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      A glow emanated from the bagel shop's window where Janda sat too visible for my comfort but enjoying the night and some much-needed down time before her due date. The light came from her, despite her efforts to contain it. Her skin had a luminescence like that of a golden moon in a clear night sky. I couldn't help but be in awe of her beauty.

      Against my advice, her friends were giving her a baby shower. I'd been outvoted. To appease me, they waited until dusk settled over the town and the human residents had taken refuge inside their homes before starting the celebration. Her safety concerned me, but I couldn't deny her these moments. I shifted into my panther and slid into the shadows of the Sleepy Hollow buildings, ever vigilant about any threat to my wife and unborn child. A familiar scent drifted nearer, and I raised my chin and flared my nostrils, identifying it. I paused, waiting.

      "If she sees you, there'll be hell to pay," Sebastian said, joining me in the dark corner adjacent to the shop. He wore a black tailored blazer but with the buttons undone for ease of maneuvering in battle. He also wore his hooded cape to help hide his overly pale skin. Neither of us wanted our presence known—not to the creatures of the night or to Janda.

      I snorted and turned my attention back to the most important thing in my life. The old vampire had little to gripe about, since he was here doing the exact thing he admonished me for.

      "I know what you're feeling, Alex, and I agree with you. Janda and the baby are our top priority. The paranormal activity has escalated, and I don't mind saying it makes me uneasy." He spoke in hushed tones and kept glancing at the small gathering of women inside the bagel shop.

      The women laughed as Janda held up a tiny garment with a saying on it that I couldn't see. I smiled to see her so happy.

      "She'll be a good mother," Sebastian said. He leaned against the side of the building and kept watch over Janda, Gwenn, and Angie.

      It seemed Sebastian wasn't going away, which meant I'd have to shift back. My neck crackled, and my shoulder joints twisted. It wasn't uncomfortable. I was used to changing between my human and panther form. The process took a couple of minutes. I was in no hurry and didn't push the transition. I was capable of rapid shifts, but those took more energy, and tonight I wanted to conserve my resources.

      "What does the Council say?" Back in my human form, I reached for the jogging outfit I'd stashed behind a crate and slipped it on.

      "They're worried. We're not equipped to deal with ghosts in general, let alone the parade of them funneling into Sleepy Hollow. It's going to get worse once October gets here. We have to contain this soon."

      "I know." I caught myself clenching my jaw and forced my muscles to relax, then chuckled.

      "What's so funny?" Sebastian's eyes narrowed, and his lips thinned into a tight line.

      "This," I said, pointing to my biceps that flexed of their own accord. "I'm so damn tense that muscles randomly twitch." I rubbed my arms until the skin grew warm with the friction and the twitching eased.

      "I would think Janda would find that amusing," he said, "or erotic."

      I held back a bubble of laughter so Janda wouldn't hear me. "Sex is the last thing on her mind at the moment. She's so uncomfortable that even hugging is a challenge, especially in the sweltering August heat." I hesitated before expressing a concern I'd had for some weeks. "Can I ask you something?"

      "Certainly."

      "Is it wrong that I find her sexy even now?" I hastened to explain lest he think me a selfish prick. "I mean, I always think she's enticing, but there's something about her right now that has my cock standing at attention with the slightest contact with her."

      With a sigh, Sebastian pulled over a crate and sat down.

      I regretted confiding in him. "Why do I feel like you're about to give me a lecture?"

      The vampire actually grinned. "Hardly. It's just that what you said brings back memories of Hulda."

      "Sorry. I know you miss her." I couldn't imagine losing Janda the way he'd lost Hulda. The pain. The loneliness. As I thought about it, I realized that I could imagine it and that was exactly why my life sucked right now.

      He waited, somehow sensing I needed a moment to pull myself together. His tone became soft and wistful. "When you love someone as I have loved Hulda, there is not a single moment that one's cock doesn't respond to those emotions in times of proximity."

