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        The Shifter Vampire Alliance Serial
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      I blink hard as I stand in front of a skyscraper I never knew existed until today. I glance at the black and white business card and back at the massive, mirrored tower that gleams in the morning sun. I’ve been down this block at least ten times in the last month. How could I miss a forty-five-story skyscraper smack dab in the middle of the block? My stomach twists up in knots at the realization I’m standing in another dimension. A portal has been opened for me. The WI-6 wields a power I could never imagine. All the magic I’ve seen performed by the Twelfth Order is extraordinary, yet this kind of power makes me queasy. Part of me hopes I flunk the interview. The Exemplary Wizard is no picnic, but he is appreciative of my quirky ways. WI-6 reeks of power. They surely must be a strictly business division. How else could they exist without anyone but a select few wizards knowing?

      The timer on my watch buzzes reminding me I have five minutes to make my way to the interview. Despite an underlying feeling of dread, I take several large strides forward and enter the building through its massive mirror clad doors.

      My apprehension subsides a bit when I see that the lobby is typical of many skyscrapers in Los Angeles. The black marble lobby is empty except for one guard standing next to a large back of black-mirrored elevators. A pretty blonde in her mid-thirties sits behind a black-mirrored desk. I walk up to her trying to ooze confidence even though I don’t have any. “I have a ten o’clock appointment with Mr. Bullock.”

      She looks me up and down hopefully approving of my tailored black suit accented by a subtle deep navy and eggplant striped tie. She nods and reaches out to hand me a badge and a key card. “Place the badge over your jacket pocket. Use the key card to access the elevator. Mr. Bullock’s office is on the forty-fifth floor.” She pauses and then flashes me a smile. “Nice tie.”

      I return her smile with one of my own and place the badge on top of my jacket. It miraculously sticks to it as if I have a huge magnet in my pocket. The WI-6 use some smooth magic. With only two minutes left, I put the card key in the illuminated slot and the elevator doors slide open. As I step inside, the doors close in less than a blink of an eye. With the force of a space rocket, I am propelled up to the forty-fifth floor in less than thirty seconds. I can see why other paranormals complain that wizards are a bunch of showoffs. The WI-6 wizards seem to not shy away from displaying their skills.

      The doors silently glide open, and another gleaming empty space greets me. I’m beginning to wonder if there is anyone else in the building. Could they have created the skyscraper to impress me? I admit so far it is working.

      From around the corner a familiar face appears. It’s Mr. Pennington, Mr. Bullock’s somewhat eccentric assistant. He could give Mr. Kumar some competition for most flamboyant dresser. Scott is wearing a bright lavender suit with a pale turquoise tie. He greets me with a quick smile and an outstretch hand. “Mr. Dunne.”

      I shake his hand firmly. “Your headquarters is quite impressive. I’ve never noticed it on Spring Street before.”

      His smile holds firm. “I’m sure it must be red Corvette syndrome.”

      “Sir?”

      He laughs. “One day you see a red Corvette drive up next to your car and think I’ve never seen one before. Then the rest of the week all you notice are red Corvettes.”

      I nod feeling stupid that I didn’t get the analogy right off the bat. “Sorry, I’m a bit off my game.”

      Scott reaches over and pats my shoulder. “It is all right. But please don’t be nervous about the interview.” He leans in closer. “Between you and me, it is really just a formality. When we are out of ear shot of my boss, please call me Scott.”

      He motions for me to follow him as he moves down the hall into the forty-fifths floor lobby. “The meeting is just a formality”, lingers in my brain. How can that be? Did I make that good of an impression on Scott at our first meeting? No, it can’t be that. Before I can ponder the question any further, Scott opens the walnut door to Mr. Bullock’s office. I try not to act like a kid in a candy store as I take in the sleek futuristic technology displayed on the back console of the office. Yet, despite the electronic eye candy, a large walnut desk takes center stage. My eyes move over to the multiple screens covering one wall and a bank of blinking lights to rival the ones at the Twelfth Order Headquarters. I’m faced by a mind-blowing view. The heart of downtown Los Angeles appears to be floating around us in a bank of clouds. I swallow hard realizing I am standing inside a powerful wizard’s creation. In this case the air is not filled with the smell of roses, but that of peonies. Maybe each branch of upper echelon wizards has their own particular scent to signify their power. In a way it makes sense. That way other wizard orders can recognize each other.

