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​​​​Chapter one
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​The new magic slinger in town

Most times working in a coffee house is boring. Day in and day out customers ordered their grand latte half fats or caramel creams. Dressed in their business suits and joggers, or jeans with t-shirts covered in odd designs, each ordered something with the attitude of they were better than those who worked there.

Daniel found that the later part of the evening was the best time to work at the Deep Cup. The business coffee nerds had all gone home and the poseur intellectuals had headed off to their poetry readings or whatever. Usually he got the tired wait staff from the bigger restaurants nearby. Tired, hard working people like himself who just wanted a good cup of coffee to relax before catching the bus home, or the occasional student who was cramming for exams the following day. None of his guests expected him to be at their beck and call and he had time to clean up the shop.

He was just running a rag over the corner table when he heard the bell over the door go off. “Just a minute,” he called out and then turned to the front and paused. Standing just inside the doorway shaking off droplets of rain from her hat was a woman. Not the usual student or late working businesswoman.

The blond was full bodied and just over average height, dressed in black that hugged her curves. From the long regency style coat, to the brocade corset and lace skirt, to her stockings and low lace boots, she looked like she had stepped out of a novel instead of the heavy rain outside. Moving toward the counter, she heaved a battered leather backpack off her shoulder and looked over the menu. 

Daniel slipped behind the counter and pulled on his best waiter smile. “What can I get you?”

Her voice was low and soft, a pleasing alto that slipped down his spine. “A hot chai please and,” she looked about trying not to make a face at the slim pickings left at this time at night. “Um, any chance I could get a tomato and cheese sandwich?” She looked hopeful and Daniel nodded. 

“Sure thing. Give me a few minutes. Do you want it grilled?”

The woman sighed and nodded with a small, tired smile. “Definitely,” She pulled out a wallet and placed a twenty on the counter. She then turned and headed over to the table Daniel had just been cleaning. Slipping into the chair that faced into the coffee house, she dropped her bag to the floor, pulling out a large leather-bound book and started to write. She shook her hat off again before putting it on top of her pack.

Making himself busy with the grill, Daniel tried not to seem like he was staring at his customer. Up close her eyes were a dark blue, ringed with long pale lashes. A fine scar ran from her temple to her jaw, somehow highly noticeable, but not distracting from her over all looks. The wet and ragged hair looked like it hadn’t been cut in a long time other than to have the bangs kept out of the way.

Around her throat there was large amethyst drop threaded on a velvet ribbon. Her hands were covered in fingerless black leather gloves and silver rings. Shaking his head Daniel tossed the sandwich on the grill and got the chai steaming. The overall look on the woman was a cross between vintage and almost old Goth, but he didn’t get that depressed feel from her. Her nails weren’t covered in black polish and she didn’t wear any eye makeup that he could see. Maybe she just liked the clothing.

Maeve started making notes. The case wasn’t working out the way she hoped. Her client had told her it was a simple surveillance when he hired her. “Go watch my brother and make sure he isn’t working for the competition.” Simple? Yeah right. First he forgot to mention that the brother was a half-breed goblin and then he didn’t mention that the competition was the vampire clan. If she hadn’t had her own little tricks she wouldn’t be sitting her waiting for a sandwich and a chai. Never mind that she had been watching the self same clans for another client. Too many cases tied to the clans lately, clans that were not supposed to be a part of this city. There were not a lot of vampires in southern NH, most were in the towns that surrounded Nashua, but hadn’t entered the city, or so she was told.

She leaned back into her bench as the bell rang by the doorway. This booth was in the dimmest part of the coffee house and had a clear view of the front. She scanned the kids who came in and called out to the shop keep for some fancy coffee drinks and then settled down at a table in the front. 

Nothing to worry about there, human kids out after a late movie by the sounds of it, they were rather animatedly talking about some effect in the movie. She relaxed a bit with a half smile. If they had any idea of what she dealt with earlier in the evening, they would never leave their cozy little apartments after dark. 

