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        The human world and the world of myth have merged. Ordinary individuals must become extraordinary if they hope to save it.

      

        

      
        The Merged Series weaves together tales of bravery, betrayal, and the unyielding human spirit in a post-apocalyptic urban fantasy world. Dive into Claudia Blood's captivating series and discover the secrets that could save—or doom—the world.

      

        

      
        This boxset contains the three main books in the series and two accompanying shorter works.

      

        

      
        Book 1:  Book of Secrets

      

        

      
        On the 300th anniversary of the merge, the Book of Secrets is stolen, thrusting Joshua into a plot to unmerge worlds. Stripped of his position, betrayed, with a bounty on his head, he tries to evade his former organization. Will his distrust trigger catastrophe again? Dive into this urban fantasy for desperate rescues, unexpected twists, and tragic betrayals.

      

        

      
        Book 2:  Thorn of the Rose

      

        

      
        Rose knows that something is not quite right. The cemetery is empty of the dead. The human protection agency is closed. The voices are getting louder, and the potions are making her sicker. It's up to her and her misfit crew to get to the bottom of the mystery and unravel the twisted magic threatening everyone.

      

        

      
        Book 3: Feather of Prophecy

      

        

      
        For almost fifteen years, Wren has worked to break the curse that haunts him and his twin sister. The twins in their family meet a fiery death at the age of thirty. He soon finds that the curse is bigger than his family, and the very world depends upon his quest. But his enemies are closing in, and they have unexpected allies.  With only days remaining, will he break the curse or will a betrayal leave the world in flames?

      

        

      
        Marked:  A lost sister. A terrible secret. Can she control her magic before she kills again?

      

        

      
        Shattered Oak: A dryad snubbed by the forest; A wolf cursed at birth; Can they stand together to defeat the evil infiltrating the world?

      

      

      

      This version may have some minor edits.
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            ABOUT BOOK OF SECRETS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The human world and the world of myth have merged. Ordinary individuals must become extraordinary if they hope to save it.

      

        

      
        Joshua Lighthouse never wanted to be a hero, but now, he has no choice.

      

        

      
        For three hundred years, the human world and the world of Myth have lived as one. The cataclysmic Merge forced those who survived – both human and Others – to form factions.

      

        

      
        As leader of the Human Protection Agency, Joshua is charged with maintaining the safety of the humans in his city. But he secretly protects an artifact more powerful than even he knows…

      

        

      
        The Book of Secrets.

      

        

      
        With the anniversary of the Merge approaching, the Book of Secrets is stolen and Joshua finds himself at the center of a plot to unmerge the worlds.

      

        

      
        Stripped of his position, betrayed, and with a bounty on his head, Joshua must outrun the organization he once served and legions of Others in a race against time to locate the book and prevent the inter-species war that will end the world he knows forever.

      

        

      
        Can he find his way to salvation when everything he believed is a lie, or will his distrust lead to another epic cataclysm he can’t stop?

      

        

      
        Book of Secrets is the first book in The Merged urban fantasy series. If you love stories full of desperate rescues, unexpected twists and tragic betrayals, you’ll love this installment of Claudia Blood’s epic series.

      

      

      

      
        
        Trigger warning:

        This book contains death, violence, off screen torture (victim is rescued), non-main character self sacrifice, and self-defense that ends in death.
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            JOSHUA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1AM, August 11, 2016 - Earth before the Merge

      

      

      

      Joshua Lighthouse’s plan was simple. Sneak out the window, climb to the roof, and watch the meteor shower. Nothing was going to stop him.

      Not even the strange heavy feeling which still hung in the air. The feeling of a storm coming. The forecast had been for clear skies, but he’d been unable to shake the feeling that something was coming. That something was wrong.

      Every year the Perseid meteor shower came close to his birthday. This year the peak fell on his twelfth birthday and the peak of the meteor shower would happen at his birth hour and there was going to be an outburst. Double the normal number of meteors.

      He tightened his hand around the backpack’s handle hidden under his Star Wars bedspread. The details of his room were lost in the darkness. His new star projection clock didn’t project enough light to chase away the dark shadows. Instead, it filled his bedroom with a steady clicking like the mandibles of a giant ant.

      The digits on the clock took about a century to flip to two AM.

      It was time.

      He pulled out the remote control from the side pocket of his bag. A button turned on the camera on his spybot hidden on the top of his parent’s wardrobe. The lever made the spybot crawl out from behind the discarded baseball caps, cups, and change. The camera focused on his parents in their king-sized bed.

      His father’s mouth opened wide, his arms flung out with one touching the nightstand and the other over part of his mom’s pillow. His mom was hidden under the quilt with just the tips of her dark hair sticking out. Her arm hung over the side and twitched in time with father’s snoring.

      His parents were asleep.

      The remote snapped back in place in his bag. He kicked off the covers. His toes sunk into the plush carpet as he crept across the room to open the window. The screen already sat hidden behind his dresser.

      He scanned his neighborhood. The streetlight stood silent guard between dark houses.

      He pulled out the second remote and sent Betty, his other little robot, from her hiding spot on the roof. She rolled to the edge and lowered the rope already around the chimney. It slithered down next to his window.

      The climb took a moment. From his vantage point on the roof, the neighborhood spread out beneath him. The neighbor’s black lab, Petey, lifted his head from his paws, snorted and curled back up in his kennel.

      Joshua pulled up the rope, tucking it and the robot back in their hiding place. Fifteen steps brought him to the faint chalk X which marked the spot where the best view would be. In that spot, the chimney would block the light from downtown Rochester, and a gap in the trees would give him a wide view of the sky.

      He sat on the spot and unpacked. Snacks – check. Binoculars around his neck – check, a blanket for his legs to ward off the chill – check.

      Then he settled back on the roof. The trees in the backyard swayed gently in the slight breeze. The roof was rough and warm on his back. The faint smell of backyard fire hung in the air.

      His eyes adjusted. The stars twinkled in swaths in the sky looking like spilled salt on his mom’s black granite countertop. Lines traced the first passing meteors. Only the faint hum of mosquitoes and the flutter of a bat broke the quiet.

      The Perseid meteor shower would go on for an hour. His parents were sound asleep so they’d never miss him. He'd be able to watch the whole thing.

      Bong.

      Bong.

      The deep distant note of a gong tolled. He flinched and covered his ears, but it made no difference to the loudness of the noise.

      The gong had a deeper tone than the bells of Assisi Heights up the hill. When the bells at Franciscan Sisters rang, his chest lightened. No, this was something different. That seed of worry that had been nagging him sprouted.

      He tucked his blanket in his backpack and stood, walking towards the chimney, and braced his shoulder against it. His binoculars out, he scanned the horizon.

      Nothing seemed amiss. The neighborhood lay quiet and dark. Too quiet. Silence, so loud it echoed in his ears. The winds hid, the animals waited. But for what?

      To the south, the pink and blue lights of downtown Rochester glowed. The feeling of a storm approaching deepened and his bones responded with an ache. He did a full circle scan, but saw nothing but cloudless, star speckled sky. Was he imagining it?

      His eyes were drawn back to downtown, the stars behind the buildings disappeared. Not blocked by clouds, but gone, as if they had been drawn on an etch-a-sketch that a kid had shaken. The pit of his stomach gave another harder twist.

      Dark splotches swarmed the Mayo building, army ants overrunning its prey. The darkness faded and left a gaping hole in the skyline. The building was gone.

      The hairs on his body stood up as one. His heart drummed and he grabbed the chimney. The stone cut into his fingers.

      The Plummer building floated up into the air, water and sparks trailed after it. What was he seeing? It made no sense. He pinched himself and the sharp pain made even less sense. He wasn’t dreaming. But how could it be real?

      Wump-boom-ba-boom.

      The roof shook. His foot slipped from under him and only his hold on the chimney kept him upright. His heart skipped and he turned toward the sound.

      A stone tower crushed the Miller’s house next door, leaving Petey howling in his backyard kennel. Black spots swarmed the kennel fence and it disappeared. Petey tucked his tail and ran to the front of the house, yipping and whimpering.

      From across the street, Mrs. Lake banged open her door. Petey huddled at her bare feet hiding his head under her checkered robe. She gaped at the new stone building, mouth wide, hand to her chest. She seemed about ready to faint.

      At the bottom of her porch stairs, a single blue light grew until it looked like a swarm of fireflies. When they fizzled out, a skinny woman with a green-feathered body and long black feathers cresting from her head appeared. Her feathers fluffed up, making her seem bigger. Her long wailing cry broke the silence.

      Mrs. Lake fell back against the door, clutching her blanket. She took one deep breath, her mouth hung open, eyes bulged.

      Joshua leaned closer to the chimney. If Mrs. Lake looked ready to freak, then this was all real. He pushed down his fear and scanned again. Black swarms took things away, and blue light brought them. What made things move? The stone tower and the Plummer building had moved.

      Another blue shimmer in the middle of the street and a large hedge appeared, blocking his view of Mrs. Lake and the green bird-lady. A deep fog rolled in ushering in the stench of rotten cabbage.

      The fog made it easier to see faint orange lines which crisscrossed the street looking like a basket that was unraveling. Every third or fourth one brightened into a bolt of flickering orange lightning.

      A faint hum brought his attention to an orange bolt inches away from the corner of his house. Stones and plants from the garden drifted up in the orange lightning. The orange lines must be what moved things. It thickened as he watched, embedding the orange bolt inside the edge of his house. If the lines caused movement that meant–.

      The house beneath him shook and lifted, leaving the rest of the neighborhood, the hedge, and the fog all shrinking away. The orange light pulled his house higher and higher until everything on the ground was dollhouse sized. He was flying. A strange exhilaration gripped him.

      Around him more and more orange bolts brightened, dragging along objects. The bolts were not straight, some turned and twisted around other bolts.

      A grove of trees flew above him raining black dirt caught in another orange bolt. When they sped past, a worm landed on his shoulder. He jerked. The worm squirmed on his shoulder just before it fell. That woke him up. He was in danger, just like the worm.

      Bap-Bap-Bap

      The trees smacked like machine gun fire into a floating grey castle. The castle must’ve appeared like the bird lady and the fog. The trees splintered into chips and left cracks in the stone. A man in armor held onto the buttress which shook each time another tree hit. The castle sunk following its orange line down.

      The air thickened with debris. The pops and bangs of a hundred such battles assaulted Joshua’s ears. He felt a sting on his arm. He slapped it, and his hand came away bloody. He must’ve been hit by some broken glass.

      Something pinged the roof sending a shingle flying. The house shook each time an object battered it. His house had stayed together, which wasn’t what should’ve happened. Houses weren’t meant to float and stay together, no matter what kid’s movies might show.

      He had no idea why, but so far buildings acted like ships on the sea and only when they crashed into something else, did they break. So far, his house hadn’t been hit by anything big enough to break it apart.

      The sharp tang of ozone and then a blue shimmer mid-air birthed a long wooden tower that pierced the air like a spear that punctured his house. A mortal wound, the house shuddered and pieces of Joshua’s life fell away. His dresser, his train set, his clock plummeted. Where were his parents? He pulled out the monitor.

      The video cameras he’d placed with such care showed nothing but splinters and blood. The tower filled the whole floor. “Mom? Dad?” he whispered. His gut twisted like he had eaten that worm and all its brothers.

      He wrapped his body around the chimney, cheek pressed against the brick. The feeling of displaced air made him look up. A pyramid, blotted out the sky and rushed toward him.

      Adrenalin came online and pulsed through his system. His heart picked up speed.

      Maybe if things came out of the blue light, he could use the light as a door to get out of here. He had no idea what was on the other side. It could be even worse. But he’d die for sure if he stayed here.

      He focused on the blue light still at the far end of the towers that had pierced his family’s home. He let go of the chimney and grabbed the rope attached to it, sliding down the way they did in the movies. Gravity no longer pulled just down. It pulled down at first and then shifted to the right causing him to slip and hit his shoulder on the house. The pain of hitting his shoulder blurred the edges of his vision.

      If he didn’t move, he’d be crushed.

      He pulled hand over hand until he stood on the tower just outside his room. The tower had pierced his bed, obliterated his room.

      The last of the tower pulled out of the blue light and the light shrank. The rope in his hand loosened. A brick from the chimney grazed his cheek.

      He had one shot to run across the tower and leap into the blue light. If he missed before the light disappeared, he would fall to his death or be crushed.

      The grinding of the rest of his house battling and losing against a stone pyramid faded as he focused on the ten paces between him and the end of the tower.

      He stepped. His heart thumped a hundred times for each step.

      His breath panted out.

      On the tenth step, he leapt at the blue light now the size of a paper plate, diving like he would off the high board.

      And fell.
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        Wee hours, Luminous twenty-ninth, 299 years post-Merge

      

      

      

      Joshua fell out of bed, landing in a tangled mass of blankets on his floor. The wooden floor was nothing like the one in his bedroom before the Merge. Thank God. He wasn’t reliving the Merge again. His breaths sounded like terrified gasps. The sweat chilled across his body. He must’ve forgotten to bank the little stove.

