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      “No! Not again!” I cried out to Alex as he started slipping away.

      “Hurry,” he whispered.

      I strained to keep him in view, but he continued fading into the darkness from which he’d appeared. I stretched out my hand, hoping to take hold of his arm and pull him to me. My hand groped in the emptiness. It was too late.

      The temperature rose back to normal in the bedroom. Our connection was lost. Not even the piece of brimstone that I kept around my neck seemed to help us connect for very long anymore. He remained in the cold Underworld and out of my reach.

      Alex’s appearance worried me. Gone was his professional business attire of white button-down shirts and slim jeans that set off the beauty of his bronze skin and his extremely fit six-foot body. He now wore a black hooded sweatshirt and dark slacks. I could see the usefulness of the dark clothing when trying to blend into the elements of the Underworld, but I was concerned he picked those items to hide his weight loss. My frustration with not finding a way to bring him home mounted with each failed attempt to be with him.

      I tossed aside the sheets tangled about my bare legs and sat on the edge of the four-poster bed. A sliver of moonlight flickered on the floorboards and across my toes. The light blended with my flesh, soaked into it, and teased the lykoi in me as if daring it to run wild in the last glow of the moon. It was the in-between hour when the darkness of night gave way to the rising sun. My inner cat stirred, sensing my agitation.

      I gazed around the room that had become my home after Sebastian asked me to move into his house. This place wasn’t me, yet I couldn’t leave. He’d become overly protective once he’d realized I was the descendent of his true love. But I had my reasons for agreeing to live with him. By staying, I could go through all my great-great-grandmother’s journals and learn more about the magic running through my veins.

      Whether it was his being an ancient vampire or just his preferences, Sebastian had a great appreciation for the finer things in life, like luxurious accommodations from a long-ago era. It was a far cry from my humble and sparsely decorated apartment. I’d given up my lease after the Headless Horseman attacked us and blew up Mutther’s bar, but part of me wished I’d kept it.

      I pushed the heavy velvet curtains aside and pressed my head against the cool glass. Tonight was the latest attempt Alex and I had made to be with one another. We’d endured months of separation with fewer and fewer intimate interludes to keep us going until we could be together. We had no idea what was happening to interfere with those moments. My breath fogged the windowpane as I stared out into the bleak forest. I wanted some small comfort to get me through the coming day. What I wouldn’t give for a cold beer right about now, but I knew there wouldn’t be any in Sebastian’s cellar, where he kept a vast collection of rare whiskey and wine.

      I strode naked to the chair I’d tossed my clothes on and mumbled my displeasure about the lack of beer. My frustration about whatever was keeping me from crossing the veil of death to be with Alex made me itch with the desire to shift into my lykoi, which was already pushing for release to race through the woods surrounding Sebastian’s hidden home.

      I paused, wondering what Alex had seen in me. Lykoi cats were not a pretty hybrid, which generally didn’t bother me, but I felt a tad homely next to my breathtaking panther boyfriend. Lykoi tended to be scraggly with tufts of hair around the face that brought out the wolf in us. I’d never seen of any lykoi besides me to know how I compared to them. I was different—or as my uncle said—unique.

      My human form was adequate, although I’d never win any beauty pageants. I was average. My skin was on the pale side, my height moderate and my dark hair contained a white streak that had been there for as long as I could remember. Thankfully, Alex found me to his liking, and I found him more than desirable. Thinking of him made my pulse race and made the longing to touch him even more urgent. Desperation weighed on me.

      I dressed, pondering the amount of crap in my life and my inability to fix any of it. My lykoi pushed harder to take over. I had to get away. “I can’t do this anymore!”

      “Do what?”

      I spun around while pulling my t-shirt over my head and nearly fell. “You can’t keep doing that.”

      Hulda, my very dead great-great-grandmother, stared blankly at me. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Popping in whenever it suits you. It’s unnerving.” I yanked on my pants, slid into my biker boots and snatched up my leather jacket. I decided not to wander the woods in my lykoi state. I would take Miss Kitty out for a spin instead.

      Hulda followed me down the stairs and into the kitchen. Her 1776 skirt flowed about her lower body and nearly reached the floor as she hovered a few inches above the wood planking. Her high-necked blouse gave her an air of formality that made me think that she dressed for Sebastian and his old-world ways when she was alive. She was more translucent than I remembered, but her voice was as strong as ever.

      “Where are you going?” she asked.

      “Out.” My grumpiness made her frown. Oh, well. You couldn’t please everyone.

