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      “I have waited long enough. Avenge me!” The furious ghost sent a frigid wind through the small parlor, sweeping papers from the desk and swaying the curtains. The candle in the middle of the séance table guttered but didn’t go out.

      “That’s why we’re here.” Seth Tanner had never considered himself a ghost whisperer, but recent situations dealing with angry spirits made him wish for those skills. “We want to stop the man who killed you.”

      “He took everything from me!”

      The spirit of Rod Jennings looked like a tough stevedore in his middle years with a fringe of gray hair around his trucker cap and a muscular body gone soft in the middle.

      Seth looked at Alicia Peters, the medium, and saw the strain in her face. Evan Malone, the third person at the séance table, squeezed Seth’s hand as a warning to wrap up the conversation. The ghost made himself heard because Alicia lent him enough energy to speak aloud. Seth knew that meant their time was short because she couldn’t sustain that for long.

      “Who killed you?” Seth needed to hear his suspicion confirmed by the killer’s victim.

      “Sterling Vernon,” the ghost spat, loathing clear in his expression. “I worked on the docks, and I saw what was inside one of his refrigerated shipping crates. There were body parts—not normal butchered cuts of meat. Except, they didn’t look like they came from people or farm animals. I swear they were monster meat.”

      “And he killed you because of what you saw?”

      “I didn’t know he was behind me. He said something witchy, my heart stopped, and I fell down, dead,” Rod replied. “I had a life. A family. That bastard took everything. I want revenge.”

      Seth could sympathize. He had lost his parents and younger brother to one of Vernon’s fellow witches.

      Rod’s body had been returned from Savannah to be buried in Charleston, making it possible for Alicia to contact his ghost. That was one of many reasons Seth and Evan had stopped in Charleston on their way to deal with the Savannah witch-disciple.

      “Is there anything else you can tell us about Vernon that would help us stop him?” Seth asked.

      “He got regular shipments of cold crates like that, so if they all had monster meat, he must be doing something with it,” the ghost replied

      “Do the crates still arrive on schedule?”

      “Yeah. Nothing changed—except that I’m dead.”

      “Alicia can help you pass over if you want to go,” Seth offered the irate spirit.

      “Not until I’ve seen that son of a bitch get what’s coming to him,” Rod’s ghost snarled. “You need help nailing his ass to the wall? I’m your man.”

      “Rest now,” Alicia said, and murmured an incantation to release the ghost, who winked out of sight.

      She slumped and let go of their hands when the spirit departed. Seth moved to help Alicia lie on the divan while Evan fetched the sports drink and candy bar they had set out to help replenish her energy after the working.

      Seth stood a few inches over six feet tall with dark blond hair, chocolate-brown eyes, and an athletic build. Evan, his partner, was just as tall, but he had chestnut hair and hazel eyes.

      “We’ve had witch-disciples selling pharmaceuticals for supernatural creatures and warlocks trafficking shifters and psychics, but monster meat is a new one,” Seth said as he and Evan found chairs nearby.

      “What do you think it’s for?” Evan asked. “Rituals? Spell components? Aphrodisiacs?”

      “I don’t think I want to know, but we need to find out anyhow,” Seth replied. “Sterling Vernon’s one of the stranger disciples, and that’s saying something.” He paused and was quiet for a moment before Evan spoke.

      “What’s on your mind?”

      “Just thinking about Jesse,” Seth admitted. “Like always.”

      A few years ago, Seth and his younger brother, Jesse, had camped out near a haunted bridge on a lark. They intended to spend the night doing silly videos for social media, drinking beer, and hanging out. A mysterious force attacked them, leaving Seth unconscious and killing Jesse. Then his parents died in a suspicious wreck, and the house burned, leaving Seth with a pickup truck, his parents’ fifth-wheeler, and the black Hayabusa motorcycle he had bought when he got out of the Army.

      No one believed Seth that the causes were supernatural, but obsessive research led to the unlikely truth: Jesse had been a sacrifice for a dark witch in a ritual cycle going back over one hundred years.

      “I’m still amazed that for a whole century, no one else noticed the pattern with the deaths,” Evan said.

      “Cops are trained to look for human patterns, not supernatural ones,” Seth pointed out. “What doesn’t make sense, they ignore as impossible. And don’t forget—my parents never mentioned the deaths that happened in my own family. They never recognized the pattern, either.”