      As I look back toward the center of the room, the sleek walnut desk now has someone sitting behind it. Talk about making an appearance. Mr. Bullock is a big man by the look of the upper part of his body. There is something distinctly Italian about his facial features. His heritage seems odd with a name like Mr. Bullock. He sits clad in an impeccably tailored black pin-striped suit with a Gucci logo tie. “So, you are the Mr. Dunne I have heard so much about.”

      He flicks his wrist, and a black leather chair materializes in front of the desk. If I weren’t a wizard myself, I’d think I was in the middle of a magician’s act.

      I sit down in the chair and try to act relaxed. There is something very sharp and pointed about Mr. Bullock’s face that reminds me of a shark. My instincts tell me if he smells a bit of weakness, I’m not getting the job. “Yes, sir. Derrick Dunne to be precise.”

      There is a twinkle in his eyes. “I heard you are a bit cheeky.”

      Interesting. A British term but Mr. Bullock has a decidedly American accent. “Sir. I’m known for speaking my mind. Is that a problem?”

      The corners of his mouth turn up. “Not at all. I informed your superior I was looking for a wizard who possessed confidence. You seem to fit the bill nicely. What other attributes would you say you possess?”

      The standard employer question that usually gets people in trouble. As I look into Mr. Bullock’s almost black eyes, I have no fear of screwing up the interview. I can always go back to my Zoomer job. Leaning back in the chair, I smile at him like we are old friends. “I am told I’m an out of the box thinker.”

      Mr. Bullock nods and strokes his tiny mustache. “That is an attribute in our line of work to be sure. Give me an example of one of your more creative solutions to a problem that you have encountered.”

      A smile spreads across my face when I think fondly of Fred, who just happens to be my friend Brooklyn’s bat familiar. “I had an emergency call that there was going to be an attack on what was then called the Staples Center, which is now known as Crypto.com Center.”

      Scott bursts out laughing. “Isn’t that the worst sell-out merch name you’ve ever heard? At least Staples Center had a ring to it.”

      Mr. Burrow’s forehead crinkles, then he gives his assistant the evil eye. With his message delivered Mr. Bullock turns back to me. “As you were saying, Mr. Dunne.” Then he holds up one of his fingers. “For clarification. I believe your current job is as a reconnaissance and first responder Twelfth Order wizard. Is that correct?”

      I nod, never hearing my complex job boiled down to so few words. “Yes, sir. On the day I received the threat to the Staples Center, I had to do some quick thinking. Not knowing whether the enemy was an ordinary person who hates the world, a wizard, or another paranormal gone bad. I felt using magic would be ill advised.”

      Mr. Bullock leans forward placing his elbows on the walnut desk. “Was this a gut reaction, or did you have a tip?”

      “My gut, sir.” I rubbed my washboard stomach from hours of doing sit ups while waiting for Zoomer customers or a catastrophe that could destroy Los Angeles. “I’m fortunate it has good instincts.”

      Mr. Pennington stifles a laugh before Mr. Bullock could give him a disapproving glare. “The detectives of WI-6 rely on their gut as well.”

      Fantastic. I finally find out what the wizards of WI-6 do for a living. Now I really want the job. I’ve been a Sherlock Holmes fanatic since junior high school. “I wouldn’t be alive today without my instincts.”

      He nods and his elbows creep forward another inch. “Continue.”

      “I wracked my brain for how I could quickly find out where the bomb had been placed at the center. Then I thought of Fred.”

      The suspense of my tale had Scott on the edge of his seat. “Was he some kind of paranormal that can see through walls?”

      I shook my head. “Not exactly. Fred is the bat familiar to my witch friend Brooklyn. I used his sonar ability to track down the bomber and the location of the device he was about to detonate.”

      Mr. Bullock cracks a smile. “Very clever. Just curious, but was the bomber one of us?” “No, sir, it was your standard issue psychopath. But I had to make a snap decision.”

      Mr. Bullock sat back in his cushy executive leather chair. “Being cautious is very important to a detective’s job. The Exemplarily Wizard said you have been seeking a job transfer for several years. You seem quite well adapted to your reconnaissance work. Why did you want to transfer?”

      “I like being challenged when I work. Not that reconnaissance doesn’t keep me on my toes. There is constantly something new—but…”

      “Anything can become boring after a few years.”

