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            WELCOME TO SHADOW RUNNING

          

        

      

    

    
      There are some places even a demon fears to tread...

      When Benny’s friend disappears, he comes to me, asking me to investigate an organization dedicated to helping the homeless. Benny suspects that something is desperately wrong.

      As we dive in, we discover that the organization has changed names over the decades, and every time they surface, dozens of those they claim to help have vanished without a trace. All signs point to some nefarious paranormal activity.

      Meanwhile, we agree to cleanse a haunted house and, in the process, make a discovery that turns my world upside down forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      “What did you do now?” I stared down at Jangles and Murdoch, shaking my finger. “You know you’re not allowed to terrorize Mr. Crumbles.”

      I’d walked into the living room to find the two cats on either end of the bird cage, batting the bars, as Mr. Crumbles shrieked at them both. If he’d been out, he’d teach them a quick lesson in respect, but the Catalina macaw was sitting on the middle perch in his four-foot-tall cage, scolding them. The cage was on a table, allowing Mr. Crumbles a better view. That the cats were working together was good—they were getting along like they had been raised together. However, that they were working together to scare Penn’s macaw wasn’t exemplary behavior.

      “Go away!” Mr. Crumbles shrieked. Then he broke into song with, “Bad cats, bad cats, whatchya gonna do?”

      I snickered. Bad cats, indeed. Penn had taught him to sing that.

      “Move along, you two.” I shooed them away from the cage.

      They bounced into the kitchen for a bite to eat. I glanced at the clock. Time to start dinner. Penn was at a business seminar, and she’d be home in thirty minutes, so I decided to give her a break this evening. She loved to cook, but I made a mean mac ‘n cheese, and we had it at least once a week.

      I headed for the kitchen, but stopped as my phone started playing Mad About Mad About Me. The cantina song from Star Wars was my ring tone for Benny the goblin, mostly because he never failed to remind me of a much rougher and dumber version of Yoda. If pressed, I’d grudgingly admit that he was a friend, and I had grown to care about the doofus.

      “Hey, Benny.” I answered the phone with one hand, as I opened the cupboard with the other. I pulled out the elbow noodles and bread crumbs. “Let me put you on speaker phone.” I set my phone on top of the toaster. “Okay, what’s up?”

      “Hey Legs, can I come in tomorrow morning to talk to you?” Benny sounded unusually subdued. Given Benny was seldom subdued, I set down the food and leaned against the counter.

      “What’s going on, Benny? You sound worried.”

      “I am,” he said. “I want you to investigate something for me. I’ll pay you what I can.”

      I usually doled out the jobs to Benny. For him to offer to pay me, something must be wrong. “Sure, Benny. Of course you can. Are you all right?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” he said. “But…I’d rather wait till we can talk in person.”

      There was no guilt in his voice, so I figured he hadn’t screwed the pooch again. I also detected real concern, and that worried me. Benny usually saved his concern for himself.

      “Be at the office at eight-thirty tomorrow morning and we’ll talk.”

      “Thanks, Legs. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important,” he said. “Talk to you tomorrow.”

      “Sure thing.” As he hung up, I shoved my phone back in my pocket, wondering what could have worried Benny so much.
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        * * *

      

      Penn arrived home forty-five minutes later. By then, the casserole was done, hot in the oven. She dropped her bookbag on the sofa, then wandered into the kitchen, looking tired.

      “That smells wonderful,” she said. “I’m starved.”

      “Sit, I’ll bring over our plates.” I dished up the casserole, added a side of asparagus, and set the plates on the table. “Wine?”

      She nodded. “Please.”

      I poured white zinfandel for us, then settled down in my chair. “How was the seminar?”

      “Good. I’ve got more of a head for business than I thought.” She tossed a piece of paper on the table. “My mother emailed me this. I printed it out so you could read it.”

      I picked it up and glanced at it. “This is from your mother?”

      “Right. I don’t know what the fuck is happening.”

      I read the letter.