      A century ago, a sheriff’s posse hunted and killed Rhyfel Gremory, a powerful warlock. His devoted witch-disciples stalked and murdered the sheriff and his deputies, and used spell work to create a bond to their dead master’s spirit, requiring the murder of the eldest male of each of the posse’s families. In Jesse’s case, the warlock accidentally chose the wrong brother, leaving Seth guilt-ridden as well as bent on revenge.

      Seth set out to hunt down Gremory’s disciples and stop the carnage, trying to save other families from the heartbreak he had known. He never expected to fall in love with the coven’s next intended victim—Evan. Together, they dispatched that warlock, started hunting the rest of Gremory’s coven together, and became partners in every way in the process.

      Seth watched Alicia to make sure she was okay. She waved off his concern as she ate and drank, regaining her color. Alicia was in her late thirties, plump and unassuming, which made some people underestimate her ability as a powerful psychic and medium. Her black hair fell in waves over her shoulder, a contrast to bright blue eyes.

      “Take your time and get your second wind,” Seth cautioned. “Megan will whip my ass if she doesn’t think I took good care of you.” Alicia and her wife, Megan, shared the modest white clapboard house where Alicia did her readings.

      Seth turned back to Evan. “We found Vernon’s aliases over the years. He’s stayed pretty close to the shipping company his father started back in the 1800s. Quite a rise from a sea captain with a single cargo vessel to a small fleet specializing in high-end, unusual cargo.”

      “Very unusual,” Evan added. “I figured they’d be smuggling rhino horns, pangolin scales, or tiger bones for ritual ingredients. Not shifter filet or yeti tenderloin.” He wrinkled his nose in disgust.

      “Makes me wonder who his customers are.” Seth leaned back in his chair. “Other immortals? High-status non-humans like vampires, werewolves, and lesser witches?”

      “No one’s ever been able to pin a smuggling rap on Vernon in all this time,” Evan pointed out. “I doubt monster meat is the only thing he’s moving in those ships. He’s either got protection spells out the wazoo or he’s paid off all the right people.”

      “Probably both,” Alicia said in a smooth, low-country drawl, already bouncing back from the energy expended with Jenning’s ghost. “He’s smart, and he’s had time to diversify. Savannah’s a major port. If he’s stayed in business this long, he’s learned to change with the markets.”

      “Why can’t these guys find a way to earn a living that doesn’t involve killing people?” Seth muttered. All of the disciples made their fortunes and kept their wealth in decidedly illegal ways. While the underworld warlocks weren’t friends, they did work together when power and profit aligned. Between manufacturing and distributing recreational drugs and pharmaceuticals designed for non-humans and shifter trafficking, the remaining dark witches had begun to function more like a cartel than a coven, bound together by their need to sacrifice to their dead master’s ghost to retain their magic and immortality.

      “Because there’s money in murder,” Evan observed. “And as we’ve said before, wealth buys security if you don’t want people noticing that you never age or die.”

      “We’ve talked with three ghosts so far who were killed by Vernon outside of the ritual cycle,” Alicia pointed out, taking another gulp of the sports drink. “They all got too close to whatever’s coming and going in those shipping containers. That’s good to know, but I’m not sure how it gets you what you need to stop his next sacrifice.”

      Seth sighed. “I’m not sure yet, either. Evan and I are still working on a plan. We talked with a friend in Pittsburgh on our way here from Cleveland. He knows a lot about lore and magic, and he’s got access to an arcane library. That gave us some ideas, on top of what we’ve learned the hard way dealing with the other witch-disciples.”

      He and Evan had destroyed six of Gremory’s disciples so far, and one had died of indirect causes. That left five more—including Vernon and the witch responsible for Jesse’s death. The very first of the coven they fought had sacrificed victims from Evan’s family for a century and would have murdered Evan if Seth hadn’t intervened.

      “I know you’re a hot stuff hacker, but Teag’s got magic going for him.” Alicia set aside her empty bottle. “If there’s something to be found online, he’ll do it.”

      Seth grinned. “I’m hoping to pick up some of his tricks. We’re going to get together with him, Cassidy, and Rowan, and see if we can figure out Vernon’s weak spot and a strategy to take him down.”

      Vernon made his base in Savannah. Seth and Evan were currently in Charleston, less than two hours away, to confer with friends who knew a lot about stopping monsters and high-powered supernatural beings. They had worked together several months ago to take down the disciple headquartered there and stayed in touch as Seth and Evan pursued warlocks in other cities.

