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      She told me her name was Ellie Jones and that I wouldn’t remember her in the morning. She smiled a small, sad smile when she said it, one of those knowing smiles that made me believe she had lost hope. Ellie Jones believed that no matter what happened, come morning, she would be an afterthought.

      Magic wafted around her like thin wisps of blue, purple, and green smoke. Not strong, obviously organized magic, but where she walked, subtle sheets of Aurora Borealis energy trailed.

      The same magic that moved her to this place. Magic hurt her friend and it hurt her. It picked her up and it thrashed her against the rocks of my shore.

      The magic meant she spoke the truth. Only magic could enchant and conceal—and wipe memories. Only magic could weigh on someone’s shoulders the way it weighed on hers.

      “I will remember you,” I said. There were ways around enchantments.

      I came to this side of my lake—through the woods of the peninsula to the span of water out of view of my home—looking for my lost dog.

      I found him, and he’d found Ellie.

      Marcus Aurelius, in his grand hound way, found her alone and in pain. He stayed at her side and he led her down to the water.

      The lake lapped the shore under the morning sun, and crisp early-autumn air cleansed away most of my vampiric problems from the night before, but it did little for Ellie.

      She tugged on her hoodie, then pushed her enticing, shimmery, auburn-red hair behind her ear and looked down at the pebbles under her feet. Marcus Aurelius barked. And I think I fell in love.

      Such a stupid thought. Such an utterly immature reaction to an unknown woman. I should damned well know better.

      “You won’t,” she said. “The enchantments are layered.”

      No one deserved to drown under concealment enchantments or to vanish into the mist of spells woven expressly to obscure. No one.

      She teetered on the slick pebbles and I stuck my hands into my pockets to keep from offering an uninvited touch.

      Yet she moved as if her leg carried the majority of her pain—as if the magic that moved her here had settled in her thigh.

      No more. I would not allow it to make her vanish—or be hurt—yet again.

      I wanted to pick her up and carry her to the flat and stable trail, and to get her the help she needed for her wounds. To help and to make sure she no longer suffered.

      But that would be presumptuous.

      She dug in her hoodie’s front pocket. “I…” Her expression opened, then closed, then opened again, as if she could not decide if trusting me was wise.

      I almost reached for her again, but exercise and the sun had yet to fully warm my cold body. The last thing I wanted was to frighten her more with my corpse-like touch.

      She peered at the tattoo on the side of my head. “I have an ash tree in my garden,” she said in an offhand way.

      From the lower muscles of my neck to the protection spells tattooed along the shaved scalp above my ears, the World Ash Yggdrasil climbed my scars and spread her branches. The elves had gifted me the magicks I wear—the protections, the tracer spells along the inside of my forearms, Yggdrasil’s symbolism of unity and life.

      And Ellie Jones spoke of an ash tree in her garden.

      We did have a connection. But again, I would not be presumptuous.

      “My friend,” she said. “The one I lost. She took this photo.” Ellie pulled from the pocket of her hoodie a daguerreotype photograph sheathed in a soft, sigil-marked sleeve.

      She handed me the plate. “Have you ever met a seer?” she asked.

      Seers carried witch blood, yet the subtle aurora of magic encircling the plate did not indicate witch. None of Ellie’s magic twitched. Nothing snatched. Ellie Jones was not corrupted.

      “Yes,” I said as I took the plate. I’d met many seers in my two hundred years, but none of them had carried the beauty or sadness of the woman before me.

      She tapped the sleeve. “Do you know what a daguerreotype is?”

      Daguerreotype plates were the most-used photography method when I fought for the Union during the Civil War. “I haven’t seen one in ages.”

      “Some seers use cards. Some crystals. I take and read photos.”

      I peered at the sigil on the sleeve. “That’s complicated, isn’t it?” Most seers used instant-read methods—tossed bones, tea leaves, cards and crystals, like Ellie said.

      “The photos allow me to see magic,” she whispered.

      I’d never before met anyone who also saw magic. My ability was most likely an accident manifesting from my patchwork nature and my father’s genius—if unholy—rewiring of my re-animated body. Ellie needed tools, but still, we walked this common ground.

      And I would not remember her in the morning.

      I had to remember her. I had to.

      “The photo in that sleeve needs rinsing. I couldn’t at my cottage. My pump isn’t working,” she said.

      She needed my help. “Do you want me to look?” I could do this for her.