      
        
        Dear Penelope, I just received a formal dismissal from the Crystal Court. I have no idea what I did, and I tried calling but they’ve blocked my number. It appears I’ve been excommunicated. I thought you could find out what happened. This has to be a mistake. I haven’t done anything wrong. –Eileen

      

      

      I glanced at Penn. “Does she know you were kicked out of the Crystal Court?”

      Penn blushed. “No. I didn’t tell her, because I didn’t want her flinging a million questions my way. My mother seldom talks to the court, so I thought I’d have more time before she found out. By then, I’d be ready to tell her what happened. But it looks like they’re doing a purge on the rolls. I got a call from Duran this afternoon. At least three prominent witches have been expelled from the Court, so this isn’t an isolated thing and I’m not their only target. I don’t know what to tell her.”

      “Is there a way you can find out more before you approach her? Anybody high up in the court you can talk to?” I asked.

      Penn was a witch, and she was also half Fae, which is one reason the Crystal Court had decided to kick her out. She’d been kidnapped by Brim Fire, an organization determined to hand over the world to the Demonkin. We had barely scraped the surface of what was going on behind the scenes, but Penn had been cast out before we could investigate fully. They left her to fend for herself. And, since the Fae Courts wouldn’t acknowledge her existence—because of her half-blood heritage—she was basically adrift without a compass.

      “I know a few people, but I’ve been hesitant to approach them. I don’t want the Court punishing them for talking to me. I swear, Queen Elsabetha’s lost her marbles. Who knows what she’s capable of,” Penn said with a grimace. “Gee, I don’t sound bitter, do I?”

      “Only a little,” I said. “Okay, well, why don’t you email her back that you’ll investigate matters? Don’t tell her anything else right now. That will buy you some time.”

      “Good idea,” Penn said, helping herself to more mac ‘n cheese. “Meanwhile, I’ll look after myself. Because it’s obvious that nobody else is going to back me up.”

      “You know that I will, and our friends,” I said.

      She gave a tired shrug. “Yes, yes, I do. I just feel alone. I belonged when I was part of the Crystal Court. I had rights, I had a magical community. That’s all gone, now.”

      “I get it,” I said. After a moment, I added, “Speaking of messages, Benny called me tonight. He wants help.”

      “He need money?” Penn asked.

      I shook my head. “Something seems to be wrong. And I’m not talking Benny-wrong, but really wrong. I’ve never heard him sound this concerned.”

      “Well, you’ll find out tomorrow,” Penn said. “For now, what do you want to watch tonight?” She carried our dishes over to the sink. “And what do we want for dessert?”

      “Ice cream?” I finished my glass of wine and brought in the goblets. “I’ll feed the cats while you rinse the dishes and put them in the dishwasher.” I pulled out two cans of cat food and spooned the food into two clean dishes. with Jangles and Murdoch racing into the kitchen when they heard the sounds of the cans opening. “There’s a new show on. It’s about a real estate agent who sells haunted houses. Sort of a cross between House Hunters and Ghost Hunters—Ghost House Hunters.”

      Penn snorted. “Okay, that sounds like it might be worth a watch.”

      As we finished cleaning the kitchen and dished out our ice cream—apple pie flavor—I wondered how I’d managed before Penn moved in. We got along so well that it felt like we’d always been roommates. Taking our dessert, we headed into the living room while I told her about the cats trying to terrorize Mr. Crumbles.
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        * * *

      

      So, I’m Kyann Sarasan, and I’m half-demon. Until recently, I didn’t even know what kind of demon I was. My father was never in the picture and my mother refused to tell me about him.

      It wasn’t easy, growing up on the wrong side of the tracks. Oh, my mother tried. She really did, but we were always poor, always scraping by, until she was brutally murdered when I was fourteen. I ended up on the streets, trying to make my way in the world, until someone decided to get handsy with me and my inner demon exploded.

      Dante—a wolf shifter—witnessed the attack. He saved my ass by hustling me away from the body. After that, he gave me a place to stay, and enrolled me back into school, and basically played big brother until I grew up. When I opened my business, he joined me, and he’s been one of my best friends ever since.

