chair and dropped into it, body tilted away from him and the table, close enough that she still had a shot on him, far enough away she was out of arm’s reach. Not that it mattered with magic. 

      “There is the shadow and the veil. Those who know and those who don’t. Talent, tragedy, legacy…” He smiled gently. “I’m guessing tragedy if you’re self-taught.”

      “Tragedy.” Dani agreed in a hoarse voice. “I’m skilled at what I do.”

      “You’re a hunter.”

      “I am…adept at killing the monsters that snack on people.” She smiled, a vicious, bloodthirsty smile. She might have been a bystander once, but grudges made her angry, and instead of getting dead, she’d gotten even. With all but Spectre, at least. But she was of a mind to remedy that.

      Merc’s eyes narrowed. “You call tragedy, but it doesn’t quite fit does it? A hand-me-down suit. Too long in the leg I think. But I can’t take it from you. You play the game well.”

      “It’s kinda my job.”

      “Well. When it rains it pours. I assume you came to suss me out? Or was there more?”

      “I’m in town for a job.”

      Merc frowned and sat back with a look of consternation on his face. “You’re here for a job?” 

      “Mm. Rumor is you’ve got a shiny weapon hiding somewhere in this town. My guess is it’s at the old hunter farmhouse.”

      Merc’s eyes flicked to the door behind Dani, his mouth pressed into a hard, white line. “The Black house.”

      Her leg twitched at the same time, but she kept a straight face. “From what I hear, when they bailed they left some things behind.” 

      “It wasn’t a planned departure, if that’s what you’re getting at.” 

      “You aren’t denying the veilblade is in town, I see.” 

      “Dawson hides all sorts of peculiarities.”

      “Don’t go getting cagey on me now, slugger.” Dani tapped one finger against the table between them. 

      “I can’t answer your question. The house might have what you’re looking for. Might not. I don’t track that sort of thing. Not as if anyone can check anyway.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Wards protect the Black house. Nobody can get in, so it’s possible there’s a veilblade hidden in there somewhere. I wouldn’t bet on it, but it’s a waste of your time.” He leaned back on his chair until it balanced on two legs and plucked another tome off the shelf. “Here, this should explain more. Consider it a gift of sorts.” He cocked his head and grimaced. “Sadly, I need to cut our chat short. I’ll see you out.” 

      He ushered her out of the room, through the front of the shop, and out onto the street before closing and locking the door behind her. Could this town get any weirder? Dani shook her head and took a better look at the book in her hands. Apparently, she’d be doing a hefty bit of research after all.
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