      "That's not very helpful." I sat on a crate next to him.

      "Probably not. It's the truth, though." He shrugged. "I suspect there are two things happening with you right now. First, your wife is about to have your baby, and that has somehow made her magic flare to the point that every ghostly entity within a hundred-mile radius is affected by it, so why wouldn't you be as well? All of Sleepy Hollow feels the energy. Some have no idea what it means or even recognize it. Others understand her magic is growing and are mesmerized by her. Second, you're in a state of heightened protectiveness. Your panther is ready to pounce on anything it deems a threat. Even your muscles can't relax. That cock of yours has its own muscles within it and is flexing them when you make contact with Janda. She's your mate. It's perfectly understandable."

      I groaned, knowing he was right.

      His look became serious, and he held my gaze. "Let this be a warning, Alex. You're constantly on the verge of attacking, so don't do anything rash. Don't let your emotions dictate your actions. There's a saying, 'Don't go off half-cocked.' Think things through before you act."

      "Is that what the Council is worried about? They think I'll make things worse?"

      He nodded. "Yes."

      "How the hell can it get any worse?"

      He put his hands on his knees and leaned toward me. "The public has to be protected and kept from knowing what lurks outside their homes. Your actions can jeopardize all that we do to maintain that balance." He stood and took a few steps as if to leave then froze.

      My panther caught what had alerted him, and I shifted in an instant. I snarled a deep, guttural warning.
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      The five guys who stormed toward the bagel shop didn't stand a chance. Sebastian swooped in and carried off two of them. They died instantly without uttering a sound. He hauled their limp bodies into the alley and tossed them aside. I noted all this while I had the other three pinned against the side of the building. It took every bit of restraint not to kill them. A quick sniff is all it took to realize they were human. Dumb bastards.

      Sebastian returned, his fangs dripping with the blood of his victims. The men quaked before him, their bravado lost as their survival instincts took over.

      "Wait. Don't kill us," one said. The others were frozen in place with their mouths open.

      "Why not?" Sebastian said. An ominous growl followed his words that sent one poor sap sliding to the ground.

      The only guy capable of talking showed his empty hands. "We don't have any weapons."

      I moved one paw closer and bared my teeth. My panther wanted to rip them apart.

      Easy does it. I thought the words to my panther form in the hope our fighting instinct would relax so Sebastian could interrogate the attackers.

      It wasn't easy, despite what I tried to convey. I forced myself to step back and take a guarded stance rather than an I will eat you and love it kind of posture.

      "Okay! Okay!" the talkative one said. "What do you want to know? I'll tell you everything. Just don't kill us."

      I glanced at Sebastian. His gaze slid to mine and back to the attackers. "Very well. Start with who sent you."

      The men shrugged, looking to one another for an answer, before the spokesperson responded. "We don't know. We responded to an advertisement in an online forum and were given our task. The money would go into our accounts after the job was done. That's it."

      "A forum?" Sebastian didn't seem convinced. "What forum? Who did you respond to?"

      "It's a prank forum. Loads of people want to pull pranks on someone without being involved. I've done it a few times. You accept an assignment, get the details of the job and do it. Simple. Mostly, it's stuff like pretending to be undercover cops and raiding parties. Like tonight. It's a hoot to see the reactions you get, and it's easy money."

      I shifted, standing naked in front of the men, who clamored to get even farther away. "It wasn't so easy tonight, was it? You stupid shits!"

      Sebastian held out his arm in front of me. "Enough blood has been spilled tonight." He turned his attention to the men. "You were sent to scare the women inside? How did you know where to go?"

      The man who had slid to the ground rose and appeared more willing to communicate now that his life had been spared. "Oh, simple. We follow the tracking device planted on the target."

      "What?" I yelled, unable to contain my anger.

      "Now you did it," Sebastian said.