      Sebastian had left while I was sleeping. As head of the Sleepy Hollow Council, he was under a lot of pressure to deal with the problem of several supernaturals killed during the last week. He’d also been glowering at me a lot lately. I hadn’t been much help as a Sleepy Hollow Hunter. My preoccupation with finding a way to bring Alex out of the Underworld was getting on Sebastian’s nerves. He, too, wanted Alex to return to the land of the living but keeping others from dying was more pressing. I could see his point. Alex was already in the Underworld, and we didn’t need anyone else joining him. I craved a break—and a beer.

      “Are you coming?” I said. “I’m going to Mutther’s.”

      “No,” Hulda said. “I’ll continue my work here.”

      “Suit yourself.” I had no idea what she was doing. Her body was too insubstantial to turn a page in a book without putting a significant amount of energy into it. I’d seen her try when we were toiling over potions that we hoped would stabilize my power long enough for me to work on the spell to open a portal. We hadn’t been successful, which added to our recent tension. I had an inkling she was withholding information from me, only I didn’t know what it could be.

      She could still visit the Underworld but for much shorter periods. She could no longer take me into the Underworld with her. Whatever was messing with my powers seemed to be affecting her as well. That meant Alex had been cut off from being the supplier for Maude, the Underworld’s black-market leader. I could imagine his challenges now that I couldn’t bring objects to him for Maude.

      I put it out of my mind as I opened the garage bay door. Miss Kitty, my faithful Harley 1200, purred when I started her up. Riding her gave me a sense of freedom as I drove down the tree-lined driveway and through the protective barrier that kept Sebastian’s home hidden from the rest of Sleepy Hollow.

      Dawn crept closer as I rode. Bits of sunlight touched dew-covered trees. The leaves were turning their fall shades of yellows, reds, and oranges. I felt a sense of urgency as we approached the one-year mark of the confrontation with the Headless Horseman that left Alex trapped in the Underworld.

      I sped up on the main highway and headed toward Mutther’s bar. He’d been slowly rebuilding after the fire. Even he, who usually had my back, couldn’t deal with my moodiness. He’d opted to live in his partially finished bar rather than stay at Sebastian’s.

      His place was north of town, well away from prying human eyes and within Nick’s wolf-pack territory. Somehow Mutther had managed to stay on good terms with the leader, even though he wouldn’t join them. They’d become friends, and both were now part of the Sleepy Hollow Hunters.

      I sped on, maneuvering the curves in the road. Gravel spew from beneath my tires. My short-cropped hair blew wildly in the wind, which must have made me look like a pissed-off porcupine with its quills standing on end. The long white streak in my bangs slapped against my cheek. I slowed as I approached Mutther’s place. A construction crew made up of Nick’s pack members slung lumber over their shoulders like they were twigs. The framing was complete, and they’d put up the last of the walls since my previous visit. Some crew members worked on the roof. Others went in and out of the building with wires and pipes to complete the inside details. Mutther had installed plastic sheeting around one area at the rear of the building, which he used as his office and sleeping quarters. I parked Miss Kitty a safe distance away and strode toward them.

      “It looks like you’ll be able to sleep indoors tonight,” I said, grabbing a beer from a cooler Mutther kept for the workers.

      He gave me a sideways glance. “No. The answer’s no. Don’t even think about it.”

      “No, what? I didn’t ask anything.”

      “It’s all over your face. You want to stay at my place and not Sebastian’s,” he said.

      “Only for a short while. You know, just for a change of scenery.” I stared up at him with what I hoped was innocent longing in my eyes.

      He stared right back at me. “Not happening. Why do you think I put up with living inside a plastic tent? It was to get away from you and your moodiness.” He walked past me to the front sidewalk.

      My plea fell on deaf ears, but I tried. “Fine. Be that way,” I said. I followed, enjoying my beer. A new sign sat propped against the building. “Nice. When did it get delivered?”

      “This morning.” He smiled as he ran a hand over the sign.

      MUTTHER’S BAR would again cast its neon glow on the sidewalk as soon as they completed the exterior. I was not too fond of that glow when I first encountered the original bar. It had made it difficult to access the now-defunct portal to the paranormal hotel where Alex had taken refuge. I had tried to keep from being noticed by Nick and his biker crew, but the sign’s light impeded my progress. But I got the job done. I’m not a massive creature in my lykoi state, but I’m fast.

      I would never have thought my life would have changed so much from that encounter. Mutther had become one of my closest friends, and Nick was like a fierce teddy bear who always backed me up. Nearly a year had altered so many things, yet Alex remained in a realm of dead people. Mostly dead, I corrected myself. The unnaturals, as Hulda called them, were scary. They were living beings caught between the living and dead worlds, and they would do anything to get back to our side of the veil. But the longer they remained in the Underworld, the less human they became. I supposed Alex was technically one of them, but he was not like them at all. He wouldn’t hurt anyone to cross back over. And I wasn’t about to leave him there to lose his humanity.

