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      “Sir, the enemy is moving toward the gates.” The scout was one of the youngest members of the Legion of the Damned, having been recruited in 1960 Earth time.

      Raising his great helm, Legion Legatus William Payne stared down at the scout. “Numbers?”

      “Greater than I’ve ever seen, ten thousand at least,” the scout replied.

      “Notify the sub-commanders. Have them send centuries three through five forward to the ramparts,” the Commander ordered. “We must hold them or all is lost.”

      Too many battles and deaths. Before he was the Legion’s Legatus, William was a commander in the most holiest of holies, the Knights Templar. Raised in the Principality of Antioch, he was distantly related to Hugh de’ Payne, one of the founders of the order. Technically, he was a Norman knight, but never having been to the area, he was considered a rogue by many of the Gentry.

      Ayyubid sultan Salah ad-din, also known as Saladin, the first Sultan of Egypt, made oaths and swore to push the invading crusaders into the sea. His army marched across the Levant, taking Damascus and Tripoli. Ever so slowly, he pushed the Crusader Knights closer and closer inward.

      William was there when Saladin’s thirty thousand man army stormed the ramparts at Hattin. Twenty thousand knights along with paid mercenaries and cavalry were no match for the Sultan’s troops. Trapped between a three prong attack, the men were low on supplies and much needed water. Several attempts were made by the crusader commanders to break free toward Lake Tiberius with no avail.

      William remembered. Guy of Lusignan, the titular leader of the Christian army fought dismounted, surrounded by his sergeants and knights atop the hill of Hattin, overlooking the lake they couldn’t reach. Simple knights, covered in the blood of their enemies raised tents to block the flow of enemy cavalry, sometimes at the risk of their own lives. The army broke into a mass retreat. So much so, that even the accompanying clergy couldn’t stop them. The blood ran freely across the hill, soaking into the ground. In the end, the defenders begged for death from their foes.

      “Slavery is where we are bound, William. They cannot kill us all,” Roberto de Burgio whispered. “We are too valuable to them.”

      William pulled on his tied hands, trying to relieve some of the pressure and pain. “To what end? They have already finished us. Where you not paying attention upon the hill? Guy and the others have abandoned us to our fate. It is a lost cause. I should have stayed in Antioch.”

      Roberto shook his head. “You are a Knight of God. You swore oaths. If we survive this, I will repudiate you for even thinking such a thing. My order would put you to death!”

      “Forgive my sins. It’s this place and these people. I lost a lot of friends and companions on the field yesterday. There is nothing standing in the way of Saladin now. He can take Jerusalem at the snap of his fingers and take away all the work we’ve spent years doing. Do you realize that?” William bowed his head and muttered a prayer.

      The Hospitaller knight grunted, “Blasphemy is a sin. We do this for our lord and savior. Do not forget that. God will provide. You must continue to believe that. Our leaders will pay off the heathen and free us. It has happened before and will happen again. Training new commanders is costly. You will see. Freedom is only a shekel a way.”

      William leaned forward as far as his bonds would allow him, looking both left and right. Hundreds if not thousands of fellow knights and attendants lay bleeding into the sands. Moans and cries of pain filled the air. Many men begged for death. If they were to be ransomed, surely their wounds would be taken care of first?

      Sometime in the night, heathen soldiers walked the lines of prisoners. Those who begged for death received it. They were beheaded even as they sat tied to their companions. Hundreds died in the night. Morning brought cries of horror as mangled corpses were left among the living.

      In the tent of the Sultan, Saladin met with the leaders of the crusader army. Guy of Lusignan sat before him, along with Raynald, the former Prince of Antioch. Both men still wore the clothes they were captured in. Dried blood and other viscera coated their leather tunics.

      The Sultan looked upon his recent foes with distaste. In Arabic he spoke to his lieutenants. “Were they not given water and clothing? Why are they so dirty?”

      Prostrating before his lord, the first lieutenant replied, “They drank the water. They are barbarians. Why treat them so?”

      Saladin glared at his man, forcing him back into a prostrate position with just his eyes. “You forget yourself.”

      The man stood and bowed his head, “forgive me.”

      Saladin waved him away and motioned to a servant. The shivering slave brought forth a platter with small cups upon it. Carefully, the sultan poured water into a cup and held it out. “Give this to the commander.”

      The servant handed the cup to Guy, but he handed it instead to Raynald, not understanding the gesture. In the culture of the time, if a prisoner was handed water he was to be spared.

      Saladin jumped up from his divan and slapped the cup from Raynald’s hand. In Arabic he screamed, “If I wished this man to live I would have given it to him myself!” Pulling out his sword, he decapitated the Antioch lord, spraying Guy with blood.

      Guy held up his hands in surrender and shrank down to the ground. Saladin looked on him with disgust and spoke. “Kings do not kill kings.”

      Ordering Guy and the rest of the captured royalty to be held for ransom, he then decreed that all of the Templars and their companions be put to the sword. Decapitation was the preferred manner of death. Even those paid to fight, the mercenaries and pressed soldiers, were to be killed. To the Sultan, they were betrayers of Islam and now heretics.

      William and Roberto watched with bated breath while a few of their companions were pulled from the lines of prisoners. A scribe and captured priest pointed each man out to the trio of soldiers doing the work.

      “Father, what happens here?” Roberto asked the priest as he passed by.

      One of the Sultan’s men glared at the Hospitaller knight and beat him with his cudgel.

      “You must remain silent,” the priest replied. Without expression, the monk pointed out one of the captured lords to the men.

      William waited until they passed to check on his companion. “Are you well my friend?”

      Roberto failed to answer. Blood flowed freely down his chest from a massive head wound. The knight still breathed but William suspected it might not be for long. Muttering almost to himself, William cried out, “Another warrior and friend gone. Will it never end? Why has God brought me to this place to die?”

      “Life is a lesson. Sometimes you choose to listen and other times you ignore it. The Gods are wicked and cruel. Didn’t anyone ever tell you that before? A lesson approaches. Will you take it or will you die with the rest of these lost souls?” William looked up as a voice seemed to speak from all around him.

      “Who said that?” William cried out. Several of his wounded companions, weak from blood loss or lack of food and water, moaned in response, rolling their heads his direction.

      “What I offer is both life and death. Life serving a purpose older than your country and death for the greater good. We fight to preserve who and what we are. Do you wish to join us or do you wish to die?” the voice continued.

      William shook his head, “I want out of here, but I swore an oath to God and country. Fighting to save the holy land is my purpose here.”

      There was a gentle flapping sound and a large bird landed in front of him. “A man with convictions. Interesting. Your leaders don’t have what you have. Did you know that? Guy of Lusignan is begging for his life and Raynald is dead. The men you saw earlier being taken are now bathing and enjoying the fruits of the Sultan. Money will change hands and they will journey across the seas to their homes. Leaving all of these men to their fates. Is that the sort of oath you took, William? One that leaves your fellows in the dust to die?”

      “You are a Demon sent to plague me!” William half shouted. His throat was dry and dusty, and the words came out as a croak.

      “Execution is coming at first light. All the knights of the order will die, including you. You are of Antioch. To these people you are a betrayer of the faith and deserve what you get. Do you truly wish to die?” the owl asked him.

      “No. But my oath requires I serve God, not some evil like you,” William replied.

      “Good. Evil. They are but concepts of reality. Come with me, I have so much to teach you and there are men worthy of leading waiting upon you,” the owl explained.

      One moment his bonds held him tight to the others and the next he was free, but only for a moment. A flash of light and he was other where.
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        * * *

      

      What happened then was almost a thousand Earth years ago. To William it seemed like just yesterday. The owl had been right, though. Protecting the future and knowledge of mankind was more important than dying for no reason. Battles impossible to describe were his bread and butter now. The Legion of the Damned were his companions.

      The universe of Otherwhere has three main gates leading in and out of it. Only two lead to Earth, and of them only one is accessible to humans. The final gate leads outward to the what some call the Hall of Doors or the multiverse. Traders use the doors to communicate across worlds and other universes. But for the past half millennium, contact has been less and less. The Draconic, or Dragon, Empire was expelled from the realm of Earth in time immemorial but now they want to return home. It is the Legion’s job to dissuade them. They are the enemy William was brought to fight.
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        * * *

      

      “Legatus, all centuries are in place and awaiting orders,” Centurion Cassidy reported.

      William looked at the former gunfighter and smiled. His outfit would have shocked his former knights commander back in the holy land. “Send our scouts out along the edges. I need to know numbers and density of their attack. Tell Centurion Custer he is NOT, and I do mean not, to engage the enemy. If the first reports are true, they will eat his men alive.”

      “Sir!” Centurion Butch Cassidy saluted.

      Good men were hard to find, but the owl had a certain knack for it. Too bad he usually picked the unruly ones. The Goddess Athena created this pocket universe, according to Owl. She supposedly had help from other of the Gods as well. Wrapping his head around the concept of Gods and Goddesses was a challenge for a Knight of God, but not an impossible one. William had been brought here by a giant talking bird.

      The Gate of Doors lay at the end of a curved valley. It was similar to the lair of a trapdoor spider from back on Earth, except that the top was where the defenders lay and the gate was at the bottom. Over the centuries, stone ramparts were constructed in concentric layers, guarding the entrance to town and the remaining gates. Only a heavily fortified portcullis and iron door allowed access. It was from here that the Legion sallied forth to meet their foes. The space between the doors was affectionately known by the legionnaires as the Plain of Megiddo.
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        * * *

      

      William stood watching the Plain through enhanced binoculars atop one of the observation towers. “Are there Dracaenae as well?”

      “Yes, sir.” Centurion Custer pointed to a location on the map. The Plain wasn’t empty. It contained rocks, trees, and even a few small fortifications. The Legion had had centuries to map it out completely, though. “It looks to my men as though they have a small group of those critters here at Point Alpha. Gladiators and regular line troops are pouring in though. There are Wizards among them as well.”

      “Damn,” William replied. “They haven’t attacked like this in centuries. What’s changed?”

      “Sir?” The centurion asked.

      “Nothing, just talking to myself. You can return to your men. Stay ready, though. I may send you out in probing attacks,” the Legatus ordered.

      “I would be willing to see battle every day, sir,” Custer replied as he saluted and left the room.

      “Sergeant, keep an eye on him for me please. We need every man we have. Can’t have a hot head throwing the men away uselessly,” William ordered.

      The sergeant, dressed in classic Roman gear grinned. “Why promote him, then?”

      William waggled his hand and said, “Everyone needs a second chance. Even crazy cavalry boys. Remember when your commander took a chance on me? It’s the same thing. Just keep an eye on him.”

      “As you command,” the sergeant replied as he climbed down the ladder.

      Turning back to his glasses, Legatus Payne watched the troops build up near the gate. This next battle was going to be a bad one.

      “What are our chances here?” The voice of Owl came from behind him.

      Used to the owl’s sudden appearances, William didn’t flinch at the voice. Without looking backward, he answered, “Fair to middle. We’re going to go all out for this battle. I’ve ordered the guns mounted and manned. Do we have sufficient ammo for them? This may take days.”

      “The arms storage under the barracks is full, but I will send both Mack and Emesh to Earth for more if need be. Prepare a list and we will get whatever you need,” Owl replied.

      “Divine help?” William asked.

      “Keep dreaming. When you were bleeding your life away in Saladin’s camp, I told you that the Gods are cruel. The Goddess only speaks to me in dreams and it has been years since her last visitation. We are truly on our own here,” Owl replied.

      “What about those Witches we hosted and trained a while back? Can we call them in?” William asked.

      Owl snapped his beak and flapped his wings in thought. “Zee and Dee are elsewhere and beyond even my reach. Put them from your mind. I doubt we will ever see them in this reality again. Agatha, however, is available. But she is needed upon Earth. If things get that dire, I will request Magical help from either the Council there or her family itself. Send the list to me soon.”

      There was a flap of wings and the Owl of Athena was gone.

      “This is going to make the siege of Antwerp look like a picnic. If we don’t hold, it could spell the end of freedom and doom mankind to slavery,” William muttered to himself.
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      Peace of mind.

      That was what Grams told me I needed. All the books on Dreamwalking that I was given said that the secret was in clearing your mind of all thought and concentrating on...nothing. Obviously, none of those ancient writers had ever been in a house filled with Witches, complete with a Unicorn. A small one.

      Running my fingers through my hair, I breathed in and out for a moment. My room looked as it always had, fine Victorian furniture, Wizard Wars movie posters, and a dollhouse. The very detailed house was a duplicate of the one I stood in, and according to my grandmother, was a creation of Verity, her great grandmother. Magical artifacts were somewhat rare on Earth. The dollhouse was unique in that aspect. Move a piece of furniture in the real world and the miniature one would move as well. Add a tree to the living room and one would appear here as well. That was how I discovered that Fergus’s ramblings about moving furniture were real. When asked, grandmother denied knowing about it, but I suspected she lied. Some secrets were too very dear to her.

      Concentrate and everything will sort itself out in time. I closed my eyes and assumed a half lotus position on a pillow I borrowed from downstairs. Full lotus was nearly impossible, even for me. I felt my body shudder at the thought of trying to do one again. Cat had to pry me apart to get my legs free last time.
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        * * *

      

      “Girl, what the hell are you doing?” Cat remarked.

      I grimaced and tried to move my body. “Meditation. It’s supposed to be good for you.”

      Cat laughed. “For pretzels, maybe. Whatever convinced you to do this to yourself in the first place?”

      “Stupid Council teacher. He went on for an entire hour about how meditation was the secret to the universe. I did a quick internet search and found the basics. It’s called a full lotus position.” I tried to move my legs but couldn’t.

      Squatting down next to me Cat pulled on my left leg and said, “Sweetie, how long have you been like this?”

      I smiled and cocked my head in her direction. “A couple of hours? It hurt like crazy just getting into the position, but once there I thought I would try the exercises that Montgomery gave me. It really did sound like a good idea at the time.”

      “Then this Montgomery, whoever he is, is a fool.  Can you move them at all?” Cat pulled harder on my left leg and I felt it move just a bit.

      “They’ve gone to sleep on me,” I poked at my calves with my fingers. “Totally numb.”

      Cat whipped out her cell phone and mashed a button. “Hold on. I need help for this one. I can pull you apart, but I’m afraid I would literally pull you apart and your grandmother would kill me.”

      “Who did you call?” I had thoughts of campus security or one of the RA’s seeing me like this. I’d be the laughingstock of the academy before you knew it.

      “You get one guess,” Cat replied.
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        * * *

      

      Chuck Winthrop wasn’t the smartest man in the world sometimes, but when your Pack leader, the woman you’d been pining for, calls you and says it’s an emergency, you haul ass to get there!

      “Excuse me! Watch out!” Chuck called out as he ran at top human speed from the forensics lab on the far side of the campus. Without thinking, he dropped the phone into his pocket, shoved his papers and books into his bag, and took off. Taking his car never even entered his mind.

      To a Were, running a full mile was like walking to the mailbox. For humans, the average time is about ten minutes. The record, set in the 1970s, is three minutes, forty-three seconds. That is near superhuman. Chuck was trying to beat that time all on his own without pausing for anyone in his way.

      Leaping a bench with people sitting on it, Chuck barely paused. His brain and Pack sense were screaming at him to move it!

      “Hey! Watch where the hell you’re going!” a fellow student cried out as he brushed past him at what felt like ninety miles an hour.

      All Chuck could feel was the wind in his face, his backpack flapping against him, and the concrete under his feet. Every species of Were had some sort of affinity. Werewolves had the scent tracking thing down better than just about everyone. The Bears, all types, were massive and strong. Nobody messed with them if they could help it. The various rodent Weres were quick and extremely sneaky. The various military and secret organizations around the world loved recruiting them for spy or intelligence operations. He’d only met one Wereshark in his lifetime. On land, they only had the strength that most Weres sported. At sea, however, they were fierce and extremely violent hunters. Werecats could hunt, stalk, and fight like their lives depended on it. Chuck’s own people were a combination of bears, wolves, and rodents.

      Bouncing from pathway to pathway Chuck raced across the quad and into Agatha’s dormitory. “Chuck, you need to sign in,” one of the resident attendants yelled as he flew by.

      Taking the stairs four at a time he went up all three flights in less than ten seconds. Agatha’s door was locked, but it was nothing an application of Were strength couldn’t fix. Like tissue paper, the knob ripped free and the door flew open. Chuck looked inside and two very surprised faces looked back at him.

      “Ah, oops?” Cat said.
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        * * *

      

      Both Cat and I learned a valuable lesson from that little mishap. Pack powers are not to be taken lightly.

      Meditation. Time to free your soul from the body and relax. I took another deep breath and closed my eyes. Muttering to myself, I commented, “Inner peace.”

      “What’cha doing?” Fergus asked.

      “Inner peace,” I grimaced.

      I heard a small thump and could feel tiny hooves on my knee. “Isn’t that the movie where that guy gets really small and drives around in a spaceship like thing?”

      Opening one I eye, I looked down at Fergus, my unicorn. “You’re thinking of Inner Space.”

      Fergus hopped to my other knee. “You sure? I thought it was peace. Maybe that was that one about the panda.”

      “Panda?” I asked. Both eyes were open now as I watched him.

      “You know. With the talking animals. The monkey is my favorite. She’s hot,” Fergus explained.

      I unfolded my legs, tossing Fergus aside. “We’re done here. The moment you start talking about fictional cartoon animals who use kung fu is where I get off this train.”

      “You’ve seen it! Which one is your favorite?” Fergus asked as he jumped up and down.

      “To use a phrase I hear all the time, I have no idea what you are talking about. I’m going downstairs,” I told him. It was chaotic down there but Unicorn-free. Maybe Boarmire had something to say. He might be able to help me with concentration.

      Grandmother’s house is wicked cool. It looks like a Victorian mansion on the outside and a castle on the inside. The family story is that Verity built the original house out of field stone and hewn timber. Minerva’s room and part of the kitchen are all that is left of it. Later additions were added slowly as time allowed and the town grew. Care of the Garden and the Gates that came with it outweighed the need for large homes. As the years passed though, additions were needed as the family itself grew. Children need space, after all. But Witches will be Witches and certain modifications with an eye to defense were made during the last bit of construction in the 1860’s. The house had reinforced walls with actual gun loops along the porch. Minerva showed them to me when I was ten.

      Reaching the landing at the bottom of the stairs, I looked around. The commotion I had heard upstairs was louder here. At least half the Coven was here. They were dusting, mopping, and cleaning everywhere. Whirling dervishes had nothing on these Witches.

      “Agatha?”

      I looked to my left past the cleaning crew and saw Cat and Chuck keeping Boarmire company. Carefully dodging the whirling women, I made my way to what Grams calls the den. “Hey guys.”

      Talking through a mouthful of pizza Chuck asked, “Is it always like this?”

      I slid in next to him, giving him a bump with my hip. As he moved, I snaked a slice of his pie. “Sort of. You guys didn’t exactly get to meet the Coven when we were here last time. Everyone was still in shock over Aunt Camilla’s death, kidnapping, or whatever that was. I just try to stay out of the way.”

      Cat snorted. “This seems to be about the only spot they aren’t cleaning.”

      I smiled at her comment. “It’s because of Boarmire. They’re still a bit freaked out about him. Minerva usually cleans in here herself.”

      “That’s the tree, right?” Chuck asked.

      “Yup. It was my first big Magickal act after Fergus. This time it wasn’t really an accident.” I smiled as thoughts and feelings came into my mind. I’m not really sure how it is I can talk to this particular tree. But ever since that one Winter Solstice, he and I have been friends. “He says you are welcome here whenever you like, by the way.”

      “The tree just spoke to you?” Cat asked me.

      I nodded. “He and I are friends.”

      “But it’s a tree,” Chuck said. He waved his hands and looked back at Boarmire. “I don’t understand.”

      “Nobody does, dear. Agatha and Boarmire are a unique experience in the history of Witchcraft,” Grandmother replied. She had appeared in front of us while we weren’t looking.

      Cat turned toward her and blinked. She pursed her lips and glanced in my direction before speaking. “All of history?”

      “That we or the Councils are aware of. I know of several spells that will allow a Witch to speak to plants. We use several of them in the Garden. But Agatha couldn’t have known of them and they do require some preparation. It was a bit of a shock to have someone of her age and lack of maturity talk to a tree during a party, then add it to the house. The party wasn’t the same after that.” Grandmother looked past all of us to the tree. “If it invited you here I cannot naysay it. Boarmire is the house and the house is Boarmire now. Integration is complete. Or that is what the Hedge Witches tell me.”

      A soft feeling came over me as Boarmire’s thoughts entered my mind again. Usually he only sent feelings and emotion. “He says the house is more Magickal than he is, but it wanted him to be a part of the whole. When roots run deep, there is very little that will hurt things. Rot usually comes from within and purity of thought conquers all.”

      Grandmother looked at me for a long moment and then smiled. “So much turmoil and change for one so young,” she said softly. “Tell your friend that we will honor his wishes and do our best to stay in the light.”

      “Now, do any of you wish to participate in tonight’s event?” Grandmother asked.

      I looked up at her and frowned. “Would we even be welcome? I did kill her, after all.”

      Cat reached across Chuck and touched my arm. I could feel waves of support coming from both Werecats through our Pack bonds as well.

      “Child, if that were the case I wouldn’t have asked, now would I?” My grandmother sat down in a chair opposite the couch. “Demons killed Camilla and her daughter, my grandchild. It’s as simple as that. We discussed this during my lessons on Demonology. What is the first thing a Demonic entity does when it either breaks free of containment or is set free?”

      “It finds a host,” I answered.

      Grandmother nodded. “Exactly. It finds a host. Some rules cannot be broken. Even the Strega knew this. Why else take her from here in the first place? Most recently you learned a secret that few on Earth know. I expect that Charleston was a prelude to something else. Nothing happens accidentally when the Gods are involved. They are watching you, dear. We just don’t know why yet.”

      Cat started to speak, but grandmother shut her down quickly, saying, “Tell your friends as much as you can so they know. As my dear friend Joseph used to say, the game is afoot. Bring your friends tonight, Agatha. I promise that no one blames you.”

      “Joseph? Joseph who? Do I know this man?” I asked her.

      Grams chuckled, “I doubt it. He died many a year ago. Joseph Bell was his real name but another dear friend of mine used him as the model for a detective character in his books.” Quickly changing the subject, Grandmother went back to the other conversation. “Circle wear tonight, Agatha. No one is going skyclad for this, but it is a warm night.”

      “Please Goddess, no,” I replied, covering my eyes.

      “I’ve still got the body for it, so there,” my grandmother actually stuck her tongue out at me and hopped away, joining the still whirling cleaners.

      “Skyclad? Does that mean what I think it does?” Chuck asked as he watched my grandmother spin away. She grabbed a mop and joined the cleaning madness.

      Groaning, I removed my hands from eyes. “It means naked. There are some rituals that require it.”

      “Naked as in naked, naked?” Cat asked me, her eyes very wide.

      I nodded. “Remember, grandmother trained me to become her successor. Skyclad is all about truth and your loyalty to the concept of truth. True to yourself is a tenet of Witchcraft. It is a beautiful concept when performed properly. It’s not sexual in any form. Our Coven does not perform the Great Rite as some human groups do. There are other ways to raise that sort of power.”

      “I knew a Wiccan back when I was still with my family,” Chuck mused as he watched the cleaning crew.

      Cat and I exchanged glances then turned toward him and asked, “a girlfriend, Chuck?”

      Chuck shook his head and then noticed us. “No.” He raised his hands and spoke a bit more forcefully. “NO.”

      He continued after another shake of his head. “It wasn’t like that, gods no. I’ve told you about my uncle. If I dated a human, the repercussions would have killed my whole family. No, she was a girl I went to school with. We were both outcasts of a sort. The Witch and the Were. My brother, the enforcer, checked her out when someone called attention to us, and they watched me for weeks with her. All we did was eat lunch together and talk. That’s it. She wasn’t like you, Agatha. She knew some stuff but didn’t have powers. Or at least not ones she knew about,” Chuck explained.

      I patted Chuck’s shoulder. “Sorry, big guy. We were just messing with you. Briarwood has a few small groups like that, humans who worship what we do but don’t have the same sort of power. Everyone has Magick. Even humans. It’s that part of you that makes things happen unexpectedly. When you’re driving and you somehow know just when to change lanes to avoid an accident, or you have a flash of deja vu. Those are examples of small amounts of Magick, finding a way to make itself known. Those Arcane folks were human Mages. That is a more extreme version of what humans can have. Your friend may have been just a norm, though. At least she recognized something in you.”

      Chuck shook his head and said, “For all the good it did. Her home burned down that summer. I heard she and her family moved out of state. My uncle liked to destroy what he couldn’t control.”

      Cat gave Chuck a big hug and for just a moment I saw something in his eyes that hadn’t been there before. “We’re your family now buddy,” Cat said, patting his cheek.

      Almost hesitantly, Chuck wrapped his arms around Cat and hugged her back. “Thanks.”

      I looked at my watch, then back at my friends. “If we are participating in this, we need to get changed.”

      “Changed into what? All I have with me is work stuff and a couple pairs of shorts,” Chuck said.

      “If Grams suggested it, I can almost guarantee you that there is Coven wear in your closets that will fit you. Very little happens around here by chance,” I told him.

      As we all stood up, Cat jabbed me in the chest with her finger. “You’ve been holding out on us again, too. What was it she was saying about wars and stuff, hmmm?”

      I winced. “Caught that did you? We can talk about it upstairs.”

      “You’ll start right now missy. Enough of this protecting us from stuff, stuff,” Cat lectured.

      “Fine. So I know I told you about my summer vacation in Otherwhere. It was the whole Mystical Library thing. There is a war of sorts that has been going on for an eternity. The Gods of Light versus the Gods of Dark. They’ve been fighting through the use of pawns and avatars for more than a thousand years, this round,” I explained as we climbed up the stairs.

      “You said something about this before,” Chuck replied. “When we ran into those Voodoo guys last Thanksgiving. They said something about Loas.”

      “Right. They used to fight each other directly. I know you’ve read the Iliad and the Odyssey. There was an agreement drafted among them that laid out who and what could fight, and who couldn’t. This was more than three thousand years ago or so. Humanity grew up and lost touch with the Gods. So they went to sleep. While the Gods of Light slumbered, much of the world fell under the influence of the Dark ones. Empires rose and fell and still they slept. Some fail-safes were put in place, though. The Library and what it became is one. The Garden is another. But only a few remain. Demons don’t just plan something like California or Charleston. They had to have help.” Opening my bedroom door, I let them inside. “The war is eternal. It will never end. But we fight to minimize how much of the world will be destroyed during it. If the Gods throw down directly, the world will die.”

      “So all of this, the Demons, Blake, and everything we’ve dealt with is part of a war?” Chuck asked me.

      “Not everything. Some is just human nature. But the Demons are part of this. Camilla was influenced somehow, and the Strega took advantage. Set or Seth was who they worshiped, and he is big time on the Dark side. Blake is working for someone, but I think he’s just mean. He had us snowed for sure. We’ll just have to keep our eyes open in the future.” I looked him in the eyes. “You can’t tell anyone about this, Chuck. They won’t believe you for one, but the Dark is ever watchful. More interference than usual isn’t something we want to deal with right now.”

      I chuckled at the look on my friends’ faces. “Go, get dressed. We can plan and plot over this stuff later. This might be a funeral, but for Witches it’s a celebration of life as much as it is of death. Trust me, this will be something you don’t want to miss.”

      Leaning back on my bed, I watched my friends leave and said a silent prayer to my own patron Goddess. So many things were changing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Morning found us all sitting around the kitchen table. Even Anastasia was there for once.

      My grandmother stared at our Vampire for what seemed like forever before speaking. “Did you know that you’re the first Vampire to ever sit there?”

      Ana smiled. “You’re half right. It was quite a long time ago, but I’ve been here before. Verity said something quite similar to me at the time.”

      Both Minerva and Grandmother started. With wide eyes, Grandmother gave Ana a closer look. “So it’s true then. You knew my grandmother.”

      “I did. Our chance meeting at the siege of Constantinople forced me to keep track of her over the years. It was her Magick that enabled me to prevent Alukah from ordering me home.” Ana turned toward me. “They truly thought me long dead. That was the reason for Lord Clearchus’s outburst. He couldn’t figure who I really was. Women in the Vampire cities of the past were second-class citizens. I’m still trying to change that in the city I control, but old habits are hard to change. I’ve had to be quite…forceful with a few of my subjects over it.  My Master only made me at the behest of my brother, Varro. He saw something in me that others missed. Varro and Varro alone is why I made the deal I did. If Agatha hadn’t been chasing me, I could’ve faded away again.” Ana smiled across the table from me. “But back to Verity. I was here, in this new world, in 1673.”

      “What was here then, a couple of Native Americans and some trappers?” Chuck asked her.

      “You, my friend, need to bone up on your early American history. There was a Vampire colony, of sorts, in New Orange. I was sent to make contact and bring them in line with the current rules and observations,” Ana explained.

      Everyone at the table was silent, including Chuck. Grandmother raised a single eyebrow and spoke first. “New Orange?”

      “The Great and Powerful Marcella Blackmore doesn’t know about New Orange? Color me surprised,” Ana laughed. Scanning the room, she could see that none of us had a clue.

      “Interesting. When was New York founded?” she asked.

      “Early 1600’s by the Dutch,” Minerva replied.

      I gave her a funny look as to why she knew that. Minerva was old, but not that old!

      “Kid, I watch the History Channel while my pies bake. Don’t make me come over there,” Minerva smirked.

      Holding up my hands in defense, I shook my head. “I bow to your wisdom.”

      “You better,” the older woman replied.

      “As Minerva might know then, the Dutch and the English were constantly at war with each other over trade and territory. They all needed what the New World offered. The Dutch may have founded New Amsterdam, but the English called it New York when they took it away from them thirty years later. Less than a decade later the Dutch took it back calling it…wait for it… New Orange.” Ana laughed at the looks on our faces. “Humans called it that for less than two years when it changed hands again and switched back to New York. But Vampires don’t like change, and to us it is still New Orange. Stupid, I know. Imagine how it is to keep straight the regular names much less the ancient ones.”

      “What rules?” Grandmother asked Ana.

      “Excuse me?” Anastasia replied to her.

      “You mentioned you were in New York to enforce the rules. What rules were they breaking?” Grandmother asked again.

      Reaching up, Ana pulled her long hair away from her shoulders and fluffed it. I knew from experience that this was one of her delaying tactics.

      Ana smiled but it quickly became a frown. “Everyone has rules they live by. They are what make us unique among the animals. You must remember that I was still under the control of my Master and his Master as well. If you didn’t do as they commanded, you would be killed or something much worse would happen to you. They have ultimate control over those in their bloodline and can command you to do anything. I’ve seen younglings take the long walk at an Ancient’s command.”

      “What’s worse than dying?” Chuck asked. It was still hard for him to imagine his mentor a monster.

      Tipping her chair backwards just a bit Ana made a show of raising her hands and stretching. Instead of easing back, she allowed the chair to slam down with a loud crack.

      “When I was first captured by my Master’s people, it was my job to clean the cages of slaves meant for his table. When they died or were no longer of use they were consigned to the pit.” Ana’s eyes had a faraway look as she looked past me at the wall of the kitchen. “Alukah is beyond old. He came into being in a time where Vampires and other Paranormals were like the Gods. Some say the reason most Vampires cannot walk in the sun is because our race was cursed by the Gods for unearned pride and vainglory. Below the fortress, deep in the earth, lay one of the last of the Echidna. Where he got her is unknown to me, but she was a fearsome addition to the city. Ending up in the pit was considered to be fatal. When Varro left, his job of feeding her was left to me.”

      Grandmother gave Minerva a very long look before looking back at our team’s Vampire. “Do you know if it’s still there?”

      “I have no idea. The above-ground ruins of Stari Ras still exist but does the undercity? The Purge killed a great many of our race, but I didn’t check to see just who was left before I fled. I could ask my Master, but I doubt he would tell me. Vampire secrets and all that. There are times, Marcella, that I wish Hoover’s men hadn’t found me in California,” Ana lamented.

      I nudged my grandmother and asked, “What’s so important if a monster is still there?”

      My grandmother licked her lips and looked at me. “Do you remember me telling you of the classic monsters of antiquity?”

      I nodded, “I do.”

      “The Echidna is supposed to have birthed almost all of them.” Grams looked away for a moment, then back at Ana. “Its children are called the Dracaenae. Have you heard of them before?”

      Ana winced. “Yes. My Master and some of the cities had dealings with the Draconic Empire. The Dracaenae are their foot soldiers.”

      “They are indeed. How did the Vampires have contact? Were the Gates large or small?” Grandmother asked Anastasia.

      Looking skyward, Ana counted off on her fingers. “There were four that I am aware of. Arkaim had the largest. Most of them were simple holes in the wall. Only the smallest of Dracaenae or their servants could enter our world. Do you think us stupid? The Vampire race was there at the beginning of time. Allowing the Dragons entry into this plane of existence was forbidden at even the highest level. You do not allow an enemy past your own defenses.”

      “Nonetheless, you were in contact,” my grandmother replied.

      “It was another time and it was trade. You are too young, Marcella. A thousand years ago, things were far different in the world. Christianity was becoming a thing and those of us considered evil were cast aside. Our influence, while still great, began to wane. We lost contact with the others. Your people and the Were. Crossing Europe became dangerous for us and we needed to rely on the humans more. Using the Gates was the only way for certain luxuries and communication to pass. Did we make deals with the enemy? Maybe. That was beyond my level, but I could ask. When the Purge came, much was destroyed. Arkaim above is an archeology site. The humans speculate about its origins. Below, it’s a tractor factory, churning out profits for the good of the kingdom, its riches plundered and destroyed by ignorance and greed.” Anastasia swept the table with her eyes. “I’ve given everything to help you. Why would I lie about any of this?”

      Reaching across the table I laid my hand on Ana’s. “Grandmother, what is this about?”

      Taking a deep breath, my grandmother Marcella spoke. “You have been to Otherwhere. When you were there, did they speak to you of the fight? The constant enemy at the Gates?”

      I thought for a moment. The Legionnaires that escorted me and the other visiting Witch showed us all the highlights of the place. There was one door we never entered, though. At the time, we were told it was where battles were fought and lost. I didn’t remember my answer. “I was shown a door but not told specifically where or what happens behind it.”

      “For good reason. Owl and the Legion were training you. They wanted you to be in control of your powers and to be able to operate independently of others. Minerva and I had the same training, although it was many, many years ago.” She pointed toward the Garden outside. “The Gate is there. It is one of the only ways that a Dragon can enter our universe at present. Tir na nog and Stonehenge are others. All are guarded and guarded well by the Council and other peoples. Only the Garden has a buffer zone between them and us. The Legion are that buffer, and our Coven the final guards. For thousands of years the Dragons have been trying to get in, and for the same amount of time we have been fighting to stop them.”