      He took a deep shaky breath. The Merge had been almost three hundred years for the world, but only fifteen years ago for him.  And yet he woke up every morning with nightmares of the past. That nightmare always left his scars aching.

      He untangled the blankets and pulled them tight over the bed. He ran his hand over the top to make sure there were no wrinkles.

      He dropped to the floor to start his push-ups. The first set of fifty gave him different pain to focus on. The familiar rhythm eased his panic.

      After leaping through the hole between worlds, he’d fallen and landed in a pile of hay in a small human community. The second set of fifty had his arms burning. If the HPA (Human Protection Agency) hadn’t rescued him and brought him to New Nadezhda, he’d have been sacrificed. His first run-in with Others hadn’t gone well.

      Standing, he assumed burpee position and did a set of twenty. The full body exercise always made him think of the HPA Archive. That’s where he’d gotten in the habit of exercising. The other orphans had joined him. No one else wanted to be in the HPA, but he’d known even then that being an agent was what he wanted. He could be the one to rescue people in trouble and make a difference. At the end of the second set, he took a deep breath and focused on the present. He was not only an HPA agent, but now he was the head of the organization. And they were in a crisis over a serial killer.

      Eighteen bodies had been discovered in five different locations. Five little girls had been drained in a way that didn’t fit the usual pattern: no teeth marks on necks, no ripped-out jugulars, no headless bodies, just mummified corpses. The other thirteen had been the girls’ guardians and their bodies hadn’t been mummified. They’d been torn apart. This new pattern fit none of the identified species’ habits. Which meant they had an unknown killer on the loose.

      Rose had a lead on the murderer. She needed him to meet her before dawn at a human neighborhood at the western edge. He did his final set of sit-ups and stood. It wouldn’t take long to get ready.

      His stomach rumbled in warning. He’d grab some food, and head out. He walked to the other side of the room to his tiny kitchen and opened his homemade fridge.

      Snowball needed snacks as well. When he lifted the cover on the box at the bottom of his fridge, a brown, furry, frost covered head poked out.

      “Hey Snowball. How you doing?” Joshua stroked the winter bug until Snowball made his fingers too cold. He dug out some pellets and dumped some in Snowball’s tray. Snowball squeaked and poked his head into the tray. The fridge was noticeably colder from Snowball’s prancing around.

      Most would think him crazy taking an old fridge box and getting a family of winter bugs to nest inside to make it cold, but it meant food right here. And because winterbugs looked like hamsters they reminded him of before.

      He grabbed something from his section of the fridge and popped it into his mouth. Fig and crust melted in his mouth. Chewing got his brain focused.

      This killer wasn’t like anything the HPA’d seen. Two full crews had been dismembered, just like the girls’ guardians. There weren’t many things that could take out a full crew, let alone two. The crews had still had most of their ammo and equipment intact. The attack must’ve been a surprise or happened so quickly that they hadn’t had time to defend themselves.

      He closed the fridge and opened the wardrobe just a step away. Inside, his collection of a dozen wooden stakes, two silver daggers, a cold iron rod, and cuffs. The shelf had a bowl of salt, holy water, holly, garlic, anything that might help him protect humans from the Others the Merge had brought together. This world was full of the creatures of myth and legend.

      His bow seemed the best weapon. It would allow him to hang back and assess. It should mean less chance of getting ambushed too, since he would be farther away from anything suspicious. The arrows were silver-tipped, coated with a special mixture of his own making that had been blessed by one of the few remaining priests. The mixture would close a wound on a living person but would mean certain death to the undead. One of the arrows would stop a daemon-bound T-rex, and after the damage he’d seen done to the other HPA agents, he knew he’d need both its deadly power and its healing power.

      His leather satchel hung on the hook by the door. He never left his room without it. Humans with no protection died quickly in this world.

      The door locked behind him with a soft click. A green glow lit the next short hall. Twelve lights represented the status of each path that led from Kraft Tower and through the desolate zone. The mad wizard Kraft was said to live here and Joshua did everything he could to support that rumor. The best way to be safe was to have no one who wanted to be near.

      The door opened to stairs going down and led to a circular stone room. Twelve doors like numbers on a clock face, led out in different directions. The green lights cast a soft glow in this room as well.

      The roman numeral twelve marked the door he opened. He followed another short hallway and another green light. The dirt path that led away from his tower had its first pit trap under a tree. If he fell into any of these traps, only Rose and Bob would look for him.

      The only people he trusted were Bob, his ex-partner, and Rose. Bob because you couldn’t almost die countless times and save each other's lives and not learn that trust and Rose because she reminded him of Delilah.

      Rose would search for him if he went missing, but she had no idea where he lived.

      Around the next corner, he bypassed the tripwire and came out of the desolate zone on the west side.

      He ducked between boards on a crooked fence and stepped onto the cobbled street. This area reminded him of movies about Sherlock Holmes and London. Fog hid the details of the mismatched houses and the haphazard way they stood. The fog made it look like this could have been a neighborhood from before.

      From the center of town near the river, the fish processing plant whistled for day shift. A hundred townspeople were arriving to gut, scale, and divide fish to feed the town. Without the plant, everyone would starve. He could’ve been one of those workers, could’ve had a family, could’ve had a normal life. But instead, he was head of the Human Protection Agency. He dedicated his life to protecting the humans of this town.

      He started at one end of the neighborhood, looking for Rose’s sign. He passed house after quiet house. Then on the sidewalk he saw one of her signal coins. Head facing a suburban two story that could have been from his old block pre-merge. White house with black shutters on the windows. Everything seemed peaceful and quiet.

      Too quiet.

      He picked up the coin, the bottom was stained red. His heart thudded. Something had gone wrong.

      He was too late.
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        Wee Hours, Luminous twenty-ninth, 299 years post-Merge

      

      

      

      The chorus of birds echoing through the rookery walls woke Serene of the Pack. Voices of a community. Some of the Aeros joined in, their more human sounding voices adding a layer to the tribute to the sun that was about to rise.

      She stared at the curved ceiling of the oval nest room and then stretched, transforming from her small furry wolf form to her human one.

      The feathers in her nest acted as a soft caress. Many of the Aeros had donated feathers, treating her like a fragile nestling instead of a grown woman of another species. They’d ignored her wolf-like appearance and had accepted her. Gratitude warmed her heart. She would figure out a way to repay their kindness for protecting her for over a year.

      Her gaze caught on the paper on the ledge. Wren’s guards had brought up the wanted posters from the HPA. The human protection agency only cared about humans. In theory anyway. They never seemed to be involved with anything good for any other species. She didn’t have to look at it to remember that the paper said she was number one on their list. She hadn’t expected the HPA to help her seek justice for her pack, but being on their most wanted list sparked a slow burn of anger deep in her belly.

      She had many distant memories of being with her Pack from years ago, but something had happened a little over a year ago. The last thing she remembered was a strange hissing inside the Pack’s den.

      A flash of cage bars and a mix of fear, anger, and desolation stabbed her heart. She rubbed away the cold chill that always came from probing that blank space. Despite the discomfort, she needed to start somewhere if she was ever to piece together the memories of what had happened that night. For the first time in over a year, she made herself think back to her last memory before the Rookery. To when she’d been rescued.

      She remembered rain on her face, like tears, that cleared the stench of burning plastic. A female feathered face still covered in grime from imprisonment blocked the gray sky. Then the fragile-looking Alesia had picked Serene up and, in a voice full of authority, called out, “Help them all.”

      But nothing gave her a clue about where she’d been or why the HPA had targeted her.

      She needed to go back further. Her heart thundered, bringing flashes of disconnected images. She tightened her eyes. A cage. Bent bars. Her mate’s body on the stone floor. Splintered wood. Fire. It was too chaotic to sort out. Her breaths came out as harsh gasps. She had no idea where she and her pack had been taken. All she knew for sure was they were all dead. That space within that housed her Pack’s bond was an empty void.

      She swallowed hard, still not able to think of her pack without pain. It remained a raw open wound even after all this time.

      A deep breath cleared some of the tension. It had gotten easier to lock away the pain. She’d have to ask Alesia what had happened the night Alesia had rescued her. They never talked about that night. They’d had an unspoken agreement, but Serene was about to break it.

      Serene’s chest tightened with guilt. She didn’t want to lose Alesia, but she had to find out why she was on the HPA’s most wanted list. The only way to do so was to ask about that night.

      Serene dressed and stepped out to an outer porch with large open windows, the breeze was cool on her bare skin.

      Alesia sat cross-legged eyes closed, her wings open wide and her head thrown back in song. Her human-like face tilted back and a jewel dangling at her throat sparkled in the glow from the window.

      The last note faded and her friend opened her eyes. Her normally cheery expression was missing, replaced by worry.

      “What’s wrong?” Serene sat next to her and stroked her head feathers down.

      “It happened again.” Alesia’s voice was a strained whisper.

      Serene’s stomach dropped and she took Alesia’s hand. “Tell me.”

      For the last month, Alesia had been showing signs that she might be a Seer. She’d forgotten things she’d said, and, most telling, the things she’d said had come true. Since Seers only took over women during times of trouble. The world must be approaching a time of trouble.

      “I came to myself on the stairs with everyone looking at me.” Alesia shook her head, pressing her lips together, desperation in her eyes, and then she looked away.

      Serene knew Alesia’s people mattered to her, but the only person Alesia had ever been worried about letting down was Wren. “Your brother won’t hate you.”

      Alesia’s gaze snapped to hers. “Gammy went crazy when the Seer first came. She….”

      Neither Alesia nor her brother would talk about what had happened to their grandmother, even a hundred years later, another bad sign.

      “You aren’t her. You’re strong and will find a way to be both a princess and a Seer,” Serene said.

      Alesia’s face grew red. “I am not a princess.”

      She was the daughter of the Aero King and part of her brother, Prince Wren’s, delegation sent to New Nadezhda. Alesia was a princess whether she wanted to be or not.

      Serene grinned. “You’re my friend. My best friend.”

      Alesia’s eyes widened; a shy, pleased smile played on her lips. But then she froze. Even her breath stopped.

      A cold chill crawled up Serene’s back. The feeling of old and powerful magic hit her. Could this be the Seer? Seers protected the world, but the right questions had to be asked to get useful answers. A Seer would give a hint, but never volunteer clear answers. There were even whispered rumors about angering a Seer by wasting questions or ignoring their answers.

      Alesia blinked and her blue irises became iridescent and bored into Serene. “Purpose will give you power. It is time to leave the nest.” The Seer seemed to be waiting. Serene took a breath. The Seer must be referring to her Pack. Finding who murdered them was the only thing that would give her purpose. She needed another hint.

      “Lady Seer, I have no memory of that night. Where should I begin?”

      Alesia’s hand cupped her face and the otherworldly eyes blinked. “It is the head that has the answers you seek.”

      “What of Alesia? Will she break as her grandmother did?”

      The Seer gave her a kind smile. “This vessel is strong when she believes.”

      Alesia’s hand fell away, and the next time she blinked, her eyes returned to their normal blue. She shook her head, seeming dazed.

      “It happened again didn’t it?” Alesia asked. All the feathers on her back puffed and her hands trembled.

      “Yes.” Serene hugged her friend. “You need to tell your brother.”

      “No.” Alesia shook her head. “I cannot, it would–”

      “I asked the Seer about you.”

      Alesia gaped. “W-what did she say?”

      “You’re strong when you believe.”

      “In what?” Alesia whispered, closing her eyes. A moment later she seemed to shake herself. Alesia cocked her head in a very bird-like fashion. “What will you do now?”

      The restlessness grew within Serene. She could sit here forever pampered and broken, or she could go into the world and try to get justice for her Pack. She might die in the process, but wasn’t that a better way to live? “I must leave. The Seer agreed.”

      “Then so it must be.” Alesia’s feathers drooped and she looked at the ground.

      It wasn’t like her friend to be so dejected. Alesia’s steady soft presence had brought Serene through so much. “What’s wrong?”

      “Will you still be my friend?” It was said so softly, Serene almost didn’t hear her. The male dominated society, let alone being the sister of its leader, had left Alesia mostly friendless. Until Serene.

      Serene lifted Alesia’s chin and kept her gaze. “You are the sister of my soul.” It was true.

      “Will you hate me w-when I become a Seer?”

      “Never. You’ll be yourself most of the time, and when you’re not, you’ll be trying to save the world.”

      “Where will you go?”

      Serene pursed her lips. She hadn’t left the Aero’s castle in over a year. Alesia and her kind had kept her safe and protected since that night. The head could be anyone. The humans used that term and so did some of the other species. Maybe if she knew where they’d been, she’d have another clue. “Where were we that night?”

      Alesia paled and said nothing.

      “The Seer told me I must go to the head to find my answers.”

      Alesia swallowed. “We were at an HPA research facility outside of New Nadezhda.”

