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Prologue

The library was one of the largest rooms inside the Supernatural Coalition of the Northeast’s headquarters. The mansion itself was enormous, sprawling across acres of land with dozens of above- and below-ground bedrooms, lounges, and more. The library took up what Yani thought was an entire floor. The librarian was a lamia, and thanks to her extra senses, she could keep track of which book went where. Yani was clueless, since the library didn’t use the Dewey Decimal System or have any sort of searchable catalogue. 

He chose an aisle and walked slowly along the stacks, reading any titles that happened to catch his attention. Nothing really jumped out at him, so he stopped at a random shelf and read all the titles on it. We Survived looked less boring than anything else on the shelf. Yani pulled the book down and headed back to the sitting area closest to the main door. 

“I found one,” he said triumphantly to Aaron, but Aaron had his head buried in his own book and didn’t answer. Yani sighed and turned away to sit on an overstuffed armchair situated nearby. He didn’t bother trying to engage Aaron in conversation again. It wouldn’t work—at least, not anymore. 

Yani opened the book and started reading, hoping it would help pass the time and distract him from the difficulties in his life. It was a short book, only a hundred pages with fairly large print. It wouldn’t take too long to read, hopefully just long enough to fill the time before the hearing. 

*

Esther wasn’t really a special girl. She wasn’t overly intelligent or particularly strong. However, she was beautiful, and she understood that her beauty could be used to compensate for what she otherwise lacked. Luckily, Esther wasn’t vain. She had been orphaned as a young girl and brought up by her cousin Mordechai, who had kept her grounded in the Jewish faith. Still, he knew how important a chess piece Esther’s beauty could be. 

“All the beautiful maidens across the land of Persia are required, by dictate of King Ahasuerus, to come to the palace!” The town crier was insistent, repeating the latest dictate for the entire marketplace to hear. Persia was a vast land full of beautiful people, but King Ahasuerus demanded only the best for himself. He needed a wife, Mordechai knew. His last wife had been banished during the full week of drunkenness at the king’s recent party. Mordechai didn’t know the entire story, only the rumors that circulated the marketplace, but he had seen the now exiled Queen Vashti once before, and only Esther compared to her beauty. King Ahasuerus wouldn’t accept anything less. 

Queen Vashti, the rumors said, had been asked by the drunken king and courtiers to attend to them wearing only her crown. Garments were not allowed. Vashti had refused, and in a drunken rage, the king had stripped her of her rank and exiled her from Persia. Now sober, King Ahasuerus was apparently having second thoughts. 

The crier started to repeat his call, so Mordechai hurried from the market, heading back to his house in the Jewish sector of the city. He had to take a circumventing route. He was Jewish and well known as a leader of the Jewish community. People like him were not welcome in the more affluent areas of Shushan, the capital of Persia that Mordechai called home. 

Esther was waiting for him outside the house she shared with Mordechai and his wife and three children. Teres, the man who had run to Mordechai to tell him about the crier’s announcement, was standing at her side. 

“We have much to speak about,” Mordechai told them both. He led the way into the house as he spoke. Esther and Teres followed quickly. Teres sat with Mordechai at the table in the kitchen while Esther made tea. 

“The king will want a bride as beautiful as Vashti was,” Mordechai insisted. “Women across the land will be traveling to see that they are made the new queen, but, Esther, I think you have the greatest chance.” 

Esther blushed and shook her head even as she pulled teacups out of the cabinets. 

“Mordechai, I doubt he’ll choose me. I can hardly be the most beautiful woman in all of Persia, and besides, King Ahasuerus won’t choose a Jew for his wife.” 

“He doesn’t have to know you’re Jewish,” Mordechai replied immediately. “Jews have held their religious ceremonies in secret before. You can certainly do that again in the palace as the new queen.” 

“You are definitely beautiful enough,” Teres added as she leaned over to pour his tea. Mordechai frowned at Teres and made a mental note not to invite Teres over again while Esther was nearby. Teres was a good, learned man. He worked hard for his family and still found time to study the holy texts in the evenings, but he was not the right man for Esther. Mordechai had honestly started to despair ever finding a man who would love Esther for more than her pretty face, but perhaps her pretty face could land her the position of queen. That was worth more to Mordechai and Esther than just finding her a good man to marry. 