      Together with Penelope—my other best friend, Orik—another one of our investigators and a Viking priest, Sophia—our receptionist and an oracle who was kicked out of Olympus for refusing Zeus’s attentions, and Carson—who is human and as tech savvy as they come—we form Shadow Blade Investigations.

      We investigate anything our clients need investigating. Along the way, we’ve created our own little misfit family, as we face danger and adventure together.

      And we always have each others’ backs.
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        * * *

      

      Next morning, the day hearkened bright and sunny. It was early May and we were having a warm front come through. While the month of May ushered in an average temperature of around 63 degrees, and there was still a decent amount of rain, most of the month was relatively nice. Sunny days, even if cool, were considered shirt-sleeve weather, and the flowers and trees blossomed out in full beauty.

      The dissonance between the sunlight and the lack of warmth never failed to startle visitors to the city, though those of us who were local were used to it. It was fifty-eight when I climbed into my car, yet because of the sunshine, it seemed like it should be in the upper sixties or low seventies. I opened the window a crack for fresh air and headed to work.

      Sophia waved as I entered the office. She held out a stack of mail. “Want me to gather everybody for the meeting?”

      We always had a morning meeting to set the day’s schedule.

      “Not till after Benny gets here.”

      Sophia wrinkled her nose. “Goblin funk was not on my bingo card for the morning.”

      I laughed. “Mine either, but it sounds like he might have an actual problem. Anyway, let me know when he gets here.” I peeked into Dante’s office as I passed by. He was actually at work on time. “Hey dude, meet me in my office?”

      “Sure thing,” he said. Dante was one of my best friends, along with being the co-owner of Shadow Blade Investigations. He was a wolf shifter, but unfortunately—he was a lone wolf. He’d been excommunicated from his Pack, except for his great-aunt Tilly, who loved him regardless of his supposed failings. She commanded enough power in the Pack so that the council of elders couldn’t fault her for still talking to him.

      Dante was also the most flamboyant man I’d ever met, and he reminded me of Owen Wilson’s character out of Zoolander. He was a lot smarter, though, and he was far less conceited. Today, he was wearing a black turtleneck, a pair of patchwork jeans, and a retro 70’s flowered overshirt, along with leather moccasins. His hair—long, shaggy, and blond, coiled down to his shoulders.

      I dumped my bag on my desk, shrugged out of my leather jacket and hung it on the coat rack in the corner of my office, then settled down to thumb through the mail. Sophia had sorted out the outstanding bills as well as the junk to deal with at the front desk. The remainder included a few requests for help, and there was one letter addressed to me that looked personal.

      Using my letter opener, I ripped it open and shook out the page. As I opened it, letters glued on the page made up a one sentence threat: leave him alone, he’s mine!

      Sighing, I tossed it on my desk as Dante entered the room. “Your stalker’s at it again.” I pointed to the letter. “We have to do something about this, Dante. Rowan’s not going to stop until we force her.”

      Dante groaned. “Crap. She’s been quiet for while and I was hoping she was over it. I swear, the woman’s moods change with the moon. She’s barred from my building, and I haven’t had a problem with her since she broke into my apartment.” He sighed. “Maybe it’s time to confront her.”

      “Do you think she’ll listen? You should get a restraining order.” I didn’t think that Rowan would pay much attention. She was obsessed with Dante, and while she hadn’t been escalating the past month, she was still fixated.

      “I’ll call Destiny and ask her.” Destiny was our contact at the police station. But she had already told us that unless Rowan tried something—apparently more than breaking into Dante’s apartment—there wasn’t much the cops could do.

      “I wish that we could blink and make her go away. And no, I’m not talking about offing her. I may be half-demon, but I do have a conscience.”

      Dante shrugged, looking frazzled. “I still feel I need to confront her. I have to at least tell her to stop—I’ve done so before, but this time, I’ll be so blunt that there won’t be any mistaking what I’m saying. I’ll record it. That way, I’ll have more proof when I apply for a restraining order.” Dante frowned. “So, what’s going on this morning?”

      “Benny’s coming in. He has something he needs to talk over with me and—” I stopped as Sophia buzzed me. “Yes?”

      “Benny’s here. Should I send him back?”