      I focused on the sign and the workers bustling around me. The activity was just what I’d hoped to find to fill the void inside me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Stories

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Want a quick tour?” Mutther said.

      “Why not?” I said. “I have nothing better to do at the moment.”

      He stepped over the threshold and guided me to the main room. “No luck with Hulda’s journals?”

      “Nope.”

      I didn’t want to think about it right now. My frustration with not reproducing Hulda’s potions was getting to me.

      “How about you? Any luck with the recent deaths around here? I overheard some talk about people dying but couldn’t find out any details.”

      He paused and turned to me. “Sebastian hasn’t kept you updated?”

      “He’s been avoiding me.”

      Mutther snorted. “I can’t imagine why.”

      We continued the tour, passing a woman installing plumbing in one of two bathrooms.

      I did a double-take. “Two bathrooms? Anything I should know?”

      “No,” he said. “It seems I’m no longer a good choice for a portal to the hotel, but I’m okay with that. It keeps the troublemakers out of here.”

      “Hey,” I said. “I resent that. I’m not a troublemaker.”

      Mutther roared with laughter. “You, Janda, are pure chaos. A troublemaker has nothing on you.”

      I kind of liked that idea. I did have a reputation to uphold. And Uncle Damon would agree wholeheartedly with Mutther’s assessment. I grinned.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “For what?”

      “For cheering me up.”

      We climbed the stairs to his apartment.

      “Any time,” he said.

      He opened the door, and we stepped into a much larger space than his old apartment. It had an open floor plan, a gourmet kitchen, marble counters with high-top bar seating, and a gas fireplace in the adjoining sitting area.

      “I’m impressed,” I said. “But you don’t cook.”

      “I’m working on it. Plus, if I ever want to sell the business, it will increase the value of the place.”

      I spun to face him. “You’re selling?”

      He put up his hands. “Whoa. Hold on. I said if I sell. I still have obligations here and have no intention of leaving when there’s so much weird shit happening.”

      I relaxed. He wasn’t abandoning me. “Good to know.”

      After peering into his bedroom and the bathroom with the oversized soaking tub, I had to admit this was pretty darn nice. It was modern, whereas Sebastian’s house was a throwback to Victorian times. I cocked my head and looked up at him with renewed respect. “You’re a never-ending source of surprises. This is a great place. I didn’t realize you had such good taste.”

      The corner of his mouth lifted as he tried not to laugh. “Why thank you, Miss Gray, for your compliment and professional opinion.” He spoke like Sebastian did at times, but unlike Sebastian, he was teasing me. “And I’ll ignore the last part,” he added.

      “You’re welcome.” I turned on my booted heel and strolled down the hallway, exaggerating the sway of my hips as I went.

      It worked. He was laughing his head off behind me.

      The living room furniture had been delivered and sat in a heap wrapped in layers of plastic. Mutther wiped dirt from his jeans and rolled up the sleeves of his flannel shirt as far as his biceps would let him. He began moving the pieces into place. I ripped the protective film from the cushions. We worked until each item was unwrapped and a mound of plastic filled one corner of the space. It felt good to do something productive.

      He took two beers from his refrigerator, handed one to me, and sat in an oversized modular chair that could also be added to the sofa as an extension. I sank onto the couch and gulped my second beer of the day.

      “Does anyone call you by your real name?” I’m not sure why it never occurred to me to ask before.

      He pondered my question for a few moments. “Not that I recall. I guess it’s just easier than saying Matthias Utther.”

      “What about Matt? Should I call you that instead?” Then I thought better of it. “Never mind. Mutther suits you.”

      He chuckled. “See? It just works.”

      The small talk, or maybe the beer, eased the tension in my shoulders. Either way, I was getting some of my old energy back. I also felt guilty about not holding up my end as a Hunter.

      “What’s going on? What hasn’t Sebastian been telling me? Or, for that matter, Uncle Damon?” I perched on the edge of the cushion.

      Mutther took a big breath, let it out slowly, and rubbed the dark stubble on his chin. “It’s not good. There have been three deaths as of last night. All the victims are supernaturals. None perished the same way. The locations are different. The first was a tracker from Nick’s pack. He’d been following a lead on a possible hide-out for the Headless Horseman.”

      “A lead?” This news didn’t make me happy. “Why wasn’t I told?”

      “Don’t get on me about it. Nothing came of it. It was one more of the caves on our list of brimstone mines. Sebastian has us checking out every single known site. Since the last portal you jumped through closed, he’s been chasing even the slightest of possibilities. So far, they’ve been dead ends.”