And so it was settled. Esther left her cousin’s home and moved to the palace, where hundreds of beautiful women from around Persia and even beyond were slowly starting to gather. Esther found that she did not enjoy the experience. Women were petty and often cruel. 

One by one, the women were paraded across the throne room for King Ahasuerus and his advisers to judge. Esther was in the middle of the very long line of women, and it was days before her turn arrived. She had seen what some of the women had done to others in order to enhance their own chances. Acid in the mercury drops that blinded them horribly, poison in the rouge that had some swooning helplessly and therefore unable to attend their time in front of the king. These were only a few of the horrors Esther had encountered, and she wanted to avoid them all. 

On her day to see the king, she refused the fancy makeup and chose a simple robe. The other women who shared the day were covering themselves in makeup, jewels, and fancy silks in order to enhance their beauty. Esther did think about joining them, but when one woman was bitten by a snake hidden in her wardrobe, Esther decided it was better to simply leave the dressing room and join the guards who were waiting to escort the women to the king. 

It wasn’t too much longer before all the women were ready. They were led to a lavish waiting room, and one by one their names were called. Esther was sixth in line, and as her name was called, she stood and walked behind the guard as they left the room. Whispers followed her about her terrible fashion choices, but she ignored them. King Ahasuerus would see Esther how she was without all the extra frippery, and if he liked her, so be it. Esther would much prefer to be back in Mordechai’s house, and perhaps that was the real reason she eschewed the fancier options available to her. 

Esther walked slowly across the throne room. She stopped in front of King Ahasuerus, curtsied gracefully, and turned to leave. A gasp rang through the room, and she turned back to see King Ahasuerus’s scepter held out to her in invitation. She reached out to touch the tip of the scepter, showing her acceptance of the king’s choice. 

They would be married with all fanfare within the week. 

*

Yani shut the book with a disgusted sigh. He’d thought it might help him pass the afternoon. Now Yani desperately wished he had chosen a completely different stack of books to find a diversion in. The book was so terribly written, the writing style changing perspectives without care for the reader and the prose unbelievably jumpy. It was basically bad fanfiction, if he was totally honest. 

The Book of Esther dated back to the earliest days of Jewish exile from the holy land of Jerusalem. No one knew exactly when it had been written or by whom, but it was ten times better than the fanfiction Yani had just been reading based on it. 

He set the book aside on one of the reading tables conveniently set up in the sitting area. He looked to the chair next to him and let out another sigh. Aaron hadn’t even noticed Yani’s disgust. He was probably the only other person in the Supernatural Coalition’s compound who could understand why Yani was so unhappy with what he had just read. The Book of Esther wasn’t a sacred one like the Torah, but the holiday of Purim was important enough to the Jewish people that it had its own traditions and celebrations to go along with it. Jews made triangle-shaped cookies with fruit fillings inside called Hamentashen, which emulated the triangle-shaped hat of the villain in the story, Haman. They partied and drank—it was actually one of the greatest drinking holidays of the Jews—and came together in synagogues to read the Book of Esther and celebrate the fact that Haman’s plan to exterminate all the Jews of Persia had been foiled thanks to Esther’s hard work. 

Aaron wasn’t reading to pass the time, however. Yani knew that, so he shouldn’t begrudge his boyfriend of two years for ignoring his huffing. Aaron was studying Kabbalah. 

As a mage of some power, Aaron could hold his own against just about every supernatural creature they encountered. Combined with Yani’s ability to see through illusions, Luke’s ability to traverse the dreams of those around him, and Brandon’s strength as a werewolf, Aaron led the most formidable team the Supernatural Coalition had. Aaron’s magic wasn’t ordinary, though. Both of his parents were witches and had taught him the basic magic most witches used today, but his mother came from a line of Kabbalists and had been teaching Aaron everything she knew. His current homework was to read the Zohar, a medieval book on Kabbalism. It had been written after Kabbalah had been taken over by learned Jewish men who couldn’t use the magic in the first and second centuries, but wanted the wisdom inherent in Kabbalah. 