      “It’s good to see you boys again,” Alicia said. “Maybe someday you’ll drop by when the world isn’t ending.”

      Seth felt his cheeks heat. “Sorry about that. We’ve been running at top speed trying not to get killed. But I’m really hoping it won’t always be like that.” He stole a glance at Evan, who squeezed his hand beneath the table.

      “I know, and there’s no shame in that. But sometimes we all get so tied up with saving the world that we can’t just take a couple of evenings off to have a good time,” Alicia replied. “That’s important too,” she reminded them.

      Seth’s gaze drifted back to the empty space where the ghost had been. “Do you think our friend is going to be a problem?” he asked, clearly meaning the spirit.

      Alicia frowned. “He’s been dead for a while and gathering power, but he hasn’t tried to hurt anyone. Now that he knows someone is taking his death seriously and planning to stop his killer, I think that will keep him from getting involved. He didn’t seem unreasonable, the way ghosts are when they’re losing what’s left of their humanity.”

      Once they were sure Alicia wasn’t too drained from the séance, they took their leave, promising to keep her in the loop on the hunt for the next witch-disciple.

      Seth and Evan stepped out into the bright, clear day. “That was intense.” Seth bumped shoulders with Evan. Charleston still wasn’t a comfortable place for two men to hold hands in public.

      “I can’t blame the ghost for being angry,” Evan replied. “And I’m squicked out over the possibilities of what Vernon might be doing with monster bits.”

      “Nothing good, that’s for sure. But the quantity seems off for spell components. Maybe he’s running a processing plant for hellhound food?” Seth quipped, but as he spoke, something clicked into place in his brain. He and Evan shared a look.

      “Oh, my God. What if he’s feeding them to something?” Evan looked like he might be sick.

      “Just when you think things can’t get any weirder,” Seth said.

      They weren’t due to meet with their friends for about an hour, so they took the opportunity for some much-needed downtime. Seth felt like they had been running at full speed since he had rescued Evan, because that was mostly true.

      Heroes in movies never need naps, Seth thought. The pace was grueling, and he knew that they needed to slow down so they would be at their best.

      Groggy monster hunters don’t last long.

      Now that they knew about the witch-disciples and their sacrifices, taking time off seemed selfish and indulgent unless they were healing, because lives were on the line. It hadn’t helped that some of the witches had moved their sacrifices ahead of schedule to power up in case they were the next to be targeted.

      “Hey, where’d you go?” Evan joked to bring him back to the moment.

      “Just thinking that we need a vacation,” Seth admitted.

      “Well, how about a mini vacay? We can take an extra day or so, and Charleston is a top destination,” Evan said. “Besides, if it makes your conscience feel better, we’ll be researching, so we won’t be ignoring the job. There’s a lot I’ve always wanted to see—and photograph—in this town.” Evan loved taking photos.

      “Oh yeah? Like what?” Seth felt his mood lift at Evan’s suggestion.

      “For starters, there’s Magnolia Plantation—big old house and fantastic garden,” Evan rattled off, and Seth had the feeling Evan had already researched the city. “There are some other cool mansions and an art museum. Plus the Charleston City Market, it’s got all kinds of interesting shops and awesome food.

      Evan’s enthusiasm made Seth smile. So much of their time together so far had been steeped in danger and blood. Through it all Evan had been brave and loyal, always having Seth’s back. It warmed his heart to hear Evan sound happy and excited about normal things like tourist attractions.

      “I’m always up for good food,” Seth agreed. “Anything else?”

      “History museums and an aquarium, and probably more sites than you could see in a year,” Evan replied. “King Street has lots of fun stores, but we’re already heading there to see Cassidy and Teag.”

      They stopped for lunch at a restaurant that specialized in biscuits and gravy, washed down with house-made sweet tea. Charleston leaned into a relaxed pace, perfect for vacationers. Seth suspected the less frantic rhythm was good for the people who lived there as well.

      Sipping on iced tea to go when they finished their meal, Seth and Evan made their way slowly down King Street. The historic stretch included trendy shops and restaurants housed in pastel-colored buildings that reinforced the city’s oceanfront vibe.

      They took their time, window-shopping and remarking on the handmade and luxury items on display, and checking out the menus posted in the windows. Seth loved seeing Evan happy and relaxed, and made a mental note for them to come back to truly enjoy a vacation once saving the world was done.