      Serene had heard the talk of HPA raids and the heightened tensions between the factions. Hundreds of species formed alliances, but the Aeros, Lizardfolk, and humans were the biggest.

      The Seer had said, “the head.”

      “Who’s the head of the HPA?” She hadn’t cared before who led the humans but The Seer had probably meant the head of the humans.

      “Joshua Lighthouse.”

      Serene shivered and goosebumps rose on her arms. That name was the name they used to scare pups to behave in the Pack. If you were bad, Joshua Lighthouse would get you. She’d had no idea he was a real human or that he was head of the HPA. “Then I must find Joshua Lighthouse.”

      “The HPA is dangerous,” Alesia said.

      Worry knotted her gut. Alesia was right, but it made no difference. She tried for a joke. “I’ve seen their picture of me and there’s no way they’d recognize me.”

      “The HPA has other methods to get information. Bribery and extortion.” Alesia wrung her hands and her crest raised.

      “I’ll be fine.” Serene soothed the raised feathers. Alesia had enough to worry about with The Seer. “I must discover who was behind the murder of my pack.”

      Alesia took Serene’s hand in both of hers. “Serene.” Her lips pressed together for a moment. “You saved so many from the burning lab.”

      Serene’s heart picked up speed and she searched Alesia’s face for a clue about where she might be going with this.

      “You saved me from the lab. Thank you.”

      Serene flushed with embarrassment. She didn’t remember a lab, let alone saving anyone. Alesia shouldn’t be thanking her. It was Alesia and her people who had sheltered her and helped her heal.

      Alesia met her gaze. “Many owe their lives to you. You are not alone.”

      The idea that she wasn’t alone was the kindest thing Alesia could’ve said.

      One last hug and Serene went back into her nest and grabbed the pack made for her wolf form. She stuffed in clothing and a few supplies before switching to her wolf form and slipping on the pack.

      She would track down death himself if that’s what it took to bring her Pack justice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            JOSHUA

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dawn, Luminous twenty-ninth, 299 years post-Merge

      

      

      

      Rose’s signal coin weighed heavily in Joshua’s hand. He leapt up to the front porch of the marked house. The wooden door with chipped green paint looked so normal at first. The cold of the knob seeped through his glove; the door swung open at his touch. Not a good sign. The entry was still and dark, as it should be, but that edge of something amiss hovered near. Candles at the top of the stairs twisted the darkness, blurring the line between real and imagined monsters.

      No sounds. No childish laughter. No hush from a parent.

      No crunching of bones.

      Sweat dripped from his temple, the room hot after the chilled air outside. His leather coat was suffocating, but he couldn’t remove it. The leather and the weapons inside were his only protection from what might lurk inside the house. Rose was in here somewhere.

      Something scraped above. The sound could be someone using a chamber pot or could be Rose sorting through evidence or could be bait in a trap.

      Adrenaline zinged, making everything sharper. He drew his knife and crept forward, scanning for clues. He watched for more of Rose’s coins and evidence of a break in.

      The stairs under him creaked and moaned. Pictures of the homeowner’s family grimaced at him. The oldest images in titanium frames, from before the Merge, when humans could still extract titanium. Newer frames were clearly elven-carved, and magicked to give the pictures a lifelike quality.

      The copper smell of blood and something rotten intensified with each step. At the top of the stairs, pieces of wood crunched underfoot. An open maw replaced where a door must’ve been.

      He hit the wall with a gloved hand, leaving a hole. Dust puffed out. His guilt and anger mingled.

      The Human Protection Agency was too late.

      He was too late.

      He was always too late.

      He walked into the remains of the bedroom.

      Rose’s slender figure bent and snatched something off the floor. Her red ponytail swayed.  The protective leather she wore didn’t creak.

      She stared down at the teddy bear in her hands. Smeared with blood, its ears worn, squashed flat around the neck from too many nights being clutched to ward off monsters.

      This time the monsters had won.

      “Why do we even bother fighting?” Rose’s voice was flat, but her face was pinched, and her eyes blinked too rapidly.

      “Because we do save some.” He used his best I-know-exactly-how-you-feel voice. He had to believe they made a difference. She was his best agent. If she gave up on the cause, more people would die and he would lose a friend.

      Joshua scanned the room, paused at the father’s torn leg by the window, then at the mother’s bare feet poking out the top of the toppled wardrobe, the rest of her body hidden inside. Frustration burned his throat. He was meant to save people.

      Maybe the parents had been in the room when the monster struck. Maybe they had run in when the girl had screamed. It had made no difference.

      He forced his gaze to the mummified girl’s body still in her frilly white nightgown at the foot of her bed. Pale, peaceful, exsanguinated. The fancy word for when someone bleeds out. The cuts on her neck matched that idea, but no blood pooled around her body.

      His stomach sank, this site was like the others over the last two weeks. Another little girl and her guardians dead. This was no normal Other killer.

      Something was off. The HPA’s normal sources knew nothing. Even Rose’s leads had been too late. They had no leads and no indication it would stop. He needed to do something extreme. Maybe he needed to ask The Book.

      Fear and loathing twisted like snakes in his gut. He hadn’t opened The Book in years. It was too dangerous. The Book would try to re-awaken the powers he’d fought to contain.

      He shivered. The powers he had banished could be set free again. Fear skittered down his back. He’d never been sure how he’d banished them in the first place. There was no one to ask. He was the only one that had been thrown this far forward in time. Besides, who could he trust enough to tell that he was not quite human, that he was like the things they hunted. At best they would force him out of the HPA. At worst, they would try him for crimes and kill him.

      Was avoiding that risk worth the life of another girl, another family, another team? That Book might be the only way to catch this killer before it killed again. All normal methods hadn’t helped.

      “Did you know you bite your lip when you’re about to do something stupid?” Rose asked.

      He closed his eyes. It was stupid. The Book of Secrets was locked up for a reason. Even so, in his mind, all he could see was yet another dead girl. Adding these three, that made twenty-one total bodies. Five of the twenty-one were little girls. How many would it take before the killing stopped?

      He would go to his office and use The Book to find out what was going on. That meant he needed to ditch Rose. His gut twisted with the weight of worry and guilt. He couldn’t put her at risk. He’d already lost Delilah and Marvin to his power. He couldn’t risk Rose.

      When he opened his eyes, Rose still stood next to him, staring at the bear.

      “I won’t let this killer drain and mummify another innocent girl, or take out another team. No matter what it costs.” He held her gaze, hoping to show her how important this was. No matter what happened to him, he needed her to be strong. If he failed, it would be up to her to catch the killer. She nodded.

      Rose dropped the bear on the canopy bed. “You are going to talk to that book. You remember how dangerous that is?”

      Rose picked the bear back up and tucked it in the little girl’s arms.

      “There are some missions I need to handle myself.” He didn’t miss the flash of hurt in her face.

      “Let me come with you.” Rose stepped next to him, too warm, too near, and squeezed his arm. “You know I’ll always have your back.”

      A spiny ball of regret clogged his throat. Rose was good people. The best he’d ever met. Her dark eyes forgave him everything, and she would always be there for him, but he could not offer what she wanted. Only friendship. Although his powers had been dormant, if they broke loose he didn’t want her to die. He needed to keep his distance. Even his big brotherly feelings might make her vulnerable.

      He squeezed her fingers and removed them from his arm. “I need you here. You have a knack for understanding how the things that crawl in the dark think. Please.”

      She looked away and swallowed, but nodded. Her arms wrapped around her stomach.

      He backed toward the door. He knew this might be good bye and he didn’t want her to think that he didn’t trust her. “It’s not safe for you to be with me right now. Otherwise you would be the one I’d want to cover me.”

      She nodded; her face unreadable. “I’ll bring the clean-up crew here.”

      He turned to leave.

      “Be careful,” Rose said.

      The urge to have her guard his back grabbed him. He fought it down. It was too dangerous. He waved and left before he could give in.

      He headed east toward downtown. The HPA tower cut through the still dark sky like the talon of a predatory bird cut through flesh. The double doors gaped open leading into the bowels of the HPA building.

      Joshua walked through the front doors of the office. The lights flickered and his footsteps echoed across the empty lobby.

      Ten of his fifteen years in this town he’d been walking these halls. It’d meant something to him to join the agency that had rescued him. Without the HPA he never would’ve survived his transition to this world.

      Joshua approached the K2300 Detector that blocked the way to the main hall. A door would open on one side, and the inner chamber had technology and magic which detected if you were human. If you were human, the other door on the far side would open and allow access to the rest of the HPA.

      Two new guards, a burly blond cop and his skinny buddy didn’t stand as Joshua approached the gray box. They barely looked up.

      The door slid open. Joshua stepped into the detector and placed both hands on the sensor. The light turned blue. When the book had released his powers, would he still be able to pass the detector? Would he still be human and not an Other?

      The light turned green. A bell chimed. The door slid open.

      Joshua strode towards the elevators. Furs, skulls and bloody weapons decorated the west wall of the long hallway. Under each item, stained placards explained their history.

      The white fur was from a Yeti who’d been terrorizing the humans on the North at the edge by the mountains. Twitching green fingers held down with wire were from the great zombie escape from Malani Necropolis, the Central Graveyard, a couple years ago. To the left hung a cracked Axe dated from when the HPA had helped the Crylon’s repel invaders from a rival town.  That had been long before his time at the HPA.

      On the opposite side of the hallway, the organization’s motto sprawled along the wall in large gold letters: ‘To protect humans from all manner of incursions.’ Cracked and tarnished, the gold letters collected cobwebs.

      Were things different now? Did the letters reflect the core of the organization? After he caught the serial killer, he’d come back here and clean the Motto. He’d do what he could to bring the HPA back to what it had once been.

      Joshua waited for the elevator, legs braced apart, hands in pockets. His reflection in the elevator door showed the same red hair, same blue eyes and the same angry scowl which had greeted him every other day.

      When he stepped inside, he pressed the button for the tenth floor. The mechanism rattled and shook. He’d have to find someone to service the elevator as well. Having something mechanical that worked, was a great honor. Even if no one but the HPA’s people saw it.

      The elevator door opened on his floor. Quiet and darkness spilled across the reception area. He turned right, moving past the empty offices. The majority of the agents would be home at this time of the morning, catching a few hours of sleep before starting again. He paused at the line of windows, staring out over the city.

      Below, the city sparkled, the torches and electric lights indistinguishable from this height. Big Ben’s face glowed to the east, one of the few buildings with electric power, but Ben was still stuck at 11:35.

      With the sun just rising, and the height of the window, he could almost imagine that the city below him was a normal human pre-merge city. A place where there were just humans, and little girls were not drained of blood, and magic was only an illusion at kids’ parties.

      Something both feathery and scaley hit the window and landed, stunned, on the small ledge outside. Razor teeth gnashed, scales glittered, and feathers puffed. It curled for a moment, legs sprawled, tongue out, before it stood, and hissed at Joshua. It dove off into the darkness.

      But that was wishful thinking, the city below was not pre-merge. From this height he couldn’t make out the different districts, but they existed. Shifterville, Malani Necropolis, Rainbow borough, the five human sections and numerous other areas. Somewhere the killer was stalking its next victim. He had to make it stop. He ran a hand through his hair, he was delaying. If he was going to ask the book, he needed to ask his question and stop the serial killer.

      He followed the hallway to the corner. The door to his office opened with his presence. He stepped into the office and the lock clicked behind him.

      This was dangerous. Even opening the safe was dangerous. He pulled out his chair, checking the one place big enough for someone to hide. Stakes, organized from thin to thick, lined the back wall behind his empty desk. A bowl of fine salt stood in each corner. The old army cot leaned against the cabinet. Nothing looked out of place.

      He wiped his palms on his pants and took a deep breath to steady his nerves. The book had almost killed him once.

      He pressed six inches to the left of the doorframe. The embedded safe shimmered into view. He turned the knob to ninety and watched the clock hands for a full minute. Anything less than sixty and he would trigger the trap.

      Once he realized the book was intelligent and evil and contained any number of deadly spells, he’d locked it up tight. Adding in layer after layer of protection so that no one else could open the safe without deadly consequences.

      He switched the dial to thirty-two and waited two minutes.

      No one knew he worked this hard as penance.

      Penance for surviving the Merge when his family had not. Penance for becoming a freak with powers. Penance for the two innocent lives lost because of his powers.

      He switched the dial then to sixty-five. Each turn and pause disabled more traps.

      He clicked the handle and eased the safe door a tiny bit open to let the poison dissipate. The last trap cleared. He waited another thirty seconds and then swung the door wide. The faint taint of rotten egg held for a moment before dissipating into the room.

      The safe held only three items. He pulled out the picture of three young boys. A narrow blond, Alex, stood at ease in the background, just behind and to the left of a redhead, a youthful Joshua. His grand-mum used to call him stocky. Even then, he had been bigger, thicker, different from the other boys.

      A dark-haired boy, Marvin, to Joshua’s right looked innocent with chubby cheeks and a wide smile, but he held two fingers behind Joshua’s head.