      Ana slowly began to nod. “Plans within plans. It must have taken them centuries to set this up.”

      I looked from Ana to my grandmother and then back again. “What?”

      “It was all a plan. Everything. The hidden monster clued me in. It may have birthed an army right under everyone’s noses. But the Purge interrupted their plan,” Grandmother explained. “Without the Vampire resources, the Dragons needed new allies and a new plan.”

      “Exactly,” Ana replied. “You would think the Masters of Hell would’ve caught on.”

      My mouth literally dropped open. “The Demons were working for someone?”

      “You suspected it in Charleston. We already have had this conversation. None of their actions made any sense. Why build a Gate when there was already one in California? It seemed like it was a distraction, but if so, why did the actual Demon Lord defend the fort?” Grandmother questioned me.

      “Wait, wait, wait, you’re making my brain hurt,” Cat said, holding up her hands. “Why couldn’t the Dragons go through Hell if they wanted to come here so badly? The Gate was open for a while.”

      “Advanced mythology, kids,” Minerva said. “Hell isn’t a unified kingdom. Think of it more like a collection of street gangs. Each gang has a small kingdom or turf that they rule in its entirety. Demons or other residents vie for the chance to leave, possess souls, or sometimes just eat. They exist independently except when threatened. A Dragon invasion, even one that was just passing through, would be something that all the gangs would fight. Helping one group threatens the others and so on. Some of the gangs are Gods as well.”

      “Street gangs?” Chuck asked.

      “The Goddess Hel rules one of them,” Minerva answered. “Every religion on this planet has a name for Hell. Expect at least some of them to be real in some aspect. The Demons that you tangled with are the minor leagues compared to some. I expect Camilla’s possessor had some sort of deal worked out with the Dragons, but Charleston is really far from Briarwood. Be glad you beat him there.”

      “Otherwhere is fighting a war?” I asked.

      Grandmother nodded. “Since they were founded. Light versus Dark. Or in their case, Legion versus Dragon. They battle almost every single day. It is why I trained you so hard as a child. You aren’t to just take over here but to lead the town in case of attack.”

      “Say what?” I asked her.
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        * * *

      

      “We must attack them while they are unsuspecting and weak!” Thomas Huttner cried out.

      “It’s not the proper time yet. We must weaken them in the eyes of the public first. Direct attacks such as those in our past will only alienate us. Trust me on this. Politics and the art of the spin is what we do in this big white house,” President Montfort explained to his new Chief of Staff. “It was a mistake on my part, sticking you into this position, but I needed more of our brothers here with me. Politics is an art, Thomas. As my Chief you need to understand the ins and outs of this place just as much as I do.”

      “How do I learn these things?” Thomas asked his new boss.

      Montfort rubbed his chin in a nervous habit. “I’m thinking. We have Agents in the other parties but none that wouldn’t be noticed in this office. Uniting the parties is a future step in the great plan. Doing it now would be catastrophic. The sheeple must be kept in the dark as long as possible. There is one possibility, but it could be risky.”

      “Risky how?” Thomas asked.

      “We have a new recruit of sorts in my district. All of his bonafides check out, but there is still an aura of suspicion about him. Once upon a time he was part of the machine here. Recruited by J. Edgar Hoover himself. He ran the FBI Magical Division before the Witch was placed in charge of it,” the President explained.

      “Dalton? You’re talking about Dalton, aren’t you?” Thomas asked him.

      “Yes. He’s under suspicion due to his extended life span. His file says he was fresh out of the Academy in 1959, after all. For a man of seventy plus years, he looks maybe fifty. According to our experts, Dalton was exposed to more Magical energy than a regular human should be over the years. It affected him on a cellular level that isn’t repairable,” President Montfort explained. He opened a desk drawer and pulled out a thick and tattered file. “The changes to his body and the way the previous administration treated him made him ripe for the picking by our Agents. He was callously dumped from his position and forcibly retired.”

      Taking the file, Thomas started flipping through it. “Can we trust him, though?”

      “Our proctors say yes. He knows things, so many things, that we can use. Things about the Paranormals that we only learned by dissection he got first hand, up and personal,” Montfort replied. “There is a similar hatred of them as well. For years they took everything he had. Spells were used to erase his memory and at some point, even control where he went.”

      Thomas set the file on the President's desk. “What’s the problem, then?”

      Montfort shook his head, “Something doesn’t seem...right about him. It might just be me and my political prejudices. I have trouble believing that the FBI and the boys over in the OSS just allowed him to retire. Even if it was forced. In case you missed it in that file, Anastasia, the Vampire, was his boss in the FBI for more than twenty years. She was Hoover’s assistant, as well. Jack Dalton knows her better than anyone outside of the Bureau. As an operative for us, he’s perfect.”

      “Bring him in. I’ll make him my aide. Maybe he can keep me off the worst of the rocks and shoals and I can see if he has true member potential. A resource like him should be on the lower council at least,” Thomas replied, thinking of all the ways he could use someone with Jack’s knowledge and stature.

      “Just be careful, Thomas. Jack Dalton knows where a great many of the past’s secrets and bodies are buried. It’s very likely he’s the one that buried them! I’ll send the order to have him moved up here as soon as possible. One caveat though,” President Montfort looked his Chief of Staff in the eye. “He’s not to know about me or anything that we discuss in here. His instructions will be to infiltrate our office and gain useful intelligence. He will be told that someone here is also an active member but not who that someone is. The Proctors will watch him and take his reports. If he proves to be an enemy, it will be your task to have him eliminated. Understood?”

      Thomas nodded. “Understood. Thank you, sir.”

      “Good. Now back to the regular agenda. The British Ambassador will be here…” Both men went back to work.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Master, the first wave attack was repelled like those in the past.” The special messenger prostrated himself before his Master and God.

      The Dragon Emperor didn’t move any part of his body except his head. His roar shook the entire room, causing mosaics centuries old to shatter. “Must I do everything? Are my Generals so weak as to come begging for every move on the chessboard?”

      Casting one yellow-rimmed red eye toward the messenger, the Emperor spoke again. “Take word to my seemingly worthless sons. They are to press the attack and not allow the Legion to rest. They are nothing but heavily armed humans. Crunchy on the outside but soft and weak on the inside. Use the Drakons if need be but they are to remember this is only the first attack. Now go!”

      The messenger half crawled from the room, thankful to have his life intact, if only for a little while. He still had another message to deliver, after all.

      “Nine sons I have and all of them are idiots,” the Emperor remarked.

      “They are afraid of your response should they fail,” Set explained. “They all want the power without the work.”

      “It has been millennium since we ruled the Earth. My sons should be embracing the plan, not hiding from it,” the Emperor explained. “Is everything in place?”

      The Dark God unfolded himself from the corner where he hid from prying eyes, and appeared in front of the massive Dragon. “Bethany on the American Council is sworn to my service. She and the others will hold open the Garden Gate at the appointed time. Aim and his Demons succeeded in shaking up the American government enough as to cause conflict and chaos. One of my personal lesser plans there has produced fruit that may provide a back-up effect for us if need be.”

      “The Vampires?” The Dragon asked.

      “Have refused all contact. My influence upon them has been blocked by Hecate and some of the others. All of the smaller Gates have been blocked or destroyed,” Set replied.

      “And the Forgotten? If responsive, they could make the biggest contribution. Have any awoken? My sons have told me nothing,” the Emperor said.

      “Several are awake in what is known as Greece, but they are under the influence of the Gorgon and lost to your cause. Tianlong is awake but refuses to open the Celestial Gate to your army,” Set informed the Dragon.

      “Treacherous dog! When we consume the world, he will die last!” A large gout of flame shot from the Dragon’s head, engulfing the room in flame. Set stood amidst it all, his arms crossed in front of him.

      “Was that supposed to impress me? You forget that I laid the basis for this attack. If not for me, you and the others would still be slinking around on that swamp of a planet you retreated to when the humans kicked your ass last time,” Set thundered. “Stick to the plan. If the Forgotten rebel, let them. Once you are across and into the realm of Earth they will be prey.”

      “Hmmm, prey,” the Dragon Emperor muttered. “It will be as you asked. But watch yourself, Godling. You think us powerless to stop you, but remember we rule worlds. If you betray us we will find a way to destroy you if it takes another millennium to do so.”

      Set only smiled and blinked out of the Dragon throne room. Unlike most mortal beings, he was not restricted to using the Gates.
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      “Can we expect any relief?” Centurion Tunstall asked. Half the commanders of the legion were jammed into the war room.

      Legatus William Payne glanced in Tunstall’s direction. “At the moment, no. Owl informed me that supplies and ammunition are doable but not any relief or large numbers of men. Time Travel isn’t one of his powers, and other than the recent Demon conflict there hasn’t been anything major with casualties he can borrow men from. Peace doesn’t help us here.”

      The sound of rumbling and a bit of discontent made its way to the front of the room. William held up his hands for quiet. “We have allies, but many of them are guarding the other Gateways that lead to Earth. As we have always known, this place is the most important. Only from here can the Emperor and his children invade in large enough numbers to matter. Centurion Tunstall, you will not have to defend another fort to the end. This I promise you.”

      The former Florida Militiaman nodded to his commander. He was one of only three survivors of what history called the Fort Mims massacre. It had been his duty to protect several hundred men, women, and children from an invading army of natives. He had failed. Owl had found him bleeding his life away, watching the Red Sticks ride off. Joining the Legion was a much better option than dying from sepsis or dysentery. Looking back to his commander he could see the man was still talking and he’d missed it.

      “...so far. This may be the invasion we have trained for, as the enemy seems unrelenting.” The Legatus paused for a moment and scanned the room. “We are tough, we are strong, and we are fearless! The Legion never dies!”

      Nearly everyone in the room stamped their feet in time with his words.

      “We have only just begun to fight them. Our losses are miniscule compared to the thousands we have already killed. We can and will win this fight,” the Legatus explained. Looking to the Centurions he asked, “Ammo stores, how do we look?”

      “Sir, we have ten million rounds of 7.62 x 39 mm remaining in the warehouse. The howitzers have not been fired recently and we are unsure how effective they will be against the Dracaenae,” a Centurion in the front replied.

      William scanned the room until his eyes found the right man. Making eye contact he said, “Centurion Zheng Wei. You and your men have the most experience with this style of weaponry. What is your opinion of its use in upcoming battles?”

      The Chinese commander moved through the crowd of men and women carefully. Giving a half bow, he spoke to the Legatus. “We should have been using them years ago, sir. As a correction, they are not howitzers but 37 mm anti-tank weapons. Howitzers are more for long range than anything else. The shells are powerful enough to pierce the enemy armor, and with the use of canister shot we should be able to chop up masses of troops quite easily.”

      William turned and looked to his right. Callimachus, or Mack as he liked to be called, looked back at him. “And why have we not been using them?”

      “They are old. Shells for them are something of a rarity now in the outer world. What you have stored may be all that you will get,” Mack replied. He looked at the Legatus shrewdly. “What of the other weapons the Legion has acquired over the years. I know you didn’t throw them away.”

      With so few Gates into the Mystical Library, there were few options when it came to disposal of large items.

      Looking at Zheng, William raised an eyebrow. The former Chinese Captain looked to his left in an attempt to ignore the Legatus, but then looked back. “When my troops and I arrived from Earth in 1937 we reorganized that mess you called a warehouse. It now ranks by year for all supplies. There is a dozen twelve-pound Napoleons stored on the second level. Sharps, Enfield, and Burnside carbines are packed in Cosmoline and ready for cleaning near the back. Third level holds black powder ingredients as well as bar stock for ammunition. All of the lower levels are where swords, spears, and other original equipment is stored.”

      “I remember the Napoleons. We used them for several years until the ammunition was used up,” William replied.

      “Correct. There were other much older and less accurate weaponry stored as well. We, as the quartermaster corps, melted them down into the bar stock on level three. Trusting my life and those of my men to ancient weapons that may have been at the siege of Constantinople is not something I am willing to do. At the moment we lack sufficient ammunition for the Kalashnikovs. We do have fifty million rounds of 7.62 x 22 mm for the much older PPsh-41s but that particular round is designed for pistols and doesn’t have the range that the other does. We would have to allow the enemy to get that much closer,” Zheng explained.

      William frowned and said, “So you are saying we’re doomed?”

      “No sir. We have the weapons. They just might not be enough,” Zheng answered.

      Mack stood up from the table and faced the men. “We have the capability to bring in more ammunition and some arms from Earth. Emesh has said he can do it, but you will need to be specific. You are all unique from each other, but war is your business. Are there weapons we can create here without depending on the outside universe as much?”

      A tall man stood up in the back. “Spears were my people’s specialty. I can have my warriors begin making them.”

      “Do we have wood? It has been many a year, but my cohort still knows how to make onager and ballista. They are a bit labor-intensive to construct, but very effective in confined spaces like Meggido. We used them in the very beginning of this place,” a grizzled looking Centurion exclaimed.

      Mack nodded. “There are building supplies near the town shops. There should be enough to get a good start on all of those. I will ask the God to bring lumber supplies as well. He will know what you need.”

      “Cohorts one and three, start work on the siege equipment. Use whatever supplies you can find up to and including parts of the town. They will burn with the rest of us if the Dragons break through. Two, four, and six can start pulling the older weapons from storage. I want them cleaned and ready for deployment as soon as possible.” William looked upward for a moment and stroked his beard lost in thought. “Break out the melee weapons as well. The men can sharpen and prepare them as backup. No man is to go unarmed from now on. We are in this until the end and we should act like it.”
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        * * *

      

      “Everything is in place. We only need the signal to move in and surround the town,” Fitzgerald stated. The Witches Council member looked across the oval table at his friends and conspirators. If this went through the way Kassandra saw it, they all would be kings among men. America would need new rulers while the Dragons attempted to conquer the Earth. Why shouldn’t the new rulers be those with the Magick?

      Bethany nodded from the end of the table. “Excellent. I’ve been assured by our contact inside the Emperor’s court that the sons of the dragon have proven to be weak. By doing this thing we gain favor with the court. A goal that all of you know I’ve desired for many long years.”

      “Marcella and her Coven are still a threat. We shouldn’t discount them,” Kassandra remarked.

      Summoning a glass of wine, Council member Fitzgerald took a long drink. “Wishing you were still a part of Marcella’s little group, Kassandra?”

      The woman in question glared at the offensive little man. “No. I saw what I saw. That child shall not rule over us. She is a threat to all of our kind.”

      “Visions aren’t totally accurate. Like tarot, they are more subjective in nature. Could you have interpreted it incorrectly?” Fitz asked the seer.

      “This is my path, don’t you worry. If I were you, I would be more concerned with the town militia and four-hundred years of defenses,” Kassandra shot back.

      “Old men with pitchforks and rakes. Montgomery and I can take care of them. How will we know when the Empire holds the Gate in Otherwhere?” Fitz asked.

      Bethany pulled her cloak away from her face and stared at her fellow Council members. Everyone except Ray Winters visibly flinched at the sight. Once a beautiful woman and the leader of the Witches Council, Bethany’s face was a horror story of scars and burns. For some, Magick and the power to wield it comes with a price too horrible to pay. “They have promised to send word. Our task is to keep the Gate open and prevent outside interference. Once our Lord clears the Gate, victory over the humans will be achieved.”

      “And Marcella? And her granddaughter?” Winters asked.

      “Kill them. Kill them all.”
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      “So why does everyone avoid you here?” Cat asked me.

      We’d left the house early and had gone into town. Just about every person I’d waved at as we passed had turned the other way or glared at me. The town still looked the same from the last time I was here. A few signs and different shops, though. We circled the town square as we talked.

      Sighing, I shook my head at her. “Aunt Camilla, primarily. She convinced the town I was evil and that I would turn them all into lizards or something. It didn’t help that the squirrels got it into their little heads that she was their enemy.”

      Cat’s mouth dropped open in shock as she cried out, “What?”

      Giggling, I smiled at her. “Grandmother told me that they congregate in her yard and toss nuts at her house. The town thinks I’m touched in the head. The entire time I was gone, my aunt told everyone I was in a mental hospital out of state.”

      “She didn’t! What was wrong with that woman?” Cat asked me.

      “Meanness with an agenda. She wasn’t possessed then, or at least we don’t think she was. Camilla wanted control of the Coven and was going to get it, no matter what.” I smiled. “You should have seen her face when I confronted her last year in Grandmother’s diner.”

      “That was before we caught up to you and that Loman guy, wasn’t it?” Cat remarked.

      “Yeah. Poor Marvin. We escaped the assassins only to run into crazy family here. Even the cops were against me. Big surprise when I pulled rank and showed them my credentials. At least he survived to testify. I doubt WitSec will ask us for any favors again,” I told her. That entire episode had been so crazy.

      “If they do, say no. Last time was too much of a mess,” Cat answered, remembering the attacks. It was how we got involved with the Strega in the first place.

      “Ya think? I thought Fergus was going to kill me, we bounced around so much. He would just get used to a new place and I was packing him up,” I told her. “It was all he could do but yell all the time.”

      “It’s the smells,” Cat answered.

      Raising both arms, I sniffed. “Do I stink? What smells are you talking about?”

      Cat laughed and pointed at my antics. “Not you. Fergus. Motel rooms really stink if you’ve got the nose for it. He’s so short and low that he must get it more than Chuck or I do.”

      “I always picked clean places. What do you mean, they stink?” I asked. We’d been around the square three times already now.

      “Something my dad told me, actually. Do you know what the Purple Book is?” Cat asked me.

      I scratched my head. “It sounds familiar. What is it?”

      “Used to be that Were folk weren’t allowed in many places. If we travelled outside of the reservations or our Pack territory we would use the Purple Book to find safe places to stay. Sort of like the anti-Irish sentiment in the early 1900s. The Civil Rights Act of 1923 made everyone except paranormals equal in the eyes of the law. Discriminating against us was legal. Newspapers, phone books, and even public advertising was denied to us. So the Purple Book was born. It listed safe places for Vampires to hide from the sun and Weres to grab a burger. If we were found out in public, my people could’ve been arrested or worse. After the reservations were abolished, they kept making the books. It was nice to have a separate system just for Paranormals. It’s an app now. I’ll get you the link.” Cat pointed at her phone. “As I was saying though, according to Dad, most hotels don’t change the carpet regularly. They just steam clean it and trap all those smells underneath it. You may not be able to smell it, but we sure can. I know you’ve seen us sniff the room whenever we enter.”

      My eyes narrowed. “This book was for places like that?”

      “Motels, restaurants, gas stations, even movie theatres. There were hundreds of places we couldn’t go, because of either smells or prejudice. Like I said, it took more than twenty years for that to change after the reservations closed. Dad gave me the lowdown on what to look for, though. He wanted me to understand the risks of staying in such places,” she continued to explain.

      “Are you sure about your history? The Civil Rights Act of 1923 was supposed to prevent stuff like that much prejudice, wasn’t it?” I didn’t know that Paras were excluded from it.

      Cat snorted, “Read the fine print on it. The humans were scared and took it out on all of our people. Congress used the words in it to establish the reservation system in the first place. You Witches had it easy, not shifting. Uh, Agatha, were you aware we’ve circled the town like six times now?” Cat asked me as she looked out the window.

      “Not really. I’ve been going with the flow. I guess we’re starting to attract attention,” I replied.

      “If that local cop over there means anything, I would say so,” Cat pointed to the police cruiser that was now circling with us, two car lengths back.

      “Let me pull in.” Yanking the wheel to the right, I quickly pulled into the first open parking space I could see.

      “Do you know this guy, Agatha?” Cat asked as the cruiser pulled in right next to us.

      “Grandmother said that Cappy retired, but didn’t say who replaced him. At least he didn’t hit the lights on us,” I replied just as the cruiser’s lights lit up. “Or not.”

      “Still got your creds on you?” I asked her. As a team we might be on suspension, but no one had actually come around to collect our badges. We were told to lock and secure our weapons in the safe, but even then it was a tricky situation. The current command vehicle was Anastasia’s personal property. To us, the whole thing sounded a bit messed up in Washington.

      “Of course. Total habit. Why do you think he pulled us over?” Cat asked me.

      “Remember when I said we were attracting attention? We sort of went around the square about a dozen times or so. We don’t have a Big Ben here, so it was no coincidence that we did it,” I explained.

      Cat blinked. I could almost see the wheels in her head moving as it came to her what I’d said.

      “Look kids, Big Ben.” She said with arched eyebrows.

      “Exactly.” We both started laughing. I hadn’t had what could be called a normal childhood, and had spent much of it either with Grandmother teaching me or watching television with Fergus.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      We both stopped laughing and looked out my window. The midsection of a well-built man in uniform stood next to the car. I could see a nightstick in his hand. Pressing a button on the door, I rolled the window down. The air felt much warmer here in town than it did at my grandmother’s house. Part of me felt it might be because of all concrete and buildings.

      “Hello, Officer. Was I speeding?” I asked.

      “Do you ladies have any identification?” The officer asked, ignoring my question entirely.

      I smiled at him and carefully reached into my pocket. Feeling rather than seeing, I could tell he tensed up suddenly. Wallets and guns are usually kept in the same place. Police officers get a bit touchy when looking into cars because of that fact. With two fingers I made a show of pulling out my credentials. Flipping them open, I showed first the badge then my identification. Let me say it takes quite a bit of practice to be able to just do that quickly. Sets the rookies from the professionals.

      “FBI?” The officer took my ID and looked much closer at it.

      “Magical Division. My associate and I are visiting family. Did we break the law?” I asked him again.

      The officer bent down and looked at the two of us. He was way younger than Cappy ever was. “Blackmore. Are you related to Marcella Blackmore?”

      “She’s my grandmother,” I said, smiling up at him. “I grew up here but haven’t really been home in a while. Or least long enough to take in the town.”

      The officer handed me my creds with shaking hands. Even as I thanked him, he was stepping backward. He actually jumped when he hit his patrol car.

      “Something wrong officer…Jenkins?” I peered out the window at the man. His nameplate was small, but I could just make out his name.

      “They tell stories about you around here,” he replied.

      “I bet they do. Trust me when I say that not all of them are true,” I started to explain to him.

      “Did you really kill your own aunt?” he asked.

      “Sort of? She was hit by a fireball that I tossed at her, but in reality she was kidnapped by these really nasty assassins that put a demon inside of her. And then she raised more of them recently. I killed the demon, but she wasn’t around anymore…” I trailed off as I saw his eyes glaze over. “Officer Jenkins, still with us?”

      The man shook his head as if coming out of a dream. “Sorry, what?”

      I stared out the window at him for a moment. “Can we go?”

      “Uh, sure. No more circling the town though. You ladies have a good day,” the man replied. Edging his way around the car he stared at us through the front windshield for a moment before walking away.

      “Very nice. He can handcuff me anytime,” Cat remarked as she peered through the window at the officer’s backside. “Maybe even a strip-search too.”

      “Cat!” I tapped my friend on her knee.

      Looking surprised, she turned toward me. “What? I can’t find a man attractive? You have to love a man in uniform.”

      I snorted, “What about Chuck?”

      Cat blushed just a tiny bit. It was only the tips of her ears, but we’d been friends for a long time and I could spot the change in her.

      “Chuck is…” she paused and then looked me in the eyes. “He’s a Packmate and my friend but that’s it. My cat likes him but not like that. Not really.”

      I sighed. “Sweetie, you have to know he’s got a thing for you.”

      Cat shook her head. “Infatuation is one thing, but it isn’t love. I care for Chuck but as his Alpha, not as his girlfriend. I can’t think of him like that, Agatha. He’s just Chuck.”

      “I think it’s a bit beyond that, but your life is your life. I won’t interfere with it, but one day your opinion may change,” I explained to her. I’d seen the way the two of them looked at each other sometimes when they thought no one was watching them.

      Half turning in her seat, she glared at me. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      Tapping my head, I replied. “I see it. It’s right on the edge of my brain like a stray thought of something. Grandmother’s been trying to teach me to use my Foresight and Seer talents. This might, might, be one of those things. We’ll just have to wait and see if it comes true.”

      Cat shook her head. “Not happening. Not in this lifetime.”

      I gave her a speculative look. “Are you absolutely sure of that?”

      “Yes. Stop matchmaking!” Cat grumbled.

      I smiled. “OK.”

      Cat pointed at me. “I know you Agatha Blackmore, and I’ll be watching.”

      “And that is why I love you. Come on, let’s do some shopping,” I said, even as I hit the button on my seatbelt and opened the door. The police cruiser was close but not that close, and my door didn’t hit it.

      Several rows of shops and small cafes encircled the city square. City hall was on one side with a parking lot across from it. Like most small towns, there was a statue in the center square, surrounded by trees.

      “Let’s go in there.” Cat pointed to the shop directly in front of us.

      Reading the sign, I recognized the name but couldn’t remember if Grandmother recommended it or not.

      “Sure. I haven’t been in town since I was small,” I replied.

      Cat rubbed her arms like she was cold. “Do you feel that?”

      I’d felt it as soon as we took a single step into the store, a warding so thick that it felt like I’d been dipped in wax. Casting out with my senses, I could tell it was mostly benign. Violence, theft, and general mischief were forbidden. Anyone with those things in mind would instantly change their minds and go somewhere else.

      “Magick. A lot of it. The owner must be part of the Coven,” I told her.

      “And you would be right, Miss Blackmore!”

      Both Cat and I turned to our right to see a woman standing next to the cash register counter. She looked older than my grandmother, but with Witches age was relevant.

      “Why didn’t I even sense her there?” Cat whispered to me.

      “Young lady, you weren’t supposed to. It has been many a year since a child of Bast has entered my shop,” the older woman mused. “Your kind is a rarity in these parts.”

      “There aren’t any Weres here?” Cat blurted out.

      The Witch smiled. “A few here and there, Wolves mostly. Although we have had Bears here, as well.”

      I gave the woman a closer look. “Do I know you?”

      “Of course you do. We’ve met. It was a very long time ago, but you used to call me a variety of not so nice names.” The old Witch gave me a stern look. “Do I really look like a sourpuss to you?”

      Instantly I knew who I was talking to. Agnes Pickleberry. She was both a bane and a supporter of the town. She hated progress but supported growth.

      “Mrs. Pickleberry, I apologize for anything I might have said as a child. I didn’t know any better then,” I tried to explain.

      The old Witch snorted. “You knew exactly what you were saying back then. Don’t try and fool me, young Witch. I’m well aware of how I’m considered around here. Once you’ve lived as long as I have, you yourself will understand that opinions and rumors are nothing to be concerned with. It’s what you do that leaves an impression.”

      “So your cursing the highway department is on purpose?” I asked the older Witch.

      “You knew about it, didn’t you? It’s a lesson that they have yet to learn. In some ways it’s punishment as well,” she replied.

      “Punishment?” Cat asked her.

      “Never manhandle a Witch. I know that the both of you are in law enforcement. If someone says no it should mean no.” Mrs. Pickleberry pointed toward the square. “They’ve made this a tourist attraction but have ignored the how and the why of things. Serves them right to not have better roads.”

      Cat glanced at me and I slightly shook my head. Getting the hint, she replied, changing the subject. “May we look around in here?”

      Mrs. Pickleberry’s face went from a frown to a smile. “Of course! This is my shop of strange and unique. It’s a lifetime of collecting. Let me know if I can explain anything.”

      Just as she had appeared, the older Witch disappeared. Cat gave me an even funnier look and asked, “Can you do that?”

      “Have you ever seen me do it? It takes a bit more pizazz than I’ve got to do that,” I told her. “Let’s look around.”

      The shop was more interesting than any antique or curio place I’d ever been in before. Glass cases sat in rows in the middle, with bookshelves and furniture lining the walls. There were uniformed mannequins tucked into odd corners here and there. It was like an explosion of history and knowledge.

      “Are you seeing this, Agatha?” Cat whispered to me. She was standing in front of a revolving glass case. Inside it were heads...shrunken heads to be exact. Each was sitting upon a small pedestal, complete with identifying plaque.

      I peered closer to read the first row. “James Cook expedition 1778. Captain and select crew represented.”

      “Why does that name sound familiar to me?” Cat asked.

      Tapping my finger against the revolving case, I shook my head. “Not something we covered in school. Could these be the real thing?”

      “Everything in here is real. Selling falsehoods will only get you in trouble in our world, my dears,” Agnes spoke from behind me.

      Both Cat and I literally jumped as the older lady appeared. “Oh! Sorry. You scared me.”

      Agnes tapped me on the shoulder. “You should keep your senses wide awake at all times. Those bracelets of yours can do it for you if you ask it of them. What’s the use of being a guardian if you don’t use what the Goddess has given you?”

      “The heads in question belong to a British officer too full of adventure and pride to listen to common sense,” she said. “I got those from a friend of mine in the Hawaiian islands. They were somewhat of a curiosity for the people there. A remnant of British colonialism and exploration. I wasn’t sure about them myself, seeing as how it was Hawaii and not Polynesia. But one of the members in the coven has excellent psychometry skills. She verified them for me.” Agnes waved at the other heads. “The rest of the heads are mostly military leaders, a few lost explorers, and politicians. Nobody you’d know unless the names Wintour, Rookwood, Keyes, and Fawkes mean anything to you. They don’t really teach that bit of history here, except for in the movies. Before you get all excited about the heads, you need to know that I have permission to own them under clauses in the 1959 Magical Secrets Act. Witches are allowed to own certain types of things for the express purpose of either Magical research or spellwork. Necromancy is excluded of course, that being the only way to turn them all into talking heads.”

      Agnes pointed to the bookshelves across the room. As we turned to look, she teleported away to stand next to them. “Take these shelves of Magical history, for example. This is the finest collection of Magical works outside of your grandmother's locked rooms. There are things here that our brethren overseas would kill for. You’re still young, but the pursuit of knowledge can be cutthroat sometimes. The furniture behind you…”

      She teleported again, this time across the room. “That furniture came to me from the home of Aleister Crowley. The most evil man in the world, according to the mundanes. It’s said that his spirit still haunts the desk. Cursing those who would ridicule his great works.”

      We spun around to look at the large Victorian desk. I imagined I could still see the blood and other fluids that must have soaked into the desk where he performed his rituals. I had not dug into the Divisions files on the man, but history painted him as a lunatic, murderer, and brilliant magician. The fact that Director Hoover had a hand in naming our country’s premier magical prison after him said something. It was said that he and cult members killed more than fifty people trying to awaken the Magick inside of them in 1915. Death Magick didn’t quite work that way.

      “I thought it was destroyed after his execution?” I asked.

      Agnes shook her head negatively. “Always a market for stuff like this. People actually collect the possessions of killers. They get off on it. You should be able to feel it, the miasma of hate and death that the desk exudes?”

      Concentrating, I cast my senses outward. All of the furniture glowed, but the desk and several paintings along the wall were the brightest.

      The old Witch nodded. “Good, good…I can sense your reach and your power. Marcella trained you well. Trust your feelings and let go. Examine it deeper.”

      “Why keep something like...like…that desk? The horror of it all. I wouldn’t want to be within a mile of it,” I told her. The screams and death wails of hundreds of people were embedded in the wood of the desk. In terms of evil, it was second only to the cave where I first confronted the Strega.

      Agnes crossed to the piece and smiled. Without touching it, she circled the desk. “It’s warded quite well. Marcella’s work, if you really want to know. Would you be surprised if I told you the Smithsonian offered me seven figures for it? Good or bad, history should never be ignored. Those who ignore history are doomed to repeat it.”

      “And those paintings?” I asked her. I sent a silent message to the bracelets. They strengthened my shields just a bit. I knew this woman was a friend of my grandmother’s but she was kind of scary.

      The paintings in question took up the entire back wall of the shop. They looked to be landscapes and set pieces of buildings. Professionally framed, they could have hung in a museum anywhere in the world.

      “Those were smuggled out of Germany almost a day before the Demonic invasion. Painted by the Dictator himself. Were you aware that he was a Thulist Magician? It is suspected that he was the one to read the incantation that opened the Portal to Hell,” Agnes explained. “Your recent run in with the Demonic should make you that much away of things.”

      “So all this is for history?” I swept my arms around.

      “No. All of this is for sale,” Agnes replied. She gave me a very stern look as she spoke. “I use it for training sometimes as well, but a woman has to eat. I’ve been collecting things a very long time. Much longer than anyone in town save your grandmother knows.”

      Cat stepped away from me and continued to explore. She gave me the look I took to mean that this was Witch business and not really hers. But I knew that unless I blocked her, she would be listening.

      “What sort of training do you do?” I asked her.

      “The important kind.” Agnes stepped away from Crowley’s desk, crossing to my side of the room. “Mack and his people can only help you with the mundane sort of things. There are things in this universe that can kill you with a blink of their eye. The Legion cannot protect you from them.”

      I blinked at the mention of the Legion. “And you can?”

      The old Witch motioned to the cabinets nearest her. Several doors popped open. Reaching inside one of them, Agnes pulled out what looked like a wand. Smiling, she pointed it at me and mumbled a phrase.

      “Agatha!” Cat cried out as a flash of light lit up the room.

      My bracelets screamed danger at me, but I was far too late to throw up a larger shield, summon a fireball, or pull one of my knives. A glowing cage of Magick encircled me!

      Cat was still in motion and instantly shifted to her warrior mode. Four-hundred pounds of enraged teeth and claws were heading straight for the enemy that had revealed itself.

      With nothing more than a glance and a wave of her hand, Agnes stopped Cat in her tracks. She was frozen in place not ten feet from me.

      “What did you do to her?” I cried out.

      Agnes Pickleberry smiled again. “You have a minute and a half before you lose consciousness from lack of air. What do you do to survive?”
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      “What do you mean she’s gone?” Blake yelled.

      “Exactly what I said. Director Mills and her two assistants vanished during the California incursion. I received notice that they were leaving the office enroute to Los Angeles. All protocol was followed. She just didn’t return like she was supposed to,” Melissa reported.

      Blake pulled out a notepad from his new desk and picked up a pen. “What was the name of the OP and who was in charge of it?”

      “Not a clue. I’m just the receptionist here. They don’t have to tell me that stuff,” Melissa explained.

      “Not acceptable! You were put into position by the Master himself to watch these animals. Find them, now!” Blake yelled as he threw both the notepad and pen at Melissa.

      “I’ve looked but I will look again. To do that I need authorization to access Director level files. Do I have it?” Melissa asked.

      Blake glared at her. “If that is what it takes.”

      Melissa smiled back at him. It wasn’t a nice smile, but one filled with malice and hate. “In writing, please.”

      Misunderstanding the look, Blake muttered, “Fine. Take this to IT and to IA. Tell them you have my complete trust and authorization for access.”

      Blake scribbled out a note on another pad and handed it to her.