      The bagel shop door flew open, and all three women rushed out. Janda glanced at me and Sebastian and then narrowed her gaze at the men we'd trapped against the building. She turned that gaze on me and glared daggers. The gold in her eyes glinted against the backdrop of the interior light of the shop. She was lethal. She was stunning.

      "I can't leave you alone for two minutes!" Her ire was in rare form tonight. "What the hell is going on here?"

      Sebastian had the good sense to give her an apologetic look.

      I was more direct, as usual. "These morons were sent to crash your party and scare you." I ran my hands over her clothes. "Someone put a tracker on you."

      Janda pushed my hands away. "You're acting crazy. Really? A tracker?" She pointed to her shirt and spandex jeans. "Where would I hide a tracker? Seriously? I'm a flipping whale over here! There ain't no place left for this momma-to-be to hide a freaking thing!"

      "She has a fair point," Sebastian said meekly.

      I slammed the guy who'd told me about the tracker hard against the wall. "Don't lie to me!"

      "I'm not," he said, gasping for breath.

      The idea that someone had planted a tracker on Janda had my mind spinning all sorts of scenarios for how such a thing could happen. I concluded it couldn't happen. It was impossible for anyone to get past me to get close to her, except those in our inner circle. Even then, access had been restricted. I searched for an explanation but found none until I looked through the open door of the bagel shop and saw the presents.

      "Those are a lot of gifts," I said. "Who are they all from?"

      "How would I know?" Janda said. "I didn't get a chance to open them all before you went ballistic out here."

      I ignored the men and strode past Janda to search inside. I pored over each gift, reading the tags and putting aside the ones from those we knew. That left about half a dozen gifts unmarked. I tore at the wrappings while everyone filed into the shop behind me.

      Sebastian shoved the men into chairs at a nearby table where we could keep an eye on them. He tossed me his cape to wear. I tied the cape around my waist to cover the essential goods. It wasn't an impressive look. I'd been doing a lot of shifting lately, and my wardrobe was taking a hit. I had to come up with more spots to hide clothes.

      "You think it's hidden in one of these?" Sebastian said.

      I nodded, ripping open a second gift and starting to put them in a pile. There was a mound of onesies and footed sleepers, but no tracker. Then Hudson pranced over to sniff the remaining gifts. I let the cat poke at them without interrupting. Gwenn nodded when her cat pawed at one of the packages.

      "He thinks something is off about that one," she said. She and Hudson did their telepathy communication thing. He meowed and sat next to the item.

      I patted Hudson on the head. "Thanks. I've got it from here."

      I took a breath and tore at the wrapping. It contained a single white receiving blanket within a dress shirt box. I ran my fingers along the interior and found a tiny lump in the box's corner where the flaps overlapped. Most people wouldn't have noticed anything unusual, but my job building safe rooms had given me plenty of experience. I knew instantly what I'd discovered. I carefully revealed a device no bigger than the tip of my finger and held it up.

      "Holy shit!" Janda came over for a better look. "Who would have done this?"

      "I don't know," Sebastian said, "but we'll find out." He turned to the men huddled together at the table where he'd made them sit. They paled at the threat in Sebastian's voice.

      I held the tracker up to my nose. Whoever had touched it had been careful not to leave any scent. I was sure we wouldn't find any prints, either. I examined the box and the cotton blanket. No scent lingered. "They were good about not leaving any clues behind that we could trace back to them. I can't detect anything."

      "Professionals?" Angie said. "Humans?"

      I pulled out my cell phone and sent a text to Nick. "That's my guess. I'm calling in help to cart these dumbasses away for questioning. Nick can handle them until the Council can interrogate them. I don't think they'll learn much from them. This was a well-planned attack. But why do it at all? What's there to gain by it?" I huffed my frustration and punched in a number on my cell. "I'll make a call to a tech guy that has done work for me. He'll be our best shot with the device."

      Gwenn and Angie came to stand by Janda. "The whole town knew about the baby shower, despite keeping it a private event." Angie said. "There's no way to know for sure who sent the box."