      “Who was killed?”

      Mutther’s tone softened. “Ben. He was too inexperienced to be going solo. We should have had someone go with him. We just never thought anything would happen. It was a simple recon mission. Look. Gather information. Don’t engage.”

      “But something did happen,” I said.

      “Yeah.” Mutther put his head in his hands, propped his elbows on his thighs, and stared at his work boots. “He was crushed beneath a boulder.”

      “That’s horrible.” It was a miserable way to die. I wish I could blot the image from my mind. “How do you know it wasn’t an accident? Maybe it was a landslide.”

      He looked up at me. “Because he didn’t die right away. He left a message scratched in the dirt.”

      I sucked in a ragged breath. “Oh, God.”

      “Yeah. It tore Nick up. He’s ordered everyone to pair up. No one goes out alone.”

      “What did Ben write?” I was afraid I knew. The Horseman had eluded us for months. He’d managed to avoid being pulled back to the Underworld by the demon, but we had no clue where he was holing up. There’d been sightings on moonlit nights once in a while, but nothing solid to go on.

      “Pirates,” Mutther said.

      I scrunched my brows in disbelief. “Say that again.”

      “I kid you not. He wrote pirates. We’re as baffled as you.”

      “Okay. Pirates in Sleepy Hollow. We aren’t in a time-warp here, Mutther. What the heck?”

      “I’m just telling you what I know,” he said, his voice tinged with exasperation. “But that’s not all. The next death was just as puzzling.”

      “Meaning?”

      “This is going to sound weird,” he said. “But four nights ago, some of the pack was horsing around by the river, letting off some steam. They swore they heard a woman crying on an outcrop of rocks. When they got nearer, it stopped. No woman.”

      The hammering of shingles being attached to the roof above us fell to the background like drums rhythmically beating out a warning message to anyone who would listen. I was listening. I just didn’t understand the message.

      I took another swallow of my beer and waited for him to continue.

      Mutther took a swig of his beer, too. “A strange apparition moved along the shoreline. They were about to go after it when there was a shout, and something large tumbled over the bridge railing and landed with a huge splash in the river. They looked up at the bridge in time to see several figures drift away from the rail and disappear.”

      “I don’t get it,” I said. “Are you saying a gang tossed someone from the bridge? A hit job, maybe? The mafia has been known to do such things. We’re close enough to the city, and it’s happened before. Take a poor sucker for a scenic ride out of New York City and up the Hudson. Then cement his feet and toss him into the water. Did they ever find Jimmy Hoffa?” I paused for dramatic effect and nodded. “Yeah, you know what I’m getting at.”

      “This wasn’t a hit. Not exactly. Two pack members swam out to where they saw the splash. After a few dives, they found him.”

      “Him?” I said.

      “The town historian. Old Brian.”

      “Brian? No way! He’s a harmless old guy. Well, as harmless as an aging wolf with dementia can be, which is pretty freaking harmless. Who would want to hurt him?” I was stunned. I loved Old Brian.

      “It’s sad is what it is,” he said.

      “I didn’t get to tag along with my uncle much when I was a kid, but there was one time when he brought me to a pack gathering. He left me with Brian. Mainly, it was to be sure I wouldn’t get into trouble, but I could have listened to Brian’s stories for hours.” I became a bit nostalgic at the memory. “He recounted all sorts of legends and lore. Ships that ran aground after following a siren’s song. Ghosts and curses that made you afraid to sleep in the dark. And buried treasure that men fought over and died trying to claim.” I sighed. “I’m going to miss him.”

      “It was pirates they saw,” Mutther said.

      I blinked, coming back to the present. “What the hell are you saying?”

      “I’m saying pirates are killing paranormals.”

      There was an edge to his voice that made goosebumps rise on my arms. He was serious.

      Holy shit!

      “You know how that sounds, right?”

      “Of course I do,” he snapped. “The Council is downplaying it all to keep panic at bay. Scribbles in the dirt that only a few people saw and the writing can’t be verified. Drunk pack members out for a good time hear what must be the wind making eerie sounds and think it’s a woman. An old man with dementia who wanders off and accidentally falls from the bridge.” His voice rose, and his nostrils flared. “But they can’t twist what happened last night.”

      I held my breath in anticipation.

      “Old Brian’s son Stanley was killed. His throat was cut.”

      I felt nauseous. This was surreal.

      “Were there any witnesses?” I said, barely getting the words out.