Today’s cadre of Kabbalism would never accept Aaron’s mother, but her magic and her son’s were cleverly hidden within those ancient texts. Aaron wanted to know what the men who studied those texts today had written, so he was reading the Zohar. 

Apparently, the Zohar was very interesting. Aaron was completely engrossed, turning the pages slowly as he read and murmuring things under his breath. Yani didn’t know if there were magical spells in there, although he doubted it. Modern Judaic Kabbalism, meaning from medieval times to the present, declared any magical connotations within the literature to be anathema. Aaron might actually have more luck reading the books on Cabala, the modern, non-Jewish interpretation of the study. Nothing was anathema in Cabala, magic included, although it tended to draw in Hollywood stars more than actual theorists or believers. Most of what Yani knew about it he had learned secondhand through Aaron anyway. Yani couldn’t use magic, but he worked every day with Aaron and lived with him, even when they weren’t working, and had been picking up the lingo. 

Yani was glad Aaron’s book was interesting at least, since the Purim fanfiction Yani had found was so abysmal. He rolled his eyes as he picked up the book again. He really had nothing else to do, and the Coalition’s library was so large he doubted he would be able to quickly find anything better. Yani flipped to the end of the story, hoping the climax in the Book of Esther wouldn’t be too butchered. If he finished reading it before Aaron was done studying for the day, Yani would brave the stacks to see if he could find something else to read. 

For the moment, he let himself get pulled back into the book with a grimace of distaste. 

*

“You must, Esther!” Mordechai insisted. He held his hands out imploringly, which only emphasized the fact that he was wearing the ripped sackcloth of a man in mourning. Haman had set a date, and the gallows were being built even as Mordechai pleaded with Esther. 

“If I dare approach King Ahasuerus without him asking for me first, he’ll have my head removed!” Esther gasped. Mordechai knew she wasn’t lying, but the situation warranted it. 

“Let me tell you a story that will make it clearer,” Mordechai finally replied. He had snuck into the palace to see her under the cover of darkness, when all of her ladies-in-waiting would be dismissed for the night. No one would bother them for hours, so Mordechai settled deeper into his chair and waited for Esther to finish pacing and take the chair across from him. 

“You know the story of Joseph, how his brothers cruelly sold him into slavery in Egypt and he was eventually able to save all of Egypt from a terrible famine? Well, generations later, Egypt still thrived and the Jewish descendants of Joseph and his family had their own village. One day Pharaoh, who had forgotten what Joseph had done for Egypt, looked out across his land and saw the Israelite village. He knew the Israelites were different than the Egyptians. They prayed to one god instead of many, they dressed differently, they ate differently, and their customs and culture were different from the rest of Egypt. They were not Egyptian to Pharaoh in the least bit. Pharaoh turned to his advisers and asked: ‘Should we be invaded, what guarantee do I have that those Israelites will not side with my enemy in war?’ His advisers could not give him an answer. So Pharaoh enslaved the Israelites and declared that all sons born to them should be killed at birth. He wanted to decimate their population and make it impossible for the Israelites to form an army against him at his very doorstep. 

“His is the first recorded declaration that the death of the Jews was preferable to any other form of discrimination, and Haman looks to continue Pharaoh’s failed quest. You can stop him, Esther, just as Moses was able to stop Pharaoh. Can you be our Moses in our time of need?” Mordechai was begging, but he felt no embarrassment over it. He had to save his people, and Esther was their only chance. 

So Esther agreed. She fasted for three days in preparation, then approached the king. Ahasuerus lowered his scepter to her, so she didn’t die that day. She threw a great party and then explained to her husband that she would die in the morning, hanged from the gallows Haman had so gallantly built. The next morning, instead of sending Esther and Mordechai to the noose, King Ahasuerus hanged Haman. A day of celebration was declared, and Jews throughout Persia and all across the world still rejoice to this day. 

The End. 

*

Yani snorted with disgust and snapped the book shut yet again. In addition to the terrible writing, the author had taken extreme liberties with the actual plot. The entire climax of the original story had been reduced to a few quick lines on a page. The author had also randomly thrown in the story of Moses for good measure. 