      “Yes, please.” I glanced at Dante. “He’d better not be bitching about his landlord.”

      “With Benny, you get what you get,” he said.

      As Benny entered the office, I was pleasantly surprised to smell that he’d taken a bath recently. Goblin BO was funky, but he smelled like lavender, of all things.

      “Hey, Legs. Dante,” Benny said, nodding. “Thanks for seeing me.”

      “Sit. Do you want some coffee?” I pointed to a chair near Dante.

      “Water, please. And…”

      I knew what he was about to ask. “Dante, can you grab Benny a doughnut or something, and a bottle of water?”

      Dante exited the room, returning a moment later with a bottle of water and a plate of doughnuts. Benny licked his lips as he chose a chocolate frosted cake doughnut.

      “So, how’s it hanging?” I asked. “What did you need to see me about?”

      “I’m fine, though I can always use any jobs you want to throw my way. But I’m worried about a friend of mine.” He set the doughnut down on a napkin and his shoulders slumped. His usual sarcastically cheerful demeanor vanished.

      “Another goblin?” Dante asked.

      Benny shook his head. “He’s human. Every week, I meet Greg—that’s his name—in Reacher Park, down near the waterfront. We play checkers, and I take him some sandwiches and fruit…whatever I can afford. He always shows up, rain or snow or sun or clouds, once a week, never fail. When it’s cold, we meet in the indoor pavilion, which the park keeps heated.”

      I didn’t react, but to hear Benny say he performed acts of charity startled me. It seemed out of character. Or maybe I had never seen that side of him.

      “What’s Greg’s story?” Dante asked.

      “Greg Swift lives in the Soldiers of Misfortune homeless encampment. He’s a veteran from some war over in the Middle East. He fell through the cracks in the system, and has been living on the streets since his mid-forties. He’s probably about fifty-five or so now. Anyway, he never misses our weekly meetings. Until last week. I thought maybe he was sick, so I waited, but yesterday he missed our meeting again. So, I went to the encampment to look for him.”

      “What did you find?” Dante asked.

      “The only info I could get was that he hasn’t been seen since the night after our last meeting. So that’s been two weeks.” Benny shook his head. “Greg’s on the spectrum. He has a set routine and never varies from it unless something actively gets in his way.”

      “And you want us to find him?” I immediately found myself thinking that Greg might have vanished for one very, final reason.

      Benny nodded. “I can’t pay you much, but I’ll work off the fee.”

      “Never mind that right now,” I said, leaning forward in my chair. “Let me ask you some questions. I want you to answer them honestly because they’ll help us in our investigation. All right?”

      “Okay,” he said, downcast.

      “Do you know if Greg’s addicted to anything? Crystal, markette, opiates?”

      “I don’t know,” Benny said. “He never seems high to me. He’s articulate, but doesn’t talk much. And he’s smart. Way smarter than most people I’ve met.”

      “How about enemies? Has he ever mentioned anybody who might wish him harm?” Dante asked, looking interested.

      Benny thought for a moment. “I don’t think so. He’s a little paranoid, but I put that down to PTSD. Some of the men who go to war can’t handle the memories.”

      “You’re right about that,” I said, thinking that war and battle made for a rocky foundation for the rest of your life, especially when the men were young. Hell, I’d seen too much in my own days on the streets. If I’d had to add in constant fighting, as well as being terrified I was going to be blown away by some nameless enemy, it would make me paranoid, too.

      “Thing is…” Benny paused for a moment, staring at the floor. I didn’t rush him.

      “You see, the thing is…Greg’s one of the few people I consider a friend. I like him. I don’t want to see anything happen to him. He’s had a rough life, and he doesn’t deserve any more problems.” Benny shrugged. “So do you have time to look into this?”

      I nodded. “We can fit it in. We have a light caseload this week. You don’t have a picture of Greg, do you? That would go a long way.”

      Benny pulled out a folded piece of paper. “I thought you might ask for a picture, so I found this. I went to the library and looked him up. It was taken when he was in the special forces, so he’s aged, but he still basically looks the same. Turn his hair gray, add a few wrinkles and a scruff of a beard.” He handed me the photo.