      Gwenn took the blanket and placed it on a table. "I can try a location spell. There's a slight chance the person who planted the device handled the blanket long enough for me to get a bead on their location before they dropped off the gift."

      I nodded. "Do it."
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      While we waited for Nick to arrive, Janda and Angie helped Gwenn prep for the location spell. Sebastian slipped out to move the bodies. I didn't ask how he planned to handle the situation.  My guess was the dead guys would be found away from town and presumed killed by a bear. As far as I could tell, the other three attackers weren't aware their companions had died.

      The police would eventually have to be brought in to take over with the online prankster-for-hire group. For now, we did things our way. I crossed my arms and stood behind where the men sat. The cape I wore diminished my authoritative posture by making it appear as if I had donned a skirt. Hudson sat at my feet and hurled hisses at the group. I knew there was a reason I liked that cat.

      "Put the bowl of water over here where it's darker," Gwenn said. "It will give me a better reflective surface once we light some candles."

      Angie placed one of George's bagel-mixing bowls on the table. Gwenn tossed herbs, as well as other things I didn't recognize, into the water while Janda lit the candles. Thank God George wasn't here to see how his baking equipment was being used. He'd wanted nothing to do with a baby shower and handed off his shop key to Gwenn to lock up when they were done.

      The three women sat barefoot at the table and held hands to form a circle. After a few mumbled words pertaining to ancestors, they placed their hands in front of them on the wooden table. Gwenn pulled the baby blanket closer and stared into the water. Her eyelids fluttered a few times, then she bent closer to the bowl. If she saw something, it was news to me. All I saw was a bunch of stuff floating around on the surface.

      I glanced out the window for what had to be the fifth time. My nerves were on edge. I wanted Sebastian to hurry and get his vampire ass back here. And where was Nick? I shifted my weight and rubbed my neck where a knot of tension formed at the base of my skull. I kept going back to the same question. Why send amateurs to disrupt a simple thing as a baby shower?

      I couldn't figure out the benefit of a prank attack. Something didn't fit. I could feel it in my gut as I watched Gwenn's scrying attempt.

      Hudson stood and arched his back, his tail fluffed out.

      I followed the cat's gaze and gaped in disbelief. Several ghosts appeared just inside the front door. Their heads swiveled in slow motion, scanning the room.

      "Fuck!" I moved between the ghosts and Janda—as if that would stop them.

      Two of the captive men stumbled out of their chairs to get away from the apparitions. The third never moved. He just smiled.

      The women abandoned the scrying. Janda shoved Angie behind her while Gwenn made a figure-eight motion with her hands. She spoke words to a spell that seemed to catch the attention of the ghosts, who briefly paused. They weren't hostile. They seemed curious more than anything else.

      Janda strode forward. "I can help you, but it has to be one at a time. Do you understand?"

      They responded with sluggish nods. One took a few steps closer to Janda, reaching out a hand. She took it. I stared as the entity appeared to move through her. A cluster of light hovered behind her and then evaporated as the ghost disappeared.

      The second ghost moved forward.

      My eyes widened at what I'd witnessed. And she was about to do it again.

      Hudson let out a yowl. I spun to see the prankster who had smiled barreling toward Janda.

      God dammit. The motive for the prank was clear. It was the old Trojan horse trick, and I'd fallen for it.

      Hudson launched himself into the air directly at the man at the same time I plowed into him. All three of us smashed into the counter in a ball of flesh and fur. Hudson latched onto the man's head with all four paws. His claws dug in deep. The man yelped but kept trying to get to Janda.

      In my peripheral vision, I saw the two ghosts had formed their own protective barrier around Janda. At least they were on our side. I turned my full attention to the attacker, whose goal was now out of his reach. He tried to dislodge Hudson. I took the opportunity to land a punch to the attacker's gut that sent him to his knees.

      Hudson hissed and relinquished his hold to jump to the safety of Gwenn's arms.