      Evan had his camera, and everywhere they looked, Charleston was picture-perfect. “This city is a photographer’s dream,” Evan said as he snapped shot after shot.

      “Maybe you and your camera need a little ‘alone time’?” Seth teased.

      Evan rolled his eyes. “Don’t let him bother you,” he said to the camera. “He’s just jealous.”

      “Well, here we are,” Seth said when they reached Trifles and Folly, the store that belonged to their friend and collaborator, Cassidy Kincaide.

      “If we lived here, I’d love to be a tour guide,” Evan said.

      Seth felt a pang. Their quest to stop the witch-disciples was so dangerous, he rarely let himself daydream about what came afterward since they had to survive first.

      “You’d be fantastic at it,” he encouraged.

      “How about you? Got any ideas for what you’d do?”

      “We’ve been so busy I haven’t spent a lot of time thinking about it.” Seth dodged the more negative aspect.

      Evan gave him a look that said he wasn’t fooled. “It never hurts to have something to look forward to. Vacations and time off are good, but having an endgame is even better.”

      “I know I want to be with you, whatever I’m doing,” Seth replied with a certainty that went down to his bones.

      “The people who are hunting always need researchers. That might be a way to help while staying out of the line of fire.”

      They were both far too young to actually retire, but the same caution that had led Seth to leave the military after his stint was over pushed him to consider a less dangerous long-term role hunting monsters.

      “We’ve got time to think about it,” Seth said. “Got a few more disciples yet to go.”

      A bell on the door jangled when they walked into the shop. Seth sensed that it was protective as well as welcoming.

      Trifles and Folly had been in Cassidy’s family for generations. Each new owner took on the responsibility for serving as a nexus of supernatural protection as well as managing a well-regarded shop for antiques and collectibles.

      “I wonder if Sorren and Donnelly are around,” Evan mused. “They seem to get called out a lot.”

      “Whatever situation needs a centuries-old vampire and a master necromancer is a job I don’t want any part of.” Seth repressed a shiver. Sorren, the vampire, protected Cassidy as he had generations of her forebears. Donnelly, the necromancer, had powerful death magic, though he used his power to stop witches with bad intentions. Their specialized skills and broad networks often took them out of Charleston to deal with problems elsewhere on the East Coast.

      “Hi guys! Great to see you again.” Teag Logan looked up from behind the counter. “Come on in.”

      Teag was tall and slender with a skater-boy mop of dark hair. As Trifles and Folly’s assistant manager, he helped keep the busy shop running when pressing supernatural matters took Cassidy away from her duties. His ability to weave spells into cloth and his background in martial arts proved valuable against bad guys, even if he didn’t have Cassidy’s abilities as a psychometric to read the history of objects by touching them.

      “Cassidy wanted me to remind you about dinner tonight with her, Kell, Anthony, and me.” Teag named their respective partners.

      “Absolutely. Looking forward to it,” Seth replied.

      Cassidy returned just then with a tray of four hot lattes. “Sorry I’m late. I popped down the street to pick up some caffeine. Every planning session goes better with coffee.”

      She pushed a lock of strawberry blond hair out of her eyes when she set down the tray. Seth’s eye was drawn to her agate necklace, which complemented her pale complexion. It looked old, and he wondered if it had magic as well as being an heirloom.

      “I’ll cover the front. Go do what you need to do.” Maggie, their part-time helper, assured Cassidy as she moved to the register and front counter. She was over sixty, and her silver-gray hair curled in a flattering bob with sassy blue streaks that matched her eyes.

      Cassidy thanked Maggie, and they headed to the table near the back of the store where Cassidy did her readings.

      “Fill us in,” Cassidy said as soon as they were settled. “I’ve heard a little from Travis and Brent, but that was mainly that you were alive and settled things with another of the disciples in West Virginia.”

      Sometimes Seth felt amazed at the network of paranormally-skilled partners he and Evan had managed to find in their quest. Researchers, witches, psychics, mediums, monster hunters, academics—and even a vampire. When he struck out to avenge his brother, Seth believed himself to be alone. While nothing made up for his loss, he treasured the friends and allies he had gained along the way, including Evan, the love of his life.

      Seth and Evan took turns recapping their most recent adventure, answering questions along the way. The twelve witch-disciples came from different backgrounds and had varied supernatural abilities. Everything Seth and Evan learned from each encounter added to what they could use against the next one.