She felt old watching them giggle over some little thing. Though she was only a bit older, she had been through so much that they seemed shallow and childlike. She smiled as the man running the shop brought over her order and some change. Tall and handsome in a dark way, he felt more like the men she preferred. Maybe a few years older than she was he stirred something inside her. Something about the way he held himself and a touch of something in his eyes told her he wasn’t just some barista working the late shift.

She took a long sip of the hot liquid and let her eyes close briefly. The night was wet and chill and spending half of it standing in a doorway was not how she wanted to fill it. She went back to her notes, alternating sips of chai with bites of the hot sandwich. As she warmed up, she finished up her report, trying to ignore the attention from the kids. Her hearing was good enough that she could hear them debating about her.

“I tell you that it is her, Shannon. Come on who else dresses like a refugee from a Steam punk novel?” One harsh voice whispered. 

“Can’t be, Bill. She went back to that Podunk town she came from last year. What would she be doing here?” One of the girls whispered back, the one that looked like a cheerleader on a quest to get laid.

“Maybe her old man threw her out. After all she was so weird.” The second girl leaned over, her arms wrapped about Bill’s possessively. They all giggled at that.

Maeve sighed and leaned back in her booth. She had no idea who the kids thought she was. She had only moved into the state six months ago. Her business had dried up in Boston and she had to make a new place north of the old city. A new state and a new city, one that held its own oddness, had been why she came here. She ignored the kids and turned her attention back to the barista.

Now there was a fine bit of male flesh to look at, tall, taller than she by at least eight inches with broad shoulders, a slim waist and hips. He dressed pretty much the way it was expected for a barista to dress. Dark slacks, black polo and she grinned, black high tops. Well those weren’t part of the uniform, but it showed a bit of a rebel. Letting her second sight drop into place for a moment she scanned the kids and the handsome man briefly.

The kids were what she expected, teens just barely out of school with chips on their shoulders. All ready predisposed to do stupid things. She would have to keep an eye out for the local Other community. These kids, while harmless enough, would be a fine dinner for the new residents of the city.

The Barista on the other hand was something different. In her second sight he wasn’t so dark. In fact, she blinked and pulled out her crimson glasses and slipped them on. “Yup, a glamour, how interesting,” she whispered. “Why is one of them working here?”

******
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DANIEL HID A SIMPLE gesture and a soft spill of almost inaudible words, as he served the teens. Nothing too potent, but just a touch of no see me meant to keep them from notice of any who would harm them. He knew there were others moving into the old city, others who would take more than money or a little pride from them. They continued their conversation, ignoring him.

He caught their comments about his other customer and shook his head. The girl they thought she was had moved back to her little mountain town. She had been a good customer, stopping by every night after work for a simple cup of tea and one of the special cookies. Her name had been Sara. She had been sweet and funny and knew what he was. It was true that his guest looked a bit like Sara physically, but to him that was where the resemblance stopped. This one, when he had the moment to really look, had the Shine. 

Shine was simply another word for power. An old term used in a land far from this cold place. He had moved here, to this place that he thought was free from all things other than natural, but as he found out it had its own darkness and light that only a few would admit existed. The Old masters had told him it was so when he agreed to move north. “You have about twenty minutes before I have to close up, Bill,” he told the ex-football hero. 

Bill nodded and sighed. “Yeah, I know man. We’ll clear out in a little bit, when the rain lightens up.”

Daniel turned back to his cleaning up. He stacked the chairs from the other tables and started to sweep up. He nodded to the teens as they headed back out, sighing with relief as the door shut behind them. Casting a quick glance over his shoulder, he smiled as he saw his mysterious customer was watching him. In a soft, but carrying voice he spoke to her as he swept. “Don’t rush yourself. I just like getting the kids out before the last buses. If you need another cup just let me know. I’ll just get this neatened up.” He went back to whispering softly, this time something more calming.