      “Thank you, Director,” Melissa said, accepting the authorization note. “I won’t fail the Bureau.”

      “You better not. There are dire consequences for those who fail the Hammer. Go do your job.” Blake pointed toward the door.

      Melissa inclined her head and left the room muttering, “Director.”

      The hallway outside the office was stark and cold. Not at all like under Director Mills’ administration. Madeleine preferred to cast a warmer presence with rich colored carpet and landscape paintings. Not every student here was a soldier. There were children here after all.

      “Identity please.” A stern security guard stopped Melissa halfway to her office.

      Stopping her walk, the former receptionist froze for a minute before turning around. “Identity? Do you know who I am?”

      Resting a hand on his sidearm, the guard barely moved an inch. “Identity card please, I won’t ask again.”

      Melissa whipped out her credentials faster than the man could draw his gun and held them in front of his eyes. “What does this say?”

      The guard blinked a moment as his eyes focused. Leaning to one side, he looked first at the picture and then at Melissa’s face. “Sorry, but I have to ask.”

      Melissa brushed past him and continued down the hallway. “I know.”

      Three security checks later, she stood in front of the lead Agent in charge of the Academy’s Internal Affairs department.

      “Did the Director say why you were to be given almost complete access to our systems?” Agent Peter Hunt asked.

      “Yes, sir,” Melissa replied.

      Agent Hunt made a come-on motion with his hand. “And?”

      “I believe that is classified sir. You would have to ask the Director,” Melissa replied with a slight grimace. Hunt would be in a world of hurt if he called.

      Hunt turned to his computer and typed in a few commands. Peering at the screen for a moment, he looked back at Melissa. “You were appointed to your position more than seven years ago? Why have you stayed as the lead receptionist? There are plenty of opportunities within the bureau.”

      Melissa sighed. “Sir? Please just sign the form and authorize me. My background is my own. I really don’t want to go back down the hall and bother the Director again.”

      Hunt scowled at her but signed the form before giving it to her. Melissa turned to leave, and he called out to her. “There will be a reckoning, Agent. Running roughshod over the Bureau won’t stand.”

      It was Melissa’s turn to glare. With malice in her voice she replied, “If you wish to continue here, I’d watch what you say to me. There are lots of nasty places you could be reassigned to out there. Learn your place.”

      Hunt didn’t reply as Melissa stormed away. He was still staring at the door when his assistant appeared in the doorway.

      “Agent Hunt?” the young woman asked.

      Hunt sat back down in his chair and motioned to the young woman to come in. “Yes Samantha?”

      “I know it’s not my place but sir, are you insane? That woman makes people disappear! Rumor has it that it was her that did away with Director Mills and the Bs. Anyone that could do that is trouble. She just has to be a spy for the new director. Haven’t you noticed how strange it’s gotten around here?”

      Hunt started to correct her but stopped. He’d been around the day that Mills and her two assistants vanished. He knew they went on a mission, just not what it was. The fact that they didn’t return was troubling, though. Melissa was a fixture around here and always a bit of a bitch, but this was a new high or maybe low for her. The new security guards and restrictions were technically within the rules but should have been cleared with his department. They were internal affairs after all!

      “Everything is within the guidelines set by the new Director. Melissa’s just the receptionist. Don’t worry about her,” Hunt replied.

      Samantha shook her head. “You cannot be that naive? That woman is a snake in the grass. She’s been lying in wait among us for all these years and the new director? Isn’t he the one you yourself investigated for corruption?”

      Hunt nodded. Samantha was mostly correct. Director Offenberg had been investigated but the findings were inconclusive. Several members of Congress and the White House Chief of Staff had crushed the investigation almost as soon as he’d started it. “Director Offenberg was appointed by the President. Nothing I can do about that, Sam. Don’t worry about it. Things will work themselves out.”

      “But sir!” Samantha protested.

      Hunt shook his head. Grabbing a notepad, he scribbled a short note. “Forget about it. We’ve got a ton of work to do. Get started on this list and then move on to the monthly reports. OK?”

      Samantha stepped forward and took the note. Looking down, she blinked a couple of times as she read it. “Oh. I’ll get right on it, sir.”

      She crumpled the note and tossed it into the trash can next to Hunt’s desk, then returned to the outer office. Hunt sighed. This was going to be bad. He just knew it. With slow and obvious movements, he policed up his desk, throwing a number of things into the can including a full cup of coffee which splashed everywhere.

      “Damn it to hell!” Crouching down on one knee, Agent Hunt started mopping up the spilled coffee with napkins off his desk and paper from the trash can. He was extra careful to destroy the crumpled note he’d given Samantha, the note that read, “my office is bugged.”
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        * * *

      

      Melissa kept a scowl on her face the entire way back to her desk. Most, if not all of security gave her a wide berth. The Academy was one big rumor mill after all, and the word was out on her.

      Two of the newer guards were leaning on the surrounding reception area while others looked out the broad windows in the front of the building. Craning her head, she could see several scantily clad students, wolves if she was guessing, prancing around on the lawn. Men.

      “Get the hell off my desk! And stop gaping at the little girls!” Melissa yelled. “Damn perverts. Aren’t you morons supposed to be working right now?”

      Like a flock of startled seagulls, the men scattered in all directions. Here in the lobby, Melissa was a force to be reckoned with.

      “Idiots,” she muttered to herself as she took her seat. Melissa scanned the desktop and all her telltales, carefully looking for intrusions. Finding none, she opened the right-handed drawer. Reaching all the way to the back of it, she flicked a hidden switch. Her computer and desk systems suddenly powered up and all the lights came on. “Nobody messes with my stuff.”

      Pulling out a memory stick she had received from the IT boys, Melissa plugged it into her system. “Let’s see what this gives me access to.”

      Her system opened to the normal screen showing her the internal network, but now there were several new access ports as well as command authorization access to what looked like all the files in the FBI itself. Smiling, Melissa powered up her secondary screens and went to work.

      After an hour of research, she had most of what Blake wanted from her, including the former director’s itinerary and probable location. Quickly typing up a memo, she forwarded the information. Leaning back in her chair, she stretched her arms into the air and yawned, looking around at the same time. The guards were all in their proper places and none within twenty feet of her. She picked up her cell phone and dialed an out of state number.

      The phone rang exactly four times before it was picked up. Utter silence was on the other end. “It’s me. I have the access we need and the proof she was right.”

      Melissa hung up, shoving the phone back into her purse. The day wasn’t over and there was a ton of work still to do.
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        * * *

      

      Former Director Madeline Mills was in trouble. She and her assistants, the Bs, had undertaken an off-the-books assignment just as the Demon incursion in California was gaining speed. The goal was to wipe out a Demon cult group in Los Angeles. Getting in wasn’t the issue. Neither was taking care of business. No, the biggest problem was leaving the city. It was nearly impossible.

      Refugees from all over southern California had piled into the city when word got out about the Demons. Power, water, and most city services were non-existent, or depleted so badly they might as well have been. Trouble started almost immediately. No police meant trouble, and the gangs took advantage. Now half the city was on fire and nobody seemed to care.

      “Nothing?” Madeline asked her small team.

      Betty shook her head. “Nothing. The army has all the roads in and out blockaded and the navy holds the ports. I doubt a dingy could launch without being taken out. And that was even before the President was killed.”

      “Ma’am, I tried contacting Arcane using the backchannel we set up, but they’ve either gone dark or aren’t responding on purpose. I know of one older safe house here in the city but if they are against us...Well you know...We might have to go in hot,” Beatrice explained.

      Madeline rubbed her forehead. This was a bigger problem than before. A government switchover she could handle, but not losing all her resources! There were too many plots within plots happening here. “Arm up. We’ll try the safe house. They don’t know we’re in the city so maybe, just maybe, the enemy won’t be prepared. You never know, it might be empty.”
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        * * *

      

      Beatrice’s safe house was located in the Hollywood Hills area. It was almost in the Santa Monica Mountains. The entire area was sparsely populated, primarily because of who lived there. Movie stars liked their privacy and usually had huge houses on huge lots. Arcane had purchased this house in the 1950s when the area was mostly undeveloped. At the time, their closest neighbor was Errol Flynn. The action star had been a secret financier of Arcane contributing money and providing access to the movie industry.

      “Is that it?” Madeline asked. They’d stolen a car out of the mall parking lot and driven up to the neighborhood.

      The house itself was a sprawling ranch-style house overlooking the Cahuenga Pass. It was surrounded by a large stone wall, complete with gate and cameras. Surprisingly, it didn’t seem out of place on the street.

      “Yup, looks just like it did the last time I was here,” Beatrice replied.

      “And when was that?” Madeline asked her.

      Betty looked at her twin and smiled. Beatrice smiled back before looking at her boss. “A few years before we joined you at the FBI, we were tasked with infiltrating the Fod group here in the hills.”

      “Fod? Do I want to know?” Mills asked.

      Betty explained, “Fod was the name of a guy. He’d founded a commune up here and changed his name to Father Fod. Opened a restaurant as well. It was the 1970s and he took advantage of the hippie movement. It would have been OK, but some of his wives were occultists. There were rumors of Demonic rituals, so we were sent in to look around.”

      “Wives? As in more than one? How many did he have?” Mills asked.

      “Around a dozen. Everyone in his compound would walk around in robes all the time. Word was Fod was pretty virile. Betty would know more about that than I would,” Beatrice replied.

      Madeline looked toward the other B in shock. “Betty?”

      Betty’s ears were a bit pink, but she could only smile. “It wasn’t just me! I’m not the one that convinced the man to move to Hawaii, now, am I?”

      Beatrice just rolled her eyes. “Anyway. We investigated and found nothing other than too many women and lots of vegan food. While we were here we used this place as a home base. Fod was always on the lookout for followers with extra money. It’s been quite a while since I’ve been here. My codes were some of the first imputed though. They might work still.”

      “Mmm. Arcane isn’t known for getting rid of usable assets. We can only try. Go ahead and pull up,” Mills directed.

      Betty drove up the street and pulled the small SUV up to the keypad by the gate. Beatrice told her what to input.

      There was a click and the gates began to slowly open.

      “I can’t believe you actually used that number!” Betty exclaimed.

      “Why not? My cover name was Jenny. It was the easiest number not to lose. All I had to do was hum the song,” Beatrice explained.

      “But operational security. Didn’t anyone question it?” Betty asked.

      Beatrice snorted. “Like those stiff shirts back then listened to popular music. We got in, didn’t we?”

      “Yes, we did ladies. Now gear up, if you can. I doubt anyone inside will be happy to see us,” Madeline checked her sidearm and slid it into the holster on her hip.

      The driveway was circular, allowing those inside the house to see any car that entered. Rather than slowly drive in, Betty gunned it, racing to the door of the house.

      The SUV had barely come to a stop before all three women bailed out. The front door opened before any of them could react. A trio of automatic rifles were pointed at the group from inside. A woman’s voice asked, “Who the hell are you?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      “What do you do to survive?”

      Agnes’s words froze me almost as much as the energy cage where she’d just trapped me. Instinctively, I wanted to blast my way out of it, but common sense overcame those thoughts. Tossing a fireball in here would turn this thing into a gigantic oven. Cooking to death didn’t sound like fun. Instead, I thought to create my own oxygen. I’d had thermodynamics in school, so I knew that nothing came for free in this life, but maybe I could convert something. Muttering to myself, I cast a mass conversion spell, transforming my shoes and light jacket to pure oxygen. It was my thought that the richer the environment inside the box would give me more time to think up another solution.

      As my spell triggered, there was a hum and a flash of light inside the cage. Agnes’s eyes widened ever so slightly. I could feel power coming from her as she analyzed the changes I’d wrought. Bracing myself, I prepared for more attacks.

      “Interesting. Why didn’t you teleport out?” Agnes asked me.

      At the same time, I opened up my mage sight and the tiny bit of foresight I possessed. Then I took a hard look at the cage. If I tried this, that would happen. Glancing at the old Witch, I started to run all my options.

      Agnes tapped her ear. “Can’t hear me? Or are you just ignoring me?”

      There didn’t seem to be any gaps in the cage, but Defender suggested that I try and affect the world outside of it. If I could do that, there was a possibility of escape.

      I looked through the glowing walls and could see that Cat was still frozen. Feeling her through the Pack sense we shared, I knew in my heart she was completely aware of her surroundings. That, and I could see her eyes moving. Channeling Magick through Defender, I broke the freeze spell and set my friend loose.

      With a screech, Cat hit the floor and continued her attack toward Agnes. Shifting into her Warrior form in seconds, Cat’s three-inch claws were millimeters from Agnes’s head when the older Witch froze my friend yet again!

      Proof showed me a spell I didn’t know just as Cat attacked, and using it I was able to teleport out of the cage. Half of my body’s energy had been sucked away, using two advanced spells at practically the same moment. I  stumbled and almost fell when I popped into being on the outside.

      “So you were listening, good. Completely drained and helpless isn’t how you should be during battle, Agatha. I would have thought the Council and Marcella had taught you better than that,” Agnes speculated.

      She cast some sort of analysis cantrip because I could feel it crawl across my body like a horde of tiny spiders. Poking and pricking, the spell reached deep inside of me until Defender finally stopped it. Some parts of me were my business and my business alone.

      “Nobody touches this Witch!” I countered.

      “As well it should be. Your training is lacking, young Witch. If you had stayed within the confines of the Coven it would be much more robust now. Separation at such a young age isn’t always a good idea,” Agnes said as she held up her hand to me. “I do understand the reasoning, though. Camilla was a poison that our Coven didn’t need. Would you care to hear my analysis?”

      “Uh, what?” It was all I could do but stare at the woman. One moment she was attacking me and the other she wanted...what from me?

      “Training,” my bracelets said as one. “Learn from this one.”

      Without thinking, I looked down at my arms. “What are you saying?”

      Neither of the golden bracelets replied to me. Giving them a shake, I thought the question at them but received nothing in return.

      “I expect they’ve told you the truth of things. Verity told me they were like that, but I think they have a much better rapport with you than they had with her,” Agnes explained.

      Taking a deep breath to center myself, I waved a hand at Cat, breaking her free again. “Cat, stand down. This was a training exercise, I think.”

      Cat landed with a thump on all fours. Her warrior form was just as large as her Sabertooth one. She growled out a reply I didn’t understand completely, but the gist of it was, “Some warning was in order.”

      “If I had told you, the reaction you had wouldn’t have been true,” Agnes replied to the growl. “Marcella told me as much as she could, but I really needed to see for myself.”

      “Grandmother put you up to this?” I asked her. My hands were still shaking from the exertion. Secretly, I made a vow to not allow Fergus as much rope as I did. I really could’ve used the boost his powers gave me.

      “She did indeed, child. While Marcella trained you quite well, she didn’t know the extent of your power. None of us truly did,” Agnes replied. “Camilla did all of us a huge disservice, depriving the Coven of your Magick. All of us understand that now. To begin to fix this mess she created, I’ve volunteered to teach you what I know. While Marcella has more power than me, I have more specialized training. Plus I’ve actually seen some of what those bracelets can do and what they mean.”

      Raising my arm, I touched the bracelet in question. “Mean? They’re Guardian bracelets, aren’t they?”

      Agnes wobbled her hand. “Yes and no. It depends upon your situation and who is confronting you.”

      I looked over at Cat. Like me, she had a puzzled expression on her face. “I don’t understand.”

      “Let’s go upstairs to my apartment and we can talk. The things in here...Let’s just say they can get suggestive sometimes. Come with me,” Agnes motioned us to a set of stairs I only just noticed.

      “Are you sure about this, Aggy? She did just try to kill us,” Cat asked me.

      “If she wanted us dead, we’d be dead already. My grandmother trusts her and she is part of the Coven. As a whole they don’t hate me, at least not yet,” I explained.

      “They don’t,” Agnes commented. The older Witch was halfway up what looked to be a short flight of stairs. She was bending down and motioning to us. “You ladies coming?”

      Climbing the stairs, we followed Agnes into what looked like a Victorian palace! Finely carved and upholstered couches and chairs were scattered about. For some reason, it made me think of a steampunk movie Chuck had shown us once. The one with the gigantic robot spider.

      “Like it?” Agnes asked us.

      I nodded to her. “I do. It’s like a movie set or something. What do you think, Cat?”

      Cat had her nose in the air and was sniffing at something. She kept turning her head one way then the other.

      “Cat, what’s wrong?” I asked her.

      “Strange Were. It smells funny somehow...Like a tiger but...not,” she explained. Cat bent down on one knee and sniffed the floor. “Remember when we went to that zoo in St. Louis? It reminds me of something from there.”

      I shot Agnes a look but only got a smile in return. She might be a well-respected Witch in the Coven, but her games were starting to piss me off! Cat was now completely prone, sniffing several items of furniture. I spoke to her, looking for clarification. “Which something? That place was really huge.”

      And it was, too. The zoo there took up a huge part of the city’s Forest Park area. About half the animals had an adverse reaction to both Cat and Chuck. More so Cat. Mongo had once told me that even his internal bear was scared of my diminutive partner. Animals knew when the ultimate predator was nearby.

      “Nothing from North or South America. I’ve smelled all the predators around here. Dad’s got those panther and jaguar friends that visit from time to time. They’ve brought me samples from home. Dad always said it was good to have a well-rounded sniffer. No, this is something else,” Cat explained as she got to her feet and started exploring the room.

      “Could it be a lion or something from Africa?” I asked her.

      Cat’s head jerked toward me suddenly. “Lions rarely leave their Prides. If one was here it would have lots of attendants and I only smell one thing here. It’s not a lion.”

      “I should hope not. Lions are too fussy and prideful, anyway.” A strange dark-skinned man with a handsome face stepped into the room.

      Almost instantly, I had a fireball in one hand and my weapon in the other. Cat was halfway to her warrior form when Agnes stopped us.

      “Stop! He’s a friend,” the old Witch cried out, her hand raised to freeze my friend.

      This time I was ready, and managed to block anything she might send. Her face had a look of shock about it as my shield settled down over her. A similar wall of power slid into place near the stranger.

      “How did you…” Agnes trailed off for a moment. I could almost hear her brain processing my actions. Her shock faded and an even bigger smile than before graced her face. “Excellent. This will be far easier than I was led to believe. Ladies. Meet Sebastian. He’s both my friend and like your Unicorn, my familiar.”

      “Familiar? You can’t have people as familiars, can you?” I asked her, my spells forgotten.

      Agnes motioned to my hands. “Put your defenses away and I’ll explain. It’s perfectly safe. Sebastian won’t harm you.”

      I reabsorbed the fire in my hand as I replaced my handgun in the small-of-the-back holster I used. Kept in the seven o’clock position on my hip, it didn’t hurt too much when I sat down. FBI Agents are required to be armed at all times. Even Magickal ones such as myself. Mentally, I dropped the blocking shields, reinforcing my own at the same time. A thin layer of protection hugged my skin like a wetsuit.

      Cat’s face relaxed as she willed her beast away, but her hand didn’t stray far from her weapon. I was fast, but she was even faster when she wanted to be. Sniffing the air, she confirmed that Sebastian was the Were she’d smelled.

      Sebastian crossed the room and gave Agnes a hug. His eyes were constantly moving and never let either of us out of his sight. The way he moved reminded me of some of the military at the Academy. This man was dangerous, regardless of what Agnes said. Concentrating, I attempted to convey my feelings at least to Cat through the Pack bond. We needed to watch him.

      Cat turned her head away from watching the duo and gave me a long, positive look. She got some of what I was trying to convey, at least.

      Agnes slid onto one of the couches with her supposed familiar beside her. “Please have a seat.”

      I took a seat on the couch opposite her, but Cat circled the room like a predator watching her prey, taking a long sniff as she went by. Nodding, she sat beside me.

      “Talk,” I replied.

      “As I said earlier downstairs, I’ve been selected to train you. The bracelets you wear are the badge of office of a Guardian. Verity, while owning the bracelets and using them, never completely unlocked the power and assistance that they contain. She knew there was something there, though. She could feel it, and once told me that it was like that memory you may have lost. It’s on the very tip of your tongue, but you cannot either remember it or taste it for what it truly is,” Agnes explained. “Together, Verity and I researched it, finding only the barest bits of information. History as a whole has forgotten their true purpose. But I know enough to attempt to help you.”

      I frowned at her. “Grandmother told me that the Guardians were what the European Councils called their enforcers. And that Verity was once one of them. A Witches Council member identified one of my bracelets as a mark of that group.”

      Agnes snorted. “They wish. Verity did work for that group over there. She had little choice at the time. It was amazing, the amount of prejudice against women in those days. But her bracelets were not given to her by the Council over there. That is a story for another time.”

      “What are they and what is he?” I pointed to Sebastian.

      “I believe they’re Egyptian, and may have been created originally by Khonsu, one of the Gods of light.” Agnes paused to gauge my reaction.

      “What are they for, then?” I asked, nonplussed. I’d seen and talked to Gods before; that was nothing new.

      “Protecting the pathways between the realms. They were created to fight Demons,” Agnes replied. Tapping her companion on the knee, she smiled at him. “Sebastian here was an accidental familiar. I was young and performed a spell, looking for companionship.”

      Sebastian spoke up. “She was but a girl. Younger than you were when you went to the FBI originally. Her family had literally just settled down to start constructing a house when I appeared in the area. Showing myself in human form was out of the question, as her people and the natives of my home were not agreeable over certain things like laws and colonization. She performed the proper ritual and said the words to draw in a proper familiar. But as you know from your Fergus, familiars are temperamental and don’t take kindly to people forcing them to do things. None of the local animals allowed the spell to persuade them, but I got just a bit too close to it and was pulled in, whether I wanted it or not.”

      Cat studied the man for a moment. “So not Africa. Australia then?”

      “Very good, Catherine. Very good. Not many Weres guess the proper continent. Can you guess species, as well?” Sebastian asked.

      “You don’t look like a crocodile. I’ve met a couple of alligator shifters and they had a certain...slime about them. You’re different, more like a tiger.” Cat peered at him until her eyes widened. “Are you a throwback like I am?”

      Sebastian chuckled and crossed his legs in front of him. Leaning back as far as he could on the couch, he stretched out a bit. “No, not one of those. I’m the real deal. Possibly the very last of my kind. Although there have been a few sightings that could be my people. Weres would’ve had an easier time of hiding than my natural brothers.”

      Cat looked to Agnes and straight out asked her, “Just how old are you anyway?”

      The non-sequitur as Cat changed subjects caught me off guard a bit, but I knew it would all link up at some point. Cat just had a roundabout way of investigating.

      “I’ve almost reached my four-hundredth year. My time upon this plane is coming to an end, which makes it so, so important that I pass on as much information and training as I can to you girls. Sebastian will help as well,” Agnes explained.

      Not understanding, I turned to my friend. “Cat?”

      “He’s a Thylacine, Agatha. The last of his kind for real,” she replied.

      Thylacines. I wasn’t a biologist or that big of a science nerd, but I watched a lot of cartoons as a child, courtesy of Fergus, and had once upon a time researched Tasmanian Devils. The Thylacine was sort of a marsupial dog or wolf. It had stripes and everything.

      Looking at Agnes I asked, “You’re Australian?”

      “British, actually. My parents were free settlers, not convicts as most folks thought in those days. We landed in Port Jackson, rather than Botany Bay. I remember the country being rough and untamed. It was a different time, the mid 1800’s. I will not be judged by you or anyone else for daring to try and colonize an empty land. We didn’t stay there long, as it was. Father was a Council member and was there to sort out the locals and any Magick they had,” Agnes remembered. “You can imagine his surprise when his only daughter, using his very own spell book, impressed a familiar. And a Were one at that. Not wishing to run afoul of other Council members, he moved us here, to Briarwood. We found a community and a purpose.”

      “Verity was here, then?” I asked.

      “She was around. Once the town was established and running the way she thought it should be, she moved around a lot,” Agnes mused. “My formative years were spent as a nanny and tutor to the Blackmore household. It was how I met Marcella and joined the Coven. I know much of the history of our area. I was the town librarian for years.”

      “And you acquired all of this stuff when it was new?” Cat swept her arms around.

      “Some. We Witches live to become very old and very frugal. But older does not necessarily mean wiser.

      Agnes leaned toward me and stared into my eyes. “Well, my dear? Do you want to learn what your are to become? Are you brave enough for this next phase of your existence? Or not?”
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      “What exactly is it you do for my daughter?” Teegan Blackmore asked Anastasia.

      The forensic technician and Vampire gave her friend’s mother an honest look. This woman had been locked up and drugged for years by her late sister. It was understandable that she wanted to know about Agatha. Explaining how she took care of the team scientifically was the easy part. Getting her to understand how she was an ancient Vampire was a bit harder. A lot harder, actually.

      Teegan shook her head. “No. I don’t believe you. Why would a Vampire that is in control of an entire city work for MY daughter in what sounds like meaningless jobs?”

      “She’s my friend and I trust her. You have zero idea how hard it’s been to hide from the entire Vampire race and the United States Government at the same time. I’ve been able to walk in daylight for centuries, but have refrained. Vampire powers that only my progenitor is supposed to have are part of my personal toolbox. By being part of the FBI, I’ve been unable to use them. Joining wasn’t my idea originally, but I could’ve left almost anytime I wanted. My life is my own and I choose my friends,” Anastasia replied.

      “Then why continue to lie and not use your birth name?” Teegan countered.

      “Aleiana was both a victim and a survivor. She’s not who I am anymore. I’ve made my peace with her,” Ana smiled with sadness on her face. “My father was a proud man, but he’d understand. History remembers him as a great architect, but he still died. My life is a mystery, but I’m still here. That is my own legacy, not his. Your daughter has the capability to bring people together for the better. Why belittle her?”

      “She was supposed to stay here! With me. Her Magick, whatever there was of it, should’ve been suppressed as mine was. This is all my mother’s fault,” hissed Teegan. With pain in her voice she practically shrieked her mother’s name. “Marsella just took what wasn’t hers to begin with.”

      Ana pulled back from the woman in front of her. Her Vampire senses explored and focused on Teegan. Emotionally, she was a mess. “I’ve only witnessed positive things from your mother. She’s made a huge effort to help Agatha.”

      Teegan snorted. “No. She’s only exposed my little girl. They will find her now. Don’t you understand? Ken was just the beginning. His family will find and kill her just like they killed him. And nothing you do or she does will stop them! Marcella has doomed my daughter.”

      “That is about enough of that!” Marcella spoke from the doorway to the den where the women were talking.

      Anastasia looked away from Teegan toward Marcella. The old Witch stood in the doorway with Minerva backing her up. She had the look of a woman on the edge, and with Witches that could be very bad.

      “It’s all true, Mother. You just fail to see it. They will kill her and nothing you can do will stop it. Nothing. Just like Ken,” Teegan spat at her mother.

      “For the last time, Ken’s death was an accident. His car went off the highway and he died. I think it’s time for you to go back upstairs now, my dear,” Marcella told her daughter.

      Teegan stood up. “Fine. I’m going.”

      “You’ll start healing more once you get this hatred out of you…” Marcella started to say, but Teegan shut her right down.

      Brushing past her mother, Teegan practically growled out her words, “I’m as much a prisoner here as I was in that place. Why won’t you let me just go?”

      “There’s the door. Leave if you like.” Marcella pointed but Teegan was already halfway up the stairs, muttering almost under her breath, “My daughter hates me.”

      Anastasia watched as Teegan went up the stairs. “She lived a large chunk of her current life in a haze. Not knowing who and where she was. That part of her I can understand. It was much the same for me before I became a Vampire. The hatred is something else. It stems from what?” she asked softly.

      Marcella sighed and looked toward the now empty doorway. “You have to understand that my daughters were sheltered here in Briarwood. Their father…their father wanted them kept close to home. He had been somewhat of a traveler himself and didn’t want them to pursue that particular lifestyle. They were enrolled in human schools and that was my first mistake.”

      “Mistake why? The other children did know they were Witches, correct?” Ana asked.

      Nodding, Marcella agreed. She licked her lips and winced as if reliving an old pain. “They did. Both girls made friends and were introduced to concepts and learning that were unknown to most Coven-raised children. It brought about rebellion and turmoil. I don’t have to tell you about Camilla. She defied me early on and refused to continue her lessons with me or the Coven’s teachers. Taking a cue from her sister, Teegan also refused. They both missed out on crucial information and lessons that would have harnessed their power and brought them closer to the light.”

      “But none of it was to be. Camilla went off to a human college and returned home a complete stranger. She had Magick but refused to tell me how she received training in it. My sweet girl became a hateful and vicious woman. Teegan was no better. She ignored her Magick completely,” Marcella paused and looked at the Vampire. “There were moments I could see that she regretted not learning things. The way we teach is similar to a pyramid. Each lesson builds upon the others until you know what you need to know to survive. Poor Teegan never got past basic household cantrips.”

      “So she did have some Magick, then?” Ana asked.

      “Oh yes, she did. Kassandra, our seer at the time, swore to me that my daughter would impact the future of our race. To do so requires great power. We had such high hopes for her. Even when she met Ken, we hoped he would change her for the better,” Marcella replied.

      “Ken? Is that Agatha’s father? She doesn’t speak of him at all,” Ana interjected.

      Marcella took a deep breath and folded her hands in front of her. “Ken. He was a bit of a transient. He drifted into town working the odd job here and there. We all could see that he was running from something, but even Cappy couldn’t figure out what it was at the time.” Marcella smiled and blushed just a tiny bit. “He’d given a different name more than once to some of the folks in town, prompting me to have Cappy pick him up for questioning.”

      Ana shook her head and chuckled, “Small town living. It was like that in the 1930’s.”

      “I know, I remember,” Marcella answered.

      Anastasia pointed her finger skyward and motioned, “Touche.”

      Appearances were deceiving between the two women; it was hard to think of them both being so much older than they looked.

      “You can imagine our surprise when the Coven member on the force probed him and was blocked. This transient was one of us somehow. He didn’t give us a full background but did say he’d been tossed out of his family and was looking for a new start here in America,” Marcella explained. “He was able to pass several tests proving his affiliation to our Gods and Powers-That-Be, so we allowed him to stay. I might have said no if I knew that my daughter would be attracted to him.”

      “But then you might not have had Agatha,” Ana pointed out.

      “True. Teegan met him at one of the town festivals when she returned from school. Love at first sight, if you can believe it. He was different and unique, just the sort of thing my daughter was searching for,” Marcella sighed. “But it was not to be. He was killed on his way to get a cake for Agatha’s sixth birthday party, if you can believe it.”

      “The car accident,” Ana stated.

      “Yes. But we now know it was a murder committed by paid assassins. After the funeral, Teegan became a recluse. For almost three years I saw very little of her or Agatha. The squirrel incident drove my daughter farther and farther away from the Coven and me. It wasn’t until her seventh birthday that triggered everything that has happened. That was when Fergus entered the picture and Camilla, my once sweet girl, came into her own,” Marcella pronounced.

      “Why did Teegan become a recluse? At the time, Ken’s death was ruled an accident,” Ana said. “That is what’s in Agatha’s FBI records and what she herself told me.”

      “Before she was sent off to that horrible hospital, Teegan told me something of Ken’s history. It was a moment of weakness for her, as we’d just given her a cup of relaxation tea and were spellcasting to calm her down. She was under the impression that Ken was killed by his family. The same family that had thrown him out, and according to Teegan, was still chasing him with the intent to kill, even after all these years,” Marcella answered. “If only Camilla had left her in peace instead of throwing that party for Agatha.”

      Anastasia blinked. Ignoring the seventh birthday comment she looked at Marcella in surprise. “Who has the resources to do that? Was he a prince or something?”

      “No, something worse. He didn’t say it at the time, but according to Teegan, he was the son of a Yakuza leader. He refused to be a part of the family business and fled,” Marcella replied.

      “Ok, that I can see. The FBI is of course familiar with that particular group. Which clan does he come from?” Ana asked.

      “That’s the rub. I didn’t like it, and neither will you,” Marcella stood up from the couch, moved around the coffee table, and leaned down to the Vampire. She whispered a single name into Anastasia’s ear.

      “Oh dear. What do you need from me?” Ana asked.

      “Research. I dare not use Robert or any of the Council resources to investigate them. When I first found out about the Yakuza connection I did something unethical and very unprofessional on my part.” Marcella paused and sat down next to Ana. Turning to look the Vampire in the eye, she continued. “I blackmailed the head of the American Witches Council to use all of HER resources to shield both Teegan and Agatha from them. Ken might be gone, but family is family. You know how the clans can be. Teegan was right in her worry. They might try and claim her, especially that particular clan.”

      Ana laughed. “You actually blackmailed Bethany? What do you have on her to do so?”

      “Nothing now, which is why I’m worried. Last month when Agatha came to me to stop the Magickal tornado, I initially said no. There are rules, as you are aware. Even I cannot break the Council’s decree. Not without consequences. I did see her point, but human lives aren’t that important to our people. But as a favor to my granddaughter, I tried. The AWC had the resources I needed so I used them. But I needed leverage,” Marcella replied.

      “How exposed are we?” Anastasia asked. “What exactly did you promise them?”

      Marcella shook her head. “No promises. The material was destroyed by my own hand. I swore an oath with witnesses to that effect. Any protections that Agatha had were stripped away. Bethany and those that follow her are now free to do as they please. Montgomery and the others didn’t even know I had it. I expect they will be more circumspect in the future. If there is one. Minerva and I believe they are working with the enemy, but we are unable to prove it. Any edge we might have had is gone now.”

      “Hence the reason you need my help,” Ana nodded. “My access to the FBI database is limited now. You do know we’re on suspension?”

      Marcella snorted, “Don’t give me that! Just as soon as I knew exactly who you were, I investigated. You forget that I’ve met Jack Dalton and remember who he said his boss was. There is no way you didn’t leave yourself at least one backdoor into that system when YOU created it.”

      Anastasia sighed, “How much do you know?”

      “Enough, I would never attempt to blackmail a Vampire such as you, but telling Agatha and the rest of the team about your history?” Marcella replied. “What I know might ruin your relationship with them.”

      “They already know most of it, but not in excruciating detail, which you somehow found out, I’m sure. It’s not blackmail but, I’ll do it anyway. You have to be prepared for what I find. Some of these groups make even my progenitor look like a saint,” Ana replied. “First and foremost Agatha is my friend.”

      “It’s a deal, then. Good. Shall we see what the kids are getting into?” Marcella asked.

      “We should. Chuck and Fergus together can be a challenge on their own. Just be glad the polar bear isn’t here as well,” Ana replied with a laugh.

      “Polar bear? That’s a bit rare for the Academy. How did one of those end up there?” Marcella asked.

      “You’d need to speak to Agatha about the details, but I know enough. His name is Mongo and he wanted to go into law enforcement.” Anastasia launched into some of the stories that had made the Academy so much fun.
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      “Let’s go look at something cool.”