      Her eyes widened. “If you would.”

      “I should take it out of the sleeve and wash it in the lake?”

      She nodded yes.

      I squatted next to the water and pulled the plate from the sheath. Like all daguerreotypes, its silver coating shimmered in the sunlight. Ellie had already developed it, and fixed the image, and now it needed a good rinse to make it visible.

      I dipped the plate into the water once, then twice, but I still could not quite make out the image. I dipped it again.

      I had no idea what I was looking at other than a clear image of a magical distortion wave moving through a room in what must be Ellie’s home.

      In the photo, her body radiated agony. The wave must have also hurt her friend, who was behind the camera and whom I did not see.

      Behind Ellie, the wave built what magic always built—some sort of sigil- and sign-based gearwork structure. Except…

      I stood and showed her the photo. “Here,” I drew my finger up and outward. “And here.” I moved my finger again, but in the opposite direction. “Looks like a tree.”

      It looked like the ash on the side of my head. “The world tree is not a symbol of death,” I said.

      She touched her lips.

      “The enchantments may have hurt you, but I don’t think the tree would show if someone died,” I said.

      Her friend was okay.

      Ellie hugged me. She curled her arms around my waist and pressed her face against my chest. She touched me and did not recoil from my cold flesh.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      And again, I wanted to pick her up. I wanted to make sure she understood that neither Marcus Aurelius nor I would forget her. That come tomorrow, we would both remember.

      “Would you like to get some coffee?” I pointed toward town. “There’s a place called Lara’s Café not far from here. You can tell me about your friend.”

      She looked away. “You won’t remember me tomorrow.”

      Yes, I will, I thought. “If I don’t, Marcus Aurelius will remind me, won’t you, boy?”

      My dog emperor barked.

      “I’d like to learn about your friend,” I said. I wanted to learn about her, to help me remember.

      She extended her hand.

      No fear radiated off her body. Her magic twisted and wavered like silk in a breeze. Hope had returned to her eyes.

      She offered me a touch.

      I curled my palm around her fingers. “Come, Ellie Jones.” I bowed. “The emperor and I will keep you company until we can no more,” I said.

      I would break the enchantments hiding her from the world. No matter what happened—even if she decided I was too cold or too large or too ugly. Even if we spent the rest of our days as only friends.

      I would do my best.
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      I fell for a woman once, long ago. An elf. She still lived in Alfheim.

      We don’t talk.

      Ellie rolled down the passenger window of my truck and closed her eyes. She faced the breeze as if she’d never ridden in an automobile before.

      Marcus Aurelius poked his head between the seats.

      She laughed and scratched his ears. “Did I take your spot?” she asked my dog.

      My big dog—Marcus Aurelius outweighed my eight-year-old elf-niece, Akeyla—whimpered and tried to crawl over the gearshift and onto Ellie’s lap.

      “Hey, hey.” I put my hand out. “You’re too big for that.” My truck was big, too—at almost seven feet tall, I find driving a sedan not only uncomfortable but nearly impossible—but the cab only had so much room.

      Marcus Aurelius whimpered again and settled for rubbing his big golden head against Ellie’s elbow.

      “So you think a cell phone might bypass the enchantments?” she asked. A bag with her new phone sat on the floor between her feet. I’d added her to my plan at the store and picked up a nice unit with lots of memory for photos and videos for her to use.

      There’d been a small argument. We’d just met and having a man she didn’t know hand her a new cell phone raised her hackles. But we both understood that because of the enchantments, she couldn’t hold a contract. Plus, her line showing up on my bill might be enough to cut through the fog and help me to remember.

      So she let me set her up. She didn’t have to use it if she didn’t want to, but at least she had access now, in case of an emergency.

      I added my number, and Ed’s, and Axlam Geroux’s after I texted her and asked if it was okay. As one of the Alfheim Pack’s Alphas, Axlam understood helping skittish people for whom magic had laid down a blister. She’d agreed immediately and without a lot of explanation.

      Many magicals found werewolves too volatile and worked toward their eradication, but to Alfheim, the pack was a blessing.

      Ellie spent a lot of time staring at the phone in the bag.

      “It’s worth a try.” I’d lost my phone the night before chasing down my murderous vampire brother. All Ellie knew so far was that I’d been involved in a vampire-caused emergency and that it was now under control.