      “Not that we know of. They did find something, though. Clutched in his hand was a piece of an old map. He must have been trying to keep whoever attacked him from getting it.” Mutther swiped a hand over his face, rubbing his forehead. “I’m not supposed to mention this, but the piece had a symbol in the corner where the Compass Rose would be on a map. It was a skull and crossbones.”

      I stared, wide-eyed at Mutther. “A pirate’s map?”

      “What do you think?“ He glanced upward as the hammering overhead grew louder. “I better see what’s happening on the roof, and you better get back to Sebastian’s before he comes looking for you. That vampire is obsessed with your safety.”

      “Can’t I⁠—“

      “No.”

      I sighed. With Mutther refusing me a sanctuary, I had no choice but to return to Sebastian’s. It wasn’t like I was going back to prison, although Sebastian’s increased security made it like one. I forced myself not to dwell on it.

      We went outside, and Mutther gave me a quick hug before heading toward a ladder leading to the roof.

      “Catch you later,” I said.

      “See if you can find anything in those old books about what we discussed,” he said then waved me off.

      Whether or not he was trying to give me something constructive to do with my time didn’t matter. I had an idea that deserved more attention. I hopped on Miss Kitty and pointed her toward Sebastian’s.
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      I found Hulda in the basement. She was circling the table where we’d been working on potions. The potion kettle was simmering on the fire, just as I’d left it when I gave up on my work last evening. She smiled briefly and didn’t admonish me for my absence. We picked up where we’d left off. I stirred the liquid and added another log to the fire, which someone had kept burning while I was gone. Sebastian must have returned. I added the remaining ingredient from our most recent recipe trial and stirred vigorously counterclockwise. It bubbled for about twenty seconds before erupting like a mini-volcano.

      “Crap! Why me?” I was a mess.

      “Try adding a smidge less sulfur tuft.” Hulda maneuvered past splatters of thick potion dotting the walls of the makeshift lab as she offered advice.

      I wiped gelatinous brown goop from my cheek, only to have it slide from my fingers and drip down into the crevice of my breasts. My black tee became glued to my body where the mess landed, giving me a spotted leopard appearance. The lykoi cat in me resented the leopard-like resemblance. It was persnickety that way.

      I glowered at my long-dead great-great-grandmother. “You’re not helping.”

      She shrugged, not at all bothered by my disrespectful tone, tilted her head toward the ceiling, and tuned me out to focus on the footsteps overhead. The longing on her face for Sebastian, who paced the floors above us, made me feel intrusive, so I left her to her thoughts and returned to my task.

      Sebastian had wisely allotted us space to work in his basement, away from anything I might accidentally destroy. We were in an area that had originally been home to a number of enslaved people who cooked the household meals in the oversized fireplace I now used for our experiments. The walls were made of the same stone foundation that the house had originally been built on. I noticed decorative carvings in the heavy beams supporting the floor above and wondered if it was someone’s attempt to make the dismal space homier. The earthen floor had an oval braided rug spread out beneath the table, and two wooden stools sat on either side of the fireplace. Thick wood beams supported the floor above us and were positioned so low that people of today who were of average height could give themselves a concussion if they weren’t careful to avoid the obstructions. I couldn’t imagine sleeping here the way people did in the past. It made me grateful for the upgrades Sebastian had made to the home.

      The structure was considered large for the time it had been built circa 1800. When Sebastian had taken the house from its former owner, he’d freed the slaves. I never got the takeover details and wasn’t sure I wanted to know. Sebastian’s methods could sometimes be bloody. I wasn’t one to talk. I had my share of kills, no matter how justified they were in my role as a bounty hunter for the Sleepy Hollow Council. And if no more people had to endure living and working in the space I now occupied, then I had no issues with how it had come about.

      Cool drafts made their way through gaps in the stonework, sending a damp chill to settle in my bones. I drew upon the warmth emanating from the hearth to manipulate the energy and fend off the cold, but my concentration tended to falter when I was frustrated, thwarting my efforts to retain the heat. Tiny stabs of frigid air prickled my arms like insects seeking my blood. It was good they weren’t actual bugs because they’d have to get in line for a taste of me. I was on more than a few enemy lists.

      I ground my teeth, shoved an old wooden spoon into the pot, and stirred the potion with more force than necessary. The brownish liquid slopped from side to side until bubbles rose from the copper kettle in another geyser-like eruption. This time sparks flew out.

      “Oh, my!” Hulda squealed and took flight as a cluster of dried herbs hanging from a beam above her caught fire.

      I grabbed a dish towel and smacked the embers out of existence before the fire could spread, but not before it scorched my forearm. I cursed at the blister rising red against the white of my skin. Sebastian may not have thought it through when he agreed to my request for a workspace. At my current rate, I was likely to blow up his house or set it on fire.