Maeve shook her head slightly, a small smile lifting one corner of her full lips. She hadn’t expected to find anything more than a hot drink in the café, though she had been told to head here specifically by an old friend. Sitting back against the soft leather, she closed her eyes for a brief bit as memory skittered through her mind.

*****

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​​​Chapter two
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​Boston Memories

“Nashua ain’t Boston, child. There just ain’t the places you expect there. It is more open than here, more bright and touched by the Metal. You might find urself getting buzzed by all manner of things you never seen.” Old Mary had been a central figure in Maeve’s life since she was tiny. She had taught her the old ways of seeing and the new ways of avoiding. “I hear that they have lots of poltrigists and Catholics. You sure you want to leave home?”

Maeve nodded. “You know I have to. No one will work with me now that Simon has laid his claim. It’s either leave here or become one of his little toys.” She shuddered and rubbed her bare arms. The tattoo on her left bicep stung, a sure sign of danger to her own self.

“Simon!” Old Mary spat at the name of the head of Clan Toriba. “He should have never been allowed to draw breath. That one was evil from the time he hatched.”

“Shhhhhh,” Maeve shushed her old friend. They might be in her burrow deep under the city, but names carried power, even in the tunnels under Boston, especially in the tunnels. The clan head had always had the ability to know when he was being talked about. Inside the warrens he was becoming all-powerful and what he wanted, he got. Those who he found disagreeable were soon found in pieces or never found again. “You should come with me, mother Mary. A new city and a new state, he can’t go there per the treaty.”

“Nae, child, old Mary stays here. I haven’t left this place in seventy years. I can’t go outside now. You know that little one.”

Maeve hugged the old being to her. She could feel more bone than flesh in her old protector and teacher. As Mary said, she had been in these tunnels for over seventy years. Rumor had it that she had moved here much longer ago than that, had in fact last been on the surface in the time of the revolution. Elder trolls just were not comfortable out in the open, or in crowds for that matter. Legends said that trolls would eat any unwary enough to cross their paths, but Mary had taken in the small girl child who had no place else to be.

Home had once been a warm room, soft arms and a voice that Maeve heard in her sleep, but she had been so very little when she lost that. Mary had found the little child, crouched deep in the tunnels, unable to speak. Mary guessed the child’s age to be about three in human years. The grubby, tear streaked cheeks, fingers in her mouth to stifle any sound and eyes huge in the dark. The innocence and fear that radiated off that tiny form had touched the empty heart of the old being.

Memories of warty skin replaced velvet softness, but the feeling of safety was the same. Mary had scooped her up, unresisting, and carried her to her home deeper in the tunnels. She could be cruel and outright scary to those who had greed in their hearts, but she had been nothing, but kind and loving to her foundling. When Maeve grew into a quiet beauty, she taught her secrets and ways to take care of herself. If it hadn’t been for the Clan Toriba girl hunters catching her as she came back with the special buns that Mary craved, she would probably still be running the tunnels under the old city. 

Clan Toriba, filled with dregs and the bully boys of the tunnels. A mix of dark travelers and creatures no sane human would wish to run with. The head of the clan, Simon, had his eye on Maeve since she blossomed into her womanhood. He liked his women full bodied and full blooded. Her sun bright hair made her prized by the clan of dark haired humans and others. That she held some deep running magic in her blood made her just what Simon needed to prolong his unnatural life.

And Maeve refused to come tamely to be his bride. She knew that the old Clan leader was not human. In fact hadn’t been human in as many years as Old Mary lived in the tunnels. The uneasy peace between the troll and the vampire had been broken when Maeve had been caught and dragged through the tunnels to the Cathedral.

Under the city there were many places that would not have looked out of place in the world above. The Cathedral was one of those that would. Much like the great churches above, it was filled with candles and glass and a big altar. The difference was that the symbols were all meant for darker things. 

When Maeve was late coming back, Mary had pulled herself out of her hole and cast spells of finding on the earth. Trolls being guardians of the deep, dark ways of the Earth could just whisper and the rocks would tell them all.  She then moved with a speed that belied her great age. She swam through the rock, cutting a path through the ground to reach her heart’s child.