      Mostly under control. We still did not know where Alfheim’s two local vampires had gone, or if the “brother” creature my arrogant father had built out of vampire parts was dead or hiding in the underbrush somewhere in the forest.

      Not that I was hiding information from Ellie. She hadn’t asked for specifics, and right now, seeing her happy about maybe bypassing her concealment enchantments trumped any need to bring her up-to-date on her new home’s magical particulars.

      And Alfheim was most definitely her new home. Seemed that not only did magic toss her into a new location, it also moved her cottage. Actually, physically moved her and her home from one location to another. Yesterday she’d woken up in Tokyo; last night she’d fallen asleep in a meadow under a Minnesota sky.

      I signaled and pulled the truck onto the road leading toward one of Alfheim’s mainstays—Lara’s Café. The restaurant itself might be boarded up while they fixed the damage from the explosion, but the owners had pulled their food truck around front, serving fritters and coffee.

      I glanced over just as Ellie pushed a strand of hair off her forehead. Her skin glowed in the morning light—she wasn’t quite as pale as an elf, but she did look as if she carried northern European ancestry. Mostly, with her hair and her green eyes, she looked Irish to me. Irish in that she carried bits of all who had come to the Isle—the original Gaelic plus a touch of the Norse and some Anglo-Saxon mixed in.

      Ellie Jones, a woman of the Isles, and the seer who used Victorian-era daguerreotype photos as her stone.

      I had so many questions.

      She lifted her chin and inhaled the fresh Minnesota breeze. “Chihiro tried saving photos on her phone,” she said.

      Chihiro, the friend she’d left behind in Tokyo—and the friend who had figured out how to at least somewhat bypass the enchantments. Ellie was not sure how. But Chihiro was proof bypassing was possible.

      Marcus Aurelius nudged Ellie’s elbow. She laughed and rubbed his head.

      She really was beautiful.

      I returned my attention to the road. Best not to be distracted and get us into an accident.

      I would talk to Ed Martinez—Alfheim’s sheriff—to see if we could track down Chihiro. It would be a good test of the boundaries of Ellie’s concealment enchantments, and a nice surprise for her if it worked out.

      “Did it help?” I asked.

      Ellie frowned. “You know, I’m not sure.” Her frown deepened. “Sometimes I think the enchantments conceal parts of my life from me as well as concealing me from the world.”

      Not good, I thought. When she told me that the enchantments were layered, I figured she meant in the outward progression the way most complicated magicks built upon each other. A spell that warped Ellie’s memories in a different way added a whole new level of intricacy to a gearwork that was already much more intense than any I’d seen an elf produce.

      And all this without leaving obvious traces of magic around its primary target.

      Only natural-looking wisps of magic flittered around Ellie. They reminded me of the inborn, normal hints that surrounded all of the elves and the born-wolf werewolves. The wisps weren’t controlled magic, but a hint that magic was controllable for the person they surrounded.

      The elves could often tell if someone was magical with a first impression, even though they did not see magic the way I did. Dagrun Tyrsdottir—Alfheim’s Queen—once told me that she “felt” magic when it moved along her own, like silk touching silk. I see that “silk.”

      Only Ellie’s natural magic floated around her. No designed spells. No shifting, twisting enchantments. No sigils in the air and most definitely no tattooed, gifted tracers or protections such as the ones I carried.

      So the intricate, layered spellwork that hid Ellie from the world was not centered on her person, even if it affected her personally, which meant a level of enchantment-weaving that outstripped any and all I had ever come across. Whoever had cast the concealments might very well be able to take on all of Alfheim and win.

      Only a fae could out-magic the elves, and then only a powerful one.

      “We’re going to put an end to the concealment enchantments messing with your life,” I said. “Right, boy?”

      Marcus Aurelius barked.

      “See? The emperor agrees.”

      Ellie laughed. “Thank you,” she said. “Both of you.” But she didn’t seem convinced.

      I wasn’t convinced. Who was I to think I could help her figure out this puzzle? I was just a man. A re-animated, patchwork man, and one who wasn’t inherently magical.

      I glanced at Ellie again. All evidence with her enchantments pointed to the involvement of a high-born fae, and high-born fae were not… nice. The fae were basically primal elves—magicals more removed from the mundanes, more elemental, and less caring. Arne Odinsson once told me that the elves, the kami, and the fae were like orcas—they were all the same “species” but some lived in transient pods unconnected from places.