      She stroked his golden-brown fur. "Good job."

      Angie grabbed a chair and smacked it over the guy's head. He crumpled and was down for the count.

      "Nice one," I told her.

      Her eyes gleamed with the thrill of victory. "Thanks." She swiped her hand down the edges of her skirt and returned to where Janda and Gwenn stood staring at her.

      "Remind me not to get on her bad side," Gwenn said.

      Janda chuckled. "No kidding."

      The two remaining pranksters were frozen in place with their mouths gaping in utter horror. If I had to guess, they wouldn't be pulling any pranks for a long, long time.

      The spirits turned back to Janda. She smiled, put a hand on the first one's shoulder, and the ghost disappeared. She did the same for the second one, which glanced at her in appreciation and dissolved into the air.

      I grabbed my wife and pulled her into a hug, or as close to a hug as we could manage. "I've said it before and I'll say it again. You'll be the death of me."

      She laughed.

      The door opened and Nick rushed in. His gaze took in the sight and he let out one of his low whistles. "Did you leave any fun for me?"

      "No. But you can do clean-up duty." I gestured to the two frozen in a state of fear. One of them may have pissed himself. A wet spot had appeared at his crotch.

      "Figures. Next time you go on the prowl, you can take me. I'm bored swatting ghosts away with those enchanted brooms Gwenn made for us, which, I might add, makes us look lame. Couldn't you have enchanted baseball bats? They're more manly."

      "I'll keep that in mind with the next batch," Gwenn said.

      The color normally lighting up her features was gone. Her eyes had a haze to them, as if she was recovering from the trauma of the attack. Or maybe something had happened during her scrying. There was a crease of worry along her brow line.

      "Fair enough," Nick said in a cheery tone. "If you let me know when you need the bats, I'll swing by the historical society with them." He eyed my cape-skirt. "New style?"

      "I had to make do," I said. "In fact, I think it would be a good idea for all the shifters to plant more outfits around town."

      "I'll pass it along. That will be even more important with the full moon approaching." He stepped over to the unconscious guy and lifted his head by grabbing a fistful of hair. "I've seen this fellow hanging around town the past week. Who is he?"

      I glanced over at Janda. She looked spent after helping the ghosts and was unusually quiet while I was brainstorming with Nick. "No clue. Ask around and find out what you can about him. I'll see if Shawn can check the police database."

      Now that the ghosts had departed, the air grew stuffy with the summer heat billowing in through the door Nick had left open. Janda stepped away and fanned herself with a menu she picked up off the counter. Her face paled, and she sat in a nearby chair.

      "Are you okay, love?" I kneeled in front of her, and anxiety crept into my gut. "I think it's time for you to go home and rest. We're too vulnerable in town." I tried to get her to move, but she wouldn't budge.

      "I'm fine. Really. Lending the ghosts a hand takes more out of me nowadays." She put the menu down and waddled toward the scrying station. "Did you sense anything, Gwenn?"

      Gwenn shook her head. "Sorry. The scrying was inconclusive. Whoever is behind this knows how we operate. They left nothing to chance. I couldn't detect anything beyond malevolence. Someone is very, very angry."

      I glanced at the two traumatized pranksters and the unconscious guy. "Someone human?"

      "I got that impression," she said.

      "That means we're dealing with more than apparitions. It sounds like the horseman could have found another weak-minded person to manipulate. We can defend against humans. The ghosts are a different matter."

      Janda returned to the unopened gifts. "Nick can take these creeps away once Sebastian gets back. We should finish with the baby shower."

      "That's not a good idea." I started to protest and was cut off by the stern look she gave me. I sighed. "Okay. I surrender. But let's not take too long."

      She rolled her eyes at me and started on the pile of gifts from known individuals. Pink socks, pink blankets, pink pacifiers. The stash kept growing, and all of it was pink. My mouth hung open. I glanced from Janda to Gwenn to Angie. They all grinned.