      I’m starting to like Mr. Bullock. “Yes. I am not the type of wizard who likes things easy.”

      He smiles and touches his mustache. “Yes. The Exemplary Wizard warned me about your tendency to make things difficult for yourself.”

      I wonder what other tidbits he told him. Not enough to scare Mr. Bullock off of wanting to interview me. “It’s true. Sometimes I do myself no favors. But I like to think I always come through in the end.”

      Mr. Bullock snaps his fingers and a small viewing screen hovers in front of him. “From what I can see on your employment records I procured from the Twelfth Order head of WR, you have only been written up a few times early in your wizarding career. I don’t see anything for the last several years.”

      “I like to think I have matured on the job.”

      Mr. Bullock nods, snaps his fingers and the viewing screen disappears. “I’d like Scott to show you around the place. Congratulations, you’ve made it through the first round.”

      In the time it takes me to stand up, Mr. Bullock has vanished. I turn to Scott. “Does he always do that?”

      He chuckles. “My boss loves to make a dramatic entrance and exit.”

      “He sure does. I must say I’m a bit surprised he did the first phase of the interview. It seems Mr. Bullock would have the last say.”

      Scott snickers. “Oh, he does, trust me.” He holds out his arm and directs me toward a barely visible door. “Let me show you what we detectives lovingly call, The Pit.”

      Terrific. And just when I thought things were going so well. “Lead the way.”

      With a snap of Scott’s fingers the door becomes three-dimensional and pops open. The WI-6 wizard’s magic is flawless. If I get hired, I am going to have to up my spell game.

      The name of The Pit becomes obvious when we enter a vast space so dimly lit, I can hardly see where I’m going. I run into a desk and rub my leg.

      Scott chuckles. “Sorry, I should have warned you to cast a visibility spell before we entered the room.”

      I nod and cast the spell and instantly the dark void becomes brighter. The room is still quite dark, but at least now I can see the outlines of two rows of desks and the faint outlines of the men and women behind them.

      A woman with long auburn hair gets up and greets me. In a sultry deep voice she says, “Hello, Mr. Dunne. Welcome to The Pit. This is the home base for the investigative team of WI-6. If you pass the interview, you will be working here.”

      I smile thinking how The Pit is not much different than working in the tunnels under Los Angeles. “Is there a reason for the dim lighting? Are the detectives part mole?”

      A pleasant laugh escapes her dark red lips. “I can’t wait to tell the guys what you said. I’ve teased them many times about being like rodents.”

      Scott waves me over to the woman. “Ms. Burke will take it from here. I’ll see you back in the lobby when you are through.”

      Before I can thank Scott, he disappears with the same seamless skill of his boss. Disappearing seems to be a trademark of the WI-6 wizards.

      Ms. Burke loops her arm around mine. “You’ll find we aren’t nearly as stuffy as the boys who work under Mr. Bullock.”

      Ms. Burke seems to be taking me under her wing. Or maybe it’s all an act. My gut seems to be taking a vacation, as it has no reaction to Ms. Burke one-way or the other.

      She leads me over to a desk that is separate from the two rows. A large desk lords over The Pit from the back of the room.

      A bald man who barely clears the top of his desk busily taps away at a keyboard.

      Ms. Burke clears her throat. “Mr. Pierre, Mr. Dunne is ready for you.”

      His head darts up and I bite my lip. Mr. Pierre looks like the spitting image of Monsieur Hercule Poirot from the Agatha Christie novels. I bite my lip to keep from laughing.

      His small, dark eyes, scan my face. In a classic French accent he says, “Mr. Dunne,” He waves a short arm toward a chair that pops up out of the floor. “Have a seat.”

      I sit down in the most uncomfortable plastic patio chair I’ve ever sat on. This guy means to set me off my game. As I try to settle into the firm seat of the chair, I know he is winning.

      Mr. Pierre looks over at a viewing screen that hovers next to the keyboard. “Mr. Dunne, your recommendations from Mr. Kumar and the Exemplary Wizard are quite impressive.”

      I let out a tiny gasp at the realization that the Exemplary Wizard cared enough about me to write a recommendation. “Thank you, sir.”

      His dark eyes narrow in on mine. “You seem surprised to receive a recommendation for the Exemplary Wizard. You shouldn’t be. Your record is exemplary.”

      His word choice is not lost on me. “In my line of work, you are constantly putting out fires. You don’t really have time to look back on what you have accomplished.”