      I looked at the photocopy. Greg Swift had been a rugged, patriotic type. But even back then, there was a certain look in his eyes… A faraway gaze that told me that he wasn’t living in the moment.

      “How tall is he? Weight? Any identifying marks that you can think of? And what does he generally wear?” Dante opened his tablet to take notes.

      Benny thought for a moment. “He’s about five-ten, one-sixty pounds. He’s lean—almost gaunt. His hair’s mostly gray and he wears it in a ponytail. His moustache and beard are salt-and-pepper. He has a limp on his left side, and his clothes…” He paused, frowning. “Blue jeans, but they’re pretty beat up. He owns a couple of sweaters. He has a blue rain poncho, and old combat boots. Oh—he has… In his right ear. What do you call them? The things that make big holes in the earlobe?”

      “Gauges,” I said. “You’re pretty observant. Does he have any tattoos?”

      “Not that I know of, but I’ve never seen him without a long-sleeve shirt or sweater. That’s about all I can think of. He’s one of the shopping cart people…he has a shopping cart that he carries some of his possessions in. And it’s still there, at his tent in the encampment. I tried to chase off somebody who wanted to take the space. I couldn’t, so I took what he had and bagged it up and I’m keeping it at my apartment.”

      “Anything else that you can think of?” Dante asked.

      Benny took another doughnut. “Let me think…Oh, yeah. He’s been going to some sort of meetings lately, but I can’t remember the name of the organization. Named Let Us Help You or…something like that.” His voice caught as he added, “Do what you can, Legs. He’s a good man. I’m worried about him.”

      “We’ll see what we can find, Benny,” I said. “I can’t promise anything, but we’ll check it out and see what we can find.”

      With that, Benny thanked us and headed out, promising to let us know if he thought of anything else in the meantime.

      As he left, I glanced at Dante. “What do you think?”

      “I think Benny may end up losing a friend,” Dante said. “Usually when someone goes missing from the encampments, it’s never good news.”

      “Well, we’ll check it out. I never knew Benny had a heart on him. I mean, I’ve always kind of liked the little weasel, but damn, this makes me think he may be redeemable.” I laughed. “I could be wrong, but Benny seems to actually give a damn about someone besides himself.”

      With that, we gathered our things and prepared for our morning meeting in the breakroom.
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      “So, there it is. I’m taking the case pro bono. I know full well that Benny can’t afford us, but he’s got my curiosity piqued now. Orik—” I paused as Orik’s phone rang.

      He glanced at the Caller ID. “My mother-in-law. Hold on,” he said, moving away from the table. Orik’s wife, Hilda, was pregnant with twins, and she could pop any day. Seconds after he took the call, he let out a shout. “I’ll meet you at the hospital as soon as I can…No, I won’t speed…No, I won’t stop on the way. Yes, Ana, I promise. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Well?” I asked as he turned. “Is it time?”

      “Yes, my girls on are on the way!” Orik was a massive man, six-foot-eight and as much of a Viking as they came. He was a priest of Odin, and he looked right out of some Norse legend, with long red hair, braided back, and a long red beard. He was already the father to two sets of twin girls, and now another pair was on the way. He called them his ‘little Valkyries’ and was a proud papa.

      “Woot!” Dante said, clapping.

      “Congrats—life’s about to get a lot busier,” Carson said, grinning.

      “Well, what are you standing here for?” I said. “Go, man. And call us with updates. Give Hilda our love.”

      Orik raced out of the room, then dashed back in. “I forgot my bag,” he said, blushing. He slung his messenger bag over his shoulder and then was gone again before we could speak.

      “Well, let’s change this up. Carson, can you look up information on a man named Greg Swift. He was a veteran. Dante will give you the notes. I’ll head out to the homeless encampment.” I turned to Dante. “You want to come with me or stay here? Oh wait,” I said. “I think Sophia has a new client coming in to talk about a case.” I turned to her. “Right?”

      “Yes, at two. I’ll need one of you here, because he’s already been through the preliminary meeting, so one of you has to decide whether to take the case.”