      “Have you guys ever thought about doing a comic or book series when you’re finished? You’ve run into some epic shit,” Teag joked.

      “No thanks.” Seth waved him off. “My main fantasy is escaping to a not-haunted tropical island and sipping daiquiris in a hammock all day.”

      “Hey, multiple streams of income can buy a lot of beach drinks,” Teag teased. “Just sayin’.”

      “Don’t you actually have some intel for them?” Cassidy said with fond exasperation.

      “Yes, I do,” Teag replied. “As a matter of fact. I’ve been working with Rowan to do some digging,” he added, mentioning a witch friend of theirs. “The Savannah witch-disciple is a whack-a-doodle, even for that crowd, which is saying something.”

      “That’s a technical term, whack-a-doodle,” Cassidy said with a straight face. Teag shot her a joking glare.

      “Sterling Vernon is the younger son of a ship captain from more than a century ago. He’s a weather mage. He’s leveraged those connections to grow an import-export company that specializes in illegal cryptid body parts and derivatives.” Teag glanced at the notes on his phone. The disciple’s death magic extended his followers’ lifespans at the cost of the energy stolen from their victims, so Vernon’s extreme age wasn’t a surprise.

      Seth felt his stomach lurch. “The ghost we just dealt with said Vernon killed him because he discovered a frozen monster corpse in a shipping container.”

      Teag nodded. “That tracks. Everything Rowan and I could find suggests Vernon uses the bodies for magical and ritual items. But there have been persistent rumors he also caters to ‘gourmet consumption’ for very specialized tastes.”

      “I think I’m gonna be sick.” Evan swallowed hard. “Are you saying…”

      “Just rumors, but the stories have been around for a while,” Teag said. “Aside from that, Vernon uses his boats to transport cargo for other witch-disciples, and more than one hunter thinks they’re into para-pharmaceuticals and shifter trafficking.”

      “Lovely,” Seth muttered.

      “It gets better, or worse, depending on how you look at it,” Teag said. “Vernon is part-owner of a popular restaurant in Savannah.”

      Evan caught his breath, and for a moment Seth feared his boyfriend really might lose his lunch; he looked a little green, but Evan shook his head.

      “That’s really…disconcerting,” Seth said.

      “Just wait.” Teag seemed to be enjoying the disclosure a little too much, and Seth suspected that Teag and Cassidy had already had time to process the disturbing information.

      “Scuttlebutt has it that Vernon also runs an underground restaurant specializing in magical, cryptid, or legendary ingredients whose clients are wealthy immortals, non-humans, and lesser witches,” Teag finished.

      Seth closed his eyes and took a couple of deep breaths. “So the frozen monster parts the ghost saw might have been headed for the secret restaurant?”

      “I guess even other monsters have to eat,” Evan managed.

      The immortals and supernatural beings who allied with humans generally retained the moral guidelines they had adhered to during their lives. Those whose behavior posed a threat to others had left behind the mores of their humanity or had never been human to begin with. Seth firmly believed that the only reason most people could sleep at night is that they had no idea of the ancient and paranormal creatures who walked among them, hidden in plain sight.

      “Rowan and I are still getting details, so I don’t have a location yet. It’s possible the restaurant moves around, given its nature and select clientele. But as far as I know, at least it’s not called ‘Hannibal’s,’” Teag joked.

      “I guess we can be grateful for small favors,” Seth replied. “How do we stop him?”

      Seth and Evan had already been studying everything they could find about Vernon. Not surprisingly, he was elusive and camera-shy. Very little first-hand information existed, except reviews for his restaurant and the registration for his shipping boats. The photos that had surfaced were poor quality, taken from a distance, and grainy. Seth expected as much. Magic often messed with cameras, and witches frequently used magic to make themselves more difficult to photograph.

      Cassidy and Teag exchanged a look. “We’ve been working on that.” Cassidy took a folder from her lap and slid it across the table toward them.

      “We found a couple of photos from the newspaper that weren’t out of focus,” Cassidy continued as they opened the folder. The pictures showed a man who was probably in his late fifties, well-dressed but with a wary look in his eyes. “In both photos, he’s wearing a necklace with a charm that looks like a ship’s wheel. There’s a good chance that’s his amulet.”

      “We also need to find his anchor,” Evan reminded them. “We’ve got to destroy both the amulet and the anchor to stop him.”