      Sebastian might get a bit crispy if there was a fire, and while I didn’t know much about what could kill him, I figured it would take more than my exploding recipe to do him in. He’d be more irate that his belongings, especially his collection of rare wines, would be lost. It was one of the few pleasures he said he could relish as the flavors touched his tongue and reminded him of drinking blood.

      I’d once allowed Sebastian to drink from me to save him from a disease coursing through his immortal body. I had no problem understanding the myriad of sensations associated with the whole blood-sucking event. It was akin to sexual release. It was that strong. And if wine gave him even a fraction of that sensation, then I would not be responsible for taking that from him with my carelessness. I also didn’t want to become homeless from burning down his house.

      As for my great-great-grandmother, well, she was dead. What could fire do to a ghost? It wasn’t like the flames would hurt her. Fleeing from the burning herbs seemed to me to be more of a survival reaction retained from when she was alive.

      While I swept the debris into a pile, she settled near her leather-bound journal in which, many years ago, she’d written numerous recipes for healing balms, poultices, and medicinal potions. There were detailed drawings of plants and miniature maps that told where to find the required herbs and other natural ingredients as well as their optimal time for harvesting. But within the margins of the pages, in writing so tiny it was barely visible, Hulda had added other notations. These scribblings seemed routine, unimportant unless you knew what you were looking at.

      She had developed a system for hiding her magical expertise. Buried within the small journal were instructions for how to enhance what she deemed God-given powers. She’d never intended her knowledge to be used for anything but good, yet there would always be someone who might wish to exploit it and, more importantly, kill her for it. So she’d placed the journal in Sebastian’s personal library the night before she died.

      Foreboding or simple precaution?

      To this day, she wasn’t sure why she’d done it. She’d been killed a short time later while she stood valiantly alongside the villagers who’d shunned her. She’d fought to defend the place she called home.

      She’d told me all of this in such great detail that it was almost like being with her during her final hours. I’d also read what the history books said about the witch of Sleepy Hollow—my great-great-grandmother. They hadn’t been kind to her, yet she died trying to protect them.

      I glanced at this remarkable woman whose incorporeal brows knit together in intense concentration as she attempted to flip through the pages of the potions journal she’d written over two hundred years earlier. My heart ached for her lack of substance to complete the action, yet she continued undaunted. She’d used a great deal of energy helping me in and out of the Underworld. So much so that whatever made up her body’s non-living state was flickering in and out of view. And here I was, wallowing in self-pity at my inability to conquer a potion. It brought a rush of guilt and shame, making me bow my head over my pot and avoid meeting her gaze. I sucked in a sigh and regretted it instantly when fumes burned my throat and tore at my lungs. I coughed and wheezed until my eyes filled with tears. Hulda paid me no mind. Lucky her, she didn’t have to deal with the stench choking me half to death.

      “You’re close, Janda,” she said, peering over at me and offering a wan smile that indicated the opposite of her words.

      I pulled the worn book toward me. “That’s bullshit, and you know it. What am I going to do? Alex is counting on me.” I snapped unnecessarily and instantly felt terrible for taking my worries out on her.

      Her lips pursed in disapproval of my swearing, but she said nothing. She moved to hover over my shoulder and peer at the journal.

      “He’s fine,” she said reassuringly. “He’s more than fine. He’s doing a fantastic job as an underground ferryman.”

      The idea of him in his Underworld role made me mad. He was an errand boy for Maude, the power player of the Underworld who had helped him survive when I couldn’t. I didn’t share well, especially when it came to Alex. Even though Maude wasn’t a threat to my relationship with him, her control over his life irritated me.

      “That’s not where he should be! He should be with me in Sleepy Hollow.” I tossed the book back on the wooden table strewn with my numerous failed attempts to find a potion or spell that might stabilize my power. It slid toward the edge, almost toppling to the floor. I grabbed for it before it ended up in a mud puddle. The hazard of losing my cool in an earthen basement soaked in the remains of my potion-making forced me to be more careful. More than anything, my pride had taken a hit, and feeling helpless made me reckless.

      The time away from Alex had me coming undone. Every day that passed without making progress made the nights even more unbearable. My dreams had taken on a nightmarish quality. Where I used to be able to physically touch him and make love to him in the realm that existed between sleep and wakefulness, I now endured the agony of watching him approach and then fade from me before we could make contact.

      It seemed I had more in common with my great-great-grandmother than our ability to enter and exit the Underworld. We both yearned to be with someone we couldn’t.

