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      My heartbeat accelerated as the usual punch of adrenaline spiked through me. I exhaled a deep breath before stretching my arms to release the tension in my shoulders and walking into the building. The sense of anticipation was always a blend of excitement and torture, and I often cursed my own need for delayed gratification.

      The bells over the door jingled in the familiar way they always did as I entered. The scent of incense, dust, and old things were the first things that greeted me. James was working at the counter and grinned when he looked up from his paper and noticed me. “Acer! You’re in luck today, my man. We’ve got some doozies!”

      I contained my reaction and resisted rubbing my hands together in anticipation. At six feet eight inches, I have a reputation to uphold, and having people see my weakness for these things would likely damage it beyond repair.

      “Excellent, impress me then.” I calmly responded before walking further into the back room with the other man.

      “That’s no easy task. I worked hard to find you this stuff. I searched high and low, spared no expense, to find things you might like. I hope you appreciate how hard I work to keep you happy.” James grumbled before turning the light on in the storage room.

      I leaned against the wall with my arms crossed and smiled. This complaint was also a familiar part of the routine. “Of course, I appreciate all that you do, James. I believe my tips and purchases show that. Now, what have you found me this time?”

      With a bit of dramatics, James pulled a sheet covering a large object. I was unable to hold back my gasp. It was a large golden egg with what looked like a cupid and chariot depicted on the side. Unbidden, I walked forward and laid my palm over the egg.

      James smiled. “Do you like it? There are three different ones. I got them from an unusual source, who I can’t divulge, but I’ve been assured that there may be more if you find them valuable.”

      I opened my eyes and looked at James. “I will take them all and any you get in the future.”

      “Are you sure, Acer? I haven’t even told you my price yet. I wouldn’t take advantage of it, but don’t you think haggling is important?” James looked almost disappointed by my easy capitulation.

      “I believe in paying for quality. Money matters less to me than these objects. If you would like me to quibble on the price on principle, I will do so, but only if you have some of that delightful pancetta for sandwiches.” I did like to barter, simply not with money.

      “You have got a deal, then. Let’s go out front, and I’ll get the sandwiches while you make an offer.” James grinned, and we wandered back to the front of the store.

      I sat at the extra place at the front counter and looked out the windows toward the downtown area of Fey Hollow. “I dislike this time of year immensely, James. Do you at least make more sales during the gathering than other times?”

      “Well, thanks to the Internet, we don’t rely on foot traffic, so we do well year-round, but we see an increase in tourist money during the festival. Don’t you like seeing fresh faces around for a few weeks a year, Acer?”

      “I don’t particularly care for fresh anything. I prefer things to be as they’ve been. New people usually mean new problems. I like to be home in my…”

      I broke off as the smell of fire and smoke reached my nose. I cursed and stood up. “I’d better go. I think problems have arrived. Charge my account, whatever you’d like. We’ll quibble again another time.”

      James waved me off as I hurried out of the store and into the alleyway.

      I cursed and tried to ignore that I hated shifting in near public, not to mention daylight. I focused internally and felt my bones begin to shrink, my nose elongate, and the feathers burst through my skin. The shifting no longer hurt me, as I’d had many years to master it, but I always preferred absolute privacy to do so if possible.

      The minute the shift was complete, I took off into the air with a loud caw. There weren’t likely any of my sort close by, but I wanted to warn anyone who might not smell the smoke. I could see the smoke and fire coming from the wooded area on the outskirts of the town toward where my and many others’ homes were.

      As I approached the source of the flames, I saw a small-statured woman standing surrounded by a group of men. From their angry-sounding voices, I gathered that they were not trading pleasantries. With another caw, I flew off into the woods, where I landed, and began the shift back to my human form. I didn’t like strangers typically, especially not strangers bringing their problems to my home.

      As I walked out of the woods, I heard the woman hollering at the crowd around her. In her tiny palm was a ball of fire. “You’d better back off before you find out why I’ve got the reputation I have. I don’t care what you want. You’ll end up minus a few limbs if you don’t disappear.”

      I cleared the trees just as a man to the side of her punched the woman in the temple before she could anticipate it. She slumped immediately into unconsciousness, and her assailant moved as though to pick her up. The fire in her palm went out on its own.

      “What exactly are you doing on my land?” I asked as I approached the man and put a restraining hand on his arm. The minute I touched the man’s skin, a sharp surge of his anger jolted my body.

      “She is ours, and you will leave or face consequences.” The man growled.