      The young version of himself slouched unsmiling in the middle. Haunted was the word that came to mind. Perhaps he still was. Of the three, only Marvin didn’t have circles under his eyes. Only he’d seemed to be unconcerned about life.

      Marvin had died soon after the photo was taken. He’d been the second person Joshua’s powers had killed. The old pain flared, sending his heart crashing. It’d been his fault. He should’ve known better after Delilah. If only he’d realized that his powers were evil sooner, one of his best friends would still be alive.

      Under the picture was the piece of glass he'd made into a necklace in remembrance of Marvin. The only surviving piece of a mirror that had once housed the Book of Secrets.  He set it aside.

      He lifted the Book of Secrets and laid it on his desk. Soft brown leather with twisted gold chains wrapped around the book interconnecting into a skull. He fished a silver chain with a key from under his collar.

      He’d become guardian of the book that awful night ten years ago when he’d killed his friend. Red flickered from deep within the eye sockets and a black space between the fangs opened. Almost as if the book was asking to be fed.

      At first, he’d fed it all the information he could find, thinking that maybe in this world of magic, the book could help him get his dead friend back. But the book never gave him the answer he sought. Instead, the book had turned on him, creating the obsession with an Other. Then it had tried to use his obsession to enslave him.

      It’d been Rose, not his partner who’d found him unconscious in an alley in a part of town that was dangerous for humans. He didn’t remember walking to the alley, but knowing the book, it must’ve planted that impulse. He must’ve walked like a sleep-walker until he passed out. He was lucky to be alive.

      Once he opened the lock, the book would be free and would be able to undo his years of work chaining its powers. The book would be able to influence anyone who touched it. That was why he’d get the information he needed and then lock the book up again. The risk to himself was worth the people he might save. If he didn’t survive or lost his place in the human world, so be it.

      The key slid between the teeth and the lock snicked open, revealing the picture of a woman he had yet to meet in person. The long, dark hair and deep green eyes stared back at him. He’d forgotten how beautiful she was.

      He ran his finger along the edge of the paper. When he’d realized the book had created his obsession for this woman, he’d looked closer and found the psychic hook into his powers the book had meant to control him with. That was the day he’d locked the book up for good. Or at least he’d thought so then.

      Below the image was the question he’d written all those years ago. The script hadn’t faded with time nor had the book’s response. In his handwriting it said, “How do I protect my friends from dying because of my powers?”

      The book’s answer was still below in block print. “Find the one and protect her when no one else will. When the time comes, you must trust her to another.”

      He still had no idea what the book’s response meant, but he needed to pen a new question.

      On the last page was a space for a question. The killings were too important to leave to chance. With the pen from his drawer, he started writing, “Where and when will I find…”

      The space below swirled with letters and words, a magic 8-ball window. The book tried to answer, but the question wasn’t complete.

      He finished the question. “…the next serial killer kill site.”

      The book’s response appeared as if being written by an unseen hand. An address appeared and then, at the bottom of the page, the book wrote, “Tonight. But beware, things are not as they seem.”

      The book slammed shut.

      Joshua jerked back. The book hadn’t ever moved on its own before. The book was stronger than it’d been.

      As he locked the book, one of the teeth moved and gouged his finger. Blood welled and dripped into the mouth of the lock. A sharp pain behind his eyes caused tears to well and his breath to hiss out. The room dimmed.

      He fought the feeling. The book had to be locked lest it control him. He forced the lock shut and leaned back. Was he too late?

      A feeling of pins and needles, like when his leg fell asleep, filled his head. Something, not quite one of his five senses tingled.

      The powers he had shuttered broke free.
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        Mid-morning, Luminous twenty-ninth, 299 years post-Merge

      

      

      

      Serene lifted her nose into the rancid breeze kicked up by the fish factory. Everything smelled so different now. Even the fish smell couldn’t mask the strange tang of fear she’d never noticed in the air before.

      She walked along the rooftop in her furry form, picking her way over tiles heading toward downtown. There were some places she might go for information that may not have been tainted against her. Being on the HPA list made everything more difficult. No one on the street would recognize her as the woman on the HPA wanted poster, but as soon as she started asking questions, she’d be at risk. Even good people had to give into bullies like the HPA sometimes. And then there were the desperate people who would turn her in for any advantage they could get. She needed to be very careful who she talked to.

      Her son would help her. Her heart warmed. Her son had come to visit her in one of his disguises while she was at the Aeros. Unfortunately, he hadn’t been able to come very often.

      Alesia had never asked and Serene had never told her that Daniel was her son. No one expected a grown son of a pack leader to visit his mom. The politics and magical bonds that connected a pack made that almost impossible. He had only been able to visit because he was packless, but that made him vulnerable. The world would consider him defective. Worry tugged at her. If he was caught helping someone wanted by the HPA, he would be punished harshly, perhaps even killed because they’d assume he was mad.

      The Silver Folk had been her pack’s allies. They had a lot in common and had even defended each other’s dens.

      A flash of a pale face, silver hair unrecognizable beneath the grime came to her. Perhaps there were some who might cooperate because of more than old pack ties. But would they have what she needed? The Silver Folk generally didn’t have much to do with humans. And when they did, they tended to be jokesters. It seemed unlikely they would have connections to Joshua Lighthouse.

      Maybe she should’ve asked Wren for help before she’d gone. They had never really talked. Not really, just the superficial chit-chat of people who have nothing in common. He seemed to put up with Serene because it made Alesia happy. But she got the impression that he wouldn’t approve of her tracking down a faction leader, even Joshua. She’d been right not asking him for help.

      The next roof had red tiles that remind her of Lizardfolk. She’d gotten to know Walter from the Lizardfolk. He’d visited the Aeros because he and Wren were friends. Or at least friendly. Walter was a savvy businessman so she would need something to trade with him before he’d help. She had little he would want.

      A small tower poked up from the middle of the next house. She shimmied up the tower and surveyed the area. She was at the edge of West district.

      It was a crossroads of sorts with shops that catered across species. The different sections of Shifterville surrounded one side and the outskirts of downtown on the other. Joe’s was in the crossroads.

      Maybe she should consider seeing Joe first. Joe was the center of the Hive, a group of people psychically connected. The hive was mostly neutral, but did have spies everywhere. The hive would have great information. The only issue was that they were always looking for new members to join their society. The center could create their psychic bond with any living creature. There was a chance that Joe would want to conscript her into the Hive. She shuddered. Their bond was a lot like the Pack bond and being forced into a bond once was bad enough. It’d taken years before she’d adjusted the first time and she’d almost died in the transition. Her mate would never have tried if the Pack hadn’t been so desperate.

      She’d never survive the process again. Hopefully, she was too damaged from her Packs’ deaths to fall into that trap. Or maybe the rumor that Joe only took the willing was true.

      Of all the options, Joe’s seemed both the best and the most dangerous for learning about Joshua Lighthouse. Joe had spies everywhere and almost instant access to information. But she’d have to take her chances that he wouldn’t insist on conscripting her into his hive.

      Joe’s was across the river that cut New Nadezhda in half. A few bridges crossed the river and they were mostly safe. The nearest bridge was next to a market. She’d need to talk to people to get information, so she might as well switch to human now. The picture on the wanted poster had been a made-up hybrid version that looked nothing like her human form, so she should still be safe. She skipped across a few more rooftops, and dropped down between buildings.

      The alley didn’t smell quite right. She hesitated, more alone than she’d ever been before. The pack had formed a unit. Each member took a position. One of the Betas would take point. Another would take rear guard. Members pooled their knowledge and shared their duties at the bond level. She’d been with them when they’d gone through hostile territory, so she had a vague idea what to do. But being a single member of the pack meant she didn’t know all the dangerous scents. Still, huddling here afraid wasn’t going to get her answers. There was no pack to come to her rescue.

      She didn’t hear anything alarming. There were the normal day sounds, the wind, a small animal rummaging for food. But where were the sounds of people? At the very least, the noises of the market should carry to this alley. Maybe it was a trick of the land that hid the noises from her. She retracted her fur and dressed in a tunic and leggings from her pack.

      There was a constant haze over this part of town that diminished visibility. She padded across the stone walk and up the crest of a hill on her way to the bridge. Shuttered businesses and homes lined the square.

      The last time she’d been here, vendors with umbrellas hawked wares. Children had raced between stalls. The closed windows and doors and empty street made her shiver. Perhaps it was the time of day. Liar.

      She walked as silently as she could, wondering if it was better to walk in the middle of the road so she’d have reaction time if someone jumped her or whether it would be better to hug the edge and have some cover. Perhaps her furry form would’ve been better. But she’d wanted the ability to communicate in the common language of the city.

      If only her mate was here. He’d know what to do to keep her safe and make her feel better.

      She took a deep breath. The mental connection between the pack members made strong emotions contagious. Pups learned early how to control and focus their emotions, but her not being born to the pack had made such things harder on all of them.

      A scrape sounded behind her. She jumped, but clamped her mouth shut to keep from squeaking. She couldn’t sense anything so she kept walking.

      A row of wooden crates blocked the road. Hundreds of spears, some with dark red tips, faced the river. As if they were trying to keep something out.

      There was space against the building for her to get around the line. Once she did, there was another wall. Shattered boxes and broken spears lay scattered across the ground. The wall must’ve been stacked four crates tall before being demolished. Whatever had demolished the wall had to have been big and very strong.

      She climbed over the next barrier. The bridge should be ahead, but the path was blocked by a mound. Had there been a mound before? She sniffed the air and that odd twist of earth and musk she hadn’t been able to identify was back.

      She slowed her steps. The breeze ruffled her hair and the grass of the mound, but nothing else moved. Or did it? Had the middle of the mound moved? She looked at the mound more carefully. A slight tremor in the middle could be a shallow breath. The green grass could be fur. The shaggy mound couldn’t be an animal. Could it? It was too big. Big animals didn’t end up in the middle of the city. She slowed even further, looking for patterns in the hill. The dip at the far end could be eyes and that strip that protruded just a bit taller than the rest of the mound could be its tail over its nose. Like a giant, green fox. She stopped.

      The mound blocked access to the wooden bridge spanning the river.

      The next bridge that was shifter friendly was half a day up the river. Of course, It’d been friendly a year ago, it might not be any longer. She needed to cross the bridge.

      She swallowed back her apprehension and took another step toward the mound. The hill rippled, like an animal stretching and yawning, and big, red eyes opened and focused on her.

      Maybe it was friendly. The thing lifted its head and gave a rage filled moan. She flinched back. Definitely not friendly.

      She ran back toward the barriers. If she could get behind them, the long spears might stop it.

      Thump, its tail whacked the ground blocking her escape. It yowled and glared at her. Fear had her scrambling sideways and heading along the building wall. The white stone wall towered above her, a smooth long line. There was no way she could climb it. The path narrowed with each step. The river gully pushed closer to the wall.

      The bank going down to the river was rocky and steep at this part. A large branch that had become trapped between boulders and broken trees on each side of the river formed a makeshift bridge that was pounded by the churning water. She wasn’t a good enough swimmer to cross the seething river. If she fell in the icy water would be deadly.

      She needed a way out. She looked from the water toward the stone wall that was the backside of the shops she’d seen earlier. A drain hung down from the roof at the building’s corner. Her heart gave an extra thump. If she could get to the roof, she might be able to get away.

      The earth shook. She glanced back; six huge hairy legs supported an even bigger body with broken spear shafts poking from red seeping wounds. This giant foxlike creature must be the reason for the desolate marketplace.

      She leapt and shimmied up the gutter.

      She ignored her heavy arms and legs and kept moving. Lift pull, lift pull. Any moment she expected to be ripped off the pipe and popped into the beast’s mouth as a mid-afternoon snack.

      She was almost to the top when the building shook. The gutter squealed and jerked. This was bad.

      She couldn’t make the roof, but maybe if she hit the beast hard enough, she could stun the creature and make a run for the bridge. She wrapped her arms around the gutter and braced her feet against the wall. She pushed. Nothing. Then she kicked. The first kick loosened the gutter, the next kick popped it off the wall. It teetered and then swung back to the wall. She put everything she had into the third kick, launching herself backward toward the beast.

      She held on tight and braced for impact as the gutter popped off the wall above. Her shoulder thudded into the creature. Hot sticky breath steamed around her, but instead of teeth clamping down on her, she and the creature slipped and fell backward over the ledge and into the river.

      Water rushed around her. She clung to the gutter, but opened her eyes. Water swirled around her. The monster doggie paddled toward her, but the current won, dragging the creature away.

      The bottom of the gutter caught on the makeshift bridge and the force of the water surged up around her, cutting off her air. She reached up and grabbed higher on the gutter. Her lungs burned, but she kept inching her way up until she finally emerged.

      She sucked in air and kept moving. The gutter was liable to break free and send her back into the water. She climbed until she reached the slippery rocks and then dry ones, pulling herself forward until she could feel grass under her fingers. And then she put her head down, panting, and shivering. That had been close. She was lucky to be alive.