      Hulda’s long skirt swished gently in a semi-transparent way as she moved toward the fireplace and a warmth she’d never truly feel again. The light drew the dead in anticipation of moving on to something more, something that promised a release from their inner torment. Hulda didn’t want to move on without Sebastian, who was an immortal. So where did that leave her?

      Hulda’s breath came out in a long sigh. “I wish I could help you with cleaning this.”

      “Thanks, but I made the mess. I’ll be fine.” I swept goop into a dustpan and tossed it into my fast-accumulating trash pile. After putting the broom away, I sat on a wooden stool and faced her. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Certainly,” she said, giving me her full attention.

      I’d been pondering my idea on my drive back and wondered how to ask what I was about to ask without offending her. “You lived in quite a turbulent era and have a lot of talent in the magical department,” I said.

      “I suppose that’s true,” she said.

      “Well,” I paused, “have you ever done spells for others who may not have had the best intentions?”

      I swear she raised her brows at me, although her form flickered right then, and it was hard to tell for sure.

      “Are you asking if I’ve done black magic?”

      I squirmed under her scrutiny. “Um…Maybe.”

      She drew closer, her essence inches from me. “Never.”

      “Sorry. Yeah. I didn’t think so, but something Mutther said today got me thinking along those lines.”

      “What exactly did he say about me?”

      “Not about you, but about what I might find in the vast collection of books here.” I was struggling with words to express the feeling niggling in my gut. I picked up her journal, filled with page after page of what she knew about magic. “You mentioned the power of what’s in here and how you didn’t want it to fall into the wrong hands. What if it did? What if someone else could read your recipes and the hidden notes? What if they used it in a bad way, like a curse?”

      She stepped back. Her head bowed.

      “What’s wrong?” I said.

      “I can’t say. Not at the moment, at least. I need more time to be sure.”

      “Can I help?”

      Hulda vanished.

      That did not go well, but now I knew she was hiding something—something big.

      I returned to the slop I’d created and scanned the recipe in the journal for where I’d gone wrong. Stir gently counterclockwise for twenty rotations. I may have been a touch overzealous in my stirring. I took the contents and emptied them into the trash. I’d have to start anew, but I was beginning to doubt this was the right potion.

      Time to browse the journal for other options.

      I flipped through the pages, growing weary of the task, and then stopped cold when I spied a tiny notation in the corner of a page.

      Thank you, dear sister, for this revelation.

      I pulled the book closer. The writing was not Hulda’s. I was positive someone else had penned this note. I ran my finger over the text. An herb or two was listed, from what I could tell, but the recipe wasn’t exactly a recipe. It was one of the few incantations Hulda had written down and was beyond my ability to decipher. It seemed to be in a type of code far different from anything else I’d come across in her journal. My stomach clenched as I reread the message. Did Hulda have a sister? Did I have a distant aunt in my family tree that Hulda didn’t want me to know about?

      Heavy footsteps joined Sebastian’s above me. At least two people had arrived. Their voices rose in a heated conversation. I strained to hear what was being said. I placed the journal back on the table and started up the narrow steps leading to the floor above me. There were more than a few people who owed me explanations, and I would make sure they paid up. Right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Pirates and PR

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I reached the study to find the space overloaded with testosterone. Sebastian and Nick stood eye-to-eye, muscles tense and teeth clenched. In the latter, Sebastian was the more formidable one. His fangs looked like daggers, which they kind of were. He was tall and slim with angular features. The one dark aspect was his hair that reached his shoulders, which he often pulled back into a ponytail tied with a ribbon. He kept his nearly translucent skin covered in formal suits that never seemed to get creased. His black leather shoes had pointed tips, which gave him the impression of being a man with many angles that could have been chiseled from white marble. He had an aura of eloquent deadliness about him and stood his ground against Nick.

      Nick’s qualities were more earthy. Like many of his pack, he was broad, brusque, and burly. He let out a low growl, his wolf making it clear he would not be intimidated by a vampire.

      Silas Vang, Alex’s were-cat clan leader, stood grimly just inside the double doors, his arms crossed in disapproval, not interfering in the debate unfolding. He was not a big man, nor was he young, but with his expertise in martial arts, he was more than capable of dealing death blows in rapid succession. He had been the one who had hired me to bring Alex back from the paranormal hotel last year. I’d won Silas’s approval when I’d helped clear Alex’s name after he had been accused of murder.

      Silas glanced in my direction and nodded as I stood in the open doorway. The other two didn’t seem to notice me. I decided to rectify that immediately.