      The fae were transient in the world. They came and went, and were not as much of the land as the elves or the kami.

      Never in my two centuries had I come across an actual fae in person. But I’d seen and felt their effects.

      What was happening to Ellie was definitely fae-generated.

      And no elf in Alfheim would dare take on a powerful fae. Not our leaders, Arne and Dagrun. They had too much to lose. Not our more loud and bombastic elves who revel in annoying both magicals and mundanes alike.

      I grinned for Ellie. “We will figure out what needs figuring.”

      She laughed again. “All in one day?”

      I pulled the truck into the parking lot of Lara’s Café. The explosion a few days ago blew out the restaurant’s kitchen and window. The morning sun reflected off the plywood over the hole and added an extra sunny glow to the tables dotting the open area in front of the building.

      Lara’s food truck sat in the front lot, and the owners were serving their normal morning coffee and pastries from the service counter on the side. The scent of caramel dominated the blueberry and apple of their popovers, and filled the entire lot with a mouthwatering warmth. Today, a hint of pumpkin mixed in from this morning’s special muffins.

      All of Alfheim seemed to be pulling into the lot to support their favorite local restaurant, which was nice to see.

      Tomorrow, I would at least remember the community coming together, even if I didn’t remember Ellie.

      She stared at Lara’s huge green, purple, and red truck and its painted-on “Voted Best Duluth International Food Festival Vendor” emblem. “This place is a lot different from Tokyo,” she said.

      I chuckled. “It’s a lot different from Duluth, and that’s about two hours east of here.”

      “See,” she pointed at my nose. “No one in Japan measures distance in hours traveled.”

      I’d never thought about it, but it did seem to be a cultural feature of areas where traveling took up a lot of a person’s time. “Welcome to Minnesota,” I said.

      She inhaled. “Smells good.”

      “The coffee is excellent.” I pulled my door handle. “I’ll get you a welcome muffin.”

      She reached for her handle, but stopped and pulled the photo plate out of her hoodie’s pocket. Slowly, she ran her finger over the sigil decorating the protective sleeve.

      I realized I couldn’t identify the sleeve’s material, and I’d handled it. Was it leather? A stiff fabric? Woven bamboo? Whatever it was, it had a slight sheen.

      I couldn’t even tell its true color.

      Ellie set the sleeve and the plate it protected inside the bag with her new phone. “Is it okay if I leave this in your truck?” she asked.

      “It’s not a problem,” I said, though that sleeve obviously had its own enchantment. I pointed at it. “I don’t see any magic around the plate.”

      “Oh,” she said. She touched it again. “It’s localized to the photo. I bet if you hold it up and look at it on edge, you’ll see the spells I use to develop it.”

      Which I shouldn’t do out here in the open, in front of mundanes, in the parking lot of Lara’s Café. “I look forward to it.”

      Ellie smiled.

      I had to figure out how to remember her. Not helping her was going to burn a hole in my life. Not remembering that smile was going to slash at my soul.

      She looked away and tucked another stray strand of hair behind her ear.

      The flirting was killing me. Not that I wasn’t already semi-dead—my father built me from the parts of others. But I’d spent two-hundred-plus years with my bits and pieces growing together to become me, and what life I had was my own.

      But women found waking up next to morning-cold me to be unpleasant. Not that Ellie would be waking next to me. Not with the enchantments that would make sure that tomorrow morning, we would meet again anew.

      And, I suspected, I would once again find myself flirting with a beautiful woman about whom I shouldn’t—and couldn’t—get my hopes up.

      Ellie pulled her handle as she nodded over her shoulder at the boarded-up front window, then over her other shoulder at the food truck parked in the lot. “What happened?”

      She carefully swung out her legs. Her limp hadn’t let up, and her thigh obviously still hurt. But nothing seemed broken.

      Marcus Aurelius bounded out after Ellie, gleefully wagging his tail as he walked at her slowly-moving side toward Lara’s food truck.

      I’d offer my arm but my dog had the situation under control. “A vampire,” I said. “He blew out the café’s kitchen and seating area.”

      “The same vampire who burned down your neighbor’s house?” Ellie rubbed Marcus Aurelius’s head as they walked toward the truck.

      Three customers laughed and chattered as the owner handed over coffee and pastries. I recognized one—Mark Ellis from the Alfheim Pack—and waved as he and his friends made their way toward the tables.