And yet, the author did bring up a rather poignant message. African Americans were kidnapped from their homes, shipped overseas, and turned into slaves. Native Americans were marched from their homes to a new, less desirable location. Roma were shunned and forced to live nomadic lives. There were dozens of similar stories scattered throughout history of singular groups suffering because they were different. Many of those stories ended in death, but there was only one story that guaranteed death for the unfortunate victim every time. Pharaoh had called for the death of the Jews, Haman had called for the death of the Jews, and Hitler had forcibly gathered up the Jews and brutally murdered them. 

Iran had promised that their first nuclear weapon would be fired at Israel. Hamas’s charter called for the extermination of every Jew. It was a familiar trope repeated throughout history that Yani was more than passably aware of. He had grown up with the story, and apparently so had the author of the terrible Purim fanfiction. Plus, Yani had taken classes on genocides and human rights dilemmas and had noticed there weren’t any other instances where one people was purposefully and repeatedly rounded up and sentenced to death simply because they were different from the norm. 

He really was failing miserably at distracting himself. 

Yani groaned under his breath and slumped in his chair. He had tried reading a book, but that hadn’t worked, and then he had even allowed himself to try thinking deep and meaningful thoughts. That had been unsuccessful too. He couldn’t stop his gaze from drifting across the room to where Aaron was obliviously reading his oh-so-important text. Yani wanted to speak with him, to say hello, or at the very least get some acknowledgement that Yani was nearby. He hadn’t gotten a single thing, and it was starting to drive him mad. 

How long had it been since they had shared more than a brief kiss good morning? If Yani couldn’t even remember that, he definitely didn’t want to try calculating how long it had been since they’d had sex. They had chosen to live their lives together, but every day it felt like they were drifting further and further apart. 

It didn’t make any sense to Yani. His heart was absolutely still set on Aaron—there was no denying that absolute truth—yet his brain couldn’t help pointing out all the little things that said their relationship just wasn’t working anymore. The lack of sex or even any romantic moments, the fact that Aaron was across the room and hadn’t even noticed Yani sitting nearby, and a dozen other little things had all combined to sow doubts in Yani’s brain. 

Their schism was justified, though. At least, that was what Aaron had said the one time Yani had tried to confront him about it. They needed to defeat Cain, the strange and powerful enemy who had managed to subdue them all effortlessly two years ago. They had only escaped in one piece thanks to a bit of luck, and ever since then, everyone had immersed themselves in their studies to try to become more powerful. They needed to be much stronger to even have a chance against Cain. 

Yani had learned everything he could about his special vision. He had an ability called eyes-that-see, which basically meant illusions and glamours had no effect on him. His powers had been increased dramatically thanks to Cain, who had drawn a spell in fresh blood on Yani’s skin to enhance Yani’s eyes with the intent to then steal those powers and kill Yani. Since then, Yani had tested his eyes on every kind of illusion or glamour he could find, trying to learn how to distinguish what type of spells he was encountering and how to properly describe what he was seeing to Aaron, Luke, and Brandon, who were then tasked with finding a way to dispel the illusion. Yani could also see spells and had been working hard to learn how to read them so Aaron didn’t have to waste precious energy working his own spell to allow him to see what Yani could in order to then decipher it. 

Brandon was Yani's college roommate and close friend. He had been working on becoming a better werewolf. He was from a line of alphas, but the ability to control that inherent power only came from great discipline. He had to master his wolf side and fully integrate it with his human side to completely embrace the strength of being a werewolf. Brandon had dozens of siblings and cousins who should have been above him in the pecking order of the werewolf pack, but he was quickly rising to the top. 

Luke, Brandon's boyfriend, had taken Cain’s attack very personally. Cain had forced Luke into the realm of dreams and kept him there against his will. As an incubus, a creature whose power over dreams and lust was supposed to be unparalleled, that was the utmost insult. Yani didn’t really understand what Luke had to do to get stronger, although it had to have something to do with sex, but he was doing it. He could throw someone in and out of the dream plane effortlessly without the need of a door. He could also force someone into sleep by pulling their mind to the dream plane. It was a great way to interrogate people, but it was also perfect for subduing an attacker. If they were asleep, they couldn’t stop themselves from being captured. 