      Chuck considered his options as he looked at Fergus. With Agatha and Cat off on a shopping trip and Ana tied up with Marcella, he was pretty bored. There were only so many games he could play alone and Fergus always had some good ideas. It was just that sometimes they were a bit on the crazy side.

      “Where are we going?” Chuck asked.

      “Into Minerva’s garden. There’s something you’d like there,” Fergus replied. “Now go to your left.”

      Chuck looked down at the tiny unicorn he carried in his palm and frowned. “I thought the Garden was off limits to us? Agatha said we weren’t to go inside it without supervision.”

      “Been there done that. I’ve even been to that Other place. This is Minerva’s garden. Big difference,” Fergus replied.

      “Ok, if you say so.” Chuck looked down him and stopped walking. “Would you answer a question for me?”

      Trotting in place for a moment, Fergus looked up at the WereCat. “Maybe?”

      “Have you always been able to talk intelligently and do Magick? I only ask because you’ve done some pretty goofy stuff in the past,” Chuck said.

      Cocking his head to the left, Fergus looked to one side for a moment before answering. He looked up. “Agatha told me a story once about the scorpion and the frog. Do you know it?”

      Chuck pursed his lips and nodded. “I think so.”

      Fergus bounced on Chuck’s hand like he was listening to music only he could hear. “Like the scorpion, it’s my nature. Young unicorns are mischievous and playful, or at least we’re supposed to be. I expected to be killed when I was young. I’ve told you I was the sacrifice. Other than Agatha, why should I trust humans or even you stinky Cat people?”

      “You and I have hung out…” Chuck started to say before Fergus cut him off.

      “We have. I trust you now, not then. After seeing my herd again and talking to the girls, I understand what I didn’t before and because of that, I decided to allow myself to grow up,” Fergus replied. Turning back to the garden he pointed with his front leg. “Go in that direction.”

      Chuck looked in the direction Fergus was pointing and took a few steps. The entire team had speculated about the changes in Fergus. Why he’d allowed them to see his Magick and why he was talking more. Trying to act casual, he asked Fergus to elaborate. “What didn’t you understand before?”

      Still bouncing as if listening to music, Fergus looked behind at Chuck. “Have you seen me lately? I’m shorter than I’m supposed to be. Unicorns are graceful and a lot bigger than me. Agatha is never going to be able to reverse that spell. I’m doomed to stay this way, forever! My herd won’t take me back, regardless of how much I help them. They said as much to me.”

      Chuck agreed with him about the spellwork. Agatha’s spells were a bit...wonky, early on. She seemed to have a handle on things these days though, and he said as much. “Agatha is more focused now. Have you asked her to try?”

      The little unicorn jumped up and in mid-air spun around to face Chuck. “Are you crazy? Do I look like something that would look good in purple? I don’t want to speak squirrel on purpose all the time. Screw that. I’ll just stay short.”

      “You speak squirrel?” Chuck asked.

      “Duh. Doesn’t everyone?” Fergus replied to him.

      Chuck shook his head. “No. What do they say?”

      Fergus waved his hoof and snorted. “All they care about is nuts and other food. They aren’t all that talkative to me except when planning assaults. We used to have the grandest plans.”

      “Plans? What sort of plans?” Chuck asked him.

      Fergus looked up at Chuck again. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. We’re here by the way, or at least mostly.”

      Chuck looked around at the vegetables and herbs. He didn’t see anything all that interesting. “What am I missing?”

      “Agatha and I used to come to play here. It’s the closest to the Garden you can get without actually going through the gate. The mouse kingdom lies just through the fence over there and maybe a hundred yards that away.” Fergus pointed with his right leg.

      Chuck looked to where Fergus was pointing. A large hedge of what looked like rosemary was hiding a small castle, complete with tiny flags. “Is that a castle?”

      “Outpost. According to Zeus they spread out this way a few years ago. Agatha and I, not knowing we weren’t supposed to, went through the fence and into their actual kingdom. There’s a whole city not all that far from here,” Fergus explained.

      “Zeus would be the Greek God? I thought you were Canadian?” Chuck asked.

      “Are you stupid or something? Zeus is a cat. He’s Marcella’s familiar. We might be enemies, but we still talk. Stop hanging out so much with the polar bear and use your brain,” Fergus replied.

      Chuck shook his hand, making Fergus bounce around. “Leave Mongo out of this! He’s been nothing but cool to you. Why. Are. We. Here.”

      “They broke the treaty. Minerva either doesn’t know or can’t do anything, so we decided to do it ourselves. With your help of course,” Fergus replied.

      Chuck suddenly upended his hand, dropping the micro-Unicorn to the ground. Like a rubber ball you buy in a vending machine, the tiny Unicorn bounced several times before stopping.

      “Ouch! What’d you do that for?” Fergus cried out.

      “For you not telling me the truth! You said this was going to be fun,” Chuck explained. “And why are you working with Marcella’s familiar? You’ve been saying for years that you hate cats!”

      Fergus wiggled for a moment and even did what looked like a dance step. Looking up at Chuck, he said, “Fine. Zeus and I made a deal with each other years ago. The mice aren’t allowed to move onto this side of the fence. They attack me whenever they see me and Zeus...he takes them out. I’d say I have no idea what your talking about, but you’d know I was lying when I say it. Zeus is as much my teacher as he is my attacker. We lived here, together, for more than three years, after all.”

      “So why am I here, then?” Chuck asked.

      “If it was just the cat and me, Minerva might not notice. We needed the mice to attack you as well,” Fergus replied.

      Chuck looked around seeing only birds and plants. “How would they attack me?”

      At that very moment, several large black crows dove out of the sky and attacked the large Werecat. Pecking at his face and exposed arms, they made him throw up his arms in defense and stumble backwards.

      “Arrrgh! What the flaming hell?” Chuck batted at the birds even as he fell backwards over a large planter of herbs.

      “Look out! They’re coming in again,” Fergus yelled.

      True to Fergus’s words, the birds came at the now prone Werecat in almost military precision. Each bird swooped down to dive bomb Chuck with large stones and poop.

      Clutching his head and cursing, Chuck jumped up. “That really hurt!” Wiping his hand across his face he scowled and cursed again. “It’s in my mouth.”

      Hiding a chuckle, Fergus used his Magick to jump, landing on Chuck’s shoulder. “See, I told you it was an adventure.”

      Chuck searched the sky for the birds, and spotted them forming up near the fence line. They were about a hundred yards away, near what Fergus had called an outpost. Looking for a weapon, he glanced at the herbs growing all around him. He reached down and pulled a tall clump of lavender from the ground, roots and all.

      “When this is over we’re going to have a serious conversation about friendship and adventure,” Chuck told the unicorn.

      “You forget that I can’t die. To me this IS fun,” Fergus replied.

      Chuck shook the bush a bit to shake free some of the dirt. “I’m a scientist. Wanna bet I can think up all sorts of fun things to do with an undying unicorn? Don’t push it, Fergus!”

      The squadron of birds dove out of the sun in a coordinated attack that would have put a modern fighter squadron to shame. With one bird aiming for Chuck’s eyes, the others maneuvered to hit from all sides. Relying on his faster-than-human reflexes, Chuck swung the bush and ducked at the same time. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the bird and its rider go flying in separate directions. Birds coming in near his knees made contact, striking him with sharpened sticks.

      “Dammit! That freaking hurt,” Chuck yelled as he went down, clutching his knees. His healing factor started its work, but he could feel blood trickling down his legs. Yanking the sticks out, he could see they were tiny lances. Holding the things up, he yelled at Fergus again. “You’re a Wizard, do something!

      “Why’d you think I teamed up with the cat? I’m not that sort of Wizard.” Fergus looked up at the sky. “Here they come again.”

      Chuck shook Fergus off his shoulder and dropped the bush in his hand on top of him as he stood back up. Raising his face to the sky, he yelled. His body began to shift even as the yell turned into a roar. Fur sprouted out of Chuck’s clothing as the shirt and pants tore and ripped. His casual clothes weren’t designed for a Were warrior form.

      The mice squadron continued their dive and were oblivious to Chuck’s change until a gigantic clawed hand snatched two of them right out of the air. Scattering in all directions, the flock of birds along with their tiny knights squawked and screamed in panic.

      Looking like a comic book hulk, Chuck stood in the herb garden holding a bird in each clawed hand. His words came out as mostly growls, but if you listened he was understandable. “Tiny warriors attacked the wrong person.”

      “You got some! Dirty creatures,” Fergus pointed out.

      Chuck looked down at the unicorn. He was covered in dirt and leaves from having the plant fall on him. “You’re one to talk,” Chuck growled.

      Closing his eyes and concentrating a moment, Chuck’s body started to shrink. The fur on his body sloughed off as he regained his normal human form. Unlike Catherine, Chuck wasn’t an Alpha; his change wasn’t as instantaneous, and it was painful. Through it all, he didn’t drop the birds, even squeezing them tighter as his hands changed shape, losing his claws in the process.

      “You mentioned a treaty before they attacked,” Chuck commented.

      “Yes, they aren’t supposed to be here, but nobody back there will listen to us about it. Zeus doesn’t talk to Marcella like I do Agatha. He helps her with Magick but he’s just a big house cat,” Fergus explained.

      Chuck gave the birds a little shake as he peered at them. They were crows, but fitted with saddles and riders. The mice were almost cartoonish in their armor and tiny swords. “If the cat can’t speak, how do you know all this?”

      Fergus jumped again, landing this time on Chuck’s other shoulder. “Humans can’t understand him but I can. How do you think I talk to the squirrels and the tree?”

      Chuck frowned and looked at the tiny unicorn. “You can talk to the tree in the living room? Does Agatha know this?”

      “Uh, oops. I wasn’t supposed to say that. Forget about it.” Fergus’s hooves took on a slight glow.

      Shaking his head, Chuck looked at the knights in his hands and back over at the now glowing unicorn. “It won’t work this time.”

      “No idea what you’re saying right now,” Fergus replied. The glow of his hooves moved to encompass his entire body now.

      “We each took one of Agatha’s amulets when we joined the unit. Remember? They became a part of us and protect us from direct Magick use and other stuff. No way I’m forgetting the things we talk about now. You won’t be getting away with what you did a third or fourth time,” Chuck grunted. “I promise you I can make your life a living hell on the bus or at home.”

      “Fine, whatever. Stupid Magick,” Fergus replied. The glow faded away to nothing as he cancelled the spell.

      “The truce?” Chuck asked Fergus again.

      “According to Zeus, the mice made a deal with the family. They wouldn’t cross the fence and the family wouldn’t actively try to destroy them. But they have a new king over there and he’s a bit nuts. Zeus has been catching their scouts for a few years and I get chased almost every time I come out here. They don’t like me all that much,” Fergus explained.

      Chuck waved his hands with the tiny captives. “And these?”

      “We thought if we got you involved, they might believe us about the mice. Agatha and I went to their town once, but we didn’t know about the Garden and what can happen to you in there. It was pretty dumb at the time, but she was five and I…I didn’t care about anything in those days,” Fergus admitted.

      “I can’t hold these folks forever. What are we doing with them?” Chuck asked.

      “Take them up to the house. Marcella and Minerva should believe me now,” Fergus replied.

      “Marcella will believe what? You two better have a really good explanation for tearing up Min’s prized herb garden like this. I won’t turn you into a frog, but she might,” Marcella stated from behind the duo.

      Chuck looked over his shoulder to see Agatha’s grandmother and Anastasia, his boss, standing not ten feet away. “Some Were I am. People get right up on me and I don’t even hear or smell them.”

      Ana snorted, “You do know I’m way faster than you? Quieter too. I can sneak up on just about anything if I put my mind to it.”

      Sighing, Chuck looked at the Witch. “Sorry about the garden. Fergus led me out here on an adventure. What he didn’t tell me was that I was the bait for this little escapade.”

      “Bait? What were you hunting?” Ana asked him.

      Chuck held up his hands and the captives he had clutched in them. “Mice riding crows, if you can believe it.”

      Marcella looked up from her inspection of the destroyed plants. With anger in her voice, she spoke. “Mice? Those rats are in violation of the treaty!”

      Fergus jumped again, this time landing on top of a nearby clump of edible flowers. Before taking a large bite, he yelled out, “See, I told you so.”

      “Anyplace I can put them? My hands are getting tired and this one here keeps trying to stab me with his little sword,” Chuck said as he waved his left hand.

      “Bring them inside. We’ve dealt with their kind before,” Marcella commented. Pointing at Fergus, she demanded an explanation. “Start talking right now.”

      Fergus launched into the entire story, expertly leaving out the fact that he could speak to Zeus. Chuck held his tongue about Fergus trying to use his Magick, but planned a reckoning.
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        * * *

      

      The family household sans Agatha and Cat sat around the kitchen table staring at two mouse knights and their steeds. Chuck put the offensive creatures in a large fish tank Minerva popped in from somewhere. The mice were well-outfitted with classic medieval style period armor.

      Looking at her cook and constant companion, Marcella asked a question. “You or me?”

      “I guess me. That spell really takes it out of you and if this means what we think it means you’ll need your power to take action,” Minerva replied.

      Chuck held up his hand, waving it at the two older Witches. “What do you plan?”

      Marcella leaned back in her chair and gave him a tired look. “The spell required to speak to animals is very draining. As you know from working with my granddaughter, Magick used on living creatures is much more taxing than that of inanimate objects. Meaning we can enchant a table but not a cat or frog. Agatha’s act of changing Fergus not once but twice broke all the rules of Magick that we thought we understood. It’s one reason so many in the Coven were scared of her.”

      “Why cast the spell at all, then?” Chuck asked her.

      “Because the treaty is important. I made the deal myself with these rodents. It was more than a century ago, but is still valid. They are not to cross the fence. Period. I’d much rather talk first before blasting them from the Garden. My mother or even my grandmother wouldn’t have been as lenient as I have been so far,” Marcella explained.

      Chuck waved his hands in a stopping or calming motion. “No. I meant why cast a spell at all. Fergus told me he could speak to them.”

      Both Minerva and Marcella jerked their heads around so fast you would swear they were on swivels. Their collective glare stopped the escaping unicorn in his tracks. He’d just about made it to the edge of the table.

      “You can speak mouse?” Minerva asked him.

      Fergus shot Chuck a glare but answered anyway. “Maybe.”

      Marcella snatched him off the table, bouncing him in her hand. “The local academy can always use badminton birdies. Don’t make me repeat that experience, Fergus. Talk!”

      Fergus shuddered at the memory of that particular adventure from his youth. “Alright. I speak animal.”

      “And tree,” Chuck added.

      “That too,” Fergus agreed.

      “How long have you been able to do this?” Minerva asked him.

      Looking away from her and staring left in a classic liars pose the unicorn muttered, “Forever. It’s something I could always do.”

      “And you never thought to mention this to us?” Marcella asked him. “So much time wasted. We could’ve been talking to so many things.”

      “Unicorn here. Do I look like a guinea pig to you? I’ve seen those dissection shows on the tv. No way you’re cutting me up,” Fergus cried out.

      Minerva’s eyes narrowed for a moment as she looked at the tiny unicorn. “Just what have you been watching?”

      “It was on late one night. I liked it until they chopped that guy up. I think it was called Percy or something. Agatha told me about how the government used to cut up paranormals,” Fergus replied.

      “You’re thinking of Quincy and they haven’t cut up any of our people since the 1920s and that was only for like a minute. We stopped that pretty quick. I’d like to think you could’ve trusted us by now, Fergus,” Minerva told him.

      “Whatever. Zeus and I noticed the outpost a few years ago. They would sneak in and build it during the night, using the crows and knights to drive us off and protect the place. We had a nice little war with them for a long time, but then I went to Virginia,” Fergus explained. “Zeus couldn’t keep up with them. We both did try to tell you.”

      Marcella pursed her lips as she tapped a finger against them. After a brief moment she shook her head. “Telling me that crows were chasing you in the garden isn’t the same thing as a mouse incursion. Next time speak up more fluently.”

      “I’m not going to blast them just yet. Agatha is technically the Guardian of the Garden, so for this I need her permission. They’ve been there for a while already. They can wait just a bit longer,” Marcella continued.

      “Where are Agatha and Cat anyway? I thought for sure they’d have noticed all the growling I was doing,” Chuck said.

      “Training. The Coven’s primary instructor wanted to teach her about being a Guardian, so we set up a surprise for the girls,” Marcella explained.

      “I hope it wasn’t too strenuous a surprise. Both she and Cat tend to shoot first, ask questions later,” Anastasia commented.

      “Agnes Pickleberry is a surprising woman. I will bet you she already has them running circles around each other by now,” Minerva laughed.
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      Catherine “Cat” Moore stepped out of the antique emporium in a daze. Agatha and Mrs. Pickleberry had been at it for more than two hours and she was feeling just a little shell shocked.

      “Boom! Boom!”

      Agnes was teaching Agatha how to accurately aim multiple fireballs and direct the effects. She’d watched as long as she could, but there was only so much boom she could take in one sitting.

      “I’m going outside for a while,” Cat announced.

      Agnes looked up from her instruction and smiled. “That’s fine dear. Be sure the door closes firmly. The shielding on the building needs it to be closed.”

      Cat could believe it. How the town didn’t hear what was happening inside here just had to be Magickal. Briarwood was so different from the towns she’d grown up in. Her father owned several “hunting resorts” where Weres could gather and run free without fear of either exposure or being shot at by mistake. Most of her generation didn’t know or really understand the fear of what exposure really meant. Her father had tried to explain on more than one occasion. She sat on a bench on the sidewalk, closed her eyes, and remembered that conversation.
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        * * *

      

      “You could lose everything,” Cat’s father, Robert said. “Today all that would happen is the police would be called. You’d get a slap on the wrist and maybe an indecent exposure ticket. Fifty years ago, it would be a death sentence. There were laws against free-roaming Weres. We were all supposed to be on the reservations or working. For many of our kind such as the bears, there was no other choice. You’ve seen my copies of the Purple Book. Many of those entries are people's homes. It was very dangerous to travel the country alone and without escort. The great reveal had a sort of coming together factor to it. Color and race were ignored after the new emancipation laws in the 1920’s. Humans were the ones being threatened, after all. Paranormals were the threat now, and it was they who the humans rallied against.”

      Cat argued, “But how did the humans gain so much power over our people? I’ve seen some of the records. There were thousands of us here.”

      Robert sighed and looked at his daughter. “Stupidity and blind trust in the goodness of the government and humanity, for the most part.”

      Waving his hands as if brushing something off, he looked skyward for a moment before speaking. “We lived among the humans peacefully then. The great reveal came as a shock to not only the humans, but our folk as well. You forget I have been on the Supreme Pack Council for many years as well as the Species one. Oh, we’d discussed revealing all the negotiating with the world governments before. It was a common argument among all the councils. It was only after Rome fell that we all went into hiding. The followers of the White God and the chaos of decline drove us there.”

      “I remember the history taught in the Pack school. That part was never mentioned to me,” Cat told her father. “Where were our people at that time?”

      “Eh. You wished to join the government, and unfortunately there are some things not told to younglings. What you don’t know you cannot speak of. Only the Elders and our own historians know most of it. Our Pack didn’t exist then. Not as it is now. Some of our ancestors fled what is now Northern Africa before Julian’s death in 363. With him gone there wasn’t any protection from the bishops and their followers. The early Catholic Church deemed us Demons and sought to burn any progress we’d made under Rome. From what I understand, it was a very dangerous time for all of our people,” her father stated.

      “But where could they go? America wasn’t even discovered then!” Cat said.

      Robert laughed at the look upon his daughter’s face. It was as if she’d eaten a pickle. “Dearheart, surely you don’t believe the Human’s history completely? Don’t be a sheeple.”

      “Sheeple Dad, really?” Cat threw up her hands and glared at her father.

      Robert Moore chuckled and crossed his legs in front of him. “If the wool fits, child. Don’t let all that government schooling shade your judgement and dim your brain. Our people were smart. They listened to those that knew, and they took ship with those that traveled. The Phoenicians, Romans, Greeks, and even much later the Vikings. We went into the unknown and established communities that humankind can only dream of. Hiding isn’t forever, though. At some point you either have to take a stand or fade into history forever. There were allies to be found and we used them as well. The Witches and the Vampires hold a special place in our peoples’ hearts. You might ask the one you travel with about those days. She was there, after all.”

      Cat shook her head at her father. “She’s old, but not that old.”

      Robert snorted. “If you believe that, tell me another. You forget I’m privy to almost all the Species Council’s records. Anastasia was there. But I digress. You asked about here, in this country.”

      “Do you remember your uncle Angus?” Robert asked her.

      Cat cocked her head to one side and stared at her father for a moment. Most of her really close relatives lived in a small valley in Kentucky, but her mother’s clan were from somewhere else. “Mama’s brother?”

      Robert smiled. “Close. Her mother’s brother. He should be a Great Uncle, but he never wanted to be called that. Angus visited a couple of years before you left for the Academy.”

      “I remember. It was before Mama got sick. We all took a big picture I think?” Cat asked him.

      “Correct. Remind me the next time you’re home and I’ll get it down for you. Something like that should be in your household, not mine. So Angus was a traveling shoe salesman in 1919. He doubled as a spy for the Councils, also. With his wagon of goods, he could easily slip into human cities and towns. The world was so different back then. It had only been four years since the reveal. Military curfews were still very common, and riots broke out constantly. Everyone was worried about their jobs, the economy, and who would try to take their money from them next. It was the beginning of what historians call the Great Migration. Ethnic groups of humans were moving from the post-Civil War economies of the south and into the richer, more industrialized northern cities. Tensions were already high in the cities. Toss in a few new species of people and it was like lighting a match.” He motioned with his hands like an explosion. “Angus was in Chicago then. He’d set up a temporary shop in the Back of the Yards neighborhood. For us it was perfect. It was mostly Eastern European in nature with a smattering of Irish and new residents. Your uncle could speak more than a dozen languages. In school, did you read Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle?”

      Cat nodded. “It was required reading.”

      “That book was set in the same neighborhood, although a different time. So as I said, Angus set up shop. He sold shoes and listened to public opinion. Race was still an issue then, and many of the gangs in the area tried to stir up trouble by attacking one group or the other. In chaos there is profit. Especially if the police are afraid to come into the neighborhoods. A riot broke out that summer. Nobody knows for sure what started it, but Angus suspected that a learning center set up by one of the smaller Wolf Packs may have been the cause. At first it was racial. Rocks were thrown and beatings commenced. Known agitators attacked unsuspecting Weres. We heal quickly, and it was noticed. The attacks intensified, spilling over into the city at large. It may have started with us, but the other racial groups were dragged into it. Houses were set ablaze and the military brought in to quell the violence. For more than four days the city raged. The small Pack ceased to exist. Try as he might, Angus could never find any trace of the group after the military moved away. It was rumored that they were captured and disposed of. No one was sure of anything or anyone. Even Angus feared for his life by the end of it all,” Robert explained. “The humans set up checkpoints on every road leading in or out of the city of Chicago. They would scratch or cut you and if you healed instantly they would detain you.”

      “That’s illegal!” Cat cried out.

      “Not in 1919 it wasn’t. Remember, it wasn’t until the early 1920s that all of humanity came together ignoring race. States could do as they pleased with Paranormals. Needless to say, Angus was captured trying to leave the city,” Robert explained. He sighed and rubbed his hands together as if they were cold. “I tried to help him but couldn’t. The Council…the Council had a mostly hands-off approach to things then and were still trying to come to terms with exposure. Remember, the humans only knew of Weres, Witches, and Vampires at the time. Angus was on his own.”

      “If I met him when I was a child he obviously escaped,” Cat commented.

      Robert nodded. “He did. But he was exposed. He lost his business, his customers, almost all his stock, and any goodwill he’d gained. Blaming the local Paranormals and not the racial tension or gang influences in the city, the local government came down hard on everyone. Treated as a criminal, he was tarred, feathered, and run out of town on a rail. He’s extremely lucky his healing factor was as strong as it was. If he’d been human he’d have died. Many did. His company was based out of Georgia, in the shipping port of Savannah. Returning home that year, he found his house seized and his assets gone. Chicago officials thought it a civic duty to pass the word along to their friends down south. Angus could do nothing. Any protest he made was ignored and no human legal professionals would touch him. Those in our community kept him at arm’s length as well. They didn’t want what happened to him to spread.”

      “But that isn’t fair!” Cat exclaimed.

      Her father nodded. “It’s not. But it was the way the world worked at that time. What happened to him is why I keep my company so spread out, and why I allowed you to enter the FBI’s service. The more people of ours that are on the inside working to advance our people, the better. Everything now is up to us. We have the chance to build our own futures and to learn from past mistakes.”
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        * * *

      

      “Past mistakes,” Cat muttered to herself remembering her father’s words as if it was yesterday. They’d talked half the night, jumping from ancient history to modern and back to ancient. Robert Moore was fond of mixed metaphors and ancient sayings. His library at home was filled with works in dead languages. “I wonder what he’s saying about the situation Agatha and I are in now?”

      Pulling out her cell phone, Cat thought about calling him to find out. They’d talked when the battle at Fort Sumter ended. But she hadn’t told him of the suspension and how she chose to follow her boss rather than take over as they’d asked her. Being an adult was so hard! Leaning back into the bench, she brought her hands up to her face, rubbing her cheeks. Too many things to do and think on now that there was a possibility of not working for the FBI anymore.

      Briarwood was an interesting town. On one hand you had an active Witch community that, if you believed Agatha’s grandmother, had been here since the 1600’s. And on the other hand, there was a more mundane community that lived and worked beside them. The Garden was central to the small valley and seemed to regulate both groups to a certain extent. Add in the fact that the entire area was a magnet for the strange and unusual, and it made for a great place to visit.

      Watching a group of tourists trying to feed the purple squirrels… distracted Cat from all the problems she could see with leaving government service. Aggy had options here in town, at least.

      The squirrels were a hoot, though. Like Fergus, they were indestructible and immortal, according to Marcella. They were more intelligent than their normal brethren, but not by much. Fergus claimed he could talk to them, but refused to explain that bit of information to the group. As Cat watched, the tourists all but gave up trying to get the squirrels to eat and took pictures instead.

      A bright flash of color drew Cat’s eyes from the park and she spied what looked to be a delivery van of some kind making the loop around the park. Just watching, she’d realized that it wasn’t all that unusual for people to make several loops around just to find a good parking spot. The van read “Jones Plumbing” on the side, but the figure driving it was what was really important. It was a fully articulated skeleton!

      “Holy crap!” Cat muttered to herself as she watched the van pull in. It had stopped in front of the row of businesses near where Agatha had parked. The van door opened and the skeleton stepped out. It wore a toolbelt and carried what looked like a heavy bag.

      The locals didn’t seem to even see it. While several people moved out of the skeleton’s way, none of them ran screaming. Even the tourists didn’t move.

      “What’s up?” Cold fingers brushed across Cat’s shoulder and neck.

      “Aaaaaa!” Cat jumped and screamed at the same time. Looking up, she saw Anastasia with a huge smile on her face.

      “Ha ha ha! Got you that time. You okay, there?” Ana asked her.

      “Where in the hell did you come from? No, I’m not ok. I think I just lost one of my nine lives! Seriously, where did you come from,” Cat demanded.

      Ana chuckled, hooking a finger over her shoulder. Two cars down on the right, Marcella Blackmore stood watching them. Dressed in a tank top and shorts, Agatha’s grandmother could have passed for any one of the many tourists in town. “We thought we’d check up on you.”

      “And scare the living daylights out of me! I’m a Were, you’re not supposed to be able to do that to us,” Cat exclaimed to her friend.

      “I’ve been around a long time, and sneaky is what kept you alive. Some of my favorite trainers were Weres. You would have like them. They were tough,” Ana mused. “So where’s your partner in crime?”

      “Inside. The owner is the trainer for the Coven and wanted to put Aggy through the paces,” Cat replied.

      “It’s a bit more than that actually,” Marcella stated as she approached the duo. “Agnes Pickleberry is perhaps the most experienced and talented trainer we have. You might have noticed we don’t have a lot of battles around here, at least we didn’t until after Agatha was born.”

      “You could’ve told us, you know,” Cat looked at Marcella accusingly.

      “And spoil all Agnes’s fun? No way. She’s just a bit older than me and wields a bit of power around here. Ever since Kassandra…” Marcella paused in mid-sentence. Giving her head a minor shake, she continued. “She has been earmarked as Agatha’s trainer by the Coven since she began to show so much promise.”

      Looking at Cat shrewdly, Marcella continued. “Power is just the first step. To achieve greatness, you have to have tact, prowess, and command. My granddaughter has the will. She just needs the way. Being with your team has helped her immensely.” She patted Anastasia on the shoulder. “Good advisors, as well.”

      “My duty. I made a promise to someone once upon a time that when the time came and the Magical Division had a real leader, that I would help to keep him or her out of trouble. It isn’t just the Magickal that goes bump in the night. Sometimes it’s those closest to you that are the most feared,” Ana replied.

      “Exactly,” Marcella stated. Turning her attention back to Cat she asked, “What brings you outside?”

      “Too many booms. It was getting way too loud for my sensitive ears in there. I came out here to people watch and think. Did you know there’s a skeleton working as a plumber here in your town?” Cat asked as she pointed to the work van parked down the street.

      Marcella followed Cat’s finger and sighed. “Ah, Mr. Jones. He’s not actually a skeleton. It’s a spell, a rather nasty one at that. When he first came to town we, the Coven, investigated him.”

      “And?” Cat asked. Anytime someone was investigated, it interested her. Something about the hunt. It was a cat thing.

      “He’s as you younger girls would say, screwed. During the course of his job he ran afoul of a Fae Lord with a peculiar way of punishing those who disparage him. While he may look and feel like a skeleton, he’s actually still human underneath the glamour that was put on him.” Marcella nodded as she spoke. “A beautiful piece of work. Textured and carefully interlaced, the spell totally encompasses him. To remove it…well, it might kill him.”

      The man in question came out of one of the local stores, waving as he walked. Each step sounded like dry bones on the concrete. Jones heaved his tool bag into his van and then climbed in after it.

      “You couldn’t fix him?” Cat asked as she watched the man’s van back up and pull out.

      “Nope. Only a Lord of equal power and strength could do it, and with Fae, even that might not work. Doing that to someone and keeping the spell in place as it is takes a huge amount of power. Among the Fae, that is equally as good as great prestige. By doing this, he’s a rock star,” Marcella replied.

      Looking a bit horrified Cat responded, “So he just works his job and deals with it? That’s got to be rough on him.”

      “Possibly. I don’t know the man’s business. He works down around Portland somewhere. Since he’s Magickal he understands our issues here in the valley and is on call if we need him. Even though his name is obviously Mr. Jones, around here he’s known as Bones,” she replied.

      Ana smiled, showing her fangs. “You have a very strange place here, Marcella.”

      “Thank you, we do try. I like to think that Verity would be pleased by it all. My family has tried to live up to the standard she set. A lot has changed in four hundred years here,” Marcella answered.
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      “Who are you?” The woman at the door held a gun up to Beatrice’s face.

      Madeline stared for just a moment and chuckled, “Is this where you ended up then? Funny that we should be the ones to find you.”

      Not letting go of her pistol, the woman made a motion with her other hand. The drapes of the windows on either side of the door flickered just a bit. “Who?”

      “Mills, Madeline Mills. I used to be in charge of the FBI Academy and one of Arcane’s shadow agents.” Madeline nodded her head to one side. “These are the Bs, Beatrice and Betsy. May we come in?”

      The woman with the gun tilted her head to one side and said, “Alex?”

      “They’re clear. No other Agents or otherwise within a mile,” a man’s voice said from inside the house.

      Taking a step back, Amber Carson, team leader of Arcane’s Theta Section, motioned for Madeline to step inside the house. “Why are you here?”

      Madeline smiled. “For much of the same reason you are here. To hide, regroup, and plan for the future. The world is burning down around us young lady, didn’t you know?”

      “We knew,” a woman on the left replied.

      Stepping inside behind her boss, Beatrice eyed the smaller woman. “Being hunted sucks, especially if it’s your own agency. We know how that one feels. You shouldn’t worry too much about it right now, though. They have much bigger fish to fry.”

      Betsy was right on her sister’s heels. They might look alike, but they were sisters from another mother. Not that it mattered all that much. Her eyes took in the room and the people who occupied it. She smiled. “This will work.”

      Amber turned away from Madeline to stare at both older women. The B’s were the boogeymen of Arcane. All new agents were told if you didn’t follow the rules or if you screwed up, the Bs would be tasked with hunting you down. No one was sure if all the stories told about them were true or not. Almost everyone was afraid to ask. Ambers eyes narrowed as she looked at the three women together. “I’ve heard of you.”

      Madeline laid her hand upon Amber’s arm. “I’m sure you have, dear. Why don’t we go somewhere more comfortable? If we wanted you dead, you would be dead. Isn’t that right, Mr.Jungers? Or should I call you Sergeant?”

      Alex Jungers shook his head in disgust. Lowering the submachine gun in his hands, he waved one hand. “Boss, they are who they say they are. Maddie recruited me into Arcane.”

      “That doesn’t answer the question if they’re friend or foe though,” Amber said without looking at her friend.

      “There aren’t any cleaners in the area or and we don’t have the luxury of a strike team on backup. Let’s hear them out,” Alex replied.
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      “It’s all gone,” Madeline revealed. Agreeing to a moment of truce, the two groups of fighters had retreated to the kitchen and small dining area. “You were there at the beginning. That was good work closing the hole with that bomb. The tornado wasn’t a good idea though. Having spoken to those in the know, I believe it really did just get away from you. Rule one, never, ever, tamper with the weather. Not if you wish to live, that is. You can thank the paranormals in California for stopping it. If it hadn’t bounced off the Fae holdings in the North, it could’ve gotten out onto the plains.”

      “It was all I could think of at the time. If I hadn’t cast the spell, the Demons would’ve overrun us,” Amber replied. “We barely got out of there with our lives as it was.”

      Madeline nodded. “I agree. Commander Best taped most of the battle with his satellite assets. From what little I saw, the nuke you dropped almost got you. Why did you disappear?”

      “That was my idea,” Nadya Perry replied. The native Californian and youngest member of the team was a powerful class three Earth Mage. “One of my Mage mentors contacted me right before Amber was to report in. He told me to go to ground and stay there. That trouble was on the wind and it wasn’t just Demons that were coming for us. It took a bit, but I finally convinced the others.”

      “I bet it did. Arcane is like a cult. It’s very hard to betray them. Be glad you did though,” Madeline replied.

      “And why is that, Director Mills,” the fourth member of the team asked. The youngest man in the room spun a small handgun that was lying flat on the table in front of him.