      “Hi, Frank!” Mark called. He nodded to Ellie and shot me a “Well done, my friend” look when she turned her attention to the truck’s menu.

      I frowned and shook my head. Mark chuckled. “Later!” he said, and sat next to his buddies.

      Ellie looked up at my face when I stopped next to her side. “Same suspect, yes,” I said.

      She opened her mouth, then closed it as she took in the mundanes ordering coffee. “Well, I hope they catch him. It’s not good having a firebug around.”

      “True,” I said.

      She motioned toward Mark and his friends. “Your friend…” She waited until the mundanes walked away. “He’s a…” She squinted and tilted her head. “… a wolf?”

      She could tell?

      “The other two are mundane.” She returned her attention to the menu. “I can’t see, if that’s what you’re wondering. Not without my camera obscura and a plate.” She leaned close. “But you get a feel for your subjects, you know? It’s an educated guess based on body language.”

      I looked back at Mark. In his human form, he walked and moved like any other person.

      Ellie smiled. “Maybe someday we’ll have time and I can teach you.”

      If I didn’t figure out her concealment enchantments, all the flirting would kill me each day.

      Ellie stepped up to the window and placed her order. I placed mine and paid. We stepped away, muffins and coffee in hand, plus a cup of whipped cream for the emperor, and walked toward the truck.

      “Thank you for breakfast,” she said. “And the phone.” She set her muffin on the hood, then set the cream on the ground for Marcus Aurelius. “And the company.”

      I also set my coffee and muffin on the hood. “Picture time,” I said, and pulled out my phone.

      Ellie didn’t smile. Sadness continued to permeate her expression, but she did snuggle up to Marcus Aurelius.

      No way I would forget her now. Not with a picture like the one I just took.

      I pulled up my note-taking app and held out my phone. “Any information you remember about your friend would be appreciated.”

      She blinked. “Why?”

      “I’m going to find her for you. Make sure she’s okay.”

      Ellie stared at me for a long moment. “Really?”

      I hadn’t expected surprise. “Yes,” I answered.

      Ellie reached for my phone just as a Sheriff’s Department cruiser pulled into the lot.

      Eduardo Martinez, our vampire-slaying town sheriff. He rolled down his window. “Frank!” he called, and waved me over.

      A bad feeling poked at my gut, and it wasn’t the muffin. From the expression on Ed’s face, I could tell he had information on my vampiric brother.

      I looked at Ellie. “Go on,” she said, and continued to tap at my phone.

      I nodded, and walked toward Ed.
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      Ed Martinez dropped his hat through his cruiser’s open window. He rubbed his stubbly head and watched Lara’s truck as if he was the vampire and caffeine was his blood of choice.

      Then he leaned against the cruiser’s door and nodded toward Ellie. “Who’s the woman?” he asked.

      “Her name is Ellie Jones,” I said. “Marcus Aurelius found her and brought her down to the lake.”

      “Good to hear your dog came home.” Ed sniffed and reached for his notebook.

      “I found him—them—this morning.”

      Ed flipped open his book. “She’s a hiker? I don’t recognize her. No missing persons reports have come in.”

      I sipped at my coffee. “She’s new in town.”

      “Hmm.” Ed watched Ellie. “You’re having breakfast with a lady the morning after we dealt with a monster?” He sounded more amused than I expected.

      Ellie glanced over. She smiled and waved.

      Ed chuckled. “Town newbie, huh?” Ed knew what “new” meant. He tucked his notebook back into his pocket. He never took notes when magic was involved.

      Should I tell him about the magic involved? I should, but then again, Ed had enough to worry about with the vampires. “Any word on the Bitersons?” I didn’t ask about my brother.

      Ed rubbed his face. “No.” He rubbed it again. “I’m on my way home, by the way. Spent most of the night out looking for anything suspicious.”

      “I take it the pack didn’t find anything.”

      Ed shook his head. “Gerard and Remy think your brother might have poofed into a cloud of dust.” He spread out his fingers to sign an explosion. “Doubtful,” he said.

      Gerard and Remy Geroux were the Alfheim Pack’s other two Alphas. “Yeah,” I said. “When has anyone ever been that lucky when dealing with vampires?”

      Ed pointed at the hamburger-like scar on his neck. “I got damned lucky that vamp in Texas only left me with this.”