Brandon and Luke were a couple. They had been together for a few months longer than Yani and Aaron, but their relationship hadn’t faltered. Despite their need to train and practice, Brandon and Luke still managed to maintain a happy and lasting partnership. Yani couldn’t understand what was going wrong between him and Aaron. Their need to grow stronger shouldn’t come between them, but somehow it had, and Yani couldn’t figure out how to fix it. 

“We’re ready for you now,” Orath’s voice, his Scandinavian accent a heavy lilt, called from the door. Yani looked up at him, grateful for the distraction. 

“Is it that time already?” Aaron murmured. He placed his bookmark into the book and closed it gently before standing to join Orath at the door. Yani stood too, and Aaron turned toward him in surprise. “When did you get here?” he asked, but Yani could tell his mind wasn’t entirely on the question. His eyes had the slightly unfocused look he got whenever he was working on a new spell. 

Yani had only said hello to Aaron three times before deciding to go find a book instead. He stomped past Aaron without answering. He knew where the meeting room was located, so he nodded to Orath and kept walking down the hall. Aaron would catch up on his own. 

The coalition’s mansion was hidden away in a thick forest just north of Boston. Other supernatural creatures had their own houses in and around the nearby town, including the werewolf and vampire houses adjacent to the coalition building, but the mansion itself had been built to house any and all magical creatures needing a place to stay. The ceilings were tall and the halls Yani walked through were wide to accommodate those with height and/or girth. There weren’t any windows, so nocturnal creatures could wander during the day should they choose to, and the overhead lighting wasn’t too bright, to protect delicate vision. Everything was beautifully decorated, though. The walls were a gentle shade of cream, the floors dark hardwood, and the lighting tasteful. Yani couldn’t complain about anything to be perfectly honest. 

Except for the fact that Aaron was walking behind Yani and Orath with his nose stuck in that damned book again. 

Yani knew firsthand how important it was to get stronger. He had scars and nightmares, the same as Aaron. There was no excuse for what Aaron was doing. None. 

The room that had been set aside as a hearing room used to be an old dining room. The space was meant to hold over a hundred people in comfort. The long tables and chairs had been removed two years ago when Bishop, the alpha of the Charles River Pack and president of the Supernatural Coalition of the Northeast, had come up with the idea of sending teams like Yani’s. Claims of violence, territory theft, and other issues used to be handled between the two communities in conflict, but that normally ended up in more violence. Bishop wanted to quell the fighting in order to save lives and to help keep the existence of supernatural creatures secret from the rest of the world. Yani’s team traveled to find facts and bring that information back to a hearing session. 

Which was what Yani was walking into at the moment. A raised dais had been erected in the front of the room. Bishop sat behind a desk there. His white hair and wrinkled face looked very dignified in the hushed room as Yani and Aaron walked inside. Aaron’s book had vanished sometime between the hallway and the door. 

There were two long tables set up just below the dais, one on each side of Bishop’s desk, where the two claimants sat. Behind those was another long table, centered in-between the other two. Yani headed to the empty table and took a chair. Aaron took the chair next to him, and a few seconds later, Luke and Brandon hurried in and took their own seats. Next in line were chairs for any interested people to sit and watch the proceedings. Orath took a spot at the side of the room, and one glance at him kept everyone calmly in their seats during the proceedings. Orath was one of the creatures that needed the high ceilings, and no one wanted to tangle with him. 

“We are ready to begin,” Bishop called. “The case was brought forward by Arden Ofkerent, a miller from southern Maine, and his daughter, Desire Ofkerent.” Both were sitting at the table in front of Yani and slightly to his left. The miller was balding, but he was only in his forties, and his arms and back were strong from the difficult work he did every day. “They accuse Martlestiltskin, a leprechaun, living just over the state border in New Hampshire, of attempting to trick Desire out of her firstborn child two years ago.” 