      "It was my idea of a gender reveal," Angie said. "What do you think?"

      "No way. A girl?" My heart melted at the news.
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      The baby shower was almost over. My panther had nudged me a few times to move faster. There was only so much you could do to get a pregnant woman to hurry. The best I could manage was to assist with packing away the gifts so Janda could show them to me later.

      The last item was a pink bonnet. She held it out in front of her. "Isn't this cute?"

      I took it, running a finger over the hat that fit in the palm of my hand. I sucked in a breath as it hit me how small the baby would be if the hat fit my palm. "Assuming this baby doesn't get too cozy and refuses to emerge, our little girl will be here sometime in the next week. I can't wait to be a dad."

      I could feel my protectiveness escalate and all I was doing was holding onto a scrap of pink fabric. What would I be like when I held my child?

      "And then the real fun begins," Janda added.

      I blinked away my worries about the future and focused on now. That alone was enough to keep me busy until the baby arrived.

      Sebastian came into the shop and stared at the plethora of pink. "What did I miss?"

      Gwenn and Angie cleared away the snacks that had barely been touched thanks to the interruption of the pranksters. Janda took the bonnet from me and showed it to Sebastian. "It's a girl."

      He stared at her. "A girl?"

      She laughed and put a hand to her side. "Yep, and judging from how active she's been of late, I'd say we'll all be kept on our toes once she's born."

      "If she's anything like her mother, then heaven help us. I hope you're ready for this." Sebastian beamed at me. "Whatever the child's temperament, the two of you have made me a very happy man. I just wish Hulda were here to be part of it."

      Janda's joy deflated some. "Same."

      Everyone focused their attention on the unconscious guy who was coming to. Sebastian bared his fangs as he calmly stepped over the prone body and lifted the man like he was picking up a distasteful rodent. Being human, the man had no tail, but that didn't stop Sebastian. He held the guy aloft by one foot, dangling him upside down. "It's time I removed the trash."

      I stopped him before he could leave. "Before you drop him off to Shawn and Detective Brent, can you and the Council use some of your persuasive powers to dive into his mind and see what you come up with? The blanket didn't net us any leads, and the other two morons aren't likely to be very useful."

      "Say no more. I'll let you know what we discover." Sebastian pinched the man near the back of his neck, and the guy stilled once more. "And who said I was surrendering him to the authorities?"

      Even though I agreed with the vampire, I had to tread lightly with the locals. I let Sebastian's remark slide. "Nice trick. You'll have to teach that to me sometime. Is it a variation of a sleeper hold?"

      "Yes. It is. Very astute," Sebastian said. He repositioned the limp body over his shoulder and left through the rear entrance that emptied into an alley.

      I watched him go then took out my phone and messaged Shawn. "The police can have these two. Can you take care of that for me, Nick? I have to get Janda home." I was worried about how drained she appeared.

      The perpetrators had slid to the floor, and I was fairly certain the wall they leaned against was all that held them upright.

      "I got this," Nick said. "You should head home."

      "Yeah, I'm ready." Janda glanced at her toes. "I swear my feet are starting to swell, but it's hard to see them over this baby bump."

      Gwenn took a closer look. "You could do with an herbal foot soak. I'll put together an infusion packet and drop it off at the cabin after we finish here."

      "Thanks." Janda gave both women hugs. "Never let it be said you ladies don't throw an exciting party."

      "We aim to please," Angie said. "I think I'll stick around to chat with Shawn. We can use the prankster-for-hire angle to appease some of the townspeople."

      She was a gifted public relations representative, but her attraction to the young cop played a huge part in why she loved her job.

      I led Janda outside to the car Sebastian was letting her use. It was a silver Bentley, The Flying Spur edition. Speed met luxury in this sleek auto that I was thrilled to finally have the chance to drive. Sebastian's protectiveness over his collection of cars came close to how protective he was with Janda. Opportunities to actually drive one of his automobiles were rare.