      Mills glanced at the both of her girls. Beatrice and Betsy sat on opposite ends of the couch. While one scanned the room, the other was watching Agent White closely. In her files Rob was listed as tech support but clearly he was more than that. Especially to Amber, his boss. Every few seconds they would switch tasks without moving. It was creepy to watch. “Because Arcane is gone. The moment the President was killed, the base and everyone inside it was lost to us.”

      Both Alex and Amber jumped to their feet yelling, “What?”

      Madeline didn’t move. She cut her eyes toward the other Mage in the room, Nadya. Watching the woman closely, she explained, “Commander Best was compromised. He was the member of an underground organization called the Hammer. They’ve been working for more than a century to gain the upper hand here in the states.”

      “Like a secret society?” Nadya snorted. She waved her hands in front of her face like she was pushing Madeline’s words away from her. “Arcane was as black and secret as it gets. No way they didn’t catch on to anything like that. You’re lying to us.”

      “No. If I can access the computers here, I’ll show you the records. Best was dirty. He fooled everyone, even me, and that’s a hard thing to do. The Hammer has operatives everywhere in every agency all the way to the top,” Madeline waved at the Bs. “We suspect even in the White House.”

      Nadya made a small motion with her left hand. “I can’t believe it. Arcane is our family.”

      “If that’s so, why are you four hiding out here?” Betsy asked. She’d stopped watching the computer specialist and was now concentrating on the Mage Perry.

      “We thought it was best,” Amber broke in. “Nadya and I decided to hang back a bit. They didn’t want to pick us up.”

      “Your idea or Nadya’s,” Beatrice asked as she shifted on the couch. Only her sister noticed her loosening her gun.

      Amber locked eyes with her fellow Mage for a moment. Stuttering, she replied, “...mine? I’m...uh, pretty sure it was my idea.”

      “Amber, honey, are you ok?” Rob asked as he stood and approached her.

      Nadya glared at Madeline. “Stop confusing her. We were afraid of breaking the rules.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Madeline replied. “It doesn’t click right in my head.”

      When Rob touched her, Amber froze completely. Her inactivity caused Rob to lean into her even more. “Rob, step back away from her,” Nadya said.

      Alex was in motion now. Seeing the distress of his team leader he rose to support her.

      “Alex, I’ve got this under control. It’s them.” The young Mage pointed at the Bs and Madeline. “I care for our team.”

      Alex stopped moving and scanned the room, much as the Bs had done.

      “That won’t work on us, just so you know,” Betsy said. “We might be old school, but all three of us are protected from mental manipulation, unlike your friends here. What are you, a five or a six on the mental scale?”

      Starting to look frantic, Nadya flicked her eyes back and forth. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Suddenly focusing on Madeline, she raised her hand to point. Almost instantly, she stopped moving as she felt the cold, hard touch of a gun barrel to her head.

      “Lower your arms slowly. Don’t even blink in my direction. If you think I won’t pull the trigger before you zap me, you’re dreaming,” Beatrice explained to her slowly.

      Alex looked over his shoulder to see that Betsy was drawing down on him as well. He hadn’t even seen either twin move before they were on Nadya. “Let’s just keep calm here now,” he said, making a calming motion with his hands spread out.

      Rob peered into Amber’s eyes. “Hon?”

      Amber blinked a couple of times then cut her eyes to Nadya. “Why?”

      Not even acknowledging her team member, the Mage glared at Madeline even more.

      Feeling the slightest amount of pressure her training had taught her to recognize, Madeline pulled her own weapon out. “Try that again and you’re dead. When did they recruit you?”

      Everyone in the room was now staring at the rogue Mage. Hands at her sides, she just sat watching them all. Beatrice pushed her gun harder into her temple. “Answer the freaking question.”

      Instead of answering, the Mage’s eyes rolled up in her head and she passed out.

      “Crap,” Beatrice remarked. “Now it just gets harder.”

      Lowering her gun just a bit, Betsy agreed with her sister. “I’ll find something to secure her with.”

      “Who the hell are you people?” Rob practically shouted.

      “Amber, you ok?” Alex turned his head to look at his boss but still kept Nadya inside his vision.

      Amber shook her head as if to clear it, “I’m getting there. We’ve worked together for more than five years. How did she manage to do that to us?”

      “In our day, which is a polite way of saying more than twenty years ago, we were schooled in how to recognize mental influence and dually we were implanted with certain…devices to protect us from that.” Madeline pointed at the sleeping Mage. “Any idea how long she’s been controlling you?”

      Alex and Rob both shook their heads without speaking, but Amber nodded. “She predates me at Arcane, but not by much. I remember her saying she was adopted by the group at eighteen. My background was so different from hers, we really didn’t talk about things.”

      Beatrice scooped Nadya up and carried her from the room. Alex moved to help her, but Director Mills waved him off.

      Betsy gave Amber a long look. “What sort of background?”

      “I was part of a Witch clan for a while, but my husband died,” Amber answered.

      “Sorry for your loss. Did they not train you in mind magic?” Betsy asked her.

      “No, they only put up with me because of him. Prejudice is alive and well in that community,” Amber explained. She went on to tell how they kicked her out with nothing but the clothes on her back. Witches only; no humans allowed.

      Madeline nodded even as she motioned for Betsy to go help her sister.  “It happens that way. Arcane gets the best recruits from bad situations. Or at least they used to. Standards seem to be slipping quite a bit. Don’t paint all the communities with the same brush, though. I can think of at least one that would welcome you with open arms if need be.”

      “I don’t hate them. But it still hurts. What do we do about Nadya?” Amber asked.

      “Lock her down the best we can. Blindfold, handcuffs, and earplugs for now. The Bs will take care of the details. She knows who we are and,” Madeline waved to the room around them, “where we are. If we let her go…expect a strike team the moment she reaches a phone. I have to tell you the truth, we came here to ride out whatever is happening in Washington. As you might know, this place is off the beaten path and largely unknown to Arcane. Or at least it was. We need to think of alternatives and we need to do it now.”

      “How did you end up in California? Last I heard you were based out of Quantico,” Alex asked Madeline.

      Madeline grimaced. “We intercepted a bit of intel during the incursion in Italy about a Demon worshiping cult in Los Angeles. As a rule, the FBI tracks those down, but with active sites popping up it got overlooked. The Bs and I thought we’d do something about it ourselves, off book.”

      “Off book? Maddie, you didn’t? Why didn’t you call in a strike team? Arcane has some resources locally.” Alex shook his head, exasperated.

      “Some of my own people told me the same thing, actually. But we saw some of this coming. I supervise the Magical Division as well as a few other Black operations. One is a group of Seers. There’d been hints of a takeover, but we’d assumed, wrongly, that it was Demons. The fall of Arcane and the rise of this Hammer group is only a small part of the whole. We took the cult mission as a favor to Agent Blackmore. This was the same group she tangled with more than three years ago while still a cadet. It was a way to kill two birds with one stone,” Maddie explained.

      “Who’s behind it all then, do you know?” Alex asked. He and Rob gently moved Amber to the couch and sat her down.

      Madeline blew out a breath. “We aren’t completely sure. The American Witches Council is up to something, but this kind of organization is a bit beyond them. They are like a bunch of cats, completely disorganized. This is bigger. Someone who can organize humans and paranormals for years and still keep them on track. Arcane is a human organization. Who could turn someone like Commander Best?”

      “Right. Nadya may have brought us here, but the kind of suggestion she uses needs something to build upon. We were scared already,” Amber replied.

      Giving Amber a hug, Rob turned to face Madeline. “Do you know anyone that can help?”

      Madeline looked past the Arcane team at the wall for a moment. Someone in the past had painted a mandala there and it drew the eye. “Well...Maybe. The FBI is out. Most of the other Black projects are out as well. I have a few international contacts that I could call on but those are better saved for a dire emergency. The Canadian Paranormal Protective is one option, but we’d be locked down almost immediately and drafted. CPP is another last resort idea.” She took a deep breath and let it out. “Agatha and her team are on suspension for saving Charleston from the Demons, but I know where they are. Her grandmother really doesn’t like me, but Maine might be our only chance. They have the ability to close off the entire valley there. Witches are fun that way. If they don’t want to let you in, they won’t.”

      “Are you talking about Briarwood and the Blackmore Cover?” Amber asked.

      “Yes,” Madeline replied.

      Rob turned toward his boss and girlfriend. “You know these people, Amber?”

      Amber laughed. “Everyone does. Marcella Blackmore is one of the most powerful Witches in the world. And her Coven is even more so.”

      “Maybe. The Bs and I think Agatha is stronger. But yes. The Blackmore Coven is our best bet,” Madeline replied.

      “You do realize that Maine is on the other side of the country from where we are, right?” Alex asked waving his hands around. “You up for driving this lot there?

      “Then you better steal us a car, a speedy car. Get one that holds six comfortably,” Maddie told him. “We’re going on a road trip.”

      The Bs took that moment to walk back into the room.

      “I call shotgun!” Beatrice exclaimed. She held up a black combat weapon. “I found one, too.”

      Betsy only smiled. She, like her twin, was decked out in what some would call mall cop gear, complete with cross draw pistols. “We found the armory.”

      “You need a Segway to complete the outfit,” Alex remarked, remembering a popular movie.

      Beatrice snorted. “The last time I rode one of those I fell on my ass. I’ll stick to motorcycles and cars.”

      “Did I hear something about stealing a car?” Betsy asked.
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      Training with Agnes Pickleberry took three long days. Using nothing but what she called battlemagic, I destroyed more than half the furniture in her storage rooms. While I learned a lot, it left me with more unanswered questions.

      Sitting in my grandmother's office, we broke down what I’d learned and how I could potentially use it.  “Why didn’t you teach me anything like that before?”

      Grams winced and looked away for a moment. “You were too young and too untried at the time, dear. The risk of you killing someone accidentally wasn’t worth it. Please understand when I say that it’s not that we didn’t trust you. We didn’t trust your Magick. You needed to learn balance, and I couldn’t teach you that.”

      “Between your aunt and the issues with your mother…Agatha, I’m sorry. I let people who had no business telling me what to do influence me. I trained you how to run the Coven, giving you more than half my knowledge of the how and why we Blackmores do what we do. But I couldn’t give you all of it. Until you came of age, things like the Species Council and our place in the world had to stay secret, but we’ve already discussed this. The Witches Council promised…” Marcella paused. Her usually calm face became angry for just a moment. “I was given guarantees by them to train you in the very things you were missing. Jack Dalton swore to me that you would receive all the assistance the human Mages received and more. That was the primary reason I agreed to it all. There was supposed to be a program in place to help. I set it all in motion so you wouldn’t be loose in the world alone and in need. One more reason to not trust the humans, I guess.”

      “Bethany and the Council have always had an agenda beyond what we’ve given them. If I had known they were sabotaging your training…” Marcella made a calming motion with her hands. “I would have done things differently. I assure you.”

      “Bethany. Is she the one that everyone says has no face?” I asked. The American Witches Council was an enigma for most of our people. They enforced the rules with an iron fist but did so from the shadows. Only the most experienced and powerful were supposed to be a part of it. Nepotism was alive and well among them, too. Several of my early teachers came from the Council as they were supposed to, but none stayed more than a week.

      “She is masked or veiled most of the time,” Grams said. “There was an accident shortly before the first Demon War. Bethany was scarred very badly. The healers who were involved claimed she might never see again. Obviously she healed. It made her bitter, though. We had...an agreement of sorts. It’s ancient history now. If you ever meet her, walk away. She is a danger to you now, dear.”

      Frowning, I gave my grandmother a funny look. “What sort of agreement? I thought the Witches Council was a neutral party.”

      Grandmother started laughing. “They are about as neutral as a Demon. Don’t believe everything you read. That group is as dangerous as any opponent you’ve faced to date, including your Aunt Camilla. Think of them as a cabal of terror. Through my own machinations, I’ve held Bethany and her inner circle in check your entire life. I knew where the bodies were buried and threatened them with it. Only total agreement of the Species Council can rein them in now, and as we’ve discussed before, that group is like herding cats.”

      “What did you do?” I asked her. “If they’re that dangerous, why give up your leverage?”

      Grams let out a breath and smiled at me. “Because you asked me.”

      Jerking upright in my chair, I stared at her. “I asked?”

      “Don’t be upset with me, child. You didn’t know what you were asking and what it might cost us as a whole. If the circumstances came again I would still do it,” she explained. “It was the tornado. In order to force them to assist the humans and paranormal enclaves I destroyed the things I held over them.”

      I was horrified. “You had to blackmail someone into saving millions of people? They would have just stood by and not helped at all?”

      She nodded. “Pretty much. And it was reverse blackmail. They did the job as asked. What I had against them might not have held much longer. Bethany’s play is coming. We have to be vigilant to catch it.”

      “Why did you have to protect me at all? I don’t understand this.” I was racking my brain to understand. How did I, as a child, threaten the Witches Council?

      “It’s complicated. Some parts involve your father and your aunt…” Pausing for a moment my grandmother closed her eyes and took several deep breaths. I recognized one of the calming rituals she’d taught me, and I gave her the time she needed. When her eyes opened again there was a different look there, one of hope. “We’ve discussed your father, you and I. He was one of the best influences your mother could have had. He was skilled in his Magick and possessed a level of control that is hard to acquire.”

      My entire being went topsy-turvy suddenly. “He had Magick? Grandmother, in every conversation we’ve had, you never said he was one of us. I always thought he was a norm.”

      She shook her head. “No. Child, you know the custom. We discussed this during Coven training. The only way that sort of union is allowed is if a Witch becomes pregnant by a human. This isn’t the movies; there are no squibs here. Children are taught early to avoid humans as sexual partners. When paranormals breed, some level of power is always transferred. Always. It can and has been diluted in some people, but they will have something, even if it’s only mind magic. Crossbreeds are usually sterile, but they carry traits of the parents. So if you and Chuck were to have children they might be shifters or have Magick or both. Understand?”

      “Chuck? Grandmother, he’s my best friend and team member, that’s it.” I could feel my face heating up as a blush climbed up my neck. “We’ve... there’s no… what made you think...just forget about it!”

      She chuckled at me. “You still blush so easily.”

      “Not funny! What about my dad?” I asked her.

      “Your father wasn’t a Witch, not really. His Magick came from a different source entirely. It wasn’t until he and your mother were married that he explained it to me. If we’d known...Child, our Coven is not evil. We, unlike many of the others, are very open and loving. We accept much that the others refuse. Ken, as he liked to be called, was on the run when he came here. That he chose to settle, to lay roots, is commendable. He was something beyond our understanding, and so very rare in this part of the world,” she explained.

      I threw up my hands. “Grams, you’re not making a lot of sense here. What was so unusual about my dad?”

      “He was a Kitsune, one of the Nogitsune,” she answered.

      I leaned back in my chair, shocked. “Fox spirit? You’re saying my father was a shifter of some kind?”

      My grandmother wiggled back and forth. “Sort of. The Kitsune aren’t exactly shifters. They are born as foxes, not humans. Your friend Catherine was born human first and only shifted after she reached a certain age. Her parents weren’t sure what she would become until she had her first shift. It doesn’t matter who or what the parents are. Her father did tell me she was a throwback, which is a one in a hundred thousand chance. Kitsune can only shift to the human form when they reach their majority, at age fifty. By human reckoning, Ken was an old man when he came to us.”

      “How old, do you know?” I asked her. This was all a bit of a shock to me. “Why, oh why, didn’t you tell me all of this after I confronted Camilla?”

      “Family secrets are family secrets. Parts of my past and those that came before me are hidden for reasons. If you had shown any, and I do mean any, traits of the Kitsune we would have spoken of this sooner. I have been watching. Your seemingly uncontrollable Magick and affinity for animals is related to the other side of your family.” She slumped into her chair. Looking at me sadly, she explained further. “I had my own reasons for hiding this from you as well. Losing both parents early hurt you. To be brought here, to the mansion, and under the protection of a couple of old women was hard enough on you. I didn’t want you running off in search of a…in search of those who might use you. I was protecting you. Bethany and her minions discovered your uniqueness and planned to capitalize upon it. Minerva and I are fairly sure that it was Camilla who informed them. How she knew is one of those unanswerable questions.”

      Raising my hand to my face, I rubbed my eyes for a moment. “I hate secrets. You know that, and kept this from me anyway.”

      “You and I had a similar conversation when you were about ten or so. Secrets make the world go around. When you run the Coven, you will learn about the secrets this house protects. Some things are better left unsaid. Ken’s family, your family, don’t follow the light. They ride the line dipping into the darkness at will or whenever it suits them. He explained them to me one night after I got a few bottles of Minerva’s blackberry wine into him. Chivalry Unleashed is what he called them. They are the Yakuza and are very, very dangerous,” she told me. “I told you at first we thought they’d killed him. It didn’t matter that he was family to them. He was an oath-breaker in their eyes.”

      I let out a breath. “This is like a perfect storm of trouble. Not only am I under suspicion for breaking some secret rule of the FBI, I now find that I’m an unlicensed fox shifter whose family are criminals.”

      “Not really a shifter…” Grandmother started to say.

      “Stop.” I pointed my finger at her.

      “Shutting up now.” Grandmother made a zipping motion over her lips.

      “How big of a threat is his family to me? The truth this time?” I asked her.

      “If they are able to lay hands upon you, they are a huge threat, it’s true. As things are right now, with you here and as part of law enforcement, you’re as safe as most humans. There are spells that I will teach you that will reveal hidden threats, but Verity’s bracelets can have the same effect if you allow it.” She pointed to my arms. The bracelets were something Agnes and I had discussed during training. There was much more to them than I’d ever imagined.

      “And all the training? Why now?” I asked again.

      “I suspect we’re about to be attacked. All of our seers believe it, at least,” Grams said, shocking me. Again.
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      “Attacked by whom? We just finished with the Demons! Am I not allowed any rest at all?”

      “Not everything is about you, Agatha,” Grandmother chuckled. “I know it seems that way. The Gods set trials in front of us all the time. It’s our job to overcome them.”

      “I overcome them all the time. I’ve met them, remember? A person can’t walk two feet without tripping over some deity or the other,” I replied.

      Grams shrugged her shoulders. “I’ve met them too. They are a constant for powerful Witches. Most of them are quite inoffensive if you are polite to them. They just like to watch.”

      “Like creepy stalkers. I told you about the ravens that seemed to follow me everywhere last year, right?” I said. The Norse God and his little minions pestered me through two whole cases.

      “They do as they like. We cannot control them,” Grams responded.

      I shook my head. “No. That isn’t acceptable, and I’ll be telling them that the next time we meet. Who or what is coming at me this time?”

      “Owl sent a message through their Gate. The enemy of all has launched a massive attack against Otherworld. The Legion may not be able to hold them this time,” she explained to me.

      Holding up my hand I said, “Wait. The enemy? Is this the same enemy they are always fighting? The Dragons?”

      Grandmother nodded her response.

      “And if they get through the Legion? What happens then?” I asked her.

      Grandmother shifted in her chair and leaned forward to look me in the eye. “They will come through to Earth using the Garden’s Gate.”

      “Holy crap, Grams! We need to call the army or something!” I yelled.

      “And tell them what? That an ancient army of gigantic Dragons and assorted monsters is about to come through a cross-dimensional portal into a sentient garden in Maine? And that the only thing preventing it is an immortal Roman legion of damned troopers gleaned from history? Do you think the government, the one we both know hates Paranormals, is going to believe you?” Grandmother replied. “This is something we have to take care of ourselves.”

      “Are you crazy?” I shouted at her. “Who in town can tackle something like that?”

      “We’re Witches, dear. This sort of thing is our bread and butter. Besides, why else do you think we have a town militia?” Grandmother asked.

      I blinked a couple of times as her answer registered in my brain. “Those old guys that hunt rabbits in the Garden? That’s not an army, that’s a geezer hunting club. Some of those guys must be a hundred years old!”

      “No. The Rabbit Society is something else. Briarwood has had a town militia in place since the founding. Everyone of a certain age is a part of it. The Coven trains for it. If need be, we can close off the valley completely, allowing no harm to any of our people. And we have allies. There is a plan in place,” she said. “The Legion will hold as long as they can before either sheltering in place there or passing through to join us here. Our people will confront the attackers in the Garden. This is our task and our place to hold. I have always known it would come to this.”

      Gripping my temples, I centered myself. Flying off the handle at her wasn’t the best idea right now. “What happened last time?”

      “Excuse me, dear?” Grandmother asked.

      “You told me these Dragons once ruled here, that they were in control of most of the Earth at one point. What happened to them last time?” I asked.

      She smiled grimly at me. “The Gods intervened. If you ask Emesh, he will tell you of the war. I know we’ve discussed this. The Gods of light, led by Gilgamesh, took on Tiamat, the leader of the Dragons. She lost, and the creatures were banished from the Earth.”

      “So just like that they were gone? Poof! It couldn’t have been that simple,” I stated.

      “No. It took many, many years for their taint to leave. The monsters they created lingered, causing chaos and destruction. Some few Dragons remained as well. There is one in China even now,” Grams explained to me.

      “I don’t see any Gods here. How are we to overcome them here?” I asked.

      “…Tiamat lost to the Gods, but the current Dragon leader still holds the belief that she can be reborn. But only if the Dragons can take Earth for themselves once again. The Empire’s power, once so enormous, is but a shadow of itself today. We only have to prevent them access. Even now, the Legion is able to decimate the Dragons, to a point, and with humanity’s modern weaponry, we have the advantage of shock value. The Dragons ruled before what scientists call the Bronze Age; they have never seen the likes of what might greet them in this century. We just have to hold them at the gate…,” Grams stated sternly. “The Coven was promised aid.”

      “Then tell me what we have to do. My team, such that it is, will help.”
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        * * *

      

      “Of course you did.” Chuck tipped his chair backwards and started laughing. “You volunteered us to be shish-kabobs. How can we fight Dragons? Do we have a rocket launcher hidden beneath the bus?”

      “Mmph. Jack used to have a large crossbow in his van. Do you still have it lying around?” Anastasia remarked. “I’ve never seen a Dragon before, but I have dealt with their minions. My time in China isn’t to be discussed here, but I did run across some of the Dracaena once. Nasty creatures.”

      I gave her a sharp look. It was easy to forget that the beautiful brunette sitting here with us was older than every country on Earth. Ana had met and talked to history itself. “You’ll need to update us on what might come through, then. Get with Minerva. She keeps track of things better than Grandmother does around here.”

      Ana inclined her head. “I’ll do that. As I told Marcella, my creator’s city had little contact with the Draconic Empire. There were several small portals.” Ana held her hands out several feet apart, to make a square. “They traded rare and very hard-to-find materials for certain herbs and rare gems.”

      “Did they ever try to come through? Through the portals I mean?” Cat asked.

      “Not on my watch, but I’d heard of it happening in some of the other cities. You have to remember. Each city was ruled entirely by one of the Ancients. The Progenitor was long gone, in hiding by then. Only the Lords existed. If the Dragons made a deal with one...Who knows the workings of their minds. I thank Hecate almost every day that I met Agatha’s ancestor when I did. Without the spells Verity showed me, I would have been a slave forever,” Anastasia explained.

      “Agatha, did your grandmother tell you what to expect beyond just Dragons and monsters?” Chuck asked.

      There was a sudden flash of light, and Fergus appeared in the center of the coffee table. “Dragons! My people hate Dragons! They’re coming to eat me…”

      He trailed off and with another flash vanished from sight. There was a loud crash and the sound of Minerva cursing in the kitchen.

      “I better go stop her from changing him into a frog. I’ll be back.” I stood up and went to track down my errant child. He sure acted like one, at least.
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        * * *

      

      “Is it bad to want to back up the bus, wrap Agatha up in sticky tape, and hit the road? We could find a nice hidey hole up in Canada to ride this thing out,” Chuck said to the rest of the team.

      Cat laughed. “Why sticky tape? Bubble wrap or those big rolls of plastic kitchens use to wrap whole carts with might be better.”

      “Sounds like a good way to end up a squirrel to me,” Anastasia replied.

      “I just worry about her and us. I’m just a Pack member, here. If you or Agatha tells me to attack a flying Dragon naked with only a pizza for a weapon, I’m down with it. But I figure I’m allowed to worry some,” Chuck answered.

      Cat poked Chuck with the very sharp nail of her finger and said, “You are not just a Pack member. We are a team, and don’t you forget it. We’d at least give you two pizzas, anyway.”

      Chuck sighed, “And I appreciate it. You guys never seem to worry about stuff like this is all. Now I’m hungry for pizza.”

      There was a flash of light and Fergus yelled, “Pizza! I call dibs on pepperoni!”
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      “We cannot hold for much longer. If you’d asked me how many troops the Dragons could field, I would’ve said far fewer than have attacked us. They must have been building this army for years,” Mack started to explain. “None of us saw this coming.”

      “Yes we did. We just chose to ignore it,” Owl stated. “It’s been what, three thousand or so years since they were last here, and less than five hundred since they tried a major push like this. When they broke out last time, though, they found a militarized Europe where every other human had a sword and armor. The knights as a whole simply loved hunting down confused Dragons and their brethren. Earth isn’t like that anymore. Stonehenge and the other primary Portals are locked down tighter than the crown jewels of England. The Demon incursion saw to that one. Still think the Demons weren’t working for the Dragons?”

      Mack held up his hands. “You got me on that one. If it was a diversion, though, they really screwed the pooch. Trying to punch through inside the United States really stirred the pot. All the world’s militaries are on alert now.”

      Owl flapped his massive wings and clicked his beak. The words he spoke were only a mimicry of actual speech. Bird beaks and tongues were physically unable to form the proper sounds of speech, so he put his words directly into people’s heads. “Not so much, according to my own intel. Only the Italians are on high alert. There is extra protection at Stonehenge and Tintagel site, but there always is, whether the humans know it or not. My sources tell me there was an attempt upon China’s Gate but their resident Dragon shut that down rather quickly.”

      Mack cocked his head. “I don’t get that one at all. He sits in the middle of the country for thousands of years, not moving when his people are banned from Earth, and does almost nothing. Now that they are trying to come back he shuts the door.”

      “That one is very sly. He all but runs China and most of the smaller countries around it. Using intermediaries, he controls more than ten billion humans. I doubt he wants to share all that power with his former comrades. All the other Gates are closed, destroyed, or hidden. Only California and Maine in the United States remain. After the nuclear explosion in California, I’m not sure that one even remains. It leads directly to Hel, regardless. The Demons might have something to say to the Dragons about going through there. Taking us out and using the Garden Gate is the only logical choice they have. If the Demons had made more of a splash, I still think they would’ve come at us like this. Charleston was a diversion, and a good one,” Owl replied. “How bad is the Legion?”

      “Bad,” Mack said, shaking his head. “They’ve lost two entire cohorts so far and have fallen back to the main wall. Our primary guns are down, and they’ve switched to the older ones. First cohort is even now loading muskets and making mini-balls. Legionnaires will be fighting with swords and shields in a matter of hours.”

      “Have the Legatus start withdrawing his men. We’ll open up the library shelters first. This is the storehouse of all knowledge. I won’t have it destroyed. It can be fortified to withstand what they will throw at it,” Owl explained.

      “I just wanted to learn. Will this now become my tomb?” Mack asked his friend.

      “No. Athena and the others created this place as a hedge against the darkness. The library, not the town or the fortress, the library itself. Let those scaly abominations come. We will destroy them on the very steps!” Owl squawked.

      “What about Marcella’s people and the Garden itself? Do they have an army as well?” Mack asked.

      “I’ll send through a couple of cohorts, but they are on their own. The town there has had a plan in place for more than a century, but I’m not sure how realistic it is. They do have Witches in abundance,” Owl reminded him. “Get moving. We have a great deal to do in an ever-shrinking amount of time.”
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        * * *

      

      Wiping the sweat from his brow, Boydicus Crvan peered through the shield wall at the enemy. The Draconic forces had been charging straight at them for days now. First the Legion ran out of artillery shells and then the heavy machine guns failed. Using combined arms tactics, his cohort managed to hold the first defensive wall and portcullis for four whole days. At great cost in lives, though. More killed than even he could remember. This wasn’t really his war, but he’d pledged to fight it. It was more than two millennia since he’d seen Rome, but he could still remember it; the buildings, the people, the civilization. An Empire to be proud of. That was before the death of Julian.

      After his murder, nothing was ever the same. Boydicus had found himself stranded in Syria after the new Emperor gave fifteen provinces to the Persians to enable his own escape back to Rome. Boydicus and his comrades had walked home, or at least tried to. It was in sight of the sea that the Owl of Athena had found him. Roman legionnaires were hard men, but after having to fight endless battles on foot with no relief or supplies across hundreds of miles of desert, they were nearly decimated. Swearing to fight for justice and knowledge seemed a better fate than what might wait for them at home. Who was to know whom Emperor Jovian laid the blame upon.

      “First formation!” Centurions walked the line, shouting out the next movement.

      Boydicus pulled his head back from the hole and resumed his line. His cohort and three others stood in an oblong square, facing the enemy. Three groups stood in the front with reserves in the back. If the Drac army attempted to flank, it was their job to counter. His unit was to form the wall and advance. Modern weaponry added a new wrinkle to this classic formation. Men directly behind Boydicus were armed with modern assault weapons. It was their job to fire over the shields, inflicting as much pain and grief as possible.

      “Advance at the beat!” Beating on their shields, the sergeants ordered the first units forward.

      “May my shield be mighty and my sword sharp,” Boydicus muttered to himself. He wasn’t much for prayer, but these weren’t just men that were attacking.

      “Lock shields!”

      Making sure his shield was aligned, Boydicus locked it together with the man on either side of him. They were the wall. At set moments, they would break and provide cover for archers and gunners.

      There was a snick and the sound of a ratchet being drawn. The gunner prepared himself. Gone were the fancy black rifles. Ammo ran out for those more than a day ago. This man held an older Russian model whose reliability was suspect.

      “Say another prayer for us all, Crvan. Death walks before us.” The gunner’s breath was hot and fetid as he leaned forward to speak into Boydicus’s ear. “We’ve had a good run, but Elysium awaits.”

      Boydicus shook his head but didn’t look back or break formation. “This is nothing we haven’t seen before. Remember we faced down Shapur the Great’s army in his own land. What are a few Dragons when compared to that? Stand firm and we will beat these as well.”

      The men on either side of him chuckled but also took a serious tone. “Ever the optimist. This is it for us, though. Better to die in battle than asleep in bed!”

      A loud roar interrupted the conversation before Boydicus could respond. Lowering his shield just a bit, he looked over it at the enemy.

      The biggest Dragon he’d even seen filled his vision. Walking forward on two legs, using its wings to pull it along, the beast shone like oil in the sunlight. Black gleaming scales of death hugged the Dragon’s body. Letting out another roar, the beast shot flame from its mouth straight up into the false sky.

      “At the ready! Brace yourselves now!”

      Boydicus lowered the shield again, even as the Dragon directed its stream of liquid fire at him.

      Whoosh! Fire like the blast of Vesuvius hit the shields and melted them away. The reserves and gunners barely screamed as a wave of flame and the molten remains of their comrades rolled over them. Cohorts on either side of Boydicus dropped their useless shields and ran. Stumbling backwards, they tripped and fell into fire and metal. The screams of those few survivors rang in their ears.
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        * * *

      

      “This is the end. Open the Gate and send the Legion through. Athena cannot strike directly at them. Her Magick will only last so long against the flame,” Owl’s voice echoed through to everyone in the town square. “Into the shelters or die here.”

      The last undamaged cohort held the fortress as the others fled to safety. Legatus Payne looked to either side of him. Only those with nothing to lose or the most honorable had chosen to hold. “Thank you, my friends. We shall give the heathen a battle the likes of which they have yet to see upon the plains of the Universe.”

      Men, fighters all, nodded to themselves and began to armor up. Fellow legionnaires still burned upon the Plain of Meggido. It was their sacrifice that would allow the Legion time to put their final plans in place.

      “Is everything in place?” The Legatus asked his commanders.

      “Yes. Troops have been sent to Earth and our wounded are sheltering within the Library.” Each cohort was broken up into six centuries, commanded by a centurion. All of the surviving centurions, save the ones sent to Earth, were standing next to the Legatus.

      Bringing a pair of high-powered binoculars up to his eyes, the commander watched the Dragon. It was standing by while the Dracaena and human warriors killed the Legion’s wounded. Muttering almost to himself, the Legatus softly spoke, “Animals.”

      “Drag out whatever guns you’ve got hidden and get ready. We need to hold them as long as we can. Fallback position is the tavern. It will be the only Gate we might take. I expect every one of you to do your duty to Goddess and country.”

      The fortress was the Legion’s ace-in-the-hole. Construction had begun on it almost immediately with changes coming every century. Thousands of years of construction techniques, both practical and otherwise, were incorporated into it. Every new innovation was included, even if it meant tearing half of it down. The current structure might look like it came from the crusades on the outside, but the inside was so very different.

      Rebar, laced with silver, oak, ash, and thorn was layered throughout the massive building with ten ton building blocks of stone lining the outside. The lizards had only once in the Legion’s history attacked the structure itself, but not like this. That had been a flying attack by a young Dragon. A lucky shot with a heavy crossbow had ended him. This was going to be different.

      Two blasts of a very loud horn signaled the enemy’s advance. Instead of the Dragon, it was the Dracaena, interspersed with human mercenaries, that led the charge.

      Long range snipers with Barrett .50 caliber rifles positioned on the fortress’s towers began picking off any human that appeared to be in charge. History had proven that the assorted monsters were mostly immune to modern weaponry. “Mostly” didn’t include rocket propelled grenades or bazooka rounds. Those items were a rarity among the Legion’s stores, and were reserved for dire emergencies.

      Legatus Payne himself readied the first bazooka. “This thing is heavier than it looks.”

      “Yes, sir.” The centurion at his side heaved the tube up onto his commander’s shoulder. Two ammunition bags swung at the man’s sides.

      “Just tap my head when you load,” Payne directed. Using the primitive sights, the commander looked down the fifty-four-inch barrel.  Both the Dragon in the distance and the first wave of Dracaena behind the humans were to be his targets.

      Each rocket round contained three and a half pounds of shaped charge. If it was good enough for Demons, it should be okay against the Dragons. That was the theory, at least. These weapons were very effective in Europe during Earth’s first Demon war. How the Legion got them was a secret.

      Acting as the loader, the centurion inserted one of the small rockets into the tube and attached the wire connector. “Ready sir?”

      The Legatus nodded, even as he was tapped on the head. Making a sound much like a large shotgun, the bazooka fired as the trigger was pulled.

      Whoosh! With a range of about three hundred yards, the shell hit the first clump of monsters and exploded.

      Not even seeing the threat coming at them, the Dracaena in the center were thrown outward as molten metal from the shape charge punched holes in their armored skin.

      “Got some! Reload,” Payne shouted.

      All up and down the fortress, other Legionnaires were firing similar weapons at the enemy. As the human forces drew closer and within range, large caliber machine guns opened up on them. Men dressed in ancient armor were cut down where they stood. New rivers of blood joined those of the Legion’s.