That put Desire at only sixteen years old, well under the acceptable age limit established by modern supernatural coalitions across the first world. Desire was a pretty girl with long, gently curling blonde hair and big blue eyes. She was also six months pregnant—although Yani did notice that the father of her child was not at the proceedings—and had told her father about what Martlestiltskin had done when the pregnancy test had come back positive. Arden had immediately contacted Bishop’s representative in order to have the promise made between Desire and Martlestiltskin invalidated and to demand restitution. 

Martlestiltskin was a small man, barely five feet tall. He didn’t have the orange hair or beard prevalent in cartoons, but his skin did have an odd tint of green. Leprechauns gained power through granting wishes. They made a trade, a bit of fluff in return for something greater, and with each exchange a leprechaun grew. His five feet was tall for a leprechaun, but then, he had been preying on children. 

“Martlestiltskin, do you have anything to add to the proceedings?” Bishop asked now that he had outlined the case. 

Martlestiltskin shrugged. “Never trust a miller or his daughter,” he spat. “Should’ve listened to the old stories, I should.” 

“Arden, do you have anything to add?” Bishop turned to Arden and Desire when it became clear that Martlestiltskin wouldn’t be saying anything more. 

“No, sir,” Arden replied immediately with a firm nod to Bishop. “He went after my daughter when she was still a child. I… We want our restitution for his crimes.” 

Bishop turned to the center table where Yani, Aaron, Brandon, and Luke were sitting. “The coalition’s investigative team will now outline their findings.” 

Aaron stood up. “We traveled to each of their homes,” he explained. “The area surrounding the leprechaun’s home was very troubled. A six-year-old girl wanted a pony for her birthday, which her parents rightfully ignored, yet a brown-and-white pony was found eating their front lawn the morning the girl turned seven. Three gold necklaces went missing that same day. A fifteen-year-old boy broke his arm two days before he was supposed to pitch in the championship baseball game for his junior varsity team. On the day of the game he was miraculously healed, but the trophy his team won was stolen. In total, we have documented three dozen such incidents, all involving underage children.” 

Bishop nodded thoughtfully. “Thank you, Aaron. It is clear, Martlestiltskin, that you have formed a habit of preying on children. No other leprechauns were found in the area, I presume?” he added to Aaron. 

“None that we could locate,” Aaron replied. “The next closest one is in northern Maine, hidden somewhere deep in the marshlands.” 

“Then the verdict is clear. Martlestiltskin, under the authority of this coalition, you are hereby stripped of all powers and magics you gained from preying on innocent children. You are required to return every single trinket taken and promise made.” As Bishop spoke, Martlestiltskin began to shrink in size. He was down to three feet tall by the time Bishop finished and glaring hatefully at Arden and Desire. 

“What about our restitution?” Arden asked. 

“Ah, yes. That is the next part of our agenda,” Bishop said with a nod. “Aaron?” 

“Once we had finished gathering our findings on Martlestiltskin, we traveled to the Ofkerents’ hometown.” Arden started looking pale as Aaron spoke, Yani saw with an inward touch of glee. “There we found the birth certificate of one Desire A. Ofkerent, age twenty-five. Two years ago, when she allegedly made her promise with Martlestiltskin, she was already twenty-three. Eighteen is the age of consent. In addition, we spoke with a local seamstress working to take in Ms. Ofkerent’s party dress for a celebration she’s attending next week at a nearby hotel. She was shocked to hear Ms. Ofkerent was pregnant as Desire had only been in to see her a month ago and she had lost weight.” 

They had told Bishop all of this before the hearing, but he was still frowning as Aaron finished outlining their findings. 

“It is clear there are two cases here. The first, Martlestiltskin preying on children, has been properly dealt with. The second is the Ofkerents’ attempt to take advantage of the coalition and Martlestiltskin’s bad behavior for monetary gain. 

“Desire Ofkerent, your firstborn child belongs to Martlestiltskin as you promised. This hearing cannot and will not change what you, a consenting adult, agreed upon. The Supernatural Coalition of the Northeast will ensure you follow up on your promise. In addition, you attempted to coerce one hundred thousand dollars in restitution out of Martlestiltskin and this coalition. You owe fifty thousand to the coalition and fifty thousand to Martlestiltskin in restitution for the time and pain you put both through in your scheme. A payment schedule will be arranged for you.” 
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