      Arne Odinsson and the Geroux brothers had gone down to Texas thinking they were dealing with a rogue werewolf. Turned out to be a vampire serial killer. Ed and his family were now in Alfheim partly to protect them from Gulf Coast vampire clans.

      The clans stayed out of Minnesota, nor did they set foot in Iceland or Norway because of the elves. The Siberian elves have had some issues, mostly because the old-guard Eastern European vampires tended to be meaner, more violent, and significantly smarter than the rest of the world’s bloodsuckers.

      Except the handful of Japanese vampires. From the stories I’d heard, the Japanese vamps made even the Romanians quake in their boots.

      I glanced at Ellie. She smiled again and waved my phone as if she’d finished adding the information about her friend and wanted to share.

      “Listen,” Ed said. “I want you to go out with a couple of elves this morning, okay? Take a fresh pair of pointy ears and go sniffing for Biterson stink.” He sighed. “We had five calls last night about missing animals. Five, Frank. A stablehand at Magnus’s place found one of their dogs ripped apart this morning. It was not a wolf. They were all accounted for last night.”

      Magnus Freyrsson was one of Alfheim’s founding fathers. He crossed the Atlantic with Arne Odinsson and was one of the handful of remaining original elves. Magnus was also the most mundanely successful elf in town. He owned trucking companies, car and truck dealerships, and a breeding operation outside of town that was mostly a cover for stabling Alfheim’s elven mounts.

      All of Magnus’s horses were special, even his bred-for-the-mundanes animals. Over the years, all of my horses had come from Magnus. I think he enjoyed the challenge of breeding a mount appropriate for my size and strength.

      “That’s not all,” Ed said.

      What else could have happened? “His horses are okay?” I asked.

      Ed shook his head. “Something spooked the entire herd pretty bad last night. Several ran off. A couple of their fences are down, too.” He rubbed his face. “Almost a million dollars’ worth of prime, prize-winning equine stock was still unaccounted for when they called it in this morning.”

      Vampires would eat a horse, not steal one. “Damn,” I said.

      Usually. But then again, my brother was not a usual vampire.

      Ed stared at the people ordering from the truck. “The best case scenario is Magnus’s people find his horses in someone else’s pasture.” His fatigue slowed just about everything—his words, blinks, thinking.

      I waited.

      He looked up at me. “We do not need a distraction.”

      “I agree.”

      He continued to watch the mundanes of Alfheim order their morning coffee. “Thank God our problem isn’t going after people. Yet.”

      Feral vampires always escalated. Always. They were of two souls—one the human vessel and the other the vampiric demon who reformed their flesh. The demon could be controlled, but only if the human was strong-willed and had help.

      The Bitersons used to have help from the elves. No longer. Finding them had to be a priority.

      “Who do you have in mind?” The better trackers had gone out with the wolves for the full moon and were likely as tired as Ed.

      He shrugged. “Ask Arne or Dag.” This time, he rubbed his neck. “I’ll go back out this afternoon.”

      “Sure. No problem.” I’d have to take Ellie home. Exposing her to possible vampires wasn’t a good idea.

      I’d promised her time to talk about her friend and her life. I’d wanted to give her at least some connection here.

      Ed moved to open his door.

      “Hey,” I said. “Could I ask a favor?”

      Ed stopped and looked up at me. “What?”

      His fatigue was making him terse. Perhaps I should ask some other time. But then again, I might not remember to do the asking.

      I waved Ellie over. “Ellie,” I said, “this is Ed Martinez, Alfheim’s sheriff. Ed, meet Ellie Jones.”

      They shook hands. “Hello,” Ellie said. “Frank put your number in my new phone.” She pointed at the truck at the same time she handed me my phone.

      “Ed knows about magic,” I said.

      “Ah,” Ellie said. “I’m a seer.” She left it at that.

      Ed did not look impressed—or happy—probably because “seer” often meant “witch.” And “witch” meant problems.

      But he kept his unease to himself, most likely because of his exhaustion. “Nice to meet you,” he said. He glanced at her leg, but didn’t ask about her limp.

      I pulled up the information about her friend. “Chihiro Hatanaka” it said. I forwarded it to Ed. “Would you check if there’ve been any reports concerning this woman? She’s a Japanese national living in Tokyo.”

      Ed frowned. “I’m not Interpol, Frank.” he said.