      Seth nodded. The disciples all had objects that served to focus and strengthen their magic. “Identifying the amulet is a good starting point.”

      “His legitimate restaurant gets good reviews,” Cassidy went on. “Classic low-country recipes with unique twists. I doubt he’s using monster meat with regular patrons since even with magic, he’s got to pass health inspections. That’s the kind of thing investigative reporters love to discover.”

      “They might go looking for meat from unlicensed dealers or endangered species, but not yeti steaks,” Seth said.

      Teag chuckled. “Yeah, you’re probably right about that.”

      “Vernon keeps a low profile,” Cassidy continued. “He has a reputation for being standoffish and keeping his distance, even from the owners of other top restaurants.”

      “That’s a crowd with plenty of prima donnas,” Teag pointed out. “It’s not a surprise Vernon isn’t warm and fuzzy. He gives very few interviews and avoids TV cameras—probably because of the magic.”

      “Where does the underground restaurant come in?” Evan asked.

      “That’s been harder to track,” Cassidy admitted. “There’s a whole history of chefs doing pop-up meals in homes or other locations that don’t qualify as a real restaurant or have to adhere to all the regulations. But for the patrons, the sketchy legality and risk are part of the attraction.

      “If someone knows the right people, they get on the list. When the chef holds an event, they get word through private channels. It’s a very ‘need-to-know-someone’ thing. There usually isn’t a lot of prior notice, which cuts down on the risk of getting raided or having the wrong people find out,” Cassidy said.

      “In the non-supernatural world, chefs enjoy cooking for a small audience and trying out some new or riskier dishes,” Teag put in. “Sometimes they get called ‘supper clubs’ so it sounds more like a personal social gathering.”

      “I can see why that would appeal to some people,” Seth agreed. “They’d feel special for being in-the-know and getting to try dishes that a chef hasn’t added to their main menu. It would be a status symbol to be invited.”

      “And for supernatural beings, it’s less status than safety, especially if the menu has to be…unconventional,” Teag added. “There’s trust involved between the clients and the chef, but then again, if your guest list is made up of monsters, that’s a lot of incentive not to blow their cover.”

      “There have been some famous busts of supper clubs over the years. Outside of the supernatural community, the attraction is usually illegally hunted game meat, risky things like puffer fish, or using meat or products from endangered animals. It’s hard to believe some of the things people will take a chance on eating just for bragging rights,” Teag said with an expression of distaste.

      Seth had done some research along those lines on his own, and it had nearly ruined his appetite for dinner.

      “And his regular restaurant hasn’t had any allegations of walking on the wild side?” Evan questioned.

      Cassidy shook her head. “Nothing we found in the health department reports or news searches. I doubt even magic could cover up anything too weird.”

      “I didn’t find anything, either, and that was before I knew to look for monster meat,” Seth said.

      “Can I just vote against eating there, even so?” Evan said, making them all chuckle.

      Seth reached over to pat his arm. “I’m totally fine with that. We’ll have plenty of choices—Savannah’s a foodie haven.”

      “What do you know about weather mages?” Evan asked.

      “Like most magic, weather witching can take a lot of forms,” Cassidy replied. “Sometimes it’s one step up from someone getting advance warning on a change for their lumbago or sore toe. On the lowest levels, it’s being able to use magic to accurately predict the weather. On the higher levels, it’s actually influencing that weather, like calling up a storm or redirecting the path of one. A really powerful weather witch is dangerous to everyone.”

      “Yikes,” Evan said. “I’d rather not get hit by lightning if we can avoid it.”

      “Rowan is working with her coven on countering storm magic and creating protective amulets to help neutralize the danger—think of the necklaces as a supernatural lightning rod,” Cassidy replied. “And you don’t have to take on any of the witch-disciples that seem too powerful. No one expects you to be martyrs or to do this all on your own. There’s always another way to tackle the problem.”

      “These witches have been doing what they do for a century,” Teag pointed out. “I understand that you don’t want anyone else to get killed, but if the difference between taking them on successfully or not is the time to build a team, then it’s worth the wait.”

      Seth and Evan had discussed that point many times, and they had learned to rely on allies instead of trying to handle situations themselves. Even so, there had been some close calls.