      “You two look ridiculous.” I strode across the room, pushed my way between Sebastian and Nick, and went to the desk with maps and various pieces of paper with intel on the current crisis. The heavy curtains were drawn as usual. Sebastian kept the space lit with candles and oil lamps. The fireplace gave adequate heat, but the desk was too far from it to help with lighting. I pulled an oil lamp closer and did a quick scan of the map. Several new areas had been crossed off. I lifted it and turned my attention to the others. “If you’re done with the petty bullshit, I believe I’ve been kept in the dark long enough. No pun intended although it is pretty damn dark in here. But if this map is current, then I’d say you’re not making much headway in discovering the Headless Horseman’s location.”

      I let the map drop onto the desk and proceeded to sift through the papers.

      Sebastian, territorial as ever, took them from me and began organizing them in a fashion that eluded me.

      “Are we to assume you’re ready to take an interest in our endeavors, Janda?” His tone dripped with condescension.

      I bristled at his attitude but refused to let him get to me. “I’ve always had an interest. I’ve merely approached this differently than you and the rest of the Council.” I met each man’s gaze with defiant calm, which was rare for me. I was often defiant, but I was hardly ever calm.

      “Duly noted,” Silas said.

      The comment surprised Sebastian and Nick, most likely just realizing Silas was still in the room with them. I did my best to keep from smirking.

      Silas came to stand at my side. His support touched me. He was almost as obsessed with retrieving Alex as I was but for different reasons. Alex was Silas’s second, and without him, Silas would have to consider other options for who would be his replacement as clan leader upon his retirement.

      “Well, Sebastian?” Nick said. “Janda is right. She deserves to know everything, yet you seem intent on keeping certain aspects of this case from her. Why?”

      The wine decanter looked relatively low by Sebastian’s standards, meaning he’d been partaking in it much more than usual. Some people ate when stressed. Sebastian drank wine. He poured himself a glass without offering any to the rest of us. He took his time with the drink. He held it up, swirled it, sniffed it, and finally sipped it. Then he went to his favorite chair and sat down.

      “Very well,” Sebastian said. He motioned for me to take a spot on the loveseat. “I will explain what I can. However, there are many things that are still eluding us.” He waved his hand to encompass Silas and Nick. “While you have been occupied with finding a way to save Alex, there have been sightings of strange things.”

      “Not to mention three deaths,” Nick said. He took up a spot by the fireplace, standing with his forearm propped against the mantle. “The supernatural community is up in arms with tension so high I’m afraid it won’t take much for us to turn on one another.”

      Silas joined Janda on the loveseat. “Nick is right about this. If we don’t get a handle on things soon, then who knows what will happen? We are already starting to argue among the Council.”

      “Our arguing is not what Janda needs to hear about,” Sebastian said. “She needs to understand that outside forces are putting pressure on us and our limited resources.”

      “What resources are you talking about?” Janda said. “And what outside forces?”

      “He means the civilian population is taking notice,” Silas said. “The police are pushing the Council to find the perpetrators. We don’t know where to start and lack the workforce to deal with it all.”

      “They aren’t the only ones who want the Council to solve these cases immediately,” Nick said. “My pack is getting restless. We want justice for Ben. But even if we find the murderers, we cannot destroy them.”

      “Are you talking about the pirates?” Janda said. “Because I’ve already found out about them. But my question is—how do ghosts murder people?”

      Sebastian and Silas both seemed surprised by my revelation but not Nick. I was willing to bet that he already knew Mutther had told me.

      Silas glanced over at Sebastian. “That’s what we’ve been debating, isn’t it, Sebastian? How much physical power does a ghost possess?”

      I considered Hulda and understood now why Sebastian might be defensive about the subject of ghosts.

      “Janda would know better than any of us, which is why I’m wondering why you haven’t mentioned it to her,” Nick said.

      “Because she has enough to worry about,” Sebastian said. “And because she may have a connection we are just beginning to understand.”

      My mind had been wandering to Hulda’s attempts to move physical objects and how much energy it took. I caught the last of what Sebastian said and snapped out of it. “What connection?”

      “Hulda,” said Silas.

      I looked at Sebastian for answers. His lips formed a thin line of displeasure. I waited. Sebastian shifted in his chair. He was stalling.

      I stood up. “Okay. I can’t take this anymore. I may have been preoccupied with helping Alex, but that doesn’t give you the right to keep me at arm’s length. It doesn’t give you the right to withhold information from me. And it sure doesn’t give you the right to decide for me. That goes for all of you! Got that?”

      Nick had the good sense to avoid eye contact with me. Silas cleared his throat. Sebastian went to refill his wine glass. He then returned to his seat.

      “I told you I’d explain what I could. Now, if you want to be angry with me, that’s your choice. I made my decisions, and I am not sorry for it.”
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