      “I’ll stay and talk to the client,” Dante said. “You seem to get better results in the field than I do. Be cautious, those places can be dangerous. You’ve been to several before.”

      “They aren’t dangerous unless you’re roughing them up,” I said. “That’s a myth spread by the not in my neighborhood brigade.”

      “Yeah, but this one seems to be focused for ex-military, and you know that can be a hornet’s nest, especially with PTSD running rampant among a number of the vets.” Dante frowned. “Maybe we should reschedule and I should come with you?”

      “I’ll be fine,” I said. “Call me if you’re unsure about whatever this new client wants.” I wrapped up the meeting and returned to my office. Slipping into my jacket, I brought up Maps and pinpointed where the Soldiers of Misfortune encampment was, then—slinging my bag over my shoulder—I headed out of the building, still surprised to see the sunshine.
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        * * *

      

      I was headed east, toward the 520 Floating Bridge. The Soldiers of Misfortune encampment was located beneath an overpass that had been closed for over a year. The roadwork to fix the overpass was supposed to be completed by late summer, but the city kept pushing it back, and now the overpass was considered so unstable the city wasn’t sure they were going to bother fixing it, or tear it down and start over again. Until then, the homeless veterans had put down roots there.

      All the way there, I thought about Benny and his friend. I’d started out wanting to wring the goblin’s neck—he was such a little wanker. But as time went on, I’d become rather fond of him, in the way you take a stray dog under your wing. Today, he’d managed to surprise me again. Benny didn’t have many friends, and Greg sounded like one of his closest.

      As I sped past the exits, nearing the turnoff to the encampment, I tensed. We’d already dealt with a mentally unstable man who had lived in one of the temporary shelters, and that had nearly been a disaster. But maybe this would be a simple case. Maybe Greg had taken a hiatus and he’d be back soon.

      I began to see signs of the encampment a few minutes before the exit. A blue and gold pennant hung from a telephone pole. Over the years, the encampments had developed their own structure and loose government, adopting names and identifying colors.

      They had created internal laws and hierarchies. Though the government didn’t like them because they showed the underbelly of the cities, the fact was, there were a lot of homeless people with no other place to go.

      And since people weren’t willing to fork over enough in taxes to help lift up everyone, it was inevitable that tent cities would pop up. Most citizens didn’t seem to realize that a good share of the country was one paycheck away from the streets. All it took was a downturn in profits to be laid off, or staggering medical bills to go bankrupt. King County alone had over sixteen thousand homeless and the number was rising.

      Sobering, I turned at the sign. To the left, the camp sprawled out beneath the overpass along the side of the road. Though it was hard to estimate how many people might be living here, I thought that the camp probably housed around one hundred and fifty individuals. There didn’t seem to be any children that I could see, but given the fact the camp was mostly veterans, that made sense.

      I wondered how many of these men and women had left families behind, betrayed by a broken system, and forgotten by those they had defended. A wave of sadness swept over me, but I took a deep breath, shook off the mood, and walked into the camp.

      Immediately, I felt watched. That didn’t bother me. I was a stranger, so of course they wouldn’t trust me. I glanced around, trying to find a face that looked welcome to being approached. A moment later, a woman stepped forward. She was dressed in a uniform that had seen too many days without a washing machine or a needle and thread to repair rips.

      “Are you looking for something?” she asked, warily.

      I nodded. “Someone, actually. I’m checking on someone for a friend. Do you know a Greg Swift? He⁠—”

      She stiffened, then said, “I know Greg. What do you want with him?”

      I glanced over at a tree trunk that stretched out along the ground. “Do you mind if we sit down?”

      “All right.” The woman led me over to the trunk. “So, why are you looking for Greg?”

      I took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. The smells in the camp were ripe, but I restrained wrinkling of my nose or showing any sign that I felt vaguely nauseated.

      “My name’s Kyann, and I’m friends with a friend of Greg. He’s worried because they get together every week to talk and play checkers, and it’s been two weeks since Greg’s shown up. Benny came out here looking for Greg the other day, but nobody could help him. So, he asked me to see if I can find out what’s going on.”