      He thought about their conversation earlier that day, about getting ‘out of the life’ as friends in monster-hunting circles called it. When Seth first started on his quest, it had been steeped in the need for absolution, atoning for Jesse dying in his place. Then he fell in love with Evan and had a reason to live after the last of the witch-disciples was gone. He had no intention of giving up that future, no matter how strong the impulse was for revenge.

      “I know.” Seth gave a side glance at Evan. “And this isn’t a suicide pact. We have plans for a happily-ever-after, but it would be nice for that to be in a world where the witch-disciples aren’t still taking sacrifices.”

      “That’s totally understandable,” Cassidy said. “It’s just that this whole thing about stopping supernatural threats—it never ends. And it’s easy to lose perspective, especially when there’s a personal loss behind it. Good friends remind each other to step back and breathe from time to time,” she added with a smile.

      “Thanks,” Seth said and meant it. Finding Evan was more than he ever dreamed possible, and he definitely wanted a long life together. But it would be satisfying—and safer—not to leave unfinished business behind.

      “Why don’t you two go enjoy the city, and maybe by the time we have dinner this evening, I’ll know more from Rowan,” Cassidy said. “Make sure you go to the market, even if you’ve been there before. The merchandise changes all the time.”

      Seth thanked them, and Cassidy promised to text him if anything urgent came up. Back on the street, he looked at Evan.

      “You’re the one with the list. I’m following you.”
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      They started with the City Market and, on their second pass, found a remarkable number of vendors and cool items that they had overlooked the first time. Living in an RV cut down on the space for decorative items, but they still found a set of kitchen towels as a souvenir and some seasoning blends that leaned into Charleston’s foodie reputation.

      With just an afternoon to wander, they meandered around The Battery, stopping to enjoy the fountain, and commented on the vivid colors of Rainbow Row’s houses. A brisk walk brought them to the aquarium and the Fort Sumter visitor center, where they easily whiled away the time before dinner.

      Evan had a great time getting photos as the light changed, giddily indulging his passion. Their trips often either weren’t as photogenic or didn’t allow time for taking pictures, so Seth enjoyed seeing Evan getting a chance to have fun.

      “I’m always surprised by something at an aquarium,” Evan admitted. “Some of those fish look like they came out of a sci-fi movie.”

      “That was fun,” Seth agreed. “The museum was interesting…and sobering. I remember reading about Fort Sumter when I was in school, but the museum makes it real.”

      They had barely begun to explore the historic district before it was time to head to meet the others. Tucked away down a side street, the locally-owned seafood restaurant looked like it might live up to its reputation.

      “It’s got to be hard running a restaurant in a city like Charleston,” Evan said as they waited for the others to show up. “Attracting tourists is good for business. But get too touristy and the locals don’t come, and the people who live here year-round keep a place in business.”

      “The good ones seem to manage,” Seth said. “And Cassidy would definitely know.”

      The others showed up minutes later, talking and laughing. Seth and Evan shook hands with Kell and Anthony, whom they had met the last time they were in Charleston to deal with the city’s own witch-disciple.

      Kell Winston, Cassidy’s partner, a paranormal investigator and filmographer, was tall and lean with light brown hair and blue eyes. Anthony Benton, a lawyer, was Teag’s husband, with blond hair and blue-eyed boy-next-door good looks. By unspoken agreement, they kept the conversation light, veering away from the case or the supernatural. Cassidy and the others filled them in on new things to do in town and urged them to plan on spending time now or later to explore and take time off.

      Seth and Evan caught them up on places they had stopped as they traveled, with the others adding their favorite tourist traps and historic locations.

      “The epic road trip part is pretty awesome,” Evan admitted. “Even if dealing with the problem when we arrive isn’t.”

      “Once you take care of business in Savannah, there are some fantastic restaurants and museums,” Anthony said. “Assuming you’re not in a hurry to leave.”

      “Won’t know about that until we get to that point,” Seth replied. They usually beat a hasty retreat after defeating the local witch-disciple since loyalists were likely to hold a grudge even if they lacked similar magic mojo.

      “I completely understand,” Kell said. “Then come back to Charleston and we’ll give you the grand tour. My group visits all kinds of really interesting old places, but I’m not always in a hurry to go back, depending on how the evening went.”

      Kell ran the Southern Paranormal Outlook and Outreach Klub, also known as SPOOK, a local ghost-hunting group that explored the many haunted places in Charleston and surrounding areas. Seth had heard some of Kell’s stories about encounters with ghosts, and they weren’t for the faint of heart.