      Across the field, the Dragon roared at them, but it stayed out of range of the guns.

      Payne felt a tap on his helmet and pulled the trigger. Expecting the kick and roar of a rocket, he almost fell over when it didn’t happen. Looking toward the centurion, he didn’t find him. Instead, Owl sat upon the rampart, looking at him. “We’ve got this. Get to shelter, milord,” Payne said.

      Owl squawked, “That is the first time in centuries that you’ve called me that. You don’t have to do this, Legatus. The bunkers will protect us. They only want the Garden Gate.”

      “No.” Payne leaned the bazooka against the edge of the wall and carefully slipped off his helmet. Sweat streaked and hair matted, the man still looked the part of a crusader captain. Or at least how the movie industry would make him out to be. “I abandoned the fight for one country already. This one I won’t back down from. To use the vernacular, we’ve got this. Get to your shelter and lock it down. We will stand fast until we cannot. Remember us and rebuild. Promise?”

      “Of course. And thank you. You and your men will be remembered and when you reach Elysium give them my best.” With two flaps of his wings, Owl passed overhead and down toward the town.

      “Elysium, that’s a fine sort of place for a quasi-Christian knight’s commander to go, now isn’t it? Hold the line my friends, hold the line.” Payne passed off the bazooka to one of the others, drew his longsword, and ran for the center of the parapet. There was a battle to fight.
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        * * *

      

      “They plan to fight,” Owl stated as he flew through the massive bronze doors of the library. “Payne wants to go out in a blaze of glory.”

      “What did I say when we advanced him to that position, remember? He’s always expected to go out that way. By making him the commander we were just encouraging him,” Mack responded.

      “No. This was his destiny. We both need to respect that and honor his wishes. Is everyone inside?” Owl asked.

      “Either here or the tavern. A great many passed through to the hall of doors and left. I don’t think they will return,” Mack explained. Otherwhere was but a single stop on what Owl called the Highway of the Universe and humans called the hall of doors. Each doorway opened into another reality or universe. Some only went to rooms, but many were lost worlds or conquered nations.

      “Lock the doors and start praying, then. We have to hold until they pass through. I don’t expect them to occupy us for very long. If our allies act, it should be over in days,” Owl responded.

      Slipping the large bar in place across the door, Mack activated the locking sequence that would prevent the door from being opened. Only a God could open it now. “Pray? I thought you said that Athena was on our side here.”

      “She and the other Gods of Light are, but you know how they can be. A whole Earth century might pass before she even gets out of bed. Don’t worry yourself about it. They’ll be here,” Owl said as he flew past Mack and toward the bunkers.

      “I wasn’t until now. You couldn’t have said something before now? Before the Dragons are at the freaking Gates? Gods above and below, you’re scaring me now!” Mack gave the doors a final check and all but ran toward the center of the library. He had a serious bone to pick with a giant owl.
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        * * *

      

      Pulao roared his pain into the sky. A rocket device fired by the accursed fortress pierced his wing, causing untold damage to his back and side. The attack had not gone as planned. Thousands of slaves already lay upon the field, dead. Years of preparations and selective breeding, lost to his father’s war. Only the Dracaena remained unaffected. The creatures were varied and unpredictable, too much so for him to direct. Letting them loose to battle upon their own terms was the usual method. “Kill until you cannot kill any longer. I want that commander’s head on a spike!”

      “Great one, shall I attend to your wing?” One of the female healer humans asked.

      Letting loose a gout of flame, the Dragon incinerated the human and all that accompanied her. “Do I look feeble? Aid me not. I won’t give my brothers the edge.”

      “If you keep that up, brother, we won’t have much of an army left. Did the human annoy you that much?” A very loud voice sounded behind Pulao.

      Lifting his large head, the winged Dragon looked backwards across what the humans called the Plain of Megiddo. Another Dragon approached. Wingless, this once bore a hard-armored shell upon its back and large body.

      “Bixi, what hole did you crawl from? Father is really scraping the bottom of the barrel if he sent you to me,” Pulao replied.

      “He instructed me to lead the main assault. You have displeased him by allowing so much to be destroyed,” Bixi growled. “With my shell I can ward off these rockets and melt that accursed place to the ground.”

      Pulao snorted, “Can you now?” Waving his brother forward, he replied, “Feel free to try. This way, at least I can blame you rather than the humans.”

      Bixi brushed past Pulao, knocking him over with his tail. “To victory!” The much larger Dragon, resembling an Earth turtle with a long tail and head, began to breathe fire at the men lining the fortress walls.

      The Legion fired from cover as much as possible, but the flames were too much. Burned and melted bodies of the fallen hung from the walls as the massive Dragon drew closer. Legatus Payne watched the advance with glee. This was it. The Legion’s final stand and the end of a Dragon.

      “Your fort is mine, humans! Why fight me?” Bixi roared and shot a long tongue of flame at the portcullis, setting it aflame. “I’m coming for you.”

      “You’ve come as far as you’re going to, lizard. This is our Universe and there is no place for you here,” Legatus Payne stood up to shout. “Now you die!”

      Bixi’s laugh was more of a roar in response. Tapping his shell, the Dragon taunted Payne, “Go ahead and try. I’m much more protected than you. Get ready to meet your maker.”

      “Race you,” Legatus Payne said in a soft voice even as he dropped the triggers he was holding.

      BOOM! A massive explosion rocked the front of the fortress, throwing shrapnel, earth, and flame skyward.

      Bixi might have been armored across his body but the belly and rear portions of his body were vulnerable. Massive land mines buried deep in the earth were considered weapons of last resort by the men of the Legion. At a quarter of a kiloton, the explosion devastated the rock facing of the fortress exposing the new reinforcements.

      “They are dead! Beyond dead if you can manage it. I want that fortress razed to the ground. Bring forth the Witch. It’s time to end this!” Pulao screamed.

      Esta may have escaped the Demon Lords, but she went someplace worse. New Draconia made Hel look like a paradise. Humans were considered fodder, and gladiator pits the only key to advancement. It was the Dragons that performed Magick, not humans. If she had not been the host of the Book of Undying she’d have been lunch.

      “Renew our army. Use your Magick and bring them forth from death. Now is the time to repay me for saving you from the pit,” Pulao growled at the last living Strega Witch.

      The dark Witch crouched before the Dragon and pulled out the Book. She flinched as it gained control over her yet again. The spells in the book were the darkest of the dark and they wanted to be used. Raising it to the sky, she chanted words she didn’t even remember memorizing. Her dark spell swirling around her like a mini-tornado, she entreated the Gods of Darkness to hear her plea and grant her the powers of life and death.

      Pulao watched the bodies of the dead carefully. Smoke and dust still shrouded his brother’s corpse but there had been no movement until now. Human and monster alike began to stir on the field. Even the smoldering corpses of the Legion began to rise.

      When the power streamed from her, Esta collapsed onto the ground. The spell was complete, and the Army of Darkness summoned. She was needed now. Pulao wouldn’t eat her, because only she could control the dead.
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      “Must you put your nasty sweaty feet on the dashboard all the time?” Amber pleaded with Beatrice.

      The much older woman looked away from her digital tablet and smiled. “Yes. The sun dries them out up there.”

      Amber shuddered at the thought of it. This was only one of many arguments the entire group had on this trip. Cramming six people into a van was bad enough. Taking them cross country was worse.

      “Do you think they’ve found Nadya by now?” Rob asked.

      Alex snorted, “Maybe. I hope it’s days before they get to her though. She can just sit there in her own waste and rot for all I care. I do not like being controlled. Saw plenty of that in the SAS.”

      “Rob, ignore my bitter assistant over there,” said Madeline. “You can ask Betsy, here. She rigged the system to come back on once we were gone, and aimed the cameras at the note we left in Nadya’s room. Amber’s spell will only last so long. She’ll either get out or what’s left of Arcane will save her.”

      Rob nodded his head, “I just… she was part of our team for so long is all.”

      “Sleeper agents suck. It’s why Arcane used to screen so diligently. At least in our day. It’s usually the bad guys, anyway. The other agencies out there usually side with us. They infiltrate R & D more than the teams,” Betsy explained. “Beatrice and I were part of Army counterintelligence once upon a time, so we’re pretty familiar.”

      “Was any of her story even real?” Rob asked them.

      Beatrice joined the conversation. “Maybe? The best way to hide a lie is to make part of it the truth. She may very well have been recruited at eighteen, but somewhere along the line, they turned her. Either Commander Best or someone else high in the system retrained her. She was good to string you along this long. “Forget about her. Her handlers won’t be happy with her at all. She lost both you and us.”

      “Madeline, do you think they’ll come after us?” Rob asked.

      “Sure they will.” Madeline waved at the whole group. “We represent a serious threat to whatever plans they might have. They don’t know where we went, though, and that will slow them down considerably.”

      Both B’s started giggling like schoolgirls.

      Madeline looked at her companions with a frown. “What did you do?”

      Betsy held up a finger as she tried to stop laughing, but couldn’t stop. Flicking her head toward her sister, she passed the buck.

      Smiling, Beatrice shook her head. “What chuckles here is trying to say is we left a few clues for the cleaner to find that should confuse and confound them. With luck, they will go on a nasty wild goose chase.”

      “Again, what did you do?” Madeline asked sweetly.

      “They might think we’re on our way to Skidoo, California. We didn’t erase the history on the computers, and may have left a map and notes in the trash can for them to find,” Beatrice responded, and pointed at the other team. “It’s lame, but they won’t know for sure if it was us or them that left it.”

      “Skidoo? Where in the hell is that?” Amber had a map book out and was searching.

      “Death Valley. Fort Irwin is right on the edge of valley, but Skidoo is actually part of the Park now. Way, way back in the 1930s, the Army conducted experiments on Paranormals there. It’s where they air dropped the Trolls. It’s still on the books as a fallback position, but the facility there is hidden and infested,” Beatrice explained with a chuckle. “They did other testing there as well, and made the mistake of bringing in a small troop of Brownies. Instead of becoming experiments, the little brats took over the base! It was actually cheaper to move to Indian Springs than exterminate the little buggers.”

      “So when they enter the base…” Alex asked.

      “Brownie mix everywhere! Definitely a day breaker,” Betsy laughed.

      “What would I do without you two, that’s what I want to know?” Madeline asked.

      “Get lost. We’re never leaving you,” Betsy explained. “You’re the leader of our little rebellion here.”

      “True,” Madeline murmured.

      “Rebellion? That sounds like something I could grow to like. Do we get to kill the English?” Alex asked.

      “Wrong century and movie. This is not Bannockburn, to say the least. I won’t speak of this until we see Marcella. She can secure a room like you’ve never seen before. It’s not that I don’t trust you all, but talking about this anywhere that’s unsecured scares me,” Madeline replied.

      “How much longer do we have?” Alex asked.

      Madeline checked her watch. “It was supposed to be about a fifty-hour drive, but the way Amber is driving, we should get there early. So maybe ten hours.”

      “We’re going that fast? Wow, babe!” Rob exclaimed.

      Beatrice shook her head. “She’s cheating. If you watch carefully, you’ll see her Magick the cops and slide any slowpoke car right off the road.”

      “It’s still way cool! She’s showing ingenuity,” Rob responded.

      “I have to warn you about Briarwood. It may be full of Witches, but it’s about the most boring place on Earth. But we’ll be safe,” Madeline explained. “It has that small-town charm, but there is almost nothing to do except pick vegetables all the time.”

      “Good. We can all use the rest,” Amber replied. There was a truck stop just up ahead. “Who needs a bathroom break? Last stop on the road to paradise.”
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        * * *

      

      Marcella looked up from the book she was reading in her office. The wards around the house flared as they registered a large group of people that hadn’t been there before. Pushing her chair backwards, she practically ran toward the kitchen. “Minerva, they’re here!”

      Her cook, maid, and best friend was already standing on the porch when Marcella got there. Two cohorts of Legionnaires were staggering out of the Garden and into the yard. Minerva looked over at her and spoke, “I think the war is upon us.”

      “It’s time then,” Marcella replied. “Can you mobilize the Coven and call Cappy? I need to speak with whoever’s in command down there and get our defenses up. I wasn’t expecting them so soon. It must be really bad in Otherwhere. I hope our friends survived.”

      Minerva hugged her friend and said, “Fight now. We can worry later.”

      Nodding her agreement, Marcella murmured, “Thanks.” The screen door on the porch slammed open with a screech as she practically ran down the steps.

      “Butch! Where’s Mack?” Marcella yelled as she spotted one of the Legion’s centurions.

      Centurion Parker, otherwise known on Earth as Butch Cassidy, slid his helmet off and smiled at the approaching Witch. “Hello Marcella. Mack and Owl chose to barricade themselves in the library. They’ve got at least a cohort of our wounded with them for protection, so don’t worry about them.”

      “But I do, sweetie, I do. How many did you bring?” Marcella asked. Her eyes were scanning the group for men she’d met or loved.

      “Just shy of two cohorts. They attacked full on for almost a week and in the end sent at least one adult Dragon at us. We didn’t have anything to throw at them. Swords and shields don’t hold up well to fire and brimstone. I hope you can arm us,” Butch said.

      Marcella brushed tears from her eyes and stood up straighter. “We can. Minerva is alerting the valley now. Come on, I’ll show you to the estate’s armory. Did Sundance make it?”

      Butch snorted, “He’s around here somewhere. Getting into trouble, most likely. Owl and Legatus Payne sent you the best of us. Use us well.”

      Across the valley, on the highest point, Cappy sat outside one of the last functioning civil defense sites in Maine. Built during the height of the Demon War to alert the valley in case of attack, it was supposed to have been shut down during the 1960s. But Briarwood and the valley it resided in wasn’t on the State’s radar very much. Politics and Magick didn’t work well together. If it wasn’t Agnes Pickleberry zapping the highway department for disturbing her sleep, it was the Coven making the Governor and the Legislature change the laws to help them. The threat of invasion had always hung over the heads of the valley residents.

      When Verity Blackmore founded the town, she informed the early settlers of the potential threat. Those who lived near Gates were always under one threat or another. The Garden was no exception. The Velociraptor incursion of 1959 was such an example. Fortunately, the Coven and the FBI handled that one.

      Cappy had been waiting for the call for years. He’d held on as police chief, following the will of the people, but he was getting too old for the job. Newer rules for a new generation. That was how the new guy had framed it to the city council. Against better judgement, they’d listened and hired the very first non-local for the job. How Jenkins was going to handle this crisis would be telling. Maybe they’d listen this time. Cappy doubted it, though. Regular humans just didn’t get Paranormal society all that well. He stood up, unlocked the building, and stepped inside.

      The space was once filled with very old-fashioned equipment, but the Coven had upgraded everything in the 1980s. Now all he had to do was punch in a code and hit go. He hoped the Coven and Militia were ready.
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        * * *

      

      Weeeeeeeeeet. Weeeeet. Weeeeet.

      The town’s civil defense klaxon began sounding across the entire valley the very moment Cappy hit the button. Older folks, militia members, and Paranormals alike froze in place at the sound. Almost as one, they dropped whatever they were doing and reached for their guns.

      Police Chief Jenkins stood in the middle of his station, staring up at the ceiling. Loudspeakers both in and outside of the building were repeating the general sound. “What the hell is going on?”

      Most of the older officers had either been let go or had left with Cappy. Only the receptionist, Sarah, knew the answer. “Civil defense alert. It means invasion imminent. Check the Coven net.”

      “There’s a Coven Net? Since when?” Jenkins asked her.

      “Have you ignored everything that Cappy told you about, or are you just that stupid?” Pulling out her keys, Sarah unlocked her bottom desk drawer and pulled out a canvas bag. She slipped on an old-fashioned army vest and battle gear. “Kids these days. You think you know it all. Get your head in the game. Things are about to get nasty.” Picking up her purse, she stepped around him and headed for the door.

      Jenkins blinked a couple of times then turned to yell at her, “If you leave, you’re fired!”

      “I work for the city and not you, so no. Talk to Cappy, Chief.” Sarah continued out the door and walked to her car. She, like many others in the militia, kept her guns in the trunk.

      “Do any of the rest of you know how to shut this off?” Jenkins yelled at the deputies. Storming into his office, he started tossing things onto the floor. After the official change of office, Cappy had tried to explain how things were in town, but Jenkins had tuned him out. Briarwood was easy; he had grown up here, after all. Jenkins’ stint as an officer with the state police had taught him the basics. He did remember Cappy saying something about a book…

      All over town, people were in action. The militia had rally points inside the Garden in the general work areas. Coven elders were to meet up at the Blackmore estate. Maine was an open carry state and today you could really see it here. Just about everyone in sight was armed to the teeth.

      Digging down to the bottom of his desk, Jenkins finally found the book Cappy had given him. Briarwood Town Management and Contingencies. The very large three ring binder was larger than a phone book and weighed twice as much. He’d gotten it and the keys to the building on the day he took over, and what a day that was, looking back.
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        * * *

      

      “I guess this is it, then. Congratulations on your new job, Chief Jenkins.” Cappy held out his hand to the much younger man. “I’ve left the keys to the station as well as a book you’d best read on the town and things done in the past.”

      Jenkins ignored the outstretched hand. “Time for a change, is how I see it. The old ways of doing things are over. Nepotism is dead. Briarwood needs to stop living in the past and move forward. This is just the first step. I can take it from here, Cappy.”

      Brushing off the old man might not have been the wisest thing he had done, but if the town was to change, they needed to get rid of the dead weight. That’s what his cousin on the city council said, at least. Both of them had a goal to bring the town into the real world.
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        * * *

      

      Flipping the book open, he scanned the intro page for something related to the klaxon and what Sarah had said. He found it under chapter twelve, sub paragraph six: Invasion. “...in case of invasion through the existing Garden Gate, all militia is to organize at the pre-existing collection points. Coven leadership will place each group at points of entry and egress in order to…”

      Jenkins looked up from the book muttering to himself, “The hell? Garden Gate, what garden gate?”

      Flipping more pages, he found passages that said things like, “...potential monsters such as Dragons, Demons, and Demi-Gods. Each monster is listed in the index as a specific sub-group of entity. Special ammunition for each type can be requisitioned from…”

      He’d grown up in Briarwood after his parents moved here from Bangor. Everyone in town knew about the Coven and the Blackmore family. They were both major tourist draws, as were the purple squirrels. Rumor had it that Agatha Blackmore had created them. The same Agatha that was an FBI Agent now. But that was the only real magic he’d seen. Humans and Paranormals didn’t really mix all that much here. For the most part, the humans ran the town, making all the big decisions. Other than in passing, he’d never even officially met Marcella Blackmore. As he turned each page, his brain began to overload.

      Who knew there was this much of an undertone in town? The town charter, the original town charter, not the one the tourists see, had a codicil ceding control of the town to the Coven during any and all invasions or catastrophic events. Although he’d never been in the military, he knew the term False Flag. Going into left field, Jenkins wondered if this could be a hoax as a way to eliminate the humans. And if so, should he grab some guns and just start arresting people? Maybe he should call Rick, his cousin.

      Chief Jenkins was still flipping through the book when Cappy barged into his office.

      “What are you all still doing in here? Didn’t you hear the sirens? We’ve got a full-on invasion coming. We need to get the roadblocks in place and close off the valley!” Cappy started to explain. He spotted the book in Jenkins’ hands and shook his head. “Are you just now reading it? Foolish boy. They will eat you alive out there.”

      Slamming the book closed, Jenkins jumped up, confronting the former police chief. “This is my office now, old man. How dare you just barge right in.”

      Holding up his hands, Cappy backed up. “Fine. Whatever. You can deal with Marcella when and if this is over. Trouble is coming, and it seems you’re not prepared for it. Forget I said anything. The Militia will do your job for you. I’ll inform the Coven, as well. You’d best find a deep hole to hide in.”

      Cappy turned and left the office as quickly as he had entered it. He stopped at the doorway and looked back at the remaining officers. “You boys need to pick a side and do it quickly. Pick or hide, there is no other choice here.” Without another look back, he left the building. There was so much to do and so little time to do it in.
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        * * *

      

      “Uh oh.” That was the first thing that came to mind when I heard the klaxon. We were sunning ourselves up the hill from the mansion and had missed the arrival of the Legion.

      Grandmother trained me to run the Coven in her absence when I was seven. At least she started the training. Jump ahead six years and I thought I knew it all. The history, structure, and Sabbats were the easy parts. What the group did and why were the harder questions. Some, if not all the parts about cross time and many universe theories went right over my head. Which is why in later years I didn’t really get that The Garden contained a Gate to other places, namely Otherworld.

      Cat’s head jerked up. “Trouble?”

      “Remember that conversation we had about the enemy and how they might come through the Gate? Guess what that means,” I pointed skyward.

      “They really are coming, then. And I was just starting to get comfortable here. So much for working on my tan,” Cat jived.

      “If you work on your tan any more, Chuck over there is going to have a coronary.” I pointed to Chuck, who was pretending to sleep several feet away.

      Cat pulled on a t-shirt over her very skimpy bikini and glared at me. “We are not a couple. He’s just a friend.”

      “Sure, and Fergus is just a Unicorn. You two need to figure something out before either of you gets hurt. But now is not the time for it. The Coven has a grand plan for things like this, and I bet Minerva has a spot picked out just for us already,” I explained to her, knowing Chuck could hear us.

      “Where is the little monster, anyway?” Cat gathered up her things and began following me to the car.

      I shrugged. “Fergus claimed he wanted to rest and reclaim his youth. He and Chuck had a good scare yesterday playing with the mice in the Garden. I think he’s been homesick. As crazy as he can get, who really knows.”

      “Are you up for whatever this is?” Cat asked me.

      Looking over at her, I shrugged again. It was a bit of a cop-out, but to be truthful, I was getting tired. First it was evil Witches, then Demons, then Camilla, and now possibly Dragons. In barely a year. Crazy for someone my age. I knew most of my family history. Only Verity had it worse than me. “What will be will be. I’ve at least had time to recharge a little.”

      “Does your Grandmother have weapons for us? The FBI sort of cleaned out the stash on the bus. I have my handgun but the rest...no idea,” Chuck remarked. He was following us like an overprotective bodyguard, his head swiveling in all directions.

      I chuckled, “Wait until you see the armory. It will blow your mind. My family likes to hoard stuff. Weapons included.”

      The house was extremely busy when we got there. Several dozen Legionnaires stood at all corners in protective mode. Women I assumed were Coven members were running every which way, dressed like mall cops in black tactical gear. Either that, or someone got a little crazy with a police gear catalog. After the second soldier nodded to me, my friends wanted the lowdown.

      Grabbing my elbow, Cat pulled me closer to her. “Those guys the Romans you told us about?”

      “Some of them. Owl pulled them in from all different time periods, so you might recognize a few names here and there. Hollywood has made a few of the guys famous. If they’re here we don’t have much time,” I explained.

      “Thank the Gods, I was just about to send out a search party for you. Agatha, your grandmother needs you,” Minerva cried out as we came into her view. “I’ll take your friends down to the armory and get them geared up. We’re not sure of the time… hours to minutes.”

      Reaching in, I gave the short older woman a big hug. “Thanks,” I whispered in her ear.

      Waving to Cat and Chuck, I jogged up the porch stairs into the house. Several Coven members and helpers dodged out of my way.

      As I passed through the kitchen and into the main hall I could hear Cappy’s voice over all the commotion.

      “...insane! What was the city thinking, Marcella? I said it before and I’ll say it again, you shouldn’t have allowed them to replace me. This young guy is going to get people killed needlessly!” Cappy shouted.

      Grams sat behind her desk with her arms crossed. Looking past the former police chief she noticed my presence. I could see in her eyes that she wasn’t very happy. There was just that look. It was hard to explain.

      “The city council hired him. We had this discussion more than six months ago when it happened. He’s new. If he failed to understand the job, then that’s on him and the council. Most of them don’t understand what is coming, and that is on them as well. If my daughter…If Camilla hadn’t screwed with them so much, turning them away from the Coven things might’ve been different, but it isn’t. When this is over, good or bad, we’ll deal with it. I need the tactician in you now, Cappy, not the angry old man. Can you be him for me? If not, I’m turning Minerva loose on the Militia and you know exactly what she’ll do with it. Do you really want that on your conscience?”

      Cappy bowed his head. “No. I’ll do my job. But this is going to be bad, Marcella. If the state police get involved, well, you know what could happen.”

      “If we have to close off the valley, we will. We did it before in the 1960s when the Governor didn’t like us being here. Forget about the politics and get your people organized, please,” Grandmother replied.

      Cappy turned, nodded to me, and left the room.

      “Sorry about that. He’s an old man,” she explained.

      Crossing to her desk I crouched down next to her chair. “Where do you want us?”

      “With the Coven and me. No matter what comes through, we have to be prepared to force it back, whatever the cost. According to Butch, the Legion threw everything they had at the Dragons and still had to evacuate. The army they sent is bigger than anything seen in Otherworld in a thousand years. At least one full sized Dragon was in the mix as well. This is a major push by the Empire,” she explained.

      “Butch is here? Did he bring Sundance with him?” I asked her.

      “Those two are like you and Catherine, inseparable. They arrived with just shy of two hundred men, all that Owl could spare. It’s bad, child. Of the ten cohorts, they lost at least six to enemy action. All the walking wounded were transferred to the bunkers under the library to attempt to ride out the invasion. Legatus Payne and all the surviving centurions planned to hold the line at the fortress until the last man to give us whatever time we need. Butch said they could hear lots of gunfire and explosions as they transited the Gate. The others were supposed to lock themselves in. Owl and Mack are in the hands of the Goddess now.”

      I winced. During my summer vacation last year, I’d met a great many of the legionnaires and had liked them. They were the last bastion of hope for humanity, and humanity didn’t even know they existed. “Will the compact hold? I mean, the library is sacrosanct as long as the two sides are equal.”

      Grams waggled her hand. “Sort of. If we win and prevent them from spreading the war to Earth then yes, they will abandon Otherworld for now. The Gods of Light will insist upon it. But if the battle goes the other way, the library and all within it will be destroyed. We have to win or at least drive them back.”

      “So it’s us, the Coven, the militia, and who?” I asked her.

      “I’ve sent word ahead to some of my allies. If they are able, they will come. No promises, though. Our Coven is the most powerful on this side of the world. When we put all of our power to use at once we can literally move mountains. We just have to focus. I’m depending on you, Agatha. This will prove your place among us at long last,” Grams explained.

      “It’s not about proving a place, Grams. It’s about surviving to see another sunset. Fight a Dragon, sure. It’s what we do. My team is the best, and we will do our jobs whether sanctioned by the FBI or not. We’ll teach the Draconic Empire that no one, and I do mean no one, touches the Witches.”
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      “Fergus, come out right this minute!” I demanded. He was hiding somewhere in the bedroom we’d shared as kids.

      “NO!”

      Smiling, I crouched down in front of the huge Victorian dollhouse in the corner of the room. Playing dolls with it as a child had been fun, especially with a living, breathing ‘doll’ I could dress up. Most of the time he let me do it, too. “I see you.”

      Fergus knocked over some of the furniture as he scrambled to hide. Peeking through the windows of the house, I could see him up in the attic under a bed.

      “Don’t make me drag you out of there, Fergus. You know I’ll do it,” I whispered to him. “We have work to do and you are part of it.”

      “Will there be Dragons?” Fergus asked me.

      “Maybe. We’ll all protect you,” I told him.

      “I told you the legends. Dragons are the Unicorns’ mortal enemies. They used to hunt us for food. I will not be a big lizard’s lunch,” Fergus explained. “This can be my new home.”

      “And if the house burns down? What will you do then? Pizza delivery won’t happen if the town is destroyed, as well. You’ve been in on the discussions. If they take over, it will all be gone. Not even Amazon. Do you really want that to happen?”

      “I’m scared,” Fergus replied. He’d moved out of the attic onto what grandmother called the cupola.

      “Seriously?” I asked. “Where’s the Unicorn that attacked a Demon Lord with only his horn? ‘Eat horn, Demon!’ should be your new rallying cry. We should all get t-shirts made up, if we survive this. You’re the bravest little guy I know. What’s a Dragon or two going to matter to someone like you?”

      Raising his head and puffing up his chest, Fergus looked me in the eyes. “Let’s do this thing, then.”

      Scooping him up, I dropped him into my shirt pocket where he belonged. “We have to arm up first, then join the Coven group.”

      “Just point me at the Dragons and turn me loose!” Fergus cried out.
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        * * *

      

      I could tell Chuck was impressed with my family’s armory by his silence. Most of what was here was for the Coven and the Militia. Grandmother had Cappy teach me the basics of gunplay before I left for the Academy. So I’d rarely been down here.

      Chuck stepped inside but then back out again. “It’s bigger on the inside!” he said. “That is so cool.”

      “You will have to ask Grams or Minerva about that. I do know it was Verity that created it more than a century ago. Many of the really antique weapons inside come from that time,” I explained. My bracelets murmured to me at Verity’s name. My great-great-great grandmother was the last one to own them.

      The armory was a door just off the basement. Inside, it was bigger than the basement. Way bigger. Racks of armor, along with crossbows and swords took up the front section of the room. Cases of combat gear in a variety of sizes took up one whole section of the place. Automatic weapons along with crew served were in the rear of the room. Everything from antique machine guns to what appeared to be light cannon filled the floor.

      “Redneck heaven, how did your family do this?” Chuck whispered.

      “Slowly and carefully. We’ve been expecting this ever since the Garden Gate opened the first time, back in the 1700s. There have been random incursions of the occasional monster or lost soul over the years. But we’ve hardly touched the material in here. Cappy and Minerva are the current armorers but there have been dozens. Each had their own idea of what we should stock and how to acquire it,” I explained to him. If I had my FBI hat on, I really should report all this, but this was family. My family.

      “Whoever did it is freaking awesome. Are those M27’s? How?” Chuck pointed to a rack of black combat rifles. There was a constant stream of people taking both armor and guns.

      “Ask Cappy. I’m hands off on this part of the family business. At least for now I am. Grab some gear and pick your poison. We could use the gear in the bus, but I don’t want to promote the FBI right now.” I pointed to the stacks and stacks of material.

      “We understand. Charleston was a raw deal,” Chuck said, even as he searched for a set of level four body armor, sized extra-large. Chuck was a really big boy. Pulling out a set, he centered the breastplate over his chest checking for fit. Now for straps. “Can we just pick whatever?”

      I waved him toward the weapon section and turned him loose. Cat found armor right away and chose a set of quick draw pistols instead of a battle rifle. I expected she would use her combat form instead of just shooting.

      After a bit Chuck came back to us. Both Cat and I giggled at him.

      “What? I just found a couple I liked,” he said.

      “Men. Can you even carry and fight with all that?” Cat asked him.

      “I plan to find a hidey hole and drop most of it,” he answered, gripping a large gun longer than his leg. “This one will be my primary.”

      Tilting my head to one side I took in the details of the weapon. It didn’t look like anything I’d seen at the Academy. “What is that?”

      “We’re going after Dragons, so I went heavy,” Chuck said. “It’s a Boys anti-tank rifle. They used them in Europe against the Demons. I could’ve used this thing in Charleston, for sure. Between the Browning Automatic Rifle I found and this one, I’m good.” Chuck patted the very large gun draped over his shoulder. He demonstrated how he could fire it off-hand without having to brace and set it up. Chuck was no Rambo, but in his other forms, he was a bigger than Stallone.

      “Whatever works for you. Let’s go find Grandmother and get this circus on the road,” I pointed toward the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      The klaxons sounding all over town finally shut down after thirty long minutes of noise. Anyone who hadn’t heard it would have to shelter in place or make a run for it. That didn’t include the city council. They were in session, arguing over the city charter and how it affected them and their political lives.

      Mayor Jessica Tiller hammered her gavel so hard it snapped off, hitting the secretary in the head. “Order, order! Sorry about that, Ann.”

      Ann nodded her thanks and continued to type.

      “Quiet down all of you!” Mayor Tiller yelled again.

      The city council was made up of six aldermen, the town treasurer, and two county commissioners. Briarwood, being centered inside a small valley, was its own county. Everyone except the secretary had been elected to the position.

      “We have a crisis to consider. Representatives of both the Coven and the Militia called me only moments ago to explain the situation,” Jessica started to say, but she was interrupted by Ricky Jenkins from District four.

      “Those bitches don’t control the town and shouldn’t be dictating to us! We’re the city council, for God’s sake. If you give them an inch they’ll take a mile,” Ricky yelled at the mayor. “To make any progress in this town we have to move them aside.”

      “Ricky…” Jessica said, trying to calm him down.

      “No! You won’t shut me up. This needs to be said on the record. Marcella Blackmore and her people are not the elected representatives of this town. We are. They can take their little games and go somewhere else,” Ricky demanded.

      Jessica made calming motions with her hands. “I’m trying to get there…”

      The entire room looked up as the doors to the council chamber burst open and a bedraggled looking Chief Jenkins stumbled into the room. He had the town operations book under his arm.

      “Nice of you to join us, slacker. I’ve been trying to call you for the last hour!” Ricky yelled.

      “Guns…guns everywhere. I had to cut across the square, didn’t want to get shot accidentally. Do you know what’s happening out there?” Chief Jenkins panted, out of breath.

      Jessica looked all around the table they were sitting at before speaking. “As I was saying, the Coven contacted me. So did the town Militia. Who knew that was actually a thing? They both had important things to say.” Holding up her hand she cut Ricky off. “Please wait until I’m finished to start screaming. Thank you.”

      Taking a deep breath, Jessica laid it all out. “We all know about the Magickal Garden in the North end of the valley. It’s what feeds the town and employs just about everyone. This is not a debate about the magickal part. I do understand your disbelief. According to what I was told, there is a Gate in the Garden that leads to other places, different universes, and such. The Blackmore family trades with them for things. Since the founding, there has been a threat to the valley. A distant enemy has sought to enter Earth from here…”

      Ricky slammed his hand down on the table, drawing everyone’s eyes to him. “Such a bunch of hogwash. Marcella Blackmore is a liar!”

      “Ricky, if you don’t shut the hell up and let me finish, I will use what’s left of my gavel and beat you senseless. Shut. Up.” Jessica waved her broken stick in the air threateningly. “Now as I was saying. This enemy is here or will be very soon. And because of that, the Witches are taking over the town so they can defend it. I did ask why they haven’t involved either the state or the national government in this.”

      “And?” Chief Jenkins asked her.

      “It would take too long to both be believed and for them to respond. Besides, the Demon threat is still there. That was from our former Chief Cappy, who is in charge of the Militia,” Jessica explained. “I received a similar and more detailed message from the Coven as well.”

      “They cannot do this. We have to have some kind notice or something,” Jacob Elkins said. He was the first district’s alderman.