      He nods. “I can see how that would be true. Here at WI-6 we have a similar pace. But I do my best to rotate my detectives, so they do not reach the burn out point as I am afraid you have, Mr. Dunne.”

      It seems Mr. Pierre snuck in a little mind reading before I sat down. Or maybe my burn out is written all over my face. “I admit that is the reason I am here looking for another line of work. I must say I am surprised to be considered for WI-6. I have no background in sleuthing.”

      Mr. Pierre strokes his mustache and chuckles. His round belly punctuates each laugh at my expense. “But you are wrong, Mr. Dunne. You have proved yourself to be quite an instinctive detective. Your work history proves it. Such natural ability is rather rare.”

      Could that be the reason I’m here? “Thank you, sir but I was just doing my job.”

      He leans back in his chair with a quizzical look on his face. “I hear you are quite witty. Tell me a wizard joke.”

      He must be kidding. “Sir, is this question a joke?”

      He twirls the left side of his mustache and forms it into the shape of a J. “No, it is not.”

      This is the strangest job interview. Like something out of a bad movie. “All right. Why did two wizards show up to a battle empty handed?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Because they left their weapons at a staff meeting.”

      The laugh erupted out of his belly like a volcano.

      Ms. Burke races over to Mr. Pierre as he struggles for air. “Sir, are you alright? Did Mr. Dunne say something to upset you?” She snaps her fingers and holds out a large crystal glass filled with water. “Here, sir. Please drink this down.”

      He waves the glass away and sputters out, “I’m fine, Miss Burke. “He took a deep breath. “Truly fine.”

      She glares at me, and I realize I need to apologize. “I’m sorry, sir. I know it is a stupid joke, but it was quite popular back at Twelfth Order Headquarters.”

      He smiles and straightens his mustache. “I’m certain it was. Quite clever.”

      If someone asked me when I thought I landed the job as WI-6 detective, they would never believe it was after telling a bad wizard joke.

      Once Mr. Pierre regains his composure, he snaps his fingers, and a viewing screen materializes before me. “One final question. Based on the appearance of the three men and one woman on the screen, which one do you think is a murderer. You are not allowed to use any magic to answer the question.”

      Talk about going from laughs to the fire. My confidence deflated like a balloon. In school I was always terrible at guessing answers to tests.  I took in the prospective murderers knowing they couldn’t be more different from each other. The first man was short and stout like Mr. Pierre, and he even sported the same mustache. Yet, he couldn’t be dressed more differently. Instead of an impeccable suit, the man wore a pale blue polo shirt and plaid shorts. I couldn’t help noticing his legs had so much dark hair his pale skin was hardly visible. Man number two, sported a halo of ginger locks that accented his round face. He wore a plaid button-down shirt and khaki trousers. The third suspect turned out to be a woman. She had the girl-next-door looks of Jennifer Aniston. Yet, she wore a black T-shirt that said “Make My Day” in bold red letters, topped off by a pair of strategically torn faded jeans. Last on the possible killer list stood the final man. He resembled Charles Manson on a good day. His eyes had the same crazy stare. One that felt like it looked right through you. He wore an impeccably tailored pin-striped suit the Exemplary Wizard would be proud to hang in his closet. To say the candidates are sending mixed messages is an understatement of epic proportions. Ms. Burke beams as she takes in my crinkled-up forehead. “No one promised round two of the interview would be a breeze.”

      My eyes drift over to the chair behind the huge desk that Mr. Pierre no longer occupies. Had I disappointed him so much he felt the need to vanish? “Where has your boss disappeared too?”

      She shrugs her shoulders. “He tends to vanish when we are in the middle of something. We’re used to it around here.”

      Well at least it wasn’t because of me. I better kiss up to Ms. Burke as she now has complete control of my interview. Sensing she played a part in how the prospective murderers were dressed, I decide to give her a compliment. “The mixed messaging in the possible killers’ wardrobes was quite impressive.”

      Her red lips part, revealing a perfect celebrity smile. “Thanks.” Then she glances at her watch. “Time is up. Which one is the killer?”

      My eyes cruise over the photos on the viewing screen one more time. “I like how you dressed the Jennifer Aniston look-alike as her evil twin.”

      Ms. Burke’s eyes grow wide. “Is that your choice?”