The troll got to those holding her Maeve and what happened then was best not remembered. Mary had proved to the girl stealers that no one should dare lay hands on what she claimed as her own. Maeve shuddered with that memory, but not from her mentor. The head of Clan Toriba called them in after that and laid his claim on the young woman and marking her with the circle of blood and thorn on her bicep.

He gave her one week, seven days to put her affairs in order before she would become his newest bride and toy. Mary and Maeve outwardly accepted his decision, but they returned to their home and sent out subtle magic again to find a way out of the claim. When the Earth herself sent a messenger, they agreed to the pact.

Maeve now carried a second tat on her body, a black swirl of knots on her lower back that if one had the sight would form into a black unicorn. It hid her from the hunters and from the Clan. She left the only home she knew and took to the surface world. Took a bus to the place that Earth Clan sent her to, a city across the state border, very different from the place she had grown up in.

***
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​​​​Chapter three
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​Hunters and friends

Lucas watched the shop from the darkness. The human need for caffeine was something that no Arken understood. The vile liquid was like poison to them and it was rare to find a human who didn’t imbibe the stuff. They stank of it. The more they drank the more acrid they smelled.

It figured that the woman he had been assigned to bring back had gone into the shop. She didn’t pick the Starbucks down the street or the McDonalds, owned and run by simple humans. No she chooses HIS shop, the one run by a Light Weaver. Settling deeper into the shadows between buildings he pulled out a cell and called in. This wasn’t the simple snatch and retrieve he had been told. He would need authorization to use different methods.

***
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AFTER TEN MINUTES, Maeve sighed and closed her journal. There was only so much time she could spend sitting in a warm coffee shop sipping chai. Yes, the barista was cute. Oh hell, he was more than cute. It was rare that she found a man she could be willing to look a second time at, but maybe it was that mystery he held in his eyes or maybe it was just it had been too long since she last felt human touch, but she would love to take a nibble of that one.

She shot another look at him from under her lashes. He was a mystery that she would love to dig into, but she really needed to get back to work. Money had to be earned by work. Money to pay rent and other expenses that she had only a little of in reserve. Sighing again, she slid the journal back into her bag and got up. Nodding to the barista, she replaced her hat and shrugged into her coat. As she started for the door, she quietly whispered a blessing as she left a tip.

Daniel sighed as he felt the gentle wash of a good intentions blessing caress his skin. He sent his own back, noting the silvery shimmer as it settled onto the woman. “Silver?” he whispered. He hadn’t seen silver since before he opened the Deep Cup. Again a mystery, years since what he expected she was had been seen this far north. The woman looked human, but that color came only from those touched by the Fae, interesting for sure.

***
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THE RAIN WAS FINALLY letting up as she stepped out of the coffee shop. The air smelled cleaner and crisp. Every city held a different smell, a distinct taste to it. Boston was old, with a mix of cultures flavoring the air in way that Nashua didn’t. Yes, it was a smaller place, but in reality not too much younger than Bean town. The Gate City, as Nashua was known, had been here between the rivers for centuries.

It had surprised her when she found some of the odder inhabitants here. She had expected mostly human from Mary’s tales, but since she arrived she had found many of the little folk she had never seen before. Pixies, brownies, and flower faeries that she just never thought to see in a city of concrete and stone. 

Now it could be the residue of the old, old village down by the big River. There had, according to her new friends, been many different types of people living there before the Mall had been built. Some of those little folk had moved right into that building of brick, steel and glass. Others had just pulled up stakes entire and found new places to live. 

Nashua still had a lot of trees and green places. More than she had thought to see. This above ground world was filled with so much that she had at first found confusing. It took years back in Boston to get her to leave Mother Mary’s tunnel. There was still occasionally a deep and dark fear that rose to choke her, a faint memory of what happened to her birth mother.
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