      The woman paused for a moment. “I’m Patricia. Are you a cop?”

      I shook my head. “No, not a cop. My name’s Kyann Sarasan. I run the Shadow Blade Investigation Agency. I’m a private investigator, mostly into all things Supe Community oriented. I agreed to help Benny—Greg’s friend—because he was so concerned.”

      “Your friend wouldn’t happen to be a goblin?” Patricia asked.

      I snorted. “So, you’ve met Benny? Yes, he’s the friend I’m talking about.”

      Patricia relaxed a little. She let out a long sigh. “I wouldn’t brag about being friends with a goblin, but he seems okay. And yes, it’s well known here that Greg and Benny are buddies.”

      “Trust me, I was surprised as well. Benny’s okay, once you get to know him. And if you watch him around your money.” I grinned. “He’s actually got something of a conscience.”

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Patricia said. “Anyway, I’m not surprised he’s worried about Greg—they are pretty tight.”

      “So, do you know what happened to Greg?” I asked, shading my eyes as a semi passed the camp, the shiny cargo hold sending a ray of sunlight to blind us. “Bright,” I said.

      Patricia squinted. “I guess it’s better than rain.”

      “I imagine so.” I glanced around at the array of tents set up. There were a couple communal picnic-type tables with benches, a fire pit that was big enough for a good-sized group to gather around it. The smell was rank, but it looked like the inhabitants did their best to corral the garbage and keep it bagged and set to the side.

      “I’m not sure where Greg went. He hasn’t been around for days, that I know of. When somebody here vanishes, you… Well, you look the other way.”

      “You don’t call the cops?”

      Patricia rolled her eyes. “That’s seldom an option. You learn to make friends for the moment, because eventually, everybody vanishes. Whether it’s to another encampment, or they die, or somehow—thanks to a miracle—they get off the streets. But one way or another, everybody moves on.” She looked so resolute that I wondered how she had ended up here.

      “What do you think, though? Speculate?”

      After a moment, Patricia leaned forward. “I’ve been concerned for a couple weeks now—well, a couple weeks before he vanished. I don’t want to say too much—it’s never safe. But I will tell you to look into an organization that calls itself the Give A Hand Up. Greg was talking to them a lot.” A look flashed in her eyes, and my first impulse was to think she was afraid.

      “Who are they?” I asked, but she shook her head.

      “They filled his head with hopes that he hasn’t had for years. Greg’s a veteran—both from the military and from being here for so long. He made life bearable for the new vets coming in.” Patricia was obvious uncomfortable talking to me, but she also seemed relieved to have someone to confide in.

      I jotted down the name. “Give A Hand Up…it sounds like some sort of rescue organization.”

      “Savior mentality. They tried to encourage me to join but I don’t want their help. I get motivational speaker vibes from them and that makes me nervous. My brother joined an MLM and now he’s a religious freak and spouts off a lot of inaccurate health advice, last I heard.”

      The more she spoke, the more I wondered what Patricia was doing out here. How had she ended up homeless? She was smart, she was well-spoken. She seemed clear-headed and capable. I knew that not everybody who was homeless struggled with mental health or addiction issues, but then again, you never really knew what was beneath the surface. Civilization and society both wore thin veneers, often tissue-paper thin.

      “What are you thinking?” she asked. “You have an odd look on your face.”

      I took a deep breath. “You want my honest answer?”

      She nodded. “I’d prefer that.”

      “How did you…why are you here? You seem so smart and so capable. I’m not sure how to ask this without sounding rude.”

      Patrica paused, then she let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “What’s a woman like me doing in a place like this?”

      I nodded, blushing.

      “A lot of smart and capable people end up under a bridge.”

      “I know, and I didn’t mean it to sound that way,” I said.

      “How did I end up here? Well, it started when I came home for a two week leave from the service one day to find that my husband had left me and took our little girl with him. I didn’t know anything was wrong till I found the house empty. I went to court and fought him for custody, but given I was still on deployment, the judge gave him custody and I got the right to see her on my leaves. I was heartbroken, and threw myself into my job.” She gave me a painful shrug.