      Evan and I go looking for trouble to settle old murders. I can’t imagine doing it for fun, but it seems to work for Kell.

      Teag’s husband, Anthony, was a lawyer with one of the city’s long-established firms. “I never have the right kind of stories to tell,” Anthony said. “Courtroom drama isn’t usually nearly as fascinating as they make it look on TV, and the ‘good stuff’ is all privileged.”

      When Seth first started hunting with Evan and acknowledged the attraction between them that bloomed into love, he feared that their chosen quest of stopping deadly witches didn’t lend itself to a long-term relationship. Seth had started out hell-bent to avenge his brother, and at the beginning, he hadn’t worried about what might come afterward.

      Falling in love with Evan changed everything, giving Seth a reason to want to survive their quest and plan a future. Sometimes the idea of an “after” still caught him by surprise.

      We need to spend more time planning that. Something to build toward, improbable as it might seem.

      As if he guessed the drift of Seth’s thoughts, Evan slipped his hand over to squeeze Seth’s leg beneath the table.

      After that, Teag and Cassidy kept them entertained with stories of some of the more unusual objects that came into Trifles and Folly. Although they handled more than their share of cursed, haunted, and supernaturally-tainted objects, most of the pieces were merely old, some more valuable than others.

      The evening passed quickly, and Seth’s spirits lightened from the combination of good company and great food.

      Before they went their separate ways outside, Cassidy laid a hand on Seth’s arm. “Come by the shop tomorrow morning. I got a text from Rowan, and I think she’ll have her part of the information pulled together by then. I also have two people in Savannah that I want to introduce you to: Nash and Caden. They know the score, and they can be helpful with the ‘project.’”

      Seth thanked her, and he and Evan said goodbye as the group broke up for the evening. Since the night was cool, Seth had uncoupled the truck from their RV instead of taking the motorcycle.

      “Cat got your tongue? What are you thinking?”

      Evan was quiet on the drive back, and Seth’s question pulled his attention from the passing scenery. “I had fun. It’s good to get a chance to just be with friends when we aren’t running for our lives.”

      “True.” Seth wondered where Evan’s thoughts had strayed.

      “And I love seeing other couples like Teag and Anthony—like us—who’ve been together for a long time and make it work.”

      “Yeah, that makes me happy too.” Seth knew something was niggling at Evan, but his partner would share it in his own time.

      “I don’t think guys like us, who’ve seen the kind of stuff we’ve seen, can ever go back to a completely normal life,” Evan said. “But I don’t want to hunt forever. When we’re done with the disciples, I’ll be happy for us to walk away from hunting for good. Finish the quest, slay the dragon, and live happily ever after.” He sighed. “I don’t want to push our luck.”

      “I get it.” Seth’s Army training hadn’t completely prepared him for fighting a supernatural foe, but it provided a perspective and a level of experience that a civilian like Evan didn’t have or want. “I don’t want to hunt forever either.”

      Their earlier conversation had stayed in Seth’s mind, and he found himself thinking about what life without the quest to stop the witch-disciples might be like. They still had several more adversaries to go, but now, Seth felt like the end was almost in sight.

      “That’s all,” Evan said. “I don’t have anything figured out, but the ideas keep circling in my thoughts. What to build toward. What later looks like.”

      Seth reached over for his hand in the dark. “I love that. And I want to be with you forever, no matter what we’re doing. As for the details, we’ll figure it out. But I agree, having a later in mind makes the rough parts easier.”

      None of Seth’s wards or alarms around the RV had tripped, but even so, he and Evan circled it cautiously, just to be sure. Relieved, Seth unlocked the door and powered down the protections for them to enter.

      Evan surprised him by pulling him close as soon as the door was locked behind them and pressing him against the wall. He slipped a hand up Seth’s cheek to draw him into a slow, deep kiss.

      After a second or two, Seth caught on and kissed back with quiet passion. He loved the taste and smell of Evan, the feel of his hands, and the weight of his body. Seth had no doubt that Evan was the only one for him, and Evan had made it very clear many times that he felt equally committed.

      “How about we skip the movie and popcorn tonight and take this to bed?” Evan rumbled.

      “What did you have in mind?” Seth asked, already breathless.

      “Anything. Everything. Nothing. I just want to be wrapped up in you,” Evan replied.

      “That sounds like the best plan I’ve heard all day.” Seth let Evan lead him by the hand.
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