      His fatigue had pushed him through terse into argumentative. I couldn’t blame him, especially with the horse thief issue. He really did not need extra distractions. But I needed to ask now, before the inevitable happened and I did not remember tomorrow.

      “If you get a chance. We’d appreciate it.”

      Ellie threw him one of her lovely smiles.

      Ed grumbled something about not holding my breath.

      “Are you okay to drive?” I asked.

      He rolled his eyes. “Go talk to Dag. They’re all at home this morning. Maura is up there, too.”

      “Will do.” It’d be good to talk to Maura and see how she and Akeyla were faring after last night’s vampire adventures. Ed nodded to Ellie again. “Welcome to Alfheim,” he said, and ducked into his cruiser.

      “I hope he gets some sleep,” Ellie said as she watched Ed pull away.

      I watched him go. I couldn’t take Ellie near the elf enclave in the River District. She’d said something about not being welcomed by elves, so best not to add yet another possibility for misunderstanding onto a day already full of issues.

      “Are the concealment enchantments moment-to-moment?” I asked. “If I take you home, will I remember to come by later this afternoon?”

      She tucked her hands into the pocket of her hoodie. “The enchantments seem to do their cleansing overnight. At least that’s what happened with Chihiro.”

      “And here we were going to have a nice conversation about Tokyo and your friend,” I said. She needed to talk. That was obvious. Solitude is fine, if that’s what you want. But isolation was not, and nothing forced someone into isolation faster than concealment enchantments that robbed potential friends of their memories.

      “I’ll be okay,” she said. “I don’t usually leave my cottage this soon after a move anyway.” She inhaled and stood up straight. “Thank you for your help.”

      “I have a lot of questions about how the enchantments work,” I said.

      Ellie stepped closer. She stopped well within my personal space—most people give me a good three or more feet, I suspect mostly because my shoulders tend to throw a wide shadow. But Ellie stood close enough I could easily pull her in for a hug.

      I almost did.

      We’d just met. We did not know each other. And here I was feeling like the enchanted one.

      She touched my arm. “I think we have a connection. I have faith, Mr. Victorsson.” She nodded over her shoulder at my dog, who sat next to my truck. “I blame Marcus Aurelius.”

      I chuckled. “He is the emperor. We must comply.”

      Ellie laughed. “Tell you what. I’ll check my library for anything on vampires.” She stepped back and stuck her hands in her pocket again, and her expression took on the same perplexed twist it had when she told me that sometimes she wondered if the enchantments stole her memories, as well. “My cottage moves, and the garden changes, but I think the library stays the same.”

      She looked up at me. “If you find something you can’t read while you’re out looking, I can use my camera.”

      She was offering to use her seer ability to help us find the vampires.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Can we get a couple more muffins before we leave?”

      I’d buy her the entire truck, if I could. “Does that cottage of yours feed you? Do you need groceries?” I pointed into town.

      Ellie gave me a quick hug. Her arms wrapped around my waist and for a singular, glorious moment, she pressed up against my abdomen and chest.

      I bowed my head and inhaled the sweet, lavender scent of her hair as I did my damnedest not to engulf her like some massive, swooping monster.

      She pulled away, but not too far, and tipped her head to the side when she looked up at my face. Her expression showed concern. Concentration. Ellie, it seemed, was as unsure about the connection we shared as I was.

      “Are you sure you just landed here?” I asked.

      Her hand rose and for a second, she held her palm up. Then she touched my chest.

      Over the two centuries of my lifetime, through my many decades, I’ve learned to deal with the hand dealt me by my rebirth. The scars. The frightening physical size. The lumbering. The cold flesh.

      I am not now, nor have I ever been, beautiful. And my lack of beauty has woven its own concealment enchantment around my life.

      Solitude is fine; isolation is not. I know this firsthand. And right now, right here in the lot of Lara’s Café, the most perfect woman I have ever met reached through the isolation spell of my existence and placed her hand on my chest.

      I learned a long time ago not to get my hopes up. The higher the hopes, the more broken my bones when my emotions pushed me over that ledge.

      “I’m sure,” she said. She looked away when Marcus Aurelius trotted over. “I’ll be fine at home.” She rubbed his head.

      “Maybe the emperor could spend the day with you.” I could use his help tracking, but something told me he’d run off again because, like me, he would rather spend the day with Ellie than poking through the brush looking for vampire scat.

      “I’d like that,” she said, and took my hand. “Let’s get those muffins.”
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