      I sit back in my chair thinking her reaction means the girl is not the murderer. “The Charles Manson in a business suit is quite the mash-up as well.”

      Her smile vanishes. “Quit stalling. You have two seconds to give me your answer.”

      My gut chooses two candidates. The girl and the Hercule Poirot, aka Mr. Pierre’s, clone. Throwing in a choice so closely resembling my possible future boss smacks of some kind of test. “I pick number one. Anyone with legs that hairy has to be a murderer.”

      Ms. Burke doesn’t even crack a smile. “Your answer is duly noted.” Her gaze drifts over to a spot in the left corner of the dark space of The Pit and then back to me. Someone has been watching my interview, more than likely Mr. Bullock.

      Ms. Burke motions for me to get up. I follow her back to the main door of The Pit.

      She flings it open and says, “Tomorrow you should receive a text from Mr. Pennington if you are going to join our team.”

      I assume silence if I didn’t live up to WI-6’s standards. I hesitate in the doorway for a moment longer. Maybe I can still win some points. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Ms. Burke.” I flash her my best, I’m a nice guy please hire me smile. “I hope to see you again soon.”

      My charm offensive seems to have worked as she graces me with a red lip framed smile. “We shall see.”
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            AN ORDINARY DAY UNTIL…

          

        

      

    

    
      Cruising down the 405 freeway for the three hundredth time, I wish I could put my magical powers to use. As a wizard of the Twelfth Order, instead of traveling by car in bumper-to-bumper traffic, I could just as easily teleport. Of course, that would be breaking a major wizarding rule. I still had a few more years and many more pages in my spellbook to complete before I could use the teleportation spell without the permission of my boss—the Exemplary Wizard.

      I patted the leather covered steering wheel of my trusty jet-black 5 series sedan. My cover as a Zoomer driver working reconnaissance for the Twelfth Order meant my BMW was an integral part of my life. The center screen blinks signaling a text coming in. It looks like my regular client needs a ride cross town. I jerk the wheel hard and pop off at the next exit. With the aid of a bit of wizard magic, in ten minutes I pull up to the curb of my client’s Wilshire West Spanish style apartment building.

      Krissy beams as she struts down the concrete sidewalk like the runway model she is. “Hey, Der, long time no see.”

      I chuckle, knowing I’d given her a ride last night. “Amazing how much you’ve changed. Must be a full moon coming up.” It is our running joke. Krissy is not only an up-and-coming model, but a werewolf.

      Krissy positions herself in the back seat making sure she didn’t give me a free show as her mini dress creeps up her thighs. “Very funny. You know I still have three weeks to go.”

      I love being the go-to Zoomer driver for the paranormals that inhabit Los Angeles. Not that I don’t drive ordinary people as well, but the conversations are much more fun when I chat with my fellow paranormals. In a town where secrets barely last an hour before they are splashed all over the internet, it feels good to have a true secret from the rest of the LA world.

      

      "Where to?" I ask while Krissy's thumbs fly across her phone.

      Without taking her eyes off her phone for a second, she says, "I have a photo shoot at Chateau Marmont."

      I nod, knowing the way to the famous hotel in the Hollywood Hills all too well. The replica of a French chateau is a favorite spot not only for social climbers, but also for a few of my paranormal friends. The bar, with its dark romantic lighting, is the perfect place for them to blend in with the crowd, and an exclusive one at that.

      "Are you shooting by the pool area? It's so old school."

      Krissy finishes up her text, pushes her long blonde hair behind her ears, and graces me with one of her highly in demand pouty half smiles. "Of course, where else? Ron never misses an opportunity to get me into a bikini. I think there are far better pools in Hollywood, but he loves all the mature trees and the greenery edging the pool. He’s obsessed with the Chateau towers. They are always looming in the background."

      The benefit of having Krissy as a regular customer is the fact that I know exactly who Ron is—an A class jerk fashion photographer who works for Harper’s magazine. “I don't know why you work with that creep. But he seems to request you a lot."

      Her pout turns into a full-fledged smile. "Yeah, he's kind of into me. My pheromones drive him crazy."

      The werewolf pheromones she is so proud of have zero effect on me. No one could replace my long-lost witch fiancée Tara.

      Krissy eyes me in the rear-view mirror. "Why the glum face, Der? You’re too handsome to be depressed."

      I feign a half smile, appreciating her flattery. "Sorry, I was thinking of a painful memory."
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