      Chief Jenkins slammed the book in his hands on the table. “They don’t have to, not at all. Have any of you read the town charter, the original town charter?”

      Jessica, the closest to the chief, pulled the book to her and stared at the cover. “Where did this come from?”

      Chief Jenkins blushed just a bit. “Cappy gave it to me six months ago when I came onto the job. It explains everything from why we have a Militia, to what that noise was earlier.”

      “And you’re just now telling us about this,” Jessica said as she opened the book and scanned the index.

      Looking to save face, the chief threw his cousin under the proverbial bus. The Jenkins family didn’t have the strongest of values. “Rick told me Cappy was just an old nobody who should’ve been put out to pasture years ago and I believed him. When I was given that book, I ignored it and threw it into a pile of junk in my office.”

      “Unless you want me to read the thing, why don’t you summarize for me?” Jessica asked him.

      “Marcella Blackmore owns the town. All the buildings out from the town square two blocks belong to her family. The town pays a very small yearly rent for the privilege of using it. The bit about the Militia and Coven is in the wording of the charter that founded the town,” the chief explained. “If we bitch too much she can boot us all out!”

      All the members of the town council broke into conversation at that point, some yelling to be heard. Jessica jabbed Chief Jenkins with her finger and pointed at the book. He nodded and flipped to the appropriate sections.

      Jessica studied the book and came to a sudden realization. Camilla Blackmore, Witch, town alderman, and certified crazy person had been her employer once. Jessica was the only one of her aides to survive the arrests and mass firings. Her background was in real estate, originally. She’d spent all of her time in the field and wasn’t any part of the shady deals her boss was a part of. Which saved her. One obsession of Camilla’s was controlling as much of the town as possible. She’d been trying to buy up most of the central buildings, except the core ones. It was her belief that if she controlled the town she could control the Coven. Camilla must have known her family owned the town.

      Bud Pure, the town treasurer, raised his arms and waved them to get everyone's attention. “The chief is telling the truth about the rent we pay. I’ve wondered for years what a certain line item has been. Using the records we have in the vault, I was able to trace it back at least a century. When I asked the previous mayor, he said it was a tithe.”

      “How much is it?” the mayor asked.

      “Ten dollars a year,” Bud answered.

      Jessica nodded. “That makes a certain amount of sense. Two hundred years ago, ten dollars was a lot of money. It may have started out as a tithe.”

      “This doesn’t make sense to me. Leases expire, and so do people. There’s no way the town has been paying them for centuries. No way. Haven’t you heard of eminent domain? The town is the town,” Ricky demanded.

      “Not if it’s in the charter, which it is. So what about the rest of it, Chief? What does your book say to do?” Jessica asked.

      “Lock down the town using my officers to close off both ends of the State Highway. The Militia is supposed to handle all offensive duties, but anyone who wishes may join. There are designated protection bunkers under Agnes Pickleberry’s shop and the Blackmore diner. They are open to all who knock. Or shelter in place. We can also leave. The Coven claims they can protect the entire valley if need be,” the chief replied.

      Mayor Jessica stood up from the table. Reaching down, she grabbed the book. “Gentlemen, I do believe I’m going to go down the street and get comfortable. This should provide some light reading. Do as you like. We’ll pick this back up whenever this…whenever it’s over. Ann, would you like to join me?”
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        * * *

      

      Four tour buses and a moving truck left central Kentucky less than an hour after receiving a phone call. It was all the support that Robert Moore could round up with short notice. As Consul to the Species Council, he was aware of what the Draconic Empire represented and exactly what they could do. Not every paranormal felt that way, though. Their species survived the Dragons the last time they were here and didn’t care about the humans. The fact that his daughter, Catherine Moore, was in the middle of this crisis was also a factor.

      Robert and the Were Nation were different. Humans kept civilization running. They were what pushed technological advancement to where it was today. Saving them was paramount.

      He’d sworn unbreakable oaths to not reveal how and where the Council met. So driving to Maine was the only option. But he really wished he could just take them all through the Gate system. It would be so much easier and timely.

      “We’re on our way, Marcella. It’s eighteen hours, so hold on as long as you can,” Robert muttered into the wind. He was coming.
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      The fourth son of the Emperor, Pulao, surveyed the battlefield. His Witch, Esta, had done as he’d asked. All the viable dead were now erect and soldiers in his new army. His younger brother, Bixi, was reanimated as well. That fact might not sit well with the Emperor, but Pulao’s orders were to break through, no matter the cost.

      “Esta, you will assume control of the dead and attack first. Once you’ve established a beachhead, the humans will reinforce you.” Pulao directed. “Waste little time in the city itself. Earth is our goal. There will be time for bonfires later.”

      With a mighty roar, the Dragon Prince shot flame into the artificial sky like a beacon from Hel. “Go!”

      Looking down, the Prince surveyed what remained of his own command. The dead were on the move, but the Dracaena remained. Eyeing one of his chief lieutenants, he made his commands known. “Gather the living. We will attack upon the heels of the dead.”

      Skythes, son of Campe, was the eldest of the remaining monsters on the field. Watching his brothers and sisters as they were fed into the slaughterhouse of Meggido hadn’t bothered him. His kind were the might and fury of the Draconic Empire. “Creatures of legend” is what his mother had called his family. Seeing dead and walking versions of them unsettled him.

      “Master, these...things. Are we keeping them among us? They are not part of us any longer,” he asked Pulao. His kind might be killers, but they at least ate what they killed.

      Dark clouds of brimstone-laced smoke began to pour from the Dragon’s nose. “You dare to question me?” Pulao thundered. “Do as I command, or you can join them.”

      The Dracaena ducked his serpentine head for a moment, then said, “As you command.” It was the only answer suitable for the Master, but he himself hated it. They might be servants now, but his pedigree included some of the great ones. Scylla and Charybdis were considered ancestors, as well. How a Maelstrom could be related was a question for the Gods, but his mother had always insisted. She was a monster older than time itself. One of the Titans.
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        * * *

      

      Quiet was the simplest description Esta could think of to explain her new army. Following her new Master’s orders, she directed them with her mind toward the Gate and home. Home. If she hadn’t been gone so long, she wouldn’t feel this way. Her life and everything leading up to this point had been one giant pain-filled mistake. Now that she had the power to correct it, she wasn’t sure if she could, or would.

      As a whole, the Strega Witches craved power over the world. Their allegiance to the God Set was their downfall. If they’d been paying more attention they might have even seen it coming. Finding and using the ‘Book of Undying’ might have been their goal, but it wasn’t the God’s. He wanted the power associated with the book itself, not the spells within.

      The very moment her fingers brushed across the binding, she was a slave to the book. An entity resided inside all the copies of the book itself. It was made of purest evil. Set might be a powerful God in his own right, but the beings that created the books were super-powered in comparison. They were the personification of the dark itself. Many of the spells within the work could rip the souls from the living and harness their power. The Strega didn’t know what hit them.

      Joining the Demon invasion was Esta’s only chance of survival, even if it was involuntary. The Book was in total control and was using her as a battery to direct its actions among the living.

      Leaving Earth hadn’t been part of her plan, but when the opportunity arose she took it. Barely awake, disoriented, and barely in control of the Magick she was born with, she’d asked to stay in Draconia once she realized that the Book held no power over her there.

      How big of a mistake that had been was indescribable. Dragons only cared for themselves and fought eternally over territory and wealth. The wealth of nations and of planets. Tiamat, their lost Goddess and Queen, ruled with an iron claw. Power was hers to command. Without her to mediate, chaos ensued.

      Lord Leomaris, fifth in line for the throne, assumed control of the Empire more than a thousand years after her loss. He and his sons beat back all competitors and established a rule of terror that swept the universe.

      Battles were still fought, though. The brothers nine each held territory and wanted more. Gladiatorial games decided the outcome of many conflicts. Humans, Dracaena, and creatures never seen upon Earth battled at the behest of the Dragons.

      Witches were not exempt. Esta was forced to prove her worth, book or no book. It was by her skill alone that she won a place by Pulao’s side. Conquering Earth was simply payment. Overcoming the book, however, would be the challenge. Her army could handle the rest.

      Sweeping forward, the Army of the Dead pushed past the iron gates and training grounds of the Legion and walked into the village square. The massive building that held the Library of Alexandria reached high into the sky. More than two thousand years of history was contained inside, and Esta could almost feel every Magical tome. Staring at the doors she almost directed her steed toward them, but before Bixi could take a single step, one of the dead Legionnaires crossed the protective ward.

      Kaboom!

      A lightning bolt came down from the sky, incinerating the dead man and pushing several others away. Otherworld’s sky rolled and rumbled as the Gods of Light showed their displeasure.

      Esta patted the monstrous zombie Dragon under her on the shell that covered his upper body. “That is a mistake at the moment. Do you think you would survive a hit like that?”

      Bixi’s mind was too far gone to answer her. The Book’s spell animated the dead and allowed the user to give them only basic instructions. Higher brain function wasn’t possible without real Necromantic Magick.

      “Once we control the Gate, we’ll give it a go. I suspect they can’t direct that much energy if I send the entire army against them,” Esta mused to herself. Then, to her army, she shouted, “To the Gate! We have Witches to kill and a world to ravage!”
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        * * *

      

      Inside the library, both Mack and Owl visibly shivered as the after effects of the bolt subsided. They were caught in mid-conversation from the attack.

      “By the Gods what was that!” Mack cried out. Every single hair on his body was standing erect and he felt as though he’d licked a light socket. Again. It had only been the one time.

      Owl squawked as feathers fell from his wings. “The wards.”

      “They are coming, then. Shall I organize the wounded? The doors should hold, but will the windows?” Mack asked his eternal companion.

      “The Goddess only blasted something once. We’re tied directly to the wards as a way of predicting where the attack will come. If they do attack, I doubt you will survive this,” Owl projected into Mack’s brain.

      “Me? What about you, you feathered demon! Why do I have to die?” Mack cried out.

      “It won’t just be you. The power will cook me as well. Food for thought,” Owl clicked.

      “Yuck. That was a bad pun if I’ve ever heard one. They are headed to Earth, then. Should we see if they all go or just wait here?” Mack asked.

      “One guess,” Owl responded.

      “Figures. Any idea where I left that Athenian wine we found? I could use a drink right about now,” Mack lamented.
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        * * *

      

      “Maine at last!” Rob cried out as they flew past another tourist destination sign.

      “That’s like the tenth sign in the past hour you’ve said that to. We did say that Briarwood was way up by the Canadian border, right? It’s starting to get a bit old,” Beatrice remarked. The older woman was upside down in her seat with her feet in the air. Riding this far and fast in a stolen van was wearing everyone down.

      “Must you sit like that? I’ve got old lady feet in my dreams now,” Alex complained.

      “Well now, what else you dreaming about, big boy? Want some sugar to go with that too?” Betsy smooched her lips at the now cringing special operations man.

      “Girls, leave the kids alone. We’re almost there,” Madeline said. “There are a couple of largish hills on either side of the highway, a natural blockade point. Briarwood and The Garden are just beyond it.” She looked briefly over her shoulder. They’d been taking turns driving, and she had chosen the final stretch. Marcella Blackmore wasn’t a fan of the former FBI Director, but she wasn’t an enemy.

      Amber grunted as Rob shook her awake. She blinked at the upside-down woman and closed her eyes again. “Don’t wanna know.”

      Rob chuckled and pulled the blanket back over his boss and girlfriend. “I know we discussed this...yesterday or so. But how can a garden be alive?”

      “Plants, buddy. They produce the air we breathe,” Alex remarked.

      Rob gave his teammate a withering look. “I know that. How is it an entity? You said they just planted things in it several centuries ago. If I take really old soil and plant a bush in it and give it to my mom would she gain a talking houseplant?”

      Both Bs snorted and laughed. “No.”

      “Ignore my assistants. We discussed this already,” Madeline said. “The Garden is basically an Earth Elemental that inhabits the valley. Verity Blackmore, the town’s founder, created the Garden from plants and cuttings she’d brought from Europe. According to what Agatha has let slip over the years, there was a similar place such as this in either Germany or Austria in the 1500s. It was either destroyed or taken over by others, and the family had to move on.”

      “That’s where you lose me, the 1500s. How was it that Verity founded the town in the 1600s and was still kicking around in 1914? Is she like Wonder Girl or something? Amber and I saw that movie,” Rob asked.

      “No cinematography involved here,” Betsy replied for Madeline. “You forget that Witches are a species of Paranormal. They may look and act human, but they aren’t. I’m sure you know Amber’s story about her husband. It’s a rare Witch that marries outside of her kind. Now, all the Paranormals can breed with each other, the humanoid ones at least. The results are usually sterile and either or.”

      “Either or? What the hell does that mean?” Alex asked.

      “Either a Witch, or a shifter, or whatever the parents were. You may know about the army tests done in the 1920s–1930s where they dropped Trolls from planes?” Beatrice looked around her at the faces of the team. “Well, they tried a few crossbreeding experiments as well. The Witches Council put a major stop to it as soon as they found out, but Arcane continued them.”

      “For real?” Rob asked the much older operative.

      “Yes. Arcane was and still is a black site. Total secrecy. The generals wanted super soldiers but once they realized it wasn’t possible they cancelled the programs,” Betsy replied.

      “That’s horrific! How could they do that in good conscience?” Amber shook her head in disgust.

      “You have to look at the time period. Humans were scared, and then there were all the Demons. People were willing to look the other way in order to get what they wanted. The Magical Act of 1957 put an end to almost everything related to the past. Arcane did away with things as well. Except for the Demons and other creatures. They still have a few experiments running around on the lower levels,” Madeline answered.

      “And the subjects? I assume there were children from some of the experiments,” Alex asked. He was watching the Bs very carefully.

      Beatrice gave her sister and best friend a very long look before answering. “Most were set free.”

      Alex shifted in his seat. Opening his mouth, he started to ask the obvious question. “What about…”

      “There’s the gap, we’re there.” Madeline yelled, interrupting Alex’s train of thought. “Just a couple more minutes and we’ll be there.”

      The moment the van crossed into the valley the roads took a turn for the worse.

      “The hell? I feel like my teeth are about to rattle out of my brain!” Alex shouted. There was a vibration that wouldn’t quit coming from the road and the tires. Every couple of seconds the van would hit a pothole, making everyone jump in their seats.

      Madeline could feel every bump and rattle in her bones as they vibrated down the hill and into the edge of the town. “They must have some harsh winters up here to screw up the roads this bad!”

      “Is that the Garden you were talking about?” Rob pressed his nose up against the glass like a little kid.

      “It is. It covers this entire end of the valley and up the hills,” Madeline replied. She had one eye on the road and the other on all the vegetables and other plants in the fields.

      “Maddie, look out!” Betsy screamed as she saw a man standing in the middle of the road.

      Focusing on the road in front of her suddenly, all Madeline saw was a scarred and swollen face, covered with what appeared to be blood. She wasn’t sure of anything as the van struck the figure with a loud thump!

      “Aaaa!” Madeline yelled. The van lurched to one side as the tires rolled over the man with a bump, bump. Madeline slammed on the brakes.

      “Did you kill him?” Amber asked. She climbed over Rob and Alex and tried to slide open the door.

      “I’ll get it,” Madeline said, and she jumped out to open the door from the outside. “He’s got to be dead. Impact alone would kill a normal human. Getting squished by the tires…”

      “We’ll check.” Amber approached the body in the road. The man, if it was a man, lay face down and appeared to be wearing military gear of some kind.

      “Is he dead?” Madeline asked.

      “Checking…” Amber crouched and laid her hand on the man’s leg. He twitched and then kicked his legs. “He’s still alive! Grab the first aid kit!”

      Alex and Rob jumped out of the van. “Do we have one of those?” Rob asked.

      Touching the man’s shoulder as gently as she could, Amber leaned in a bit closer. “Sir, just lie still. We’ll help you.”

      The body on the road started to shake as if it was having a seizure of some kind.

      “Just lie still, sir.” Amber reached out to touch the man again when he surged up with a roar. Amber fell backwards in shock, instinctively casting both a shield and fireball spell.

      The Zombie swept one clawed hand out at the fallen Mage and it hit the shield with a roar. Then it charged the next person it saw. Madeline.

      Boom!

      The Zombie jerked sideways but staggered forward.

      Boom! Boom!

      One round took off the creature’s head in a spray of goo. The other cut the legs from beneath it. Beatrice cocked her black combat shotgun again. “Just like a video game. Gotta take the head.”
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      A sort of rippling washed over me as I stood talking to members of the Coven. Both of my bracelets lit up as if a hidden switch was thrown. I held up my hand and stared off into space, concentrating. “They’re here.”

      The moment I spoke, there was ripping sort of noise echoing across the valley. Usually, the Garden Gate opened just outside Grandmother’s actual garden gate. This one seemed to be somewhere out in the middle, judging by the flash of light that followed the noise.

      My grandmother looked at me in shock and asked, “How did you know?”

      “The bracelets. By assuming them I took on the job of guardian, of sorts. The Garden is for me to protect. Those who breach the Gates are my enemies. That’s what Agnes thinks anyway. There’s a great deal of lore about both guardians and their weapons.” I held up my arms with the intensely glowing bracelets. Egyptian hieroglyphics, once seldom seen, were now shining. “It’s not only my power they affect.”

      “When this is over we’re going to have another of those long conversations,” Grams directed. “Too much has happened lately to you. We need to reevaluate your powers. But first let’s kick some Dragon ass!”

      “Agreed!” I motioned to the Witches around me. “Everyone ready?”

      The Blackmore Coven was a motley group normally, but faced with an invasion, they were more than a bit eccentric. Almost all the women were dressed for combat, wearing uniforms that displayed the history of the country. Agnes Pickleberry wore an outfit straight out of the Spanish American War, complete with field hat and Springfield rifle. I’d thought Teddy Roosevelt’s unit was all men, but I could be mistaken. I knew from my recent training that Agnes’s glamour abilities were excellent, though. She might’ve been with the unit. Witches did live both extended and extraordinary lives.

      Covens were traditionally twelve plus one in the inner circle and a much larger number of people in the outer rings. Grandmother’s was no different. The oldest and most experienced Witches, called the Elders, controlled the inner ring and were Grams’ commanders in battle. All the rest were foot soldiers. Men included.

      Witches weren’t only women. Besides the obvious, males played a huge part in our society. They were our protectors and the ones we leaned on in times of trouble.

      Grams gave orders like a seasoned commander. “Agatha, I need you to take the second and third circles into the Garden through my gate. Build a wall surrounding this part of the house and grounds. If the house falls...If it falls, Agnes’s shop is the fallback position. I’d really like to keep whatever hits us out of the town. But you know as well as I do that wishes don’t always come true.”

      “Right. On it.” Brushing my hand across her back, I gave Grams a half-assed hug. Losing her would hurt.

      “May the Gods of Light protect you all,” Grams said, and she waved a blessing in the air as we left. It was hard to remember sometimes that as High Priestess, she was the Gods’ chosen on Earth.

      The last time I’d opened the seemingly innocent old-fashioned garden gate at the edge of the yard, Fergus and I had been sucked into Otherwhere. Cautiously, I opened it with a squeak. “Ok, I can do this.”

      Faith Vick, a girl I vaguely remembered from my seventh birthday party, gave a laugh. “Marcella, your grandmother, told us about the last time you did that. Don’t worry. If the Gate is open already it won’t open another one. Didn’t she teach you about them when you were younger?”

      Holding the door open for the three dozen or so armed people with me, I looked into the girl’s eyes. We were almost the same age, but my party was the last time I’d socialized with most of the Coven. She was practically a stranger to me. “Sort of. Grams taught me a lot before I went to Quantico and the FBI. I know the basics for all things coven but not the practice. Too many people were scared of me back then. Even you.”

      Straightening her helmet and vest, Faith tried not to look at me. “I’d say it was all your aunt Camilla, but you’d know I was lying. We were kids that had no control over our parents’ wishes. Can we leave the past behind and start over? Providing we survive.”

      I ushered her through the gate, bringing up the rear. The others had faded into the brush like ghosts. “Sure. Provided we survive this. Have you and your circle practiced war games or something? You seem pretty prepared.”

      “We run drills once a month like the National Guard. The Blackmore Militia is famous for it. Oldest continuous group in the United States,” Faith replied.

      Cocking my head, I tried to remember my early Academy lessons. “I thought the city of Philadelphia was the oldest?”

      “I actually know something you don’t? Amazing. We predate them by about a hundred years and they’re part of the National Guard now, anyway. This group has always been independent. Agnes was one of the original members,” Faith explained with a smirk.

      Looking both ways, I could see the others had formed an ad hoc circle in the middle of what looked like an herb garden. The smell of rosemary was almost overpowering. Many of the other Witches were cutting sprigs for protection. I smiled and commented, “Be sure to pray to Aphrodite as you do that, since it’s her sacred herb. I’m not sure how she feels about Dragons, but it can’t hurt.”

      “I barely know any of you and we don’t have time for introductions. Grandmother wants us to build a shield around the house and grounds to protect the property. Until we’ve done this, it’s vulnerable to attack. Before you say anything, I am aware it already has wards stronger than most and that the inner circle should be able to hold off any enemy. But if these Dragon people are anything like the Demons I took on in Charleston, we need our big guns worrying about them, not what might hit them from behind. So form a circle. We’re going old school,” I directed. Scanning the group, I could feel their affinities. Not something I’d been able to do before. It made me wonder about the actual power of the Guardians. Agnes had really only hit the high points. Grabbing people at what seemed random, I placed them at the four cardinal points. Drawing a deep breath, I drew in as much energy as I dared from the bracelets and the life force of the plants all around me. “Now we begin. Air?”

      A man dressed in hunting camo holding an assault rifle laid the weapon at his feet and raised his arms skyward. “Lords of the sky. Elements of Air. I call upon the Watchtower of the East to lend us its protection.”

      Using my Mage sight, I could see a yellow glow all around the man. Tendrils of power reached out from all sides of him, searching for connections.

      Faith bowed her head and raised her arms. “I call upon the Watchtower of the South to aid us. Gods of fire and warmth, we ask for your protection as we go into battle.”

      An orange glow joined with yellow as the circle came into being. West and North joined in, adding their colors to the mix. Standing in the middle, surrounded by herbs of protection, I allowed the tendrils of power to connect to me. Like plugging in a string of lights the entire circle lit up! Each member’s head snapped up to stare at me in surprise. Everyone knew I was powerful, but not this much!

      Many Witches need props to do Magick. Those with real power don’t need them. We just are. Casting about with my hands, I called forth the Gods and raised what some called the cone of power.

      “The circle is formed and power is raised. Maiden, mother, and crone, we call upon you to aid us in our time of need.” I’ve met the Gods on several occasions and they just want to be acknowledged. Which I did. Odin might be a creepy stalker but he’s a power. For this, though, I needed the feminine side. By calling on the triple Goddess, I planned to invoke a heavy. I was calling on one of the Titans, Selene. And in doing so, I was also calling on the Goddess of Witches, Hecate. Go big or go home.

      “Come to me, three-faced Selene. Hear my sacred chant. Young, child of morn who rode the fierce bulls. Your triple forms dance and revel with the stars. Night crier, bull faced, lover of solitude, triple headed, triple voiced, Goddess of the triple ways. Give heed, you who protects the world and the power of the Witches. I call upon your power this day.” Grabbing some of the awesome power we’d raised, I projected it into the sky. If this didn’t get her attention, nothing would.

      The circle all around me gasped as the Magick left my hand and spiraled  outward. To my Sight, we glowed brighter than the sun. That was even before the sudden power surge of the Goddess’s return power hit us. With a physical bump that shook the Earth, it struck the circle.

      “Agatha, your eyes,” Faith gasped at me.

      I couldn’t see them, but I could see the faint glow my entire body now had. Selene, and by default, Hecate appeared to approve. But this power wasn’t mine to keep. We needed to protect our elders. Drawing a combat knife, I directed the energy toward the house and grounds, forming an impenetrable wall of force that extended both above and below.

      Only a small ball of power remained in the center of the circle. Carefully, I split it in half, directing it to the now exhausted circle members. This was one ritual I doubt they’d ever forget. Raising my hands skyward, I went against standard practice. “Powers of Earth and Sky we thank you for your help and hope our offering is accepted. This circle is now broken.”

      A final surge of power signaled the circle’s end and the transference of energy. All four of the Witches holding the Cardinal points collapsed.

      I felt energized but worn out like a wet noodle. Shaking it off, I started directing the group. We still had way too much to do this day.
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        * * *

      

      Marcella Blackmore felt the sudden spike of power as soon as Agatha triggered her spell inside the circle. With wide eyes, she looked across the room to Agnes Pickleberry. “You’ve been holding out on me.”

      “Nope. You haven’t been watching. She’s more powerful than your grandmother, even without the bracelets,” Agnes snorted in soundless mirth. “Balls, too. Not sure I’d call on Hecate in the middle of a battle. There’s the prophecy to think of as well.”

      “Not now. Don’t even bring that one up, especially here in this room. The tree can hear you,” Marcella remarked. They were all set up in the main room of the house. Boamire, the tree, took up the entire corner, but the room was otherwise empty. She’d figured it the best place to control the battle using the energy of the house, tree and all. Purple squirrels and a talking unicorn were bad enough. Throw in a conscious pine tree and things just got wild.

      Agnes giggled. “I love your granddaughter, you know that, right?”

      “She’s a pistol,” Marcella nodded. There was another sudden surge of power that everyone in the room felt.

      “Shields are up. Now we can begin,” Minerva announced. Since she was Marcella’s protector, the house shields were tied to her as well. When Agatha linked them together, it hit the sometime housekeeper like a ton of bricks. Casting spells built up over centuries, Minerva created Magickal maps that would’ve made any modern military man green with envy.

      “Okay, ladies, contact your groups and attack. They’re spreading out like angry ants.” Marcella studied the map even as the Coven Elders mentally gave directions to the various groups. The Militia had practiced this for centuries. It was only the local human groups that were confused. Cappy and some of the other men had a solution for this as well. Radio.
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        * * *

      

      “Shouldn’t you be preparing for battle?”

      The voice of her Goddess caught Anastasia completely by surprise. She was sitting in her armored room aboard the bus. Dragons weren’t something any Vampire wanted to tangle with. It went totally against the Vampire rule of self-preservation.

      Ana looked around the small room until her sight lit upon a small glowing spot near the door. “My Goddess?”

      “My energy is low at the moment. You’ve chosen well, my servant. This Witch of yours will do great things. She goes into battle with love in her heart.  Love for her friends and love for her family. For many it is the same thing. This may not be your battle, but it is your task as well,” Hecate explained.

      “Another task?” Ana asked. The last time the Goddess contacted her was at her rebirth almost two thousand years ago. While granting her eternal life, she’d also told Ana to devote her life to finding those people whose cleft points changed history. Something she’d seen in both Cat and Agatha the first time she met them.

      “The Gods of Darkness have twisted events in their favor. Something none of us even saw coming, which in itself is troubling. Set, curse his name, has added a wrinkle to the battle,” the Goddess explained. “I need for you to stop him. Only you, Aeliana of Damascus, Daughter of the Architect, have the power to do this task. Will you accept?”

      Hearing her true name spoken by her chosen Goddess froze Ana in place. All she could do was nod and accept the task. No wasn’t an option. “Yes, I accept.”
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      Leading a team for the FBI the past couple of years was paying off in ways I didn’t understand at the time. People in large groups need direction. It was something I was sure the military understood at a visceral level. Without it, they were nothing but a mob, and mobs don’t stop monsters.

      “Forward, ever forward,” I muttered. Either Bill or Chuck used to say that when they drove the bus. It was some historical military thing, but I found it fitting here.

      Magick from the working we did was still buzzing around in my brain. Inwardly I smiled at the fact that the very first full circle I performed was on the eve of battle in the middle of a field of herbs. Grams and Minerva had taught me the basics when I was a child, but three humans and a unicorn do not a Magickal circle make.

      Grams and the other Elders were supposed to be set up inside the house directing the defense. Faith was hearing their instructions via telepathy, but I wasn’t. Mind to mind wasn’t my strong point and I think the surge in power was making everything fuzzy…

      “They say several hundred humanoids have already come through and are spreading out toward both the town and the main house. ‘Engage at will’ is the primary instruction. No Dragons yet,” Faith informed me.

      I patted the guns Cat had forced me to bring along. Between them and my fireballs we should be able to handle it. As long as the things coming out weren’t Demons. Then we would have a bit of a problem. I worried a little for Cat and Chuck. They were supposed to be helping the human part of the militia cover the town. At least it wasn’t Dragons.
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        * * *

      

      “At least it isn’t Dragons!” Chuck yelled as he fired one of the M27 rifles at the mass of Zombies swarming into the town. The specifically Marine battle rifle was similar to the M4 he’d trained with at the Academy.

      Taking aim at a trio of shambling dead, Cat fired gunfighter style with her twin pistols. Her smaller stature let her duck in and out of the danger zone surrounding Chuck. With or without major firepower, he was the dangerous person on the field. “Shut up, Chuck, and just kill these things!”

      Three hours ago, the day had started like they’d figured it would. They took an assignment from the Witches and tried to organize the town’s defenders. Most of the Witch families were either sheltering or with the militia, leaving the humans to fend for themselves. Mostly. The townies were technically part of the hidden organization. But only those born and raised here, which was fewer than most would think.

      Better jobs and opportunities had drawn people out of town. Agatha’s aunt Camilla hadn’t helped, either. During her rush to power, locally she’d bought up property left and right, often ignoring the fact the humans had nowhere to go but out.

      Twenty to thirty humans with assorted weapons were Chuck’s challenge. Cat grabbed the two remaining police officers she found in the station and pulled rank. They didn’t know she wasn’t technically FBI and she didn’t tell them. Chief Jenkins was MIA so she sent them, with their patrol cars, to either end of town to block the roads. The fewer tourists involved in this mess the better. Cat asked the young officers. “Do you know where the chief might’ve gone?”

      Officer Brandon shook his head negatively. “He took off like a scared rabbit running across the park. For someone with his experience you’d think a few guns would freak him out.”

      Both officers had explained about Sarah the receptionist, and all the guns in town.

      Cat considered looking for the chief in the town buildings on the other side of the park, but helping Chuck sounded like a better idea. Politicians just made her eyes itch too much.

      They’d just finished assigning different groups of armed citizens to parts of the town when the town lit up with a boom and a bright flash of light.

      “I thought Agatha said the Gate was near the house?” Chuck asked. Up until this moment most of the human militia and volunteers were sure the Paranormals were just pulling their legs with some sort of gigantic joke. Hearing the sound of the Gate opening really freaked most of them out.

      “She did. Remember the briefing they gave us? Two main regular people gates and one scary trans-dimensional one. That over there is the one everyone here uses to go pick veggies,” Cat said as she pointed to a high fence and large metal gate at the end of the street. “As the town grew, it moved South of the Garden.”

      “And it’s the one the attack is coming from,” Chuck replied.

      The humans stationed in half the shops along the square opened fire first. Zombies dressed as Roman soldiers broke down the fence, staggering into town. At first there were only one or two, then dozens, then hundreds. Dead humans and things that looked like dinosaurs were swarming all over town.

      “Fire faster!” Cat yelled even as she pulled the trigger. Dropping her empty magazines, she reloaded much faster than a human could. Each Zombie she targeted dropped. Head shots are a killer.

      “That will be about enough of that,” a man said as he stepped out of the shadows. With a snap of his fingers the guns in Cat’s hands suddenly got too hot to hold and she dropped them. “Animals shouldn’t play with guns.”

      “Who the hell are you?” Cat growled. She could feel her beast pacing inside of her now. The big cat was hungry.

      “Someone who has an interest in this thing,” said the man. He waved his hand and a shield formed around both him and the front wave of Zombies. “Stand aside and maybe I’ll let you serve me in the new Empire.”

      Making a quick glance to one side, Cat dove left, pulling her backup pistols before she even landed. “I serve no one!”

      Firing, she aimed at the Magick user exclusively. Her rounds, once flying straight and true, suddenly whizzed over the man.

      “Is that the best you can do? I can tell you now you’re doomed. Stay where you are. Allow it to happen. The Master will add you to his army of undead.”

      Cat let out a roar that stopped Chuck in his tracks and made the Magick man pause. Her beast took over and a more than thousand-pound Sabertooth Tiger stood in her place. Growling, she tore into the Zombies.

      Weres had the natural ability when changed to ignore most Magick, and Cat took full advantage of it. Passing through the shield wall she ripped the head off the first Zombie she encountered. It bounced off to one side like a lost soccer ball. Charging like a housecat after a mouse, she ran straight for the Magick user.
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        * * *

      

      “That’s far enough. Why don’t you children turn around and go back to your toys,” said the three Witches, as they stepped out of nowhere. “This event is none of your concern.”

      I could feel my face redden with anger. We might have started out to fight an unknown enemy, but these three I knew. A conversation between Grams and me had brought the whole thing together for me. Now I finally understood what was happening. Or at least I thought I did.

      “Montgomery. How nice to see you. Long time. Still teaching young Witches how to pervert their Magick?” I asked.

      The failed teacher and primary go-to guy for the American Witches Council shook with rage. “If anyone is a perversion it’s standing before me. Why Bethany thought you were so important is beyond me. Protect the daughter was our mandate. Camilla was more useful than you. You couldn’t even follow simple instructions!”

      Waving at the militia, I motioned for them to spread out a bit. Hanging out with Chuck, I’ve seen a lot of superhero movies. Keeping the bad guy talking was always one goal. “Why was I so important? Did your leader want me to join the council?”

      “Join us?” Montgomery laughed. Turning to the two women beside him, he asked, “She wants to know if we actually wanted someone of her persuasion and pedigree on our team. Can you believe that?”

      “Little girl, we’ve been on the Council for more than a century. Your pitiful Magick is of no use to us. Bethany wanted you for other reasons. Leverage and power. You won’t live long enough to learn this, but to get anywhere in our world you need those two things. One to survive the other to rule,” Montgomery remarked.

      The two other members of the Witches Council moved out from Montgomery to form a triangle.

      “Are we there yet? Is it time for me to fight the Dragons?” Fergus picked now to stick his head out of my shirt pocket and look around. “Hey, I know that guy. Isn’t he the one that made those rabbit things, the ones with the antlers?”

      “Jackalopes,” I said.

      “Yeah, those. You scared him off,” Fergus replied.

      “Still playing with talking rodents. You’ll never learn.” Montgomery raised his hand and threw a fireball at me.

      The militia around me came to life suddenly. Half of them hit the ground while the others opened fire on the enemy Witches in front of us. Many of the bullets they fired weren’t penetrating the shield, but I knew from experience they would eventually. The Witches on the ground started throwing lightning, fire, and ice at them as well.