      “I’m sorry,” I murmured. “What happened then?”

      “Sandra, my daughter, fell in love with her new mother. The cun—bitch was always around. I’d only seen her for a few months after her birth and then only sporadic visits. I finally got it. She didn’t know me, and my ex did nothing to keep my memory alive to her. So I focused on my career and I made Second Lieutenant. I was put in charge of a unit of soldiers and we were sweeping an abandoned village for survivors. I ordered my men to check out what we thought was a deserted building.”

      I grimaced. “And it wasn’t?”

      “Oh, it was empty. But I wasn’t thinking. I was upset over a letter from my ex telling me his new wife wanted to adopt Sandra. I didn’t think to have them sweep it for bombs first—we can detect a lot of them now. The enemy had left a series of booby traps and when the men were inside, the building exploded. Thirteen of my men died, and ten more were injured, seriously. All because I was too upset to think clearly.” She leaned forward, elbows on knees, staring at the ground.

      “It wasn’t your fault—” I started to say, but she interrupted me.

      “Oh, but it was. I let my personal life interfere, and when you’re in the military, you owe it to your men to be present at all times. When others’ lives depend on you, you push everything else to the side. My negligence caused thirteen deaths, and ten soldiers to end up permanently scarred and disabled. I resigned my commission and came back home, but there was no place for me.” She sighed.

      I could feel the pain in her voice—the emptiness and regret. I wanted to say something to make it better, but I knew that any platitudes would bounce off. She needed serious counseling, and even with help, I didn’t know if she’d ever be able to let it go.

      “I couldn’t adjust to civilian life again. So I just…drifted. My daughter had pretty much forgotten me—she’s sixteen now, and I haven’t heard from her in several years. My father, a military man himself, was so disappointed in me. I have no one. I eventually ended up here a few years ago. The Soldiers of Misfortune. This is where I belong.” She raised her head, and while there were no tears on her face, I could feel the ones hiding inside.

      I wanted to help. I wanted to extricate her from this encampment and reunite her with her daughter, but I also recognized that wasn’t going to happen. She was paying penance for something that would probably haunt her forever.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, reaching out the only way I could think of. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      Patricia smiled, then—a genuine smile. “No, but thank you for asking. Anyway, Give A Hand Up—GAHU for short, if you live around this camp—is suspicious as hell. Several of our members have gone missing over the past few months, and each time, they became involved with the organization. So if you want to find out what happened to Greg, I’d start there.”

      “Thank you,” I said, jotting down notes.

      She shivered and glanced at the sky. “The night’s going to be clear, which means cold. I’d better make the rounds and see that the burn barrels have enough fuel.”

      I paused, then asked, “Is there someway I can help? Can I give you some cash? Or buy food for the encampment? I’d like to contribute in a way that actually helps.”

      Patricia thought for a moment. “There are several old soldiers here who need help but they’re scared of going to the hospital. If there’s a way…”

      I thought for a moment. “I’ll try to arrange for a healthcare provider to come down and give checkups for everyone. I won’t promise more than that, but I’ll do everything I can.” I stood, sliding my hands in my pocket. I had a fifty in there, and I folded it into my palm, then asked, “As far as Give A Hand Up—what’s the name of the person who reaches out to the soldiers here?”

      “James Appleberry,” Patricia said. “I don’t even like being around him.”

      “Got it,” I said, reaching out for her hand. “Thank you—you’ve been such a help.”

      As she took my hand, I pressed the fifty into her palm, then before she could say anything, I saluted her, and headed back to my car, thinking about how many stories these encampments held, and how many tales of laughter or tears they absorbed. They were microcosms of society, and every story was unique, every one tragic in its own way. And sometimes, the best we could do was to catch a glimpse from the outside, pressing our face against the window leading into their world.

    



OEBPS/images/shadowbladelogo-2.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/shadowbladelogo.jpg





OEBPS/images/shadow-running.jpg
, URBAN FANTASY

ADVENTURE

SHADOW BLADE §SERIES - BOOK FOUR