      A noise brought her head up. A line of Human and Other men held spears and stared at her. Was the monster behind her? She glanced behind, but the cliff was clear of the monster. One guard shouted something. Water sloshed in her ears, so she couldn’t make out exactly what he’d said, but the angry tone told her it was time to run for it.

      She switched forms and wiggled out of her clothing. Another of the men shouted and lifted his spear and the other men followed suit. She slipped under some brush and raced along a narrow, overgrown pathway along the river. She heard no sounds of pursuit. Her wolf form made her much faster and nimbler, making it easier to lose them.

      The narrow trail opened up to a row of small houses. Wash hung on a clothesline strung between one of the houses and a tree. People in this world worked so hard for their possessions but, she needed to have clothing for what she wanted to do. She changed form and snagged a shirt and pants and held them up. Close enough. She’d have to come back later and pay them back for borrowing their clothing.

      A few minutes of fast walking brought her to Joe’s neighborhood. The buildings around Joe’s subtly leaned away. The communication of the Hive fluttered just outside her senses. She knew it was there, but couldn’t make out what they said.

      She sniffed the air, but still wasn’t able to identify all of its scents. It’d been a long time since she’d been here, but it looked the same. A silver box with large windows winked in the sun. A sidewalk led to the front door. On either side of the walkway clusters of plants and boxes littered the property. Her mate had used such boxes for defense of their den. The sidewalk was probably trapped and would open as another layer of defense.

      She hopped across the sidewalk to Joe’s. Knowing they watched, she kept her pace casual giving them plenty of time to see she wasn’t a threat.

      When she opened the door, the bell jangled. The red topped booths along the windows were empty.

      A brown-haired man sat behind the counter. Even sitting, he towered over her. He was almost as wide as he was tall. Joe looked up and nodded. The tension she hadn’t known she’d felt, melted from her shoulders. Maybe she could get information about Joshua Lighthouse’s location.

      She pulled out one of the yellow vinyl seats lining the counter and sat across from Joe. “I used to come here years ago with my pack.”

      “You are pack?” He rolled silverware, wrapping the white towel around silver eating utensils. He didn’t sniff, but seemed to be using a different sense to look at her. Almost as if he could read her thoughts.

      She nodded. She was still Pack even if she was packless.

      “You don’t feel like Pack.” He said the words slowly and frowned.

      Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. Maybe he was thinking about converting her to hive, which would kill her. “Is that a problem?”

      He kept looking at her with puzzlement clouding his face. Perhaps he was trying to break down her defenses. She didn’t feel Joe in her head, only the hum of hive communication which didn’t pause. The urge to flee raised the hairs on her back, but this was the best place to get the information she needed. She had to stay.

      The silence stretched on. He might be waiting for her or talking to the hive. She’d just have to break the silence with her questions.

      “I–”

      The door behind her burst open. She jumped and squared off against one of the guards from the bridge. He dropped her clothing and backpack on the counter and stepped back. She glanced at Joe.

      “You’re still wet from the river.”

      She shivered. The guard must be part of the hive. He’d passed along the information that she’d been in the river without speaking. “Yes.”

      “Go change, Felix can return the clothing you borrowed.”

      She preferred being in her own clothing, but for a moment she wondered if bringing her clothes had been a trick. But what could Joe gain from her wearing her own clothing? She grabbed the clothes and fled to the bathroom.

      The room was small with a mirror and lock on the door. The hive communication was muted here which made her feel safe. She changed quickly.

      When she left the bathroom, the emergency exit sign beckoned. She could slip out the back door and probably get away, but she’d have to get information somewhere else and Joe had just proven that he had people in many places.

      She headed back out.

      Joe grinned at her. A warm fatherly smile she hadn’t seen since she’d had to leave her own father.

      The soldier bowed and took the clothing she offered.

      “Besides vanquishing monsters, what was your plan today?”

      Serene straightened her shoulders. “I need to find Joshua Lighthouse.”

      “Indeed.”

      Should she disclose more? “A seer said he can help me answer the question of who murdered my pack.”

      His eyebrows raised and then he nodded. “He comes in here sometimes.”

      Serene stopped breathing for just a moment. “What’s he like?” Could Joe tell if he was a murderer? Did that type of evil leave a mark? It was odd that a man renowned for hating non-humans came to Joe’s.

      Joe shrugged. “Human. Lonely.”

      She waited for more, but he returned to rolling silverware. Lonely wasn’t what she’d expected him to say about Joshua Lighthouse. Not that she thought he’d have friends. It was more that she hadn’t expected him to care about not having any. She’d expected him to be so wrapped up in hate that he needed no one.

      “Do you know how I might talk to him?” She asked hoping Joe could introduce them.

      “There is a Gala tonight. He may go.”

      “A Gala?”

      “A cross species affair where everyone has amnesty. You could mix and mingle and have a chance to see him before you do anything drastic.” His voice was low and even, but the last part still struck her as odd.

      “What drastic thing might I do?”

      “Throw him in the river.”

      It took her a beat to realize Joe was joking. “All right. Fine. I’ll talk to him before I push him into the river.”

      “You’re getting quite the reputation for monster slaying.” He caught her gaze. “And rescuing people.” Had she rescued hive that night?

      The hairs rose on her back. He seemed to imply he had knowledge of that night. “What do you know?” Her voice came out hoarse and strangled.

      “You remember nothing.” It was a statement more than a question. He watched her face closely.

      She shook her head and then held her breath wondering what, if anything, he would tell her. Dread and worry mixed with hope, leaving her feeling confused about what she wanted him to say.

      “If you don’t remember, I can’t tell you.” His voice was gentle.

      She rubbed at the ache in her heart. “Why not?”

      He pursed his lips. “You are not ready. You will remember when you are ready.”

      He was probably right. She must not be ready. The parts she could remember were horrific enough. Even if she didn’t remember, she still needed to find Joshua Lighthouse and get justice for her pack. “How would I get in at the Gala?”

      “You need an invitation.”

      “Is that something you have access to?” Maybe one of the Hive could get her in.

      He shook his head. “You will have to find one on your own.”

      “There must be another way.”

      Joe shrugged. “You could wait here until he comes back. He’s in about once a month.”

      “You have no idea where he lives?”

      He shook his head. “No. You could go to the HPA office.”

      There was no way she could go into the HPA office. They only allowed humans in. And besides, she was on their most wanted list. If Joe didn’t know where Joshua Lighthouse lived, then she either waited here or tried for the Gala. There were few who might have the means to get her an invite, but she didn’t want faction leaders like Wren or Walter to get into trouble if Joshua were to disappear. Perhaps her son would be able to get an invitation to the Gala without the fuss. But could he get her one without endangering himself?

      “We don’t take the unwilling into the hive. If you ever decide you want to join, there would be a place for you here.”

      She started, but tried to hide it. The last thing she'd expected was an offer from Joe. Perhaps the hive bond was as misunderstood as the pack bond was. Perhaps it was true that they valued a being for who they had been before joining the hive. Maybe she’d be able to keep her relationship with her son if she joined them. Perhaps when everything was done, she’d consider his offer. “Thank you.”

      But first, she had to get an invitation to the Gala.
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      Joshua walked down the road in the brisk air. The book was back in the safe and the tingly feeling had passed, but had left him jumpy. Everything had an extra layer of feeling he didn’t understand. The house that the book had indicated would be the site of the next killing was through two wards and on the other side of town. He’d have to hurry to make it to the house by dusk.

      The first ward he needed to cross was where the rich people lived. With the tension between the factions, he’d only be able to get in if a resident invited him. He could send a request to Elder Martin, who would usually allow him through. But Elder Martin was busy with his committees and with the Gala coming up, he’d probably not be available.

      If Joshua made it through the first ward, there was a mixed-species ward next. No one but residents were allowed in there. He could use his HPA credentials to get into that ward, but the more tense the factions, the longer it would take to gain entrance. That would require more time than he had to get to the house and prevent another child from dying.

      He could take the ditches. The previous generations had built ditches in the lower elevation wards to handle flooding. In the dry season, they became a no-man's land between wards. Even with the dangers that lurked there, it would be faster than begging admittance at each ward.

      The closest system entrance was between two buildings in the next block. He stepped into a dank corridor that served as the ditch entrance and twisted down into the shadowy gloom between the buildings. Along the walls witch’s marks had been carved on the building’s stone backs. He shivered. The people that lived near here tried to keep the evil spirits they believed lived in the ditch contained with such marks. He ran his hand along the scarred surface of the wall. The sheer number of marks showed how scared the residents were.

      At the bottom, the ditch extended two directions, he walked up the slight hill west towards his destination. He walked as quickly as he could. The light faded and the shadows lengthened as he progressed, making the piles of refuse to the side seem bigger. The sharp cry of a night hunter waking up, caused him to hurry his steps. If he could reach the edge of the human neighborhood before nightfall, he’d probably avoid encountering whatever was living in the ditch.

      He strained to hear where the creature might live. A rustling to his left had him turning. A pair of Death Kitties, a weird combination of bat and porcupine, rummaged through the debris. They turned and looked at him with spines extended. They weren’t big enough to be the monster in the ditch that everyone was worried about. They were probably its food. Them and humans who wandered through after dark.

      A hiccupping chuckle and trilling singing started faintly, but then picked up volume as he went on. It reminded him of the pond at night when the frogs, bugs, and night birds sang. He could almost see the turn he had to take to exit the ditch at the closest point to the ward he needed to be in.

      An off key note sounded behind him and silence descended. He glanced back, but saw nothing. His footfalls echoed loudly. A sharp crack and groan sounded closer behind him. The feeling of something hungry stalking him set his heart racing. He bolted, running as fast as he could to the exit.  When he reached it, he turned and sprinted up the access tunnel.

      He’d gotten lucky, crossing into the human neighborhood as the sun sank. He waited at the top, but whatever had been following him, didn’t follow him out of the ditch.

      A few more moments brought him to a quiet circle. A large moss covered oak towered in the center of the circle. The center trunk was split into two branches, each big enough it would take two people to wrap their arms all the way around.

      The house he was looking for had candles in the windows, which hid rather than revealed the details of the room into which he peered. A childish figure rushed past the upstairs window, leaving him the impression she was hugging a bear. A bear that wouldn’t protect her. He imagined her family must be tucking her into bed. Maybe reading her a story. Unless he could stop the killer, this would be her last night. Her last story.

      He fought down the urge to go and knock on the door. He’d learned that the direct approach never went well. Especially in this case, where the only way to identify the killer would be to catch him or her just before the act. If the monster knew Joshua was here, it would hunt elsewhere. He couldn’t go back to the Book for more answers because the next time the book might gain control of him as it had before. He’d been lucky to escape its dominance the last time.

      That left him watching the front door, which was the most vulnerable to attack. The massive oak tree would work as a place to hide. He could easily climb up and use the large branches as concealment.

      He found a roost partway up the tree where the branches offered concealment. He settled on the branch, leaning forward so he could still see the walkway.

      His power twanged his senses, making him uneasy. He couldn’t figure out how to put them away. The extra sense kept sending him signals and distracting him. Snippets of thoughts and feelings bombarded him from inside the houses. With the distraction and scattered focus, he’d never be able to do his job against a killer that had already taken out two teams. Maybe he’d have to put his powers to use. No one he had feelings for was near. Maybe it would be safe to use his powers.

      He could send his senses out to gather information, and could even focus on one area almost like a trap. If he did this, he’d have to time the use of his powers so that the fatigue that came after wouldn’t prevent him from taking on the killer. He’d have to wait until just before the killer came.

      The night crept closer. And silence descended. Nothing broke the deep silence that coated the dimly lit area. No footsteps. No animal sounds. Fear had emptied the street. Both the human and non-human had fled. The book was right, something stalked this place.

      Waiting. He hated waiting almost as much as he hated his powers. So he played tricks with his eyes. He could blur the odd collection of houses across the street. Blur the space pod, blur the plantation house, blur the grass hut that huddled by the target’s white two-story. A two-story house that looked like the one he’d grown up in. He’d been a kid before the Merge, riding his bike around the block, swimming out to Carvers Rock. But the Merge had catapulted many things through time.

      Including him.

      The street lights flickered on, looking like ghosts solidifying out of the misty air. It was time.

      With his powers he could form what he called a Soul Wisp which were little bits of his essence he could detach and use as spies. Joshua mentally pulled a chunk from his essence, like shaping a ball out of mud, and formed a spirit foot soldier. Ghosts that couldn’t affect matter. Sweat trickled down Joshua’s face. He gritted his teeth. The mud clumped and stuck. His mental muscles ached from the effort. Joshua’s eyesight faded with each clump of mud, until the target’s two-story was muted to gray-scale. Six Soul Wisps were all he could manage.