      Montgomery’s fireball went nowhere as one of my team deflected it. Raising my hand, I fired back. Whoosh! The size of my shot shocked even me. I could tell that the bracelets were a bit angry, but not basketball-sized angry. As the fireball approached my enemy, it actually increased in dimensions, forcing the older Witch to duck and cover.

      “Get ready for the horn, buddy! Nobody calls me a rat and lives!” Fergus popped up out of his pocket. I could feel his tiny hooves digging in for traction even through my shirt.

      I fired a second and third shot at the now prone Witch. Looking down at my chest for the briefest of seconds, I could see Fergus half out of the pocket. “Get back in there where it’s safe. You need to save your pointy horn of death for the Dragons. Don’t waste it on these assholes!”

      “Oh, I’m telling Grandma on you. That’s a quarter for the swear jar,” Fergus replied as he followed my instructions.

      A flurry of gunshots made me look to one side suddenly. The militia pulled a fast one on the other two Witches. Half the group attacked them on foot with melee weapons drawing fire while the other half shot them down. Council members were supposed to be tough but in a hostile situation, hand-to-hand, it was hard to keep your Magick going.

      Racing forward to check the women, I noticed Montgomery was gone. He’d slithered away like the serpent he resembled.
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        * * *

      

      “Marcella, we have new players on the board,” Cassie, one of the Elders, pointed out. New figures, marked in purple, now showed on the overall map.

      Scanning, Marcella could see they encircled the Gate and were inside the town already. “Do we know who?”

      “We do. One of our teams in town recognized Kassandra. It’s the Witches Council,” Minerva answered her.

      Marcella slowly nodded. “That makes a certain amount of sense. I’m starting to see how some things go together now. Damn them. This is Bethany’s play for power. I’d completely forgotten the Gates inside the Council headquarters. It’s only been a century or so since I’ve been there. Who’s made contact with them?”

      “Agatha’s team has,” Agnes spoke up. “Faith reports they managed the shield and almost immediately ran into three Council members. Montgomery escaped but they killed two women.”

      “Is Agatha…Did she survive?” Marcella asked.

      “Sweetie, she almost incinerated that old fool. He’s lucky he got away,” Agnes informed her. “She’s continuing the mission.”

      “Okay. Two women. I doubt one of them is Bethany, so that leaves Katherine and Raye. Unless they recruited more people, we’ve only got four members left to deal with. Kassandra is a Seer and a very powerful Witch. Inform the town units to target her first,” Marcella directed. “What about the Dragon forces, what’s coming through?”

      Pulling up the reports, Cassie told her of the Zombies.

      Almost yelling, Marcella demanded, “Just Zombies? Someone or something has to be controlling them.”

      Mineva stepped closer to her friend. “What is it?”

      Marcella closed her eyes. “That damn book. It has to be it. Bethany’s people were looking for it, as were the Strega. We know…Arcane and the FBI know, that they had something that allowed them to summon the Demon Lord and open the Portal to Hell. Creating Zombies takes two  things. Power and a certain spell. Someone with Necromancer blood is able to do it too, but there hasn’t been a trained one of those in more than fifty years. Not since that mess in Haiti.”

      “Tell everyone to look for a powerful Witch. She’s the one directing the dead. If we can remove her from the board, we might win this one,” Marcella ordered.

      “And Bethany?” Agnes asked. “I can leave and take her on. She hates me less than you.”

      Marcella shook her head. “No. Don’t give her what she wants. Taking one of us would change everything and I need you here. Our people and Agatha will have to fend for themselves. But I have one solution to the town issue.”

      Crossing the room, Marcella opened the front door and called for Butch and Sundance. “Take your strongest Cohort and reinforce the town. Someone has raised all the dead as Zombies.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      Esta shivered in excitement. Being back on Earth was nice, but the spells Pulao had put on her were better. For once, the Book wasn’t controlling her here. Its possession of her body both saved her and damned her at the same time.

      She could still see the look on Ysabel’s face just before the Demon killed them all. All that time spent praising a God who only wanted their destruction. So silly. But she remembered. Things had come full circle. A Blackmore was at the start of her fall and now the destruction of that clan would be her salvation from it. But how it started was in death.

      Several years had passed but the memory was fresh. Looking back all she could see was her former Queen.
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        * * *

      

      “My Queen, it is time.” Esta stood before the Queen’s quarters. She, like the rest of the coven, was wearing ritual gear. Tonight would be a night to remember.

      The door swung open soundlessly. “Is everything prepared?”

      Esta bowed her head before replying. “Yes. The altar and all five corners have been cleansed. All three bosses, along with their underbosses and leading capos, are present.”

      “Good. Inform the guards and any soldiers presently topside that no one is to be allowed below after the ritual starts. I mean no one. Any interruption could be disastrous.” Ysabel appeared in the doorway. She wore a small diadem on her head.

      The Strega controlled the Mafia completely. Ysabel and the other leaders of the cult were once the wives and mothers of what was known as the ‘Black Hand’ in Sicily. Originally, they had banded together for protection. Women and children were often collateral damage in the many family wars. Natural Witches all, the women secretly plotted the takeover of their families.

      Striking the first blow, Ysabel used a magical ritual to kill her husband and gain power. The power she needed to take and control the organizations. This thing of ‘ours’ became this thing of theirs. While families might appear to plot and fight for territory, they were all in the same organization.

      Ysabel pushed her way through the dons and capos crowding the stairs to the cave.

      “My Queen.” Esta held up her hand in a stopping motion. “Make way for the Queen! Make way for the Queen.”

      The men blocking the way jostled and pushed each other, ignoring Esta’s voice.

      Angry, Esta formed a blue ball of electricity in each of her hands. “Make way or be destroyed!”

      Looking back at Ysabel, she muttered, “Stupid men.”

      Ysabel smiled at her librarian’s turmoil. To her, they were but a nuisance. Pointing a finger at the first man blocking the door she said, “Die!”

      “Welcome one and all to our organization's greatest day. This ritual will require all of your Magick and will. Instructions have been given. Follow them or die.” Ysabel pulled off her ritual robe and stepped into the circle drawn onto the floor of the cave.

      Horatia and three other Witches also removed their robes. Like Ysabel, each wore only jewelry underneath.

      “I call upon the guardians of the East, lords of Air and masters of flight…” Ysabel held a sword in her hand as she walked the outer edge of the circle. As she reached each point, she crossed swords with the Strega holding the point. Each woman holding a point glowed faintly.

      Completing the circle, Ysabel struck the ground with her sword. “The circle is closed. Let all within bask in power and let the ritual be successful.” The entire cavern said the words after her like a mantra. “May the ritual be successful.”

      Esta drew the sigils and runes. Each concentric circle meant something different.

      Picking up the Book, Esta began to read. “I call upon Aradia, mother goddess and queen of the world to aid her followers in this great work.” Esta then began to speak in a language long forgotten by man. Clutching the book in a death grip, she continued to read as she mixed up some sort of potion on the altar.

      With potion in hand, Esta started muttering again. Slowly, another circle began to form in the middle of the room. It, like the others, glowed. “With this potion, I call you forth…” She poured whatever was in her cup over Camilla Blackmore’s head.

      “Eew. What the hell was that?” Camilla spat.

      Esta looked up from the book. “Silence the sacrifice.”

      Smiling, Ysabel slipped a ball gag over Camilla’s head and tightened it down around her mouth.

      “Lords of Hell and Masters of the Outer plains. Hear our cry and receive this soul.” Everyone in the cavern repeated the phrase.

      The chanting in the cavern slowed to a halt. Ysabel stared at Esta. “Did it work? Is it here?”

      Esta set the book down on the altar. All the energy had been drained from her body. “I believe so, my Queen. The wards seem to still be up.”

      Ysabel looked toward Camilla’s body. Still chained to the pillar, it was hanging limply by the chains. “Is anyone in there?” She poked at the body.

      “Stay outside the circle, Ysabel. I’m not sure what came through.”

      Ysabel’s sharp eyes turned to the librarian. “Do you not know?”

      “I can feel…something. It may have been thrown into shock by the possession. Do you want me to release the main working?” Esta pointed toward the now sagging watchtowers.

      “As long as the cage still holds, release them.”

      Quickly, Esta walked the circle counterclockwise, or widdershins. At each watchtower, she released the guardian. The witches were completely exhausted. Several lay on the ground gasping for air.

      “Honoria, check if she still lives?” Ysabel directed.

      Everyone watched as the Witch approached the middle pillar, the glowing circle still surrounding it. “If I touch her, the circle will break.”

      “Then don’t touch her. Check the eyes. If they glow, we were successful.”

      Honoria bent down and looked up at Camilla’s face. If she still lived, there would be some sign of it here. Two glowing red eyes stared back at her.
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        * * *

      

      Opening the circle was the Strega’s downfall. That and trusting the Dragons. Chaos upon the Earth was what they wanted as a counterpoint to their own invasion. Of course they’d give the Strega what they sought. And once the Book of Undying took possession of Esta she couldn’t even tell her sisters why. She sacrificed her husband, her family, and all her friends for power she couldn’t even control.

      But now she was home. And if she proved her worth, the Dragon would be merciful. Now it was time to hook up with his allies and destroy the Witches. Giving Bixi a pat, she directed the Zombie Dragon forward into the fields.
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        * * *

      

      “How did you know that guy,” Faith asked me. We’d tagged the dead Witches for pick up, but we kept moving forward.

      Sighing, I told her the whole sordid story of all the teachers I’d had at the Academy, ending with Montgomery. “So he tells me to read a spell, which I do. There’s a flash of light and this thing hops out of the forest. A Jackalope is what we started calling them. Monty grabs the spell and yells bloody murder at me. I only read what he wrote, so it’s his fault I created another Magickal creature.”

      “YOU made those things?” Faith laughed. “They were used in school as an example of Magick gone wrong, but I’d no idea someone local made them!”

      “Yeah yeah, if I have to be famous for something that’s it. That and the squirrels. If we all survive this, speak to Chuck about how the Jackalopes got from Virginia to Kentucky and elsewhere. That one is on him and a sweet guy named Mongo, who, by the way, makes a killer Jack sandwich.” I explained my friendship with Mongo, Chuck, and Cat. “Being among them really saved me at the Academy. They stuck by me through it all.”

      “The diner in town has a Jack special on the menu,” Faith replied.

      I smiled. “I know. Grandmother owns it and stole the sandwich idea from me. Mongo’s dad runs a barbecue place down in Alabama.”

      A loud roar suddenly froze me in my tracks.

      “Dragon?” Faith asked me.

      Glancing down, I could see Fergus’s head poking out of the pocket, a look of fear on his tiny face. “Dragon?”

      “That sounds just like what the lore keepers described. Do I really have to fight it?” Fergus asked as he slid back down into my pocket.

      “No, you can hide,” I patted him gently. He was practically indestructible, but why be mean to him.

      The Garden areas we’d already crossed were laid out in a grid pattern lined with trees. Peeking through the trees in front of us, we could see the Gate and Otherworld on the other side.

      “Is that it, another world?” Faith asked me. Others in our group crouched low, trying to get a glimpse as well.

      “Otherworld,” I corrected her. “It’s like visiting Rome in ancient times but with machine guns and giant talking birds,” I whispered. My summer vacation there may have only been a couple of days in our world, but it was months in Otherworld time.

      “Talking birds?” Faith asked skeptically. Pointing to my shirt pocket, she asked, “Like your friend in there?”

      “No. More like the actual Owl of Athena. It’s a strange place.” I looked back toward the gate. “So there’s the Dragon and our friend Montgomery as well. I wonder who the hooded woman is?” I asked the group.
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        * * *

      

      “Where is Lord Leomaris and the rest of his army? I demand you tell me!” Chief Councilor Bethany yelled.

      A scuffed and twig-covered Montgomery stood next to Fitzgerald. Both Council members were there to back up their leader and get a good look at the new overlord.

      Esta glared down at the Witches before her. Lord Palua had told of the Cabal of Witches run by the mysterious Bethany. She was but one linchpin in the great plan. Subverting her and the other leaders had been child's play compared to the Demon Lord. She wasn’t privy to all his plans, however.

      “My lord and master is coming. The army of the dead was to clear the way.” Motioning to the massive Gate behind her, Esta instructed them, “Enter and search for yourself, if you like.”

      Bethany looked past the massive Dragon and into the Gate. Another Dragon stood in the center of town, directing monsters that resembled dinosaurs. She recognized them for the Dracaena she’d read about. “He comes. We can wait.”

      “I cannot. My task is what way. There are Witches to kill and a town to consume.” Esta pointed her Dragon toward the house on the hill.

      “Not if we have anything to say about that plan. Nobody, and I do mean nobody touches Witches under my protection!” A glowing figure stepped out of the trees surrounded by dozens of heavily armed people.
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        * * *

      

      Anastasia stood mixed in with one of the larger groups of undead Romans. For a Vampire of her age, moving quickly through unfamiliar territory was easy. Her eyesight was sharper than an eagle’s. The legionnaires brought a tear to her eye. Their outfits were more modern than the ones her father had commanded but it gave her the feeling of home.

      The Goddess Hecate had been very specific with her. Kill the Witch and save the world. She was in the right place at the right time, but now there were at least a dozen Witches on the field, if she counted Agatha and her people. Obviously it was a choice between the one on the Dragon or the one that looked like an evil nun. The whole thing reminded her of a crazy television show Chuck had made her watch. In that one they had to save the cheerleader. Which bloody one?
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      I blame the bracelets. It’s the only story that made sense to me in my little brain as I stood, pushed through the trees, and confronted the Witches in front of me. It was a bit crazy to take on the Witches Council in a normal situation. But taking on three of them and a Dragon-riding dark Witch as well was insanity.

      Call me insane then.

      “Not if we have anything to say about that plan. Nobody, and I do mean nobody touches Witches under my protection!” I shouted as I stepped from the woods.

      All three Council members spun around at my voice. The hooded one spoke first. “Ah, if it isn’t the foundling. Have you come to join us? It’s a new world we’re creating. Come help us found a new glorious empire.”

      I felt, rather than heard the words coming from the Witch in front of me. Down deep in my soul they twisted and burned, attempting to coerce me. “Join us in celebration. The others are lying to you. The others are lying to you. The others are lying to you.” The words whispered to me over and over.

      Involuntarily, I took a single step forward.

      “Come to me, child. Let me take your pain away,” Bethany said to me.

      Fergus took this moment to stick his head out of my pocket and stab me with his tiny horn.

      “Ouch!” Without thinking, I slapped my hand over the pocket. The sudden burst of pain snapped me out of the haze Bethany was clouding over me.

      Looking up, I shook my head. Using the power of the bracelets, I reinforced my personal shields. Most Witches had some bits of what was known as Mind Magick. Those skills you were born with. They included telepathy, telekinesis, and empathy. But there were rare skills as well. Necromancy was at the top of the rare list, as was something called persuasion. A combination of telepathy and empathy, someone with persuasion could sell ice to Eskimos. Bethany was one such person. I instantly wondered how long she’d been using it against the Council.

      Readying my own Magick, I whispered a thank you to my oldest friend. “Thank you. You just saved our lives. Remind me to order you a pizza later.”

      “With anchovies and feta cheese? And can I get that guacamole dip too?” he answered. I could tell he was excited.

      Remembering the last time he ordered such a culinary monstrosity and the gas attack later, I shrugged. “You and Chuck can have whatever. First we have to kill the Witches.”

      “Nice try. How long have you been using persuasion on your little club here? Fifty years? A hundred? They’re good little servants now,” I said to  Bethany.

      The cloaked Witch motioned her two minions forward. “Get rid of her now!”

      Montgomery and Fitzgerald moved forward with blank expressions. Both men raised their hands in unison they launched fireballs directly at me.

      Dodging left, I hit the ground and from a prone position fired back. One ball of ice hit Montgomery’s shield and the other just clipped Fitzgerald. These were both trained Witches, more than a century older than I was. At full power I would be hard pressed to take both of them.

      Flipping back up to my feet, I summoned a lightning bolt. While it was striking Montgomery, I fired a flurry of shots at Fitz. Neither hit slowed them down. Both returned fire.

      My shields absorbed most of the impact, but they were still pushing me backwards. I needed to preserve my power for both Bethany and the Dragon. Almost at wits’ end, I had a sudden inspiration. Like a light clicking on in my brain, I remembered the battle at Fort Sumter.

      I was standing inside an enormous Earth Elemental across several Ley lines. There was power available to me that could destroy a city. I just needed to access it. At Sumpter, I’d tricked the Demon Lord with misdirection and he got sloppy. Would a similar trick work here? I wasn’t sure if they’d be expecting it or not.

      Mentally leaning on my bracelets, I sent them the plan. Communication with the semi-autonomous items had improved in just these last couple of days of training. The more I understood them the more they melded with me.

      Throwing my hands skyward I used my Magick to pull. Elemental lightning rained down upon the men in front of me, their personal shields lighting up like domes. Even as the electrical energy swept down, I used my connection to the Earth to liquify the ground beneath the men. They might be shielded from above, but had they planned for below as well?

      “Way to go, Agatha!” Faith cried as she and the rest of the militia stepped out of the woods. They began firing at the surrounding Zombies almost immediately.

      Both council mages slid into the ground as it opened up beneath them. Only the tops of their heads were showing as I solidified the ground. A skilled Witch, fully in control of their Magick, could produce breathable oxygen. But they were under such strict control, I doubted they could do it.

      “Damn you! Damn your whole family. You Blackmores are nothing but trouble!” Bethany screamed out. Throwing off her shroud, she exposed her face.

      Scars I’d expected. Grandmother had said as much when we talked of the Council. Bethany earned her position by taking on the biggest baddest foes the Council came up against. But at a horrible cost. Few Witches alive had seen her face until now.

      “Take a good look at what power costs, for it will be the last thing you ever see!” Bethany cried out even as she threw literal flames at me.
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        * * *

      

      “I thought you said this town was boring?” Alex asked Madeline as he took out yet another Zombie.

      After the road encounter, the former Arcane group crept into town to find it mostly deserted. Except for Zombies dressed like refugees from a Roman film. Those were everywhere.

      “It was the last time I was here. Look out!” Madeline whipped out her pistol, hitting the creature behind Alex moments before it attacked him.

      “What is that thing?” Alex spun around. The creature looked like something Hollywood would dream up, all teeth and claws.

      “Not a clue, but there’s a lot of them around here.” Madeline pointed to more of the monsters mixed in with the Zombies. “Kill them all and let the Gods sort them out. Zombies aren’t redeemable. Trust me on this.”

      Alex chuckled as he started blasting the creatures. “You’ll have to tell me how you know that someday.”

      “Some things are better off left unsaid.” Madeline took a modified combat stance and started taking Zombies down as if she were shooting targets at the country fair.

      Rob crouched behind an abandoned police car, taking the occasional shot at the monsters attacking the group. “This car’s got a radio in it. Do you want me to try and find the locals?”

      “Go for it. We’ll cover you,” Amber stated. Concentrating, she formed a half shield around Rob and the exposed car.

      Betsy and Beatrice were keeping count of their kills. Like a certain elf and dwarf from their favorite series of movies, the two were counting out loud as they fired the large variety of weapons they claimed to have found just lying around.

      “...twenty-five. Right in the head where it counts,” Beatrice said as she dropped her magazines and quickly reloaded.

      Betsy snorted, claiming thirty as she fired long range at the approaching horde. Both women were stretched out over an abandoned pickup truck.

      Rob fiddled with the radio until he found an active channel. “...town center. We’ve detected at least one high-powered enemy Witch there. He or she must be eliminated. Do you read?”

      The radio squealed in response as words blasted out of it. “...Zombies attacking...Will try to...main…attack.”

      “I’ve got something,” Rob yelled as he quickly explained what he’d heard. “Something in the air is interfering with the radio.”

      “Would Magick do it?” Amber asked him as she formed another fireball in her hands. She wasn’t Witchborn, so making them was a lot harder to do for her.

      “Modern equipment is really hard to jam without specialized equipment, but if there was enough electrical energy in the air…” As if to help him demonstrate, a sudden burst of lightning showered from the sky a short distance away. Rob pointed. “That could do it.”

      “I guess we should’ve called ahead. Someone’s throwing one hell of a crazy party out here!” Madeline exclaimed. “Town center is a block or so away. Can you hold your shield long enough for us to run for it? We’re here, let’s get some cake.”

      “Sure, it won’t stop bullets, but these things aren’t shooting at us.” Amber slipped her guns into her holsters. “Tell me when.”

      “Alex you lead, the Bs and I will bring up the rear. If you have to engage, do so. But don’t wait for us. Understood?” Madeline ordered. During the road trip, the now former FBI Director had taken command of the mixed group.

      “I don’t like it, but ok, let’s go!” Alex cried out as he started to run.
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        * * *

      

      Chuck was a very large cat resembling a mountain lion. It was his secondary form. Since forming the small Pack with Agatha and Catherine, he’d discovered he could vary his looks somewhat. Usually he was a mountain lion, but once he changed into an actual lion. The African kind. At the time it blew his mind. Agatha explained it away as Magickal association, but it was still really cool. In this form, he was faster and stronger than a human. Zombies didn’t hold up well against two-inch claws.

      He’d been acting as second to the Pack leader as she ripped into the Zombies like a Buzzsaw race. Bit and pieces of the dead were flying everywhere. That was until the old Witch showed up.

      Cat in her gigantic Sabertooth Tiger form would attack, and somehow the old woman would anticipate it.

      Stalking around to the left of her, Chuck attacked even as his leader hit the Witch from the front.

      Crash! Chuck felt his body hit the storefront door and fly through it before he realized the bolt of lightning had hit him! Staggering to his feet, he watched Cat shift again. This time into her warrior form.

      Like a fighter in the ring, Cat threw punch after punch at the old Witch, but nothing connected. Each time she hit, the woman zapped her with an electrical strike. It hurt like hell, but Cat could not, would not, give up. Even more Zombies were filling the town and this woman was helping them.

      Leaping from the doorway, Chuck tried catching the woman again only to be thrown sideways. His claws were no match for her shields.

      Blam! Blam! Blam!

      Three shotgun blasts in succession hit the Witch’s shield suddenly, coinciding with Cat’s attack. While the shield stopped them, one of Cat’s three-inch claws swiped across the old woman’s chest, shredding her shirt.

      “Do it again,” Cat growled, not bothering to look behind her.

      A flurry of bullets started hitting the Witch from all sides. Cat judged the distance and pulled a fake out worthy of a high school quarterback. She charged the woman head on then suddenly swerved, attacking her rear instead. Claws hit meat and the woman went down. Cat’s ensuing roar echoed throughout the town square.

      There was no time to celebrate, though. Zombie monsters and humans were now massed for an attack.

      Chuck shifted to his warrior form as well, thanking the women for their help. “Thanks.”

      “We heard you were throwing a party and we thought we’d lend a hand,” Madeline replied. “Where’s Agatha?”

      “No idea,” Chuck growled. He looked up at the sound of an explosion coupled with a roar. Pointing toward the Garden, he changed his mind. “That way.”
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        * * *

      

      Bethany’s face looked as though it had melted to her skull. It was a death’s head look. Her eyes were Demonic in nature, like looking into the pits of Hell. “I cannot believe I once thought you’d join us. The Master planned it, you know. It was way too easy to convince Camilla to turn against you. She had the power. Did you know that?”

      “What power?” I shouted. With two enemies in front of me I needed time to plan.

      “Necromancy. It’s so rare they don’t even teach it. Automatic death sentence.” Bethany glanced up at Esta atop the Dragon. “That one up there has to use a cursed book to gain the power. But Camilla, she was the answer to our dreams. Can you imagine the power of a Demon Lord with the ability to raise the dead? We could’ve ruled this place without the aid of the Empire . And you, you ruined everything,” Bethany growled. “I should’ve allowed them to drown you at birth!”

      “So glad you didn’t. Now I get to kill you too,” I replied. This woman was alluding to the conspiracy Grams and I had put together. But we thought it was just Camilla. We never considered the Dragons, Demons, and the Witches Council.

      Bethany laughed. “Simple child. I was killing Witches before your mother was born. Did you think this a spur of the moment plan? So many pieces needed to fall, and it’s not over yet.”

      Crossing her arms, the Chief Councilor threw a double lightning bolt straight at me.

      Reacting instantly, I caught one blast with a force shield and deflected the other. Zombies started moving in my direction as Esta got into the act.

      “Attack and kill her,” Esta directed. The Zombie Dragon that the Strega Witch rode upon opened its mouth, shooting a blast of green fire at me.

      I dodged to one side, drawing my twin pistols. Rolling to my knees, I opened fire on both the Dragon and Bethany. The militia troops opened up as well, but on the smaller Zombies.

      My rounds bounced off Bethany and had minimal effect on the Dragon. It was already dead; I couldn’t just kill it again.

      “Now you and the rest of your cursed Coven dies with you!” Bethany screamed. The Council member muttered a death curse and threw a glowing ball of green lightning at me.

      Throwing up my hands instinctively, I directed everything I had to my shields. The lightning hit engulfed me and everything within twenty feet of me in green crackling bolts of electricity.

      The blast washed over me like a wave at the beach. I could feel the power as it tried to kill me. A subtle voice in my head asked a question of me. “Are you prepared to fight for your people, even at the cost of your own life?” This wasn’t either of the bracelets, but something much more ancient than them. My task in life was to protect those who couldn’t protect themselves. It was why I’d agreed to join the FBI and the Magical Division. Too many of those with power took advantage of the weak or unprotected. I wanted to help. “Then know you are my chosen, the first in a new order. Guardian of the Garden and of your people,” the voice explained. “Take of my power and learn.”

      “And that is that,” Bethany concluded. “Now we can finish off the town and make way for our lord.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure of yourself,” Esta replied. “She survived.”

      Standing tall, I looked at both Witches and smiled. “Nice try.”

      Bethany looked in my direction to see me surrounded by a bright glowing dome of power. After two long years of discussion and work, the Guardian bracelets were now a part of me, and me of them. Whatever or whoever that voice was, it had energized my power.

      “Hmm. Montgomery was correct, then. Too bad he’s not here to see it. The bracelets are in your possession. But do you know what they are?” Bethany asked even as she renewed her attacks against me. Fire, lightning, and wind began hitting the glowing dome.

      Concentrating, I formed ice balls with flaming centers. Just as I was about to throw them I saw something completely unexpected. Smiling, I tossed them.
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        * * *

      

      In her years of traveling with Agatha’s team, Anastasia had never seen a battle quite like this. Agatha was going toe-to-toe with the leader of the American Witches Council and was holding her own! Ana could tell she’d been spending too much time on the bus, to not have noticed the increase in Agatha’s power. Even Verity might not have survived that last blast.

      Which Witch to kill. That was the question for Ana. The one on the Dragon controlled the Zombies. If she died, they would all stop, which would give the defenders a chance. There was a second army on the other side of the gate. Ana doubted Marcella and her merry band of defenders could handle them and the Zombies combined.

      Using speed that only an Elder Vampire could possess, Anastasia broke cover and charged into battle. Vampires weren’t like Weres. They couldn’t shift into other creatures, but they did possess claws and very sharp teeth. Dodging Zombies left and right, she jumped onto the Dragon from the rear and climbed toward the sweet spot between its shoulder blades. The spot where the last Strega Witch sat.

      “Goodbye, my pretty. Time to join the rest of your sect,” she whispered into Esta’s ear even as her sharp claws ripped out the Witch’s throat.

      Blood bubbled and sprayed from Esta’s arteries even as Ana ripped her head off of her body. Any other time and place, the Vampire might have lingered to enjoy the moment and the spray of blood, but the Dragon beneath her staggered and started to fall. Ana jumped and hit the ground running.

      All around her, Zombies were falling. Without Esta’s power to keep them upright, they relaxed back into death.

      The job the Goddess had given Ana was complete and self-preservation was kicking in. Only a stupid Vampire played with combative Witches and Dragons.

      In all her years of traveling with the team, she’d never seen a battle quite like this. Agatha was going toe-to-toe with the leader of the American Witches Council and was holding her own! Anastasia could tell she’d been spending too much time on the bus to not notice the increase in her power. Even Verity might not have survived that last blast.

      Which Witch to kill was answered for her to figure out. The one on the Dragon controlled the Zombies. If she died, they would all stop, giving the defenders a chance. There was a second army on the other side of the Gate. Ana doubted Marcella and her merry band of defenders could handle them and the Zombies combined.

      Using speed that only an Elder Vampire possesses, breaking cover Anastasia charged into battle. Vampires aren’t like Weres. They cannot shift into other creatures, but do possess claws and very sharp teeth. Dodging Zombies left and right, the Vampire Elder jumped onto the Dragon from the rear climbing toward the sweet spot between its shoulder blades. The spot where the last Strega Witch sat.

      “Goodbye my pretty. Time to join the rest of your sect,” Anastasia seductively whispered into Esta’s ear, even as her sharp claws ripped out her throat in a bubbling spray of blood.

      As an afterthought Anastasia ripped Esta’s head right off her body just to make sure of her death. Any other time and place, she might have lingered to enjoy the moment basking in the spray of blood, but the Dragon beneath her was staggered and started to fall over. Jumping, she hit the ground running.

      All around the field Zombies were falling. Without Esta’s power to keep them upright, they relaxed back into death.

      The job the Goddess had given Ana was complete and her own self-preservation was kicking in. Only a stupid Vampire played with combative Witches and Dragons.
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        * * *

      

      Esta was dead!

      I couldn’t believe it when Anastasia appeared behind the Strega Witch. Her death made all the Zombies on the battlefield stop moving. Even the Dragon was collapsing, its rotting body nearly landing atop Bethany.

      Completely distracted by the corpse, Bethany didn’t see my flaming balls of ice before they hit her broadside. First the ice shells hit, stunning her. Shattering like eggshells, they released the liquid fire within, frying the evil Council leader like a chicken.

      “Aiyeee!” Bethany screamed as her clothing, hair, and body caught fire. Waving her arms, she tried to pat the fire out but only made it worse. The liquid flame dripped off of her, setting the grass and other plants alight.

      Reaching upward with a closed fist, I made a pulling motion. Another large barrage of lightning cascaded downward, zeroing in on the burning woman. I couldn’t take any chances this time. One thing Chuck and Bill had taught me: Never leave an enemy behind you.

      Scanning the area, I checked for other threats. Faith and the rest of the militia group were poking at the Zombie corpses and giving me a very wide berth. I patted my pocket. “You okay there, Fergus?”

      “Did you kill the Dragon? I really didn’t want to fight it,” my Unicorn answered.

      “One of them. The other one seems to be on the other side of the gate–,” I was interrupted by a roar louder than anything I’d ever heard in my entire life.

      “For this you will pay!” Pulao crawled through the Gate with blood in his eyes and murder in his heart. He shot a gout a flame in my direction even as he shouted. “I will eat you and all that bore you!”

      Throwing up my shields, I tried to cover any of the militia near me. “Get out of here and under cover now!”

      Pulling more power from the Earth itself, I fired everything I had at the living, breathing, big-as-a-house Dragon in front of me, to no effect.

      “Puny human. I was eating your kind when you could barely make fire!” the Dragon Lord howled.

      Pulling my guns, I aimed for his eyes and fired. Pulao roared and shook his head in pain.

      “What Magick is this?” Pulao winced in pain as the special ammunition pushed deeper into his body.

      My predecessor, Jack Dalton, created the ammo we used. At their core, the rounds were layers of Oak, Ash, and Thorn wood. Layers of depleted uranium and silver covered the wood. Each round’s hollow point was filled with specially created holy water. Based upon more than fifty years of experience in the field, they could take down anything but a Demon Lord. Those they would hurt, but not kill.

      The Dragons hadn’t ruled Earth since the Bronze Age and the Legion of the Damned in Otherworld didn’t have these. I’d checked.

      “Get closer. He cannot hit what he cannot see.” The voice I’d heard earlier whispered to me. I looked down at my bracelets, but it wasn’t them.

      Taking the stranger’s advice, I ran straight at the massive Dragon, ducking beneath his head. If he laid down suddenly, I might be crushed, so I tried to stay in the shadow of his wings.

      “Where are you, you insect? I will eat you and your whole family for this!” Pulao bellowed. He began to flap his wings, clearing the bodies around him.

      Pulling out my combat bowie knife, the only other weapon I possessed, I stabbed the dragon in his hind leg just below the knee. It was a lame attempt at hamstringing him.

      “Arrgh! I swear on the blood of my father I will kill you for this!” Pulao flung himself into the air, flapping his wings to gain altitude.

      “Agatha, what are we doing! If Unicorns were supposed to fly, Epona would have given us wings!” Fergus cried out from my pocket.

      When I stuck my knife into the Dragon’s knee, I’d hit bone and gotten the blade stuck. He’d almost crushed me as he jumped into the air, so I’d held on to the blade for dear life. Now it was all I could do to stay attached to the beast.
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      “I see you, insect!” the Dragon roared.

      Dragon skin wasn’t like snakeskin or even chainmail. It was more like the bricks on the side of your house. Rough, interlocking scales the size of your hand covered the body. Like a free climber, I was able to grip the leg in front of me and hold on.

      Carefully I began wiggling the bowie knife free. My weight, combined with the Dragon’s movements, enabled me to pull it loose with a sucking sound. “Hold on buddy, we’re going higher.”

      Stab, climb. Stab, climb. I did that for more than ten feet until I was just above the Dragon’s hip. My blade was topped with a grip like brass knuckles being made of silver it sank into the dragons body like butter having a negative effect on the beast.

      Looking over my shoulder and down I could see the valley off to one side and the Northern coast of Maine on the other.

      Gripping the knife with one hand again I readied the spell I used on Bethany. It was fire, but if I hit him in the eyes...it was worth a shot. Aiming just right, I launched one of the frozen fireballs at the Dragon’s head.

      Flame cascaded across the beast’s snout to no avail.

      “You throw fire at me? Silly creature.” The Dragon shot a burst of flame right back at me, making me dive forward, farther onto his back. “Now I have you right where I want you.”

      Another gout of flame sprayed towards me.

      Throwing up my shields, I deflected the fire off his back. A sudden roar threw me off balance as a pair of F-16 fighter jets shot over us, banking in two different directions.

      If the military was involved, I needed to get off this thing and down on the ground. I might be powerful, but I didn’t know how to fly yet. Calling down lightning, I aimed at the Dragon’s head over and over again.

      The massive Dragon shook his body and dodged to one side to avoid the electric energy. Stabbing my blade into a soft spot along the spine I held on for dear life.

      I didn’t know it, but the Dragon’s appearance had put fear into the American defense forces and the new President had ordered the Army to shoot it down.

      Gripping the knife tighter I pulled a gun out. Aiming, I started to shoot at the head again. Being closer helped. Almost every round hit him.

      We started downward in a huge circling arc. The fighter jets returned though, launching air-to-air missiles at us. Mentally I cast a full body shield