      “I’m afraid not. I’m not allowing you to move this woman from my property. Furthermore, what are your reasons for attacking her?” I twisted the man’s wrist until it cracked, and the man cried out.

      “We are following orders. It would be best if you minded your business. You don’t want to make an enemy of our boss.” The man snarled as I took the woman from him and rested her carefully on the ground. I didn’t see a way out of this without fighting the group of five men.

      “Well, I don’t take orders from many, and you are no one to me. We are at an impasse, gentlemen. Leave without the young woman or in a much worse condition than when you arrived. I’ve no patience for this today—or ever, for that matter.”

      The group took me at my words and surged at once. I moved away from where I had placed the young woman and began strategically breaking the legs and arms of each would-be attacker as they attempted to make contact with me. I had increased speed and strength that they had not expected, and the curses and cries of those I maimed were music to my ears.

      After I incapacitated three of them, the last two called out to leave for now. The first man I had talked to cradled his arm, now bent in many unnatural angles, and called for the others to stop. “We will let him have her for now. Our luck, she’ll drive him to suicide, and then we’ll just pick her up later. Either way, friend, don’t expect to celebrate your glory long as our boss will be very upset with you.”

      I raised a brow and folded my arms. “Would it not stand to reason your boss would be upset with you since you failed? Get off my land before I do worse.”

      The men scattered to a vehicle waiting on the road by my home. The fact that the crew found my land, let alone stepped foot on it, once again filled me with a rage I was unused to. Throwing a rock across the yard, I cursed before bending over and picking up the unconscious woman from the ground.

      I swiftly walked the five acres to my house and noted how light the small woman was. I knew she was not much more than five feet, even with her booted heels on. She was wearing leggings tucked into her boots and a long but thin silvery blouse over the top of that with a matching scarf. Her hair was long but made of various stripes of colors such as black, pink, red, blue, and green. I couldn’t quite get over the fact that despite the strange colors of her hair, they looked good on her. Her face in sleep was peaceful despite the reason for her slumber.

      I imagined her much like a fairytale princess at that moment, as she had porcelain skin, high cheekbones, and rosy-colored lips. Her makeup was dramatic around her eyes, and he noted it was of the style that seemed popular with darker eyelids and designs around the corners of her eyes. Her lashes were long, and they rested on her cheeks.

      As I entered the house, I immediately placed her on the guest bed and went to the bedside table to use the phone. I dialed the only number he bothered to memorize.

      “What?” Came the answer on the other side.

      “I have a complication. There were uninvited visitors on my property today, and they left an unwanted gift in the form of a woman. I don’t know how they got through the wards. I didn’t sense anything beyond human as it was daylight, but I’m concerned, especially since I now have this woman unconscious in my home.” I watched said woman’s face while I talked.

      “I’ll send Ben over to check it out. I hate this time of year. Every year, something stupid has to happen because of the festival.”

      “Thank you. I wish there were a way to convince the rest of the Hollow to cancel the festival, but I fear too many enjoy the ability to roam more freely despite the number of hunters who come out for the very same reason. A large shipment is coming tonight before the festivities start, so you all should be well-stocked throughout.”

      “Good job, Acer, as always. Your payments will be ready for you as well. Ben will be over shortly. Sit tight.” My employer hung up without waiting for my response.

      I replaced the phone in its cradle and sat on the edge of the bed. I didn’t have long to wait before the knock sounded on my front door, which opened directly after as though the knock had been a formality. Ben entered the bedroom with a bag of medical supplies and stopped in the doorway as he saw the bed’s occupant.

      “Acer… that’s not a human. I would suggest she doesn’t even classify as a woman, but she’d rip my nuts off for doing so.”

      “What are you talking about?” I was more confused than I had been before Ben’s arrival.

      “That’s Sive Lancaster…her parents will tell you that she was named “Good” in Irish, but the rest of us know that Sive is short for Aggressive. She’s the devil in short form. You’d better not have knocked her out, or your days are numbered, pal.”

      “Of course, I didn’t harm her. I rescued her from the five men who would have taken her. One of them hit her before I was able to get to them. Who are her parents? Why is she such a threat to you?” I didn’t understand how someone so small could have such a reputation.

      “She’s the daughter of a vampire and a witch. Not just any pairing, though, Deidre and Vincent Lancaster. She gained her mother’s beauty and powers but none of her personality. She gained her father’s powers and all of his wickedness. She’ll rip someone’s throat out for budging in line ahead of her.”

      Before I could ask more, the woman in question’s eyes popped open, and she sat straight up in bed before releasing a blood-curdling scream.
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