      Through his Soul Wisps’ eyes he could see six tiny replicas of himself with red hair, dark eyes, and dark skin. The seams of their cloak bulged at their shoulders just like his did. Scars littered the exposed skin of their faces, necks, and arms as they did his. The scars were his trophies from surviving the Merge.

      He sent each invisible Soul Wisp on its assignment. One circled the house, like a hound sniffing out a fox. One zipped through a wall to the girl snuggled in bed. Another checked the father sleeping on the couch. One checked the mother on a chair by the father’s side, one bounced off a warded door in the attic while checking the house for signs of evil.

      The house was clear. He merged the Soul Wisps. They flattened and formed a thin layer around the target’s house. He tuned the area, connecting it directly to his nervous system – his skin tingled, his heart stuttered as it connected. The feeling should even out in a moment and then he’d be able to sense anyone that stepped in the area he covered.

      A hooded man eased down the lane below him. Joshua tensed. The man’s essence, though not human, had none of the prickly taint that came with torturing a family and sucking them dry.

      The skulker crouched in a shadow near the house Joshua guarded and ran a sleeve past his nose. His hood slipped, revealing light colored, spiky hair. His chubby cheeks gave him that boy-not-quite-a-man look. A look linked with a flood of testosterone that made so many so stupid. What was he doing here?

      It didn’t matter. Joshua’s senses said this was not the monster. Just some innocent teen who could be caught in the crossfire. The boy needed to leave before he became another victim. Joshua couldn’t chance warning him, so he would just have to wait and see what he did.

      A few minutes later, footsteps echoed from beyond the grass hut. Joshua tensed and leaned forward to see. A lean man in a top hat and suit strolled down the lane. A gentleman, his cane twirled and tapped like he was performing on stage

      The man crossed into Joshua’s sensory zone and foul bitterness seeped through his link, making it hard to breathe. There was nothing visibly evil about the walker. If not for Joshua’s powers, Joshua would’ve mistaken him for a normal human.

      This was the killer.

      A thrill coursed through him, making everything sharper. The kid was still there huddled by the porch. Just because the gentleman with the cane was evil didn’t mean he was the killer Joshua sought. Joshua had to make sure.

      He eased an arrow from his quiver. His special arrow since he was not quite sure what this creature was.

      The gentleman cocked his head at the boy hiding in the shadows. The smile that spread across his face had nothing to do with happiness, nothing to do with kindness, and everything to do with a predator licking its chops before it pounced.

      “What do we have here?” The man whipped a blade out of his cane.

      Joshua hadn’t expected a blade. He hesitated. A simple blade wasn’t part of the MO of the serial killer. This could still be a different evil. Not the serial killer he sought, but another killer. If he attacked now with no confirmation, the real serial killer could escape and choose a different victim. He couldn’t open the book again, so he’d be back to no leads. If he didn’t act this boy could die at this killer’s hands. One life against the rest of the lives the serial killer might take. Nausea rose to the back of his throat at the thought of sacrificing this boy. But He had to wait.

      The teen scrambled back.

      “I’ll come back for you once I’m done with the girl.” The killer stabbed the boy through the meat of his shoulder, pinning him to the stoop.

      Joshua winced. Damn. But at least the boy was still alive. Joshua’d get him medical treatment. The monster had confessed his intent, it was time to act.

      The sweat on Joshua’s hands made the bowstring slick, but he shot the arrow in one smooth motion, and then readied the next.

      The arrow struck the man’s shoulder instead of his heart. The serial killer jerked and then shrieked, sending Joshua’s heart racing for cover. That was unexpected. It reminded him of a banshee shriek. On instinct, he ducked behind the main trunk.

      A swath of flame shot out of the killer’s mouth and struck, scorching the tree and burning back the mist. Joshua struggled for breath. What the hell was that? How had a creature based on a human spewed fire?

      He leaned out from behind the tree and shot. The second arrow thwanged and embedded in the killer’s heart. The killer fell to the ground twitching.

      Joshua caught his breath ready to jump down, but the sense of wrong didn’t clear. Something else was out there. He hesitated, fighting down the urge to run and help the boy. Everything in him said he needed to wait.

      He opened his senses, trying to find what held him back

      The moments ticked by with no change to his sense of wrong. Dread roosted in his gut and dug in long talons of fear. The hairs, starting at the small of Joshua’s back, stood like dominoes toppling in reverse. They craned to locate the evil.

      The teen sobbed softly which twisted a knife in Joshua’s heart. He had to help. He slid down the trunk and approached the fallen killer. Its smoldering remains bubbled and popped. The smell of burning meat bacon drifted up from the body.

      The teen pulled ineffectually at the sword in his shoulder, spreading the blood around his white T-shirt.

      The night remained quiet. Unnaturally so. There was something else hidden. Did the killer have an accomplice? Serial killers tended to be loners by nature but it wasn’t unheard of for them to work in pairs.

      Joshua toed the dead body, his back to the boy. He broke out a Soul Wisp and sent it to look around. There must be some other being responsible for the twang on his senses. But the only other being in the area was the teen. Joshua turned toward the boy.

      “Hold still.” Joshua knelt and pulled the sword from his shoulder with a wet pop. “Why are you here?”

      “Ow. Margaret and her family need me.” The boy’s voice shook.

      Joshua nodded and applied pressure. The wound didn’t bleed as much as it should. Odd. Maybe the sword hadn’t injured the boy as much as he’d thought. The dread in his gut snuggled in deeper.

      “I need to check on Margaret,” the boy said.

      “How do you know her?”

      “We are friends.” The boy blushed and looked away. The girl was too young for a boyfriend, but a boy that was a friend was reasonable. The blush seemed out of place, but maybe he had a crush on her.

      “Why are you here now?”

      “I was going to throw rocks at the window to see if she would come out and play. Her Dad chased me away last time.” He pouted.

      The boy could’ve been working up his courage. It seemed a little odd, but not out of the question. Joshua could be overreacting. But in any case, he needed to focus on the boy’s treatment and get the body back to the HPA. “Your wound needs treatment. The blood might upset them.” Joshua waved a hand toward the house.

      The boy gave a wobbly nod.

      Joshua removed layers of fabric to expose pale skin and a gaping wound that oozed blood. “The sword went in clean. We need to prevent infection.” Joshua pulled out his healing mixture. He wouldn’t normally, since the mixture was very rare and he wasn’t sure he could get more when this batch was gone. But the guilt layered with the dread. He could have killed the man before the boy was injured. Helping the boy’s wound to heal seemed the least Joshua could do for putting him in such danger.

      The boy tensed, but didn’t protest.

      Joshua needed both hands to bandage the wound. The unease still gnawing at his gut made him reluctant to drop his bow. But maybe his powers were feeding him bad information.

      Joshua tightened his hand on the bow and set it carefully aside. The boy had suffered enough. No one else would be around at this hour. Which was probably why the serial killer had chosen it.

      He pawed through the bag at his hip. One hand held the boy steady as he squirted his special mixture onto the wound.

      Joshua glanced around again. The smell of burning wood had faded and the fog rolled in thicker than ever. Once he got the boy bandaged, he’d take the body back to the HPA. Why the killer had seemed human and yet been able to breathe fire was important. Maybe that was why he was still uneasy.

      Joshua wound the bandage around the boy’s shoulder, realizing that the boy must be in shock, because he didn’t have any goose bumps in the chilly night air. He’d get the kid to the HPA first then come back for the body. He tucked the end of the bandage on the top of the boy’s shoulder. Joshua leaned back. “Try your shoulder.”

      The boy moved it carefully. When his arm was straight up, he winced.

      “You should see a healer.” Joshua stepped away. The unease focused into a feeling of being watched by something evil.

      The shadows bulged from between the buildings. Maybe Rose had been right and he should’ve brought back-up. But there was nothing concrete showing. He couldn’t defend against shadows.

      “I’ll be fine if I just grab a snack.” The boy leapt, landing on Joshua, and pinning him to the ground.

      Joshua jerked his head back and tried to twist away.

      The innocent boy’s face fell away and something older, darker, and more evil took its place. The boy’s skin turned grey and hung from his bones. Molten balls of fire roared to life in his eye sockets.

      What the hell was this thing? How had it fooled his senses? Something or someone had cloaked the boy. The Soul Wisp picked up rage now, but the rage was restrained as if something had put a mental muzzle on a rabid dog.

      It sniffed and then licked, leaving a hot slime trail on Joshua’s neck. “You’ll do nicely.”

      Joshua’s heart raced. He’d never been so close to dying. This monster looked fully able to kill him. The healing solution only worked on the living, and it might kill the undead if given enough time. Maybe he could get the monster talking.

      “What are you?” Joshua heaved his body up, but the killer had too much leverage.

      “The great Joshua Lighthouse does not recognize me?” The sneer pulled back its nose so its brain showed, gelatinous and gray.

      It had to be an undead. If he could just keep it talking long enough for the mixture to start working, he’d have a chance.

      “Are there others?” The solution just needed a few more seconds.

      “Stregs are back.”

      Joshua bit his lip in confusion. Streg was a form of madness that had only affected Trolls and certain giants as they transformed into undead. He had no idea what caused it and had never heard of a case where the Streg was lucid.

      “We will convert many. There will be no stopping us.” Its laugh echoed down the alley, ringing louder and louder. Its eyes wild and hungry. He knew without a doubt, the monster would kill him when it stopped laughing.

      It stopped mid-laugh. With a gasp, it toppled off Joshua. “What did you do?” The Streg asked.

      Joshua scrambled back. Would the healing solution be enough to kill the creature?

      Its wound hissed and the skin around the bandage blackened. Smoke curled from the wound. The monster really was an undead or the solution wouldn’t be affecting it this way, but it being a Streg was impossible. Stregs were mindless from the madness. If this was a Streg why wasn’t it mindless?

      Joshua rolled away, snatching his bow, ready to shoot. The Streg had said there were others. That could mean this wasn’t the only killer and that another Streg might take his place to kill again.

      “How did you know?” The Streg pressed its back against the wall. It panted. Darkness spread from its shoulder to its face. The skin crumbled and fell into its lap. The Streg’s eyes turned white and its head slammed back into the wall. “You will never, never, never prevent it.”

      “What can’t I prevent?” Joshua grabbed the Streg’s shirt, but it jerked back.

      “The. Worlds. Undone. You. Will. Give. Him. The. Key.” Its head slammed into the wall with each word.

      The Streg slumped back, but not before Joshua’s powers picked up the faint taste of a presence that was gone too soon for him to track. A presence the Streg had hated even in its final breath.

      With a whimper, the Streg crumbled to dust. The first body gave a loud pop and oozed into the ground, leaving him no evidence.

      The oppressive weight lifted off Joshua’s chest and a warm glow replaced it. He’d won this battle. The family was safe. At least for now.

      He pulled back his mental soldiers. Weariness covered him like a heavy winter cloak.

      He swept his internal space looking for dark corners, cobwebs, and for the sickly-sweet smell of decay that signaled a Rider had entered. A Rider could enter when pieces of a soul were away, perhaps taking the place of a missing soul wisp. His old friend, Alex, had told stories of people who used their powers without training. Some of them had gotten lost and never returned to their body. Or worse, had allowed a hostile takeover. A hostile being could force the person to become a mute slave in their own body.

      With shaking fingers, Joshua pulled a book from his pouch and wrote out the boy’s last words and the powers he had possessed. He wrote his impression of the presence while it was still fresh. If someone had figured out how to make Stregs and control them, this wasn’t over.

      But his mind stumbled over it being a Streg. It couldn’t be a Streg. The last Streg attack on humans had been eleven years ago, just before he joined the HPA. The MO was all wrong too, all the victims rather than just the children should have been drained and dismembered if it was a Streg attack. Stregs would go from living thing to living thing with an insatiable and voracious appetite for blood. And who or what was that presence he’d felt just as the boy had taken his last breath?

      Using his powers had made him tired, but hadn’t exhausted him like the last time he’d used them.

      A black and white cat strolled along the fence line, and then sat and slid a pink tongue across its paw. A flickering light flared upstairs. Joshua pulled up his hood to look like any other person out in the mist.

      With no bodies, he’d have a hard time proving whether the killers had been Stregs. He’d go to the HPA and look at the records. Maybe there would be a clue to what was going on. One thing was certain, if he didn’t get more information on Stregs, he’d have won this battle, but would lose the war.
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      Joshua headed back to the HPA headquarters. The moment he walked in, Bob was there as if he’d been waiting for him. Most of the HPA would be here late tonight in anticipation of the Gala.

      Joshua greeted him with a brotherly hug. “Bob.” It’d been too long. He’d missed his old partner and friend.

      Bob was too tall to go undercover as a dwarf, but had the thick hair and beard and the thickness around the middle of one. He, like everyone else in the HPA, was human.

      “Is it true we should be celebrating?”

      “Celebrating?” How had Bob known already? Joshua was too tired to think. His thoughts ran like pudding.

      “You got the killer, right?” Bob bounced a bit, acting like a puppy.

      Joshua nodded and went through the detector first. “There was something weird.”