      Janda shook her head at me. "I don't think I can let you drive it. He said it was for me to use."

      I gaped at her. "If you're serious right now, then I may have to break up with you."

      She tossed me the keys and laughed. Then her eyes grew enormous. "Shit. I wet myself."

      "Don't worry about it. You can change when we get home. The baby is super low and pushing on your bladder." I moved to help her into the car.

      "I'm not sitting on those leather seats. Are you nuts?" Her voice rose an octave. "He'll kill me."

      "Well, you can't walk home." I removed the cape from my waist. "Here. You can sit on this."

      I didn't think it was possible for her eyes to get any bigger, but they did.

      "Oh, no. Not happening. Your bare ass is not touching that seat." She wagged a finger at me. "Think again, buster."

      I tugged the cape back around me and tied it with a quick snap of the fabric. "Then what do you suggest?"

      Gwenn spared us a full-blown argument. "You do know that your voices are so loud they will wake the dead? And I mean that literally. What are you two arguing about?"

      Janda pointed to her stretch jeans. "I laughed."

      "Oh," Gwenn said. She didn't need any further explanation. "Hold on. I can fix that. I brought a change of clothes for you, just in case. Come back inside. You can dress in the bathroom."

      "It's a normal bathroom, right?" Janda said. "'Cause, you know my track record for bathrooms at Mutther's."

      Gwenn grinned. "Trust me—this is a standard rest room. No magic portal will suck you off to a different dimension." She frowned and glanced over at me. "You're not planning on any inter-dimensional trips again, are you? Because the timing would suck. Not to mention, I can't allow Janda to go wandering through portals at this stage of the pregnancy. It's bad enough you brought her through from the Underworld while she was newly pregnant." She shook her head. "Travel at this stage is out of the question."

      I could feel my mouth hanging open. I held up a hand to halt her chastisement. "Please. The last thing I want to do is take my wife through any more portal adventures."

      Gwenn gave me a curt nod. "Good. Then we'll be right back." She grabbed Janda by the elbow and steered her back into the shop.

      A tour around the Bentley had my pulse quickening. I couldn't wait to slide onto the driver's seat, put my foot on the gas pedal, and listen to the hum of the engine.

      Janda appeared in the shop doorway. The glow surrounding her was magnificent. Her aura held strands of gold woven through a tapestry of pale yellow. I opened my mouth to extoll her beauty when a flash of white appeared in my peripheral vision. Son-of-a-bitch. More ghosts.

      "Holy, good God," Gwenn said.

      "Nick!" I no longer worried about how my voice might wake the dead. The dead had arrived.

      He raced outside to stand next to me. "Do we shift?"

      I glanced back at my wife. "No."

      He ran to his motorcycle and returned with a broom. "I've taken to hauling one of these around wherever I go." He exhaled a long breath. "I hate to say it, but one broom isn't going to cut it. There must be fifty of them. I haven't seen so many in one spot before."

      "Neither have I." I didn't have time to get Janda into the Bentley, and the gathering of apparitions was marching ever closer. "We have to get her out of here."

      Gwenn worked a spell, but it did little to impede the advance. She looked skyward where the moon silhouetted a fast-moving creature. It sped toward us, its wings flapping in powerful strokes through the air.

      The dragon spewed flames across the front line of ghosts. They halted then surged forward once more.

      "Mutther!" Gwenn shouted over the rush of wind created by his flight. "Save Janda!"

      The dragon swooped low, cruising a few feet above the ground. In a deft motion of agility, he gathered both women into his grasp and flew off.

      A collective moan erupted from the ghosts. A second later, they disappeared. The street was dark. The cold left behind by their departure sent a shiver down my body. I'd only ever felt this kind of chill in the Underworld.

      I had a sinking feeling the answer to saving my wife and child would be found in the very place I'd recently escaped from—Prince Jasper's demon realm.
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