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      Richard sighed as he hung up on the caller. From the sound my deputy made, I knew it wasn’t yet another call from old Macklin complaining about the kids making a racket by running a stick along his fence slats again this morning on their way to school. No, it was more of an unspoken ‘fucking hell’ sound of resignation.

      “We’ve caught another one,” he said, already reaching for the kit bag.

      I swore under my breath. “And they’re sure it’s an omega?” I hated the vaguely hopeful edge to my tone, but damn it, if I had to deal with a dead body, I was hoping it wasn’t another omega.

      “Yup,” Richard replied. “The earring is plainly visible. Thankfully, they haven’t touched the victim and I asked them not to so the evidence is kept preserved.”

      I pulled my duster on then, jamming my hat on my head, I asked: “They know who it is?”

      Richard shook his head. “The vic is face down and naked as a jaybird, just like the other two.”

      Fuck! I’d hoped that the first one was a one-off and the second a copycat. It was bad enough having two murder victims, but a potential serial murderer? Yeah, no one wanted that kind of trouble.

      “We’re going to need to ask the Council for support,” I replied heavily, going out the door first. My mount, Winnie, nickered at me softly from where he was tied up just outside, ready to go at a moment’s notice. Richard’s mount studiously ignored him as always, even after he untied him. Kilroy instead lowered his head down to the rough grass and began eating.

      I smirked as I got onto Winnie’s back, wondering if Kilroy was going to do that thing again where he sat down as Richard tried to get onto his back. Kilroy could be unpredictable like that and I’d lost count of the number of times I suggested he get another beast for work and keep Kilroy for personal use; all to no avail. Both rider and beast were stubborn as hell.

      “Where we headed?” I asked, mildly disappointed to not be treated to Richard getting dumped on his ass once more. It was funny as shit, no matter how many times I saw it, and today, it sure looked like I could use all the levity I could get.

      “Down by Riker’s Creek. Face down on the bank, head down in the water, right by the landing site marker. That’s what the caretaker said, anyways.”

      I winced. “Seriously? At the park where school kids and visitors to the area all go to see where humans first landed on this rock? Well, somebody sure wanted to make sure this poor guy was found quick sharp.” I turned Winnie about to head in the right direction, knowing we’d have about a twenty-five minute ride to get there.

      “Yup. Guess they didn’t like how long it took for folks to find the other two,” Richard agreed.

      I grunted in reply. The first body had started to bloat already when it was found at the town dump. The second victim had likely actually been the first as it was partially ossified by the time local hunters found the poor sod inside a hunting hide. The door had been ajar already when they went to take shelter from a storm, only to make the grisly discovery of the partially gnawed on and dismembered corpse as animals had gotten inside.

      We’d only known it was an omega thanks to the earring, a tradition we’d adopted from the native inhabitants of this planet. The Ilyirzi gifted their omegas with an ornate earring upon presentation, which they wore ever after. The higher the social status the omega was, the more ornate the earring. Upon mating, they gifted the omega with a matching circlet to wear upon their head and once the first child was born, a coordinating necklace.

      Once the human children born here all turned out to have mutated in utero to conform to the alpha and omega genome prevalent on this world, and we had no means to research why it was happening or to correct it, we simply adapted and that included taking on the custom of the omega jewelry. It had become the industry, along with wedding bands and such.

      Both of our earlier victims had worn quite simple earrings and neither had on a circlet or a necklace. They had also not had any clothes or other personal items nearby and, oddest of all, no one local had reported a missing omega, nor had anyone from any other human settlements we’d contacted. Now, there were some pioneering types who liked to live out in the wilds and only occasionally came into a settlement when in need of something they couldn’t make themselves; but surely if such a family had an omega go missing, they’d have alerted someone.

      It was odd that not one, but two people within our limited population went missing, turned up dead, and no one knew who they were or seemed to be concerned about their whereabouts. Richard and I were puzzled as hell. Who were the victims, where had they come from, and why had someone wanted them dead?

      Richard and I rode along discussing the few facts we had about the deaths so far, falling into silence only as we came up on the sign indicating the turn off into Marner Township where the park was. Marner had grown up around the landing site and while they had a deputy, I was the sheriff for the entire region. Which wasn’t as grand as it sounded, being that there was our smaller town, Freedom Rings, and about five or six other townships of equal size to ours scattered within the size of what I’m told was the size of some place called Texas back on the old home world. Plus about a dozen or so itty bitty two-beast places, plus any of the pioneering sort of family settlements deep in the lorgash pine woods.

      So, yeah, I was pretty well much it, along with a bunch of deputies and the occasional local constable. Why me? Because during my schooling, I’d shown the most aptitude and the Council selected me when the old sheriff fell off his beast one night after a few too many at the tavern, and broke his fool neck, that’s why. Didn’t matter where I lived, just that I’d had the scores and hadn’t committed any major fuck ups. Though if I had a serial killer living right under my nose, it might be time to reassess that bit.

      News had traveled fast as it always does when there is something going on and folks were out and about, standing around talking in groups and openly staring at me and Richard. I ignored them, urging Winnie to pick up the pace so we could get to the park before someone accosted us, hoping for a tidbit to sell to the local papers. Winnie obliged and Kilroy kept up, albeit with a bit more jostle than was strictly necessary. That beast really did like giving Richard hell. He didn’t hate Richard, he just was ornery as all get out.

      We came to a stop several minutes later as we reached the entrance to the park and saw the local head deputy waiting for us.

      “Sheriff,” he greeted me, inclining his head. “Good to see y’all.”

      “I wish I could say the same,” I replied evenly. “But circumstances being what they are…”

      “Yeah, murder isn’t a great social occasion,” the man agreed.

      “Ya think?” Richard muttered under his breath.

      I could tell that the other deputy had heard him by the way he suddenly flushed. “Anyways,” he said, “body’s this way, just yonder.” He pointed down the path behind him.

      “I reckoned,” I replied drily, making a mental note to check this guy’s performance scores. There might need to be a bit of a shake up in this department, even if it was just requesting additional training. This being the main town, the senior deputy in charge needed to be sharp. I refused to consider what the Council asked of me at least every other month. I was not interested in moving here. I quite liked my little house, thank you very much, and got along with all of my neighbors. I was settled as much as a single man could be and had no desire to up sticks.

      Richard and I dismounted, leading our beasts to a nearby tree where we tied them. Richard opened his pack and took out the foot coverings and what not we needed to begin the forensic examination.

      “How many have been down there?” I asked the other deputy. I really should have known his name, but I really was shit with them. I made a second mental note to send out a bulletin requiring name tags. It wouldn’t only benefit me, but folks would more easily be able to identify which officer they’d spoken to.

      “Nobody,” came the surprising answer. “Jensen, who found the body, stopped as soon as he noticed it and I moved along the bank trying to see as much as possible without contaminating the scene. I stopped once I saw the glint of the earring and realized what it might mean.”

      Okay, so this guy wasn’t as clueless as he first appeared. Good to know.

      “That’s great, Hank,” Richard said. “The sheriff and I will take it from here, so if you can just keep everyone else away, that’d be awesome. Only let the coroner on down.”

      “He’s on his way. He had a call out to the McDougal farm early this morning. The old man there had a heart attack or something and the doc called him out because he saw evidence of a still.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. Lord help me, I did not need to have to deal with the deaths and permanent disabilities caused by someone peddling badly made moonshine on top of everything else!

      “Oh boy,” Richard said, going down the embankment. “Kelly, you’re not going to like this.”

      I hurried down to join him, finding him kneeling next to our victim, having lifted and turned the head gently so that he was looking them in the face.

      “Oh, shit.”

      “You know who it is?” Hank called down at us.

      “Yep,” I called back up. “It’s Councilman Roe’s youngest.”

      Hank gave a low whistle. “Shoot, that’s gonna kick up a huge fuss.”

      It sure was, as if having a possible serial killer wasn’t horrific enough.
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      My sword clanged against Miljack’s, making me smile. I’d nearly had him then.

      “Call it a draw?” he asked me.

      We had been sparring long enough for us to both be drenched in sweat, the other Hunters who practiced in the ring having long since finished. As always, we were the last, so evenly matched in swordsmanship that it was rare for one of us to be able to disarm the other.

      “Fine, if you’ll buy the beer tonight,” I offered.

      Miljack grimaced. “Okay, deal,” he replied grudgingly. My twin never did like conceding. “I’ll buy the beer if you fetch our clothes from the laundry.”

      I laughed, knowing full well why he didn’t want to be the one to do that particular chore. “Limnia still angling for a repeat?” I asked, lowering my sword.

      He did likewise, looking chagrined. “Worse. One tumble and he’s decided it means we’re ready to sit down and plan a bonding ceremony!”

      I guffawed, bending over double. Only my brother could manage to find himself in such trouble.

      “It’s not funny!” he huffed. “What am I going to do?”

      I wiped a mirthful tear from the corner of one eye, straightening up. “Instead of fucking around, maybe find someone to actually court?” I suggested. “Limnia would surely get the message then that you weren’t interested in anything long term.”

      “He should have bloody gotten the message when all I did was let him suck me off behind the tavern, thanked him, then left while he was still jerking himself off.”

      I shook my head. “You really can be an asshole,” I informed him.

      He shrugged. “It’s kept me from becoming entangled thus far,” he said. I stared at him pointedly. “Okay, until now,” he amended sheepishly.

      “Pilar!” a voice bellowed.

      I turned, recognizing the voice.

      “Shit, what does the Hand want with you?” my brother asked me worriedly.

      “I have no idea,” I answered, my voice low. To be truthful, I was worried. This was the man serving directly under our Master while I was still a low-ranked Hunter. For him to come looking for me personally, well, let’s just say I was busy racking my brain trying to figure out what the hell I’d done to get his attention. “Sir!” I called out, hurrying over to what was no doubt my doom.

      His lips curved into a small smile as I skidded to a stop before him. He tilted his head, regarding me. “So it’s true,” the Hand said. “You’re an omega.”

      Of course that was what this was about. No doubt when last week’s promotion list came out, some offspring of one of the higher lords had complained that an omega had ‘stolen’ the title of Hunter from him. Every quarter, there was a competition to see who merited the title and only three would be chosen from the dozens who tried. This time, both my twin and I had made up two of the three. I was the first omega to ever achieve the honor within our House and only the third ever to do so in our kingdom.

      “A very good looking one, as well,” the Hand mused, causing me to stiffen further, trying to quell my sense of outrage. “That bodes well.”

      Wait, what?

      “Bodes well for what, sir?” I asked carefully.

      He waved his hand. “For your assignment,” he replied, his eyes sparkling. “It’s all very exciting.”

      “It is?” My twin placed his hand on my shoulder. “What is our task?”

      The Hand pursed his lips. “Oh, no. You’re not both assigned. I know as the alpha, you usually work with your twin, but this is a special case. A very special case indeed. In fact, the High Lord has specifically said that you’re to depart immediately.” He wrinkled his nose. “After a shower, of course.”

      Miljack looked mutinous. “Surely the High Lord does not suggest my brother work alone! He’s strong and skilled, but what if he comes up against more than one person?”

      “He should be fine. The humans asked for a Hunter, not a team of Hunters and you know how rattled they must be if they have asked for our assistance.”

      That was the understatement of the century. When their colony ship arrived here a few centuries ago, they’d been shocked to discover that yes, indeed, they were not the only sentient beings in the universe. They decided to land anyway as their generation ship was coming to its end of useful service, and a deal was struck giving them some land.

      That sounds fine and dandy, doesn’t it? Only it turns out that when they met some of my kind in person, we freaked them out. It seems that we closely resemble some mythical creature they call a vampire. Fangs, drink a bit of blood, heightened senses, faster movements, oh, and we can do a bit of what they consider magic. It’s not magic, of course, it’s a mental manipulation of the etheric field that surrounds everything. They can’t sense that or manipulate so, ta da, magic.

      Add in the facts relating to our reproductive system, and nope, they didn’t want to have much to do with us. Not until they started having omegas born, that is, more and more of them until no more female offspring were birthed that survived. First they accused us of having done something to cause the issue. Then they accepted the cause was something on the planet that caused the adaptation and expected us to ‘fix it’. Of course, we had no idea of how to reverse it, and the etheric fields around the surviving offspring showed them to be normal.

      Unhappy that neither of us had the tech to pursue the matter further and that we couldn’t ‘create a spell’ to reverse it, they mostly ignored us unless they needed something. Usually it was trade goods or the advice of a healer. This was a first, as far as I knew. “They asked for a Hunter?”

      “Yes, indeed. Someone is killing omegas down there and even strangers; until now, no one knew who the dead even were. They need you to come down and hunt out where the first two dead came from and catch the culprits.”

      “They couldn’t figure it out?” Miljack asked in disbelief. “And how did they not know who the first two humans were? There aren’t that many of them!”

      “More than you think, and all spread out,” the Hand replied. “But yes, they are quite puzzled as to why no one knows who they are either.”

      “I request officially that Miljack be allowed to accompany me. Some of the human alphas may respond better to him.”

      “Denied.” The Hand gave me a reassuring look. “You go on in and if once there you feel it’s a job for a team, call in and we’ll send him down. They asked for one Hunter and we don’t want to ruffle too many feathers by sending in two.” He scoffed. “They’d probably decide we were looking for a way to infiltrate them so they will fall under our rule.”

      If they couldn’t keep track of their people and keep them from being killed, that might not be a bad thing, I decided.

      “Come on, Pilar,” Miljack said. “You grab a quick shower and I’ll pack a bag for you and call down to the kitchen for some rations.”

      I looked at him gratefully. It really would be horrible to be in human territory without any blood to ingest.

      “Sir,” I saluted the Hand, along with my brother. He saluted us back and we took our leave.
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      When Councilman Roe swore blind that he’d get me the assistance I needed to track down the killer, I’d envisioned help from the Council’s census department to help me find and contact the smaller enclaves who might be missing an omega and not know about it for some reason. For instance, if a previously trusted visiting tradesperson committed to a bond with each of them and took the omegas away with him one by one, their families might not know they were dead.

      They could be imagining their offspring happily traveling the region, selling their wares, oblivious until much more time passed and the tradesperson failed to bring them back through. Though that scenario didn’t explain poor Jeddah Roe. His fathers insisted that Jeddah had not been seeing anyone, and was, in fact, both aromantic and asexual. Had Jeddah been murdered because he’d rebuffed the killer’s advances? Were his nudity and gender coincidences, even?

      What Councilman Roe delivered was a whole bunch of what I saw as being trouble. Omegas were being killed and what does he go and do? Convinced the rest of the Council that since there is a killer he needs hunting down (well duh) and that since his son’s body was found first thing in the morning, that the killing was all being done at night, naturally. This somehow made them vote to contact the Ilyirzi, who seized on the idea that hunting meant we needed a Hunter, and hey, an omega one would give more insight. I just hoped the Hunter didn’t end up as prey himself.

      “So why are we waiting here?” Richard asked me.

      I hadn’t told him we were getting an omega vampire Hunter.

      All I’d said was the Council was sending us some help, all the while praying they’d come to their senses and call me to say they’d changed their minds and the census department was going to help me.

      He rubbed his arms. “It’s getting cold.”

      He wasn’t lying. The days were still warm enough but come dusk, there was getting to be a definite bite to the air.

      “I reckon it’ll be an early winter.”

      Richard peered down the road. “They comin’ from Vintnerville?”

      I shook my head. “Night rail,” I replied, tilting my head to indicate the railway depot off to our left.

      He blinked. “That’s for trade goods going to and from the Ilyirzi.” He took in the firm set of my mouth, his eyebrows shooting up. “No way! Are you telling me they’re sending a vampire?”

      “Who else would be coming this late at night?” I bit out.

      “Seriously? Oh, wow! I’ve always wanted to meet one!”

      He sounded like a kid let loose with some money at the bakery on pastry day. “Well, you’ll get to meet one real soon.”

      “You don’t sound happy.”

      I sighed. “It’s not that I don’t think we could use a hand. I just don’t think we need another investigator, let alone one that’s actually a gods be damned Hunter. We need people to supply us with information that will allow us to do our work. And an Ilyirzi? Really? What’s he going to do that we can’t?”

      Richard shrugged. I wasn’t done ranting yet, though. “And give me a break – he might be a Hunter and they’re supposed to be legendary or something at what they do, but he’s not one of us! Folks aren’t going to open up to him! And he’s an omega, which makes him a potential target!”

      “An omega? Really? Oh, man, now I really can’t wait. They’re supposed to all be ridiculously handsome but the omegas? Mmmmmm,” Richard sighed dreamily.

      “Stop planning your happily ever after, fanboy, and keep your head in the game,” I snapped.

      “Someone’s a grumpy pants,” Richard teased. I was saved from answering him by the vibrations along the air and ground, warning us of the impending arrival of the train. Winnie growled, stomping his feet, while Kilroy lowered his head and swayed from side to side, his tail sweeping the air behind him. Unused to being around the train, it made them uneasy.

      To be honest, it made me feel off-kilter, too. They didn’t seem natural, the way they glided over the ground a few feet in the air, no visible connection between the cars, all of them moving in perfect unison soundlessly. It was kind of creepy, actually, in my opinion.

      The last car was a passenger carriage, its windows swathed in heavy drapery to keep out any errant light should the Ilyirzi within be traveling while it was yet daylight. This, along with everything else, helped fuel the common perception of them being real-life vampires. There was even supposition among many of the populace that once, long ago, they had spaceships and came to Earth and that’s where our stories all came from. Whenever I heard this, I asked if they could tell me which planet elves, fairies, and unicorns also came from.

      “Do you think he has his bats in there?”

      Bats. Yup, turns out there was a bit of convergent evolution there. They looked like bats from our home planet, but genetically, they were an entirely different species. They were more like flying bloodhounds for the Hunters, so to speak, too. Yep, another tick against the old ‘looks like a vampire’ list.

      “Dunno. Guess we’ll find out,” I said, as the door to the carriage began to open.
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      The carriage ride was uneventful, and by that, I mean it was boring as hell. I like being able to look out and see the landscape, but the length of my journey meant I had to leave while it was still daylight so I could arrive with enough darkness to burn so I could get started right away. The short notice meant there wasn’t a car available at my departure point with UV blocking glass, so I had to sit inside with blinds and curtains completely blocking the outside light, lest it burn my retinas and give me a nasty case of solar rash. If that wasn’t bad enough, the interior lighting needed to be repaired as it stopped working about a third of the way along my journey. I could see well enough in low light, all of my species could, but the key word here is low light, as in needing to have at least a tiny bit.

      I was more than ready to get out of the carriage by the time the train pulled into the depot. The train had made excellent time, the AI not having to stop because of an obstruction along the guide path or some sort of mechanical failure happening or anything like that, thankfully. I’d actually been worried about that, as the humans were well known to not use the lines for personal travel, preferring to use beasts to ride or pull them along in wagons and such. The lines stopped only at the three largest of the human settlements; at depots where trade goods were loaded and unloaded by the human merchants conducting what little trade we did have between our kind, and I understood that was infrequent.

      I stepped out into the gloaming, noting that the only two people I could see appeared to be waiting for me. Within moments of my alighting, my pack over my shoulder, the train resumed its journey, the cargo on the few laden cars obviously destined for one of the other settlements.

      I mentally corrected my assumption about the two men when I saw the expression one of them wore at the sight of me. He had a look of surprise writ large over his broad features.

      “This is real, right? This is why we’re here so late? We’re meeting one of them?” he asked.

      The second fellow threw him a look of mild irritation. “Now, Richard, that’s not very polite, is it? He’s standin’ right there and can hear you plain as day. Besides, I’d never josh about something like this.”

      Richard had the good grace to flush, the acrid tang of his embarrassment filling the air, carried towards me by the gentle breeze that teased my locks and kissed my skin.

      “No offense taken,” I cut in, not wanting to make any enemies among those I’d be working with. The second man thrust out a hand towards me.

      “Sorry about that. Most folks have never exactly seen one of your people in the flesh, me included, and I didn’t tell him we were meeting ya until just now.” I looked down at his hand, uncertain of what he wanted me to do with it. “Oh, right,” he said, pulling his hand back. “You don’t shake hands, do you?”

      Ah! He’d expected me to take his hand and move it about, in a sort of greeting. I put my own hand out. “We do not, but I’m in your territory so your customs rule,” I replied with a smile. He faltered for a split second before taking my hand and moving it up and down, his eyes fastened on my mouth. I carefully covered the tips of my fangs with my upper lip, realizing he must find them unsettling. Richard most certainly did, as he took a half step back, a sharp scent of fear now emanating from him.

      “I’m Sheriff Kelly Townsend,” the handsome man said as he slowly pumped my hand. “You can just call me Kelly, though,” he added, a dimple appearing in one cheek as he unexpectedly smiled. It turned the dark-haired man from a good-looking man into a very attractive one; the way his face lit up and his eyes twinkled transforming him into someone I’d look twice at if on the lookout for some company. His own scent was friendly, albeit a bit nervous, and I could smell something else – an awakening of interest. “Ha, I guess I should probably let go now,” he added, releasing my hand with a small rueful glint in his eyes. “This guy here is my deputy.”

      “Richard!” Richard blurted out, as if I hadn’t heard the sheriff address him earlier. I waited but neither man gave me Richard’s other name.

      Instead the sheriff said, “I’m sorry if we seem ill-prepared, but when I asked Councilman Roe to get me some support services, I was not expecting him to reach out to y'all and have a hunter sent. In fact, they only told me a few hours ago that you were even coming.”

      I nodded. “I found out just before it was time for me to head out to catch the train. I was up doing some early training with my brother so thankfully it didn’t take me long to get ready.”

      The sheriff – Kelly, I reminded myself to call him – scratched his cheek. “They didn’t send you with a beast,” he observed. He sighed. “They didn’t tell me to bring you a ride, neither. I hope you don’t mind riding with me. My Winnie’s a sturdy one and can easily carry us both.”

      My brother would laugh his ass off if he was here. He’d be thinking of things to say to needle me about riding with my crotch plastered against the handsome human’s ass as we rode, no doubt each word filled with innuendo. I imagined it, then, inwardly cringing as the thought came to me that if he were here, he’d be having to ride pillion with poor Richard, who’d probably never recover from the ridiculous things my brother would tell him as they rode, enjoying himself thoroughly as he teased the poor unsuspecting man.

      “I don’t mind at all,” I replied, “and you can call me Pilar.” I gave him a rueful smile. “I think my House name would be too large a mouthful.”

      “I’ll take your pack, Pilar,” Richard offered, finding his confidence. I handed it to him. It only held some rations for me, as the kitchen had supplied me with enough extra to last me three or four days at a push, as well as a few changes of clothes. My sword and daggers were on me, of course; my sword across my back and my daggers at my hips.

      “Thank you,” I said, doing my best to infuse the words with warmth, wishing to reassure him that I genuinely wasn’t the mythical monster of their mythology.

      He gave me a grin that actually reached his eyes. “No problem.” Kelly didn’t say anything else. After watching our exchange, he simply turned to walk towards the two beasts tethered nearby and Richard and I followed, hoping that the awkwardness of our meeting didn’t bode ill for the rest of my time here. As for the sheriff’s interest, well, I wasn’t certain how I felt about that anymore than he himself probably did. He was handsome, gorgeous even when he smiled, but I was here for a job and the tensions between our two people could make even a casual fling while I was here fraught with complications, with unknown repercussions on the job at hand. The dead came first. They deserved justice and if the person responsible for their deaths was planning another kill, I needed to make sure he didn’t succeed.

      I smiled grimly as I mounted up behind Kelly. The hunter was about to discover what it truly meant to be Hunted, and I had never lost a prey.
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      I’d been a complete asshole and I knew it. I should have warned Richard that he was going to come face to face with one of the vamps. I hadn’t, though, because I’d hoped that the Hunter would sense that he was unwanted and turn around and go back to where he came from, his Lords then informing our Council to be sensible and help me out with the Census data. Of course, that had been before I saw him and felt his presence. He was beautiful, there was no other word for it, and his aura screamed of a predatory danger. I’d known he was a Hunter, one of the vamps’ legendary elite that rumor said did everything from track down wanted criminals and wayward spouses to political assassinations. My brain had kept adding the word ‘omega’ in front of ‘Hunter’, though, and I couldn’t help but think that somehow put him on par with myself or one of my deputies, his gender giving him a weakness I could exploit.

      Which, to be fair, I owed myself another mental ass kicking for. I knew better than to give into gender bias. Hell, I knew that from personal experience. My own younger brother was an omega and he was easily as strong and agile as some of the alphas out there. Not to mention skilled – he’d taken up martial arts and was fully capable of taking down someone by using their own size and strength against him. It’s why he’s a pretty highly paid family bodyguard for the Lord Mayor of Marner Township. Until today, I’d have scoffed and said the mayor and his family didn’t need one, but right now, with Councilman Roe’s son dead, I’m glad they do. I just wish everyone could be as safe.

      That’s what all this boiled down to. I’d had my head up my ass, wanting to keep everyone safe, and feeling inadequate, and I took it out on Pilar and Richard. The Hunter seemed unaware of it, thank goodness, but Richard kept shooting me dirty looks from under the brim of his hat. I had some serious making up to do there.

      “So, how does this Huntin’ thing of yours work?” Richard asked Pilar. “Is it true you sniff ’em out?”

      I wanted to go hide in a hole. Pilar just laughed, though, his tenor making a melodious sound, the vibration of it a soothing presence. Still, did Richard have to make us sound like such rubes?

      “There is an element of scenting involved, yes. We also use deductive reasoning and other skills,” Pilar replied.

      “So, basically, like us.” Richard sounded unimpressed.

      “Like your species if you also have the extra senses mine do,” came the quiet rejoinder.

      “Like what? More than being able to smell a bit more?”

      “Hey, Richard,” I said, eager to divert the topic, “I’ve been thinking.”

      “Uh oh, so that’s where all the smoke was coming from,” Richard jibed. “Okay, I’ll bite.”

      I inwardly cringed at his unfortunate phrasing. I seriously hoped our guest didn’t think Richard was taking a swipe at him because he has fangs!

      “The earrings. It occurred to me that if we took the earrings along to a few of the markets, one of the merchants might recognize the craftsmanship and be able to point us to who made them. Our two unknowns might have gotten them from the same place and the artisans might be able to point us towards that.”

      “You want me to do that? It’s market day tomorrow in Liberty Bell.”

      “Sure. Just don’t spend too much of your time there flirting with the server at the Wine and Cheese.”

      Richard was sweet on that lad and I knew it, so it was a real concern. Normally I’d be all right with him taking a bit of a longer lunch to do some flirting and courting, but not this time.

      “I wasn’t gonna!” he protested. “This is an important case and I know every second counts!”

      “Here we are. Welcome to Freedom Rings,” I announced for the benefit of my passenger, as we entered the town limits. “Richard, you can get on home. I’ll take Pilar here on up to Councilman Roe’s place.”

      “See you tomorrow, when I get back,” Richard answered cheerfully, continuing on while I turned Winnie down the side road that led to the Councilman’s estate. As I eyed up the trees and bushes of the small forest between the house and the road, I found myself wondering if they were how the killer managed to snag Jeddah? Had Jeddah been enjoying the solitude of the gardens while evil had stalked him from the nearby trees, catching him by surprise when he wandered too close?

      “Tomorrow, then,” Pilar called out after him. We rode along in silence while I stared into the trees we passed, willing them to give up any secrets they knew. A few minutes later, the broad expanse of lawn appeared, the road turning into a slab-paved driveway that came along one side of the feathery purple-tinged grass, gently curving as it approached the two-story dwelling until it ran between the house and the lawn before it, ending at the stables that housed the Councilman’s own drigar beasts and the garage that held the vintage rover that had been part of the original colony equipment. It didn’t run anymore, but the eldest son, Carlos, loved to tinker with it, hoping to someday get it going once more.

      Pointing at the large boulder perched at the bottom of the drive, Pilar asked, “Is this bell theme culturally important? I noted that your town names also often have a related theme.”

      I laughed. “No, it’s called Bellamy House because Councilman Roe’s great-great-whatever-grandfather’s name was James Bellamy and he built the house. Nothing to do with bells at all. Just the name is similar.”

      “I see.”

      I could tell from his tone that he really didn’t, so thought I’d elaborate a little. I told myself that doing so had zero to do with me trying to impress the guy. “Yeah, well, um, see, there was this space race…no, wait, I need to go back farther. Okay, so there was this religious sect who decided that when local governments got on their case for having extremist views and trying to push them on others, they were actually being persecuted, so they went from country to country trying to establish a foothold where they could grow unhindered. They were called Puritans and well, they were pretty stringent and really had some horrific things they’d do to people for even minor infractions. They were all up into the business of members’ private lives, even. Anyways, a new-to-everyone-else continent was found and they hopped onboard a wooden ship that this one country’s government sorta helped them get because they wanted them to get the hell out of their country, same as everyone else had. They sailed across the sea and established a colony and then other groups also came and did the same thing, only sponsored by the different countries.
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