      Bob sighed. “There is always something weird.” Bob got the green light in the detector and walked with Joshua to the elevators.

      “I think the killers were Stregs.”

      Bob’s finger hesitated before tapping the top floor button. “What makes you say that?” His voice sounded worried.

      “I know it sounds unbelievable, but the creature told me under the influence of Holy Water.”

      “Holy water does not make all creatures speak truth.” Bob’s voice was flat and he seemed unimpressed by the news.

      “True. But there was something else.” What could Joshua say? He’d never told anyone about the powers he’d gotten from going through the Merge. How could he explain what he’d felt?

      “What?” Bob pressed the pause button before the door could open at their floor.

      Bob had been a harsh critic of anything not quite human. Even though they’d been partners and friends for years, Joshua wasn’t sure how Bob would respond if he knew there was something not quite human about Joshua. Better not to risk it. “It’s just a feeling,” was the closest thing to the truth that Joshua could come up with. He would figure out how to lock up his powers again and he’d be a normal human without them.

      Bob seemed to search Joshua’s face and then shrugged. “The men need a celebration.”

      “I will keep the feeling to myself until I have some proof.” He rubbed his eyes trying to purge the ache.

      Bob nodded and released the button. The door opened and the forty people who currently worked at the HPA crowded outside the doors.

      “Is it true?” Thomas ran his hand through his black hair, leaving it twisted. He’d asked Bob, but his gaze darted to Joshua for a moment and then back to Bob.

      “I dispatched two creatures that were trying to murder a family with a little girl.” Joshua didn’t need to say anything about the questions whirling in his own head. He needed proof first.

      Murmurs rose in the crowd.

      “What was it?” Paula, the floor secretary asked. Her eyes were wide.

      “How did you find them?” Madeline in Copy shifted her bulging satchel. She’d probably bring her load of records to the Archive later today.

      Bob stepped in front of Joshua. “I got this. I’ll meet you in your office,” he said it so only Joshua could hear.

      Joshua nodded and headed toward his office. He shook a hand here and nodded solemnly there. Everyone seemed to sense that he really didn’t want to talk. The room seemed so long. He just wanted to sit. But not out here where the noise and the movement added to his fatigue.

      Bob stood on a desk. “All your questions will get answered, just know that the latest attack by Others has been stopped. We have time to celebrate before the Gala.”

      They cheered.

      Bob mingled with the crowd shaking hands and smiling. Joshua rested a moment gathering his strength, watching Bob work the room. Thank goodness, Bob still used his social talents to help the HPA. He laughed at the right times and said the right things to keep things running smoothly. When the word had come down that the golden boy, Bob, wasn’t the next head of the HPA, Joshua had been shocked. When Joshua had been chosen instead, everyone had been shocked. Joshua had a great bag record, but wasn’t good with people. His now ex-partner hadn’t seemed to care about being passed over and had continued to cover the social aspects.

      Thomas stepped up and Joshua shook his hand. “I need to get home to the wife and family. I’m glad you stopped them.”

      “Me too.” Thomas was the one who’d done research on Streg. They’d each had to pick a topic before they could be promoted to full agent. Some of what had been produced had been a joke, but Thomas’s research had been good. “Where is that research you did on Stregs?”

      Thomas leaned back and blinked. “Why?”

      Joshua shrugged. “Mind if I take it to read? I’ll drop it back tomorrow.”

      Thomas grinned and shook his head. “I know my research is safe in that vault you call an office.”

      Joshua knew that Thomas had a young daughter. He didn’t want to worry Thomas unnecessarily, but all of his instincts told him that this wasn’t over. “You have a daughter about the right age. Be careful. Don’t take down your protections yet.”

      Thomas’s eyes widened and he glanced away. “I-I never can.” It was an odd turn of phrase. The world was a dangerous place, but the way Thomas had said it implied his children were in more danger than most. “I-I have to go.” Thomas fled.

      The weight on Joshua’s body tripled. He needed to get out of here. He’d figure out what Thomas had meant by his reaction later.

      Joshua leaned against the back wall. Did he have to talk to anyone else?

      Bob was occupied talking to Hugo on the other side of the room. Their heads were together and they both glanced his way. The rest of the agents mingled. Paula and the other secretary chatted. People he didn’t quite know from the lab and research area patted agents on the back. Madeline, Thomas, and Rose were missing. Madeline had probably left for the Archive. Rose could be anywhere.

      Joshua grabbed the files from Thomas’s desk and left the celebration. He just needed to sit.

      He opened his office and sunk into the leather chair. It creaked in protest. Thomas’s paper was a consolidation of the last ten years of confirmed Streg attacks.

      In theory, any creature alive or undead could go Streg. But a giant or troll was far more likely. They were already brutal creatures, and when they got infected, they killed like mindless beasts and could only be stopped by being killed. And usually, the trolls or giants eliminated the Streg before they killed other creatures. The cause was unknown and there was no cure.

      There were no recorded cases of two Stregs cooperating or of a Streg being anything other than a Troll or Giant. The boy had been a baited trap. No wonder he’d lost two teams to the killers. No one would’ve expected that tactic.

      The paper had images of what Stregs looked like. Undead, but not quite. They came in all shapes and sizes and even had some wild uncontrolled powers. Which could be a match for the flame the man had thrown. But neither the boy nor man had been mindless killing machines. They’d been controlled, strategic even.

      Thomas had copied the files from the cases he’d used as data. The files from Streg attacks within the Troll or Giant communities showed evil, crazy killing machines and the community dealing with it or reaching out for help.

      His third time reading Thomas’ research, Joshua spotted something unusual. In a case from about a year ago, a troll had gone Streg, but the family had reported him missing. Not returned to his ancestors, but missing. Joshua had assumed that they’d meant the infected troll was dead the first time he’d read it, but Trolls were very literal creatures. It could’ve meant the Streg was kidnapped.

      The idea of kidnapping a blood frenzied Troll seemed ludicrous. Even if someone had managed to kidnap one and had smuggled the Streg away from the rest of the Troll tribe, then what? What possible use could someone have with a captive Streg? Unless someone was trying to cure the infection. Or learn how to infect another. He shivered.

      He went through each report and found three records where an infected Troll or Giant had gone missing. What could they have in common? He laid them out on his desk. They were all Trolls.

      A knock sounded at his door. Joshua flinched.

      “It’s Bob.”

      Joshua shoved the files in his desk drawer then went and opened the door.

      Bob grinned at him. “You look like shit, Lighthouse.”

      “Thanks.” Standing up was an effort.

      “Sit.” Bob waved Joshua to his chair. “I have news.”

      “Yeah?” Joshua sat and leaned back.

      “I know the names of the non-humans who have invitations to the Gala. It’s a long list.”

      “Where’d you get them?” Those lists were kept a strict secret. Bob had some of the best resources, but even so he must’ve used his charm to get such lists. Which meant he'd done it for a reason.

      “I have my sources.”

      “So?” Joshua forced himself to relax.

      “I heard that a certain member of a certain pack was invited under amnesty. Maybe we could set a trap for her. Like this.” Bob snatched and crumpled a sheet of paper. He set it on the desk and slammed the upside-down garbage can to trap it.

      Joshua jumped and let out a tired laugh. So dramatic. Bob was always so dramatic. “As much as I would love to catch Serene, that would break the rules.”

      “Just bend. If we do it right.”

      Joshua sighed and leaned back. “We talked about this. The species tensions are too high to break the rules. It would make our job that much harder.” Joshua knew Bob knew this, but sometimes Bob was able to smooth things over with charm and his contacts. The relationships were too volatile to chance that right now. One wrong move could start a war the humans would have a hard time winning.

      “But in this case, wouldn’t it be worth it? Catching the Other who’s been taunting us for over a year?”

      “Taunting us? No one has seen her. How is she taunting us? Besides, there’s a right and a wrong way to do things. If we break the rules, we're no better than they are.” Joshua gazed at Bob whose face went blank, like he was playing poker.

      Then he sighed. “Fine.”

      “Anything else?” Joshua yawned.

      “You really need to go tonight.”

      “To the Gala? You usually cover for me. Can’t you go?” His stomach twisted. He was too tired to watch what he said and to tread carefully on delicate Other sensitivities.

      “Elder Martin needs to see you.”

      Joshua closed his eyes. “I can stop by his place tomorrow after the Gala.”

      “You could….” Bob drawled, “but as your friend I am telling you to go to the Gala.”

      Joshua wanted to ask why tonight, but Bob’s face seemed serious. Bob would have some smooth answer as to why Joshua should go. It may or may not be the real reason. Joshua was just too tired to spar. Now it was his turn to sigh. “Fine. Let me sleep for a couple hours.”

      “Don’t forget your suit.” Having got his way, Bob turned and left, closing the door behind him. The door locked automatically.

      Joshua lurched out of the chair, knocking the garbage can, still upside down on his desk, to the floor a crumpled ball rolled under his desk. He’d pick it up later after his nap.

      He pulled out the suit he kept for emergencies from a drawer. The suit was rumpled and smelled faintly musty. Damn. He hung it up on a hook by the door and slumped into bed.

      He had a bad feeling about tonight. Like he would come out the other side no better looking than his suit.
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      Serene walked down the hidden walkways in Shifterville. She walked down a tunnel with an illusion cast so it looked like a wall, but was really hidden doors, and secret walkways that were easier to find with shifter senses. Humans and other creatures who didn’t rely upon their noses would be lost.

      She almost missed a turn because her sense of smell was not as good as other shifters, but she was able to re-find the scent. A healer’s door would be open at all hours.

      She found her son’s door and knocked. A moment later, he flung the door open. Joy lifted her chest, bringing tears to her eyes. She reached up to hug him. He had his father’s large, big boned build and easily lifted her off the ground.

      She’d been unable to think of another way to get the help she needed. Still she worried that if she asked him for help, it would put him in danger.

      She reminded herself that her son was an adult and knew his way around more places than she did and he was one of the few she trusted completely. If she couldn’t get an invite to the Gala, she’d have no chance to find Joshua Lighthouse. No chance to get justice for the pack.

      “There you are.” He growled as if he was the parent and she was the child. He ushered her in and closed the door.

      She sat at a little table by the fire. “I need your help.”

      “Anything.” He grabbed a plate with bread and butter and set a teacup by her plate and added tea. What he placed in her cup smelled of chamomile and something else with a light floral scent. Probably some calming mixture. He tipped the teapot closer to the fire to heat the water.

      “I need to be invited to the Gala.” She hadn’t expected a response right away. This was an odd request, even for her, but his expression seemed thoughtful.

      The pot whistled and he poured the steamy water into her cup and his. “I thought you said you needed an invitation to the Gala.”

      He offered her cream and sugar and sat, focusing his gaze on her.

      “Yes.”

      Daniel raised an eyebrow. “Have you developed a taste for parties since living with the Aeros?”

      She laughed. “No, it is my chance to get information from Joshua Lighthouse.”

      He sat back in his chair staring toward the fire. “I’d heard that you have an invite already. It’s being passed along through shifters. So you will be able to get in, but why do you want to?”

      She told him about what the Seer had said and her conclusion that the head must be Joshua Lighthouse.

      “So you really want to get him alone somewhere private to find out what he knows.”

      Her mind blanked. Her son was right. Of course, Joshua Lighthouse wouldn’t want to talk to her. She would need some alone time with him. Maybe she could seduce him. But then what? That wouldn’t get him to answer her questions. Maybe she could kidnap him. She was strong, but if he struggled and brought attention to them, especially on a night of amnesty, then she would have all the factions after her, not just the HPA.

      If she was going to do this, she needed an ally to help kidnap him. The only one in the world she would trust with this was her son. But could she put him in such danger? If he was caught with her, the HPA would probably kill both of them. But if she did nothing her pack’s murderers would get away and would strike again. She couldn’t live with herself if that happened. She’d have to trust her son and hope the plan worked.

      “I-I would try to seduce him. But I need your help.”

      “Indeed, I am an expert on seducing human men.”

      Serene snorted. “No, I’ll do that part myself. I need a place to interrogate him and help moving him.”

      “I can help with that.” He took a sip of tea, clearly waiting for her to continue.

      “I will approach Joshua Lighthouse and draw him from the party. We will need to find a place to overpower him and a place to take him to ask him questions.”

      “You’ll need somewhere close to the party to bring him, but someplace humans wouldn’t look.”

      “You have an idea?”

      “Yes, I need to go check it out, but it might work.” He stood and ladled out some stew. “You eat and get ready here. We can walk to the Gala together.”

      She took the bowl and nodded. “I’ll look through your closet to see if anything seems right.”

      He made a face. “I’m not sure I have anything Gala appropriate.”

      Serene laughed softly. “It will be fine.”

      He nodded and left.

      Serene ate the stew. The hint of Sage in the chunk of meat reminded her of her time with the Pack. They’d had a rocky start, but she’d come to care about them. When her mate had discovered that she loved this stew, he’d made sure that this dinner was one of the communal meals once a week. Homesickness filled her chest and she closed her eyes. At least she had her son.

      She left the half-eaten bowl on the table and ducked behind the curtain where her son slept. The low bed was made and a simple table next to the bed held a book. She knew in the corner a clever curtain hid her son’s secret. He’d been disguising himself so he could bring his healing to those that would never come to him.  A very dangerous thing for him to do with patients with sharp senses and even sharper teeth and a strong dislike for being tricked.

      She tugged the curtain aside and walked into the tiny room. A mirror with makeup, and brushes sat in one corner, and on the other side of the room hung clothing. None of it was fancy, but the sturdy materials and colors were appropriate for blending into different shifter communities. Some pieces didn’t seem to be shifter garb. They had too much sparkle or fur. She wondered how far her son had been pushing his luck trying to help others. He seemed to think the only way to show he had value was by helping others, even if doing so was extremely dangerous for him.

      She pulled out a simple tan shift dress. It would be far too large on her. She held the dress to her front and then tied the straps around her neck. The dress dragged on the ground. She could belt the waist, but it would gape in the back. If she drew it over her head, she’d look like a kid in her mom’s dress. This dress wouldn’t help her seduce Joshua Lighthouse. None of them would.

      Everything was too big. What she was wearing wouldn’t be right either. She could go partially furred, but Joshua Lighthouse hated non-humans, so that would decrease her odds of seducing him. No she needed to look as human as possible. And as female as possible so his hormones would get the better of his brain.

      She went back into the kitchen and finished off the stew. It was too late to get finery anywhere else or try to fix what he had. She’d had some special occasion clothing in her lair. Her mate had insisted. But she shuddered, there was no way she was going back to where the pack had lived. Not yet. What other options did she have?

      If she couldn’t find clothing, maybe she could go without. She could try for a more shocking look. If she could pull it off, going naked would show she was female. Might even help on the seduction front.

      A few minutes later, Serene stood naked in front of the mirror. Maybe she should add a wig, since her own dark hair barely covered her tits. Her image was not Lady Godiva, more like Desperate Naked Chick. Did she look human enough?

      Even though it’d been almost two decades since she’d been transformed from human to pack, the woman in the mirror didn’t match the one still in her head. It was easy as a pack member to avoid mirrors. She was older, but still had coffee colored skin and small stature. The pointy ears, the extra hair in places it had no business being were part of the transition to Pack. So was her extra muscle and hopped-up metabolism. A transformation that now left her more alone. Her heart gave a warning thump and she pushed away the thought.

      She needed to be seductive if she was to lure Joshua Lighthouse out of the party and interrogate him to find out if he’d murdered her pack.

      “Really?” Daniel walked into the room and put a hand on his hip. “Just tackle him while you’re at it. Not subtle.”

      She glanced over the changing screen at her son. “Do human men really go for subtle?”

      “No, but is ‘Ho for sale’ better?” he asked in that dry tone he used when he was trying not to laugh.

      “Fine. What do you recommend?” She held earrings up to her ears. She needed something else.

      “If you want to lure him out of the party and find out what really happened, I’d tone it down.” He sighed and walked out of the room, returning with a long, dark wig. “Try this.”

      “Why do you have a wig?” He didn’t answer her teasing question. They both knew he used wigs as part of his disguises to bring his healing to the larger community. Even if it meant him dressing as a female, but she mostly pretended not to know his secret.

      He rolled his eyes.

      She tucked her hair up and let the wig drape around her body. It fell to block most of her butt. She could tuck it around her body and make it more artful, but still have some shock value. “Better?”

      “I guess.”

      “Did you find a place?” she asked hoping they could work out the details of the plan.

      “Yeah. It’ll be perfect. You’ll need to meet me at the south west corner of the Gala.”

      “The only way this will work is if we catch him unaware.” A nervous flutter crept into her stomach. It was dangerous to hunt a hunter. This one was the worst of the hunters, but she had to hunt him. Joshua Lighthouse was the only lead she had.

      “Are you sure this is the best way to accomplish what you want?” asked Daniel, handing her a long trench coat.

      “Need.” She said it firmly, which belied that tremble in her gut. She slipped on the coat. “What I need.” It was a need or she would never put her son at risk.

      “Fine, need.”

      “Yes, I need to know if that son of a human was involved with my pack’s deaths.” Her throat got tight and her eyes grew hot. Imperfect though they were, they’d been her family.

      “Maybe we should try a different tactic. Something less dangerous.”

      Dangerous. Her laugh didn’t sound happy or sarcastic, but sad. Her whole life was filled with danger as the only member of a pack. She was alone. More alone than she’d ever been, even before the transformation into part of the pack. The other shifters saw being packless as a symptom of a character flaw that meant that she was too dangerous or unstable to be in a pack. Her son was in much the same situation. “It’s the only way I can be sure.”

      Her son put his forehead to hers. “If it’s what you need, I’ll help you.”

      “I know you weren’t in the pack―”

      “Which was the best thing for me.” He said with conviction, his eyes meeting hers. “Besides, if I’d been in the pack, I’d be dead now too.”

      She nodded slowly and squeezed his shoulder, then had to look away. He’d bear the brunt of her mistakes. The Pack had transformed her in the hopes of changing the Pack’s fate. She’d made the mistake of trying to go back to her human home while pregnant with Daniel. Instead of her boy bonding with the Pack at his birth, they were both cast out. Had she not gone; they would have killed Daniel for being packless so she’d been left alone to raise him.

      It was only when the pack became desperate years later, that they demanded she rejoin the pack. Leaving Daniel alone, had been part of her demands for rejoining the pack.

      Being raised outside of a pack meant he’d never know what it was like to have his own family. He’d always be seen as a menace because he was packless. “I better get going. I need to scout inside.” Serene said.

      “Do you really think you can seduce him? He doesn’t like non-humans and none of my contacts can find anyone he’s bedding.”

      He was right. Maybe it was a long shot, but it was her one shot to get to the head as the Seer had said. She needed to take this chance no matter how slim. She lifted an eyebrow and wiggled her hips. “Human men think with their dicks.”

      “Yuck, Mom.” He grimaced and turned away.

      She laughed and let the tension fly from her. Tonight, she would finally get answers or get caught trying. If she got caught, she’d sacrifice herself to get her son free.

      “This isn’t a way to die with the Pack….” He looked away. “You’re not hoping someone will take you out?” His face looked serious.

      “I need justice for them.” She closed her eyes against the ache in her chest. She would focus on that need and after that who knows what might happen.

      He touched her shoulder and met her eyes again. He looked so worried, so earnest. “You need to choose to live. Maybe someday choose to love.”

      Her son, the lone wolf giving pack advice. She squeezed his hand. “You are the only one I’ve done that for.”

      “Chosen to love?”

      “With all my heart.” She could see her own stubbornness in him. “Maybe when this is all over, you’ll find a partner too.”

      “Maybe.” His tone scoffed, turning his ‘maybe’ into a solid ‘no’.

      “It doesn’t matter that you don’t have a pack.”

      “Yeah, it does.” He crouched down, hidden within his cloak. The cloak fell to the ground and a far larger shaggy wolf slipped out from under. He gave a toothy grin and trotted out the door.

      She had to find out who was behind her pack’s deaths. The memory of that night was foggy, but the pack-bond burned the feeling of each member of her pack dying into her heart. The pack members had died to protect her and her unborn child. Her mate, the pack alpha, had been the last one murdered. Her heart clenched and pain radiated out, making it hard to breathe.

      They, whoever they were, had to be stopped before they killed other families.

      She closed her eyes and focused on controlling her heart rate, on slowing her breathing, on stuffing the black mass of guilt and anger back into the box.

      It was time.
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      Joshua walked into the cool night air. Predators, both Human and Other, prowled the dark streets. Even tonight, with the amnesty in place between all the factions, there was still a chance of attack. He’d be careful rather than risk getting killed.

      Twenty blocks and two double-backs later, Joshua skulked in the shadows across the street from Elder Martin’s mansion. He took a moment to assess the target. A habit from years of stalking.

      He counted at least five layers of protection. Good thing he wasn’t trying to break in. The Aurora Borealis shimmer was a protective field that cost more than his whole division made in a year. The balls of light hovering like giant balloons acted as both illumination and a secondary defense system against air attacks.

      Elder Martin wasn’t taking chances. His ten-foot walls were fortified with six evenly spaced Giants that were some subtype of stone warrior, that spied on the crowd gathered in the courtyard.

      A tall man rushed to the open gate and held out what looked like the invitation in Joshua’s pocket to the monkey in the red suit. The guy was a set of cymbals away from a giant Charlie Chimp toy. Charlie didn’t even glance at the invitation. The party-goer entered the front gate and disappeared inside.

      Bob hadn’t said why Joshua needed to see Elder Martin tonight. He saw Elder Martin in an official capacity once a month or so. Perhaps Elder Martin wanted to introduce him to someone. It was the only thing that made any sense. But why tonight? Introductions could be made at any time. Elder Martin knew how Joshua struggled at these events. He didn’t mingle well and tended to make Others nervous. Then there were the tricks that were expected as part of intra-species politics.

      His last event, there’d been an unfortunate incident with Walter, the leader of the Lizardfolk. That incident was the reason that Joshua didn’t go to these things. Walter’s last practical joke had left Joshua locked in the closet for hours. Joshua had lost political credit and would be expected to retaliate in just the right way or he’d lose even more face. The trick Joshua had to set up needed to be something that caused no permanent damage. Not his forte.

      Maybe he could find Wren without Walter. Wren was much more reasonable to work with. Solid, dependable, and not quite as mercenary as Walter. Everyone kept track of favors, but Wren gave more for less. Joshua could ask him about Streg and perhaps even get a useful answer.

      But, the longer he was there, the higher the odds he would offend someone or someone would try to play a trick on him to gain advantage. That meant his mission was to get in. Talk to Elder Martin. Get out.

      He crossed the street and handed his invitation to Charlie who glanced at the invitation and said, “Weapons to the left.”

      The room had a single chest on the ground. They had something similar in the evidence area in the HPA building. When you locked the chest it would create a magic space that could only be accessed with the key.

      Joshua put his bow, two knives, a half dozen stakes, and his bag of potions into the chest. He might as well be naked. A human without equipment was at a severe disadvantage to other creatures. Humans had no claws, fangs, or special abilities.

      Joshua removed the key. If he were to open the chest with no key, his stuff would be gone and when he closed it a new key would appear. But if he put in his key, when he opened the chest, his items would be inside.

      Charlie pointed to the right. “Elder Martin is in the ballroom.”

      He tucked the key in his pocket and scuttled past head-high hedges. These parties made him nervous.

      He spotted movement in his peripheral vision. He ducked and rolled, taking cover under the hedge. His hand slapped where his knife should have been.

      He took a deep breath. Man, he was losing it. This was a Gala. Every faction had agreed to peace for the night. He was behind serious defenses and every guest was divested of their weapons. Why was he so skittish?

      Something felt off and wrong. Like the feeling of impending storm.

      The movement had been living balls of light that zipped around to the music and seemed to pay him no mind.

      He needed to calm down. Such foolishness in the Gala would open him up for tricks. He hadn’t received too many tricks because he’d been feared. But now his political standing was unclear. Still, he’d rather react a hundred times and be susceptible to tricks than end up dead. God, he hated politics.

      A softer lit area hummed with conversation. The lush scent of vanilla and musk hung heavy in the air. Moonflowers dotted the hedges. No immediate threat.

      Joshua stood, brushed off, and headed through the center door.

      Humans and non-humans flowed through the ballroom and sitting rooms, dressed in species-specific formal wear. They were all talking. Many were his enemies and what they said couldn’t be trusted. He had no idea about the latest gossip which might be an innocuous starting place for a conversation. If he found someone he could talk to, he wasn’t sure what it was safe to say. It was even worse than he’d imagined. He was completely out of his element.

      He slid around the room’s perimeter, his back to the wall. Something bad was coming. Glasses shook, voices were high pitched, and his nose flared at the sour whiff of fear. Was this sensation of impending doom his powers giving him a warning or his dislike of such parties? He couldn’t be sure.

      Joshua watched the crowd and a shot of red flagged from the sea of people. Walter’s dewlap, a flag of skin that lizards have at their throat, extended. A beacon that led his eyes to the lizard man who was the head of the Other protection agency. Damn. He was here and Wren was with him.

      Walter had been willing to sell information, which was very useful, but he’d been very mercenary. Even with his mottled skin, in his fitted suit he looked more like James Bond than Joshua ever would. Maybe Walter had some intel on the new Stregs. Joshua crossed the crowd and approached Walter like he would any other wild animal―at an angle.

      “Nicccce sssssuit, Lighthouse,” Walter said without looking away from his conversation with Wren, the leader of Aeros.

      Joshua resisted the urge to tug and brush at his suit. It really did look sad next to their crisp clothing. However, pretty garb didn’t do the hard work of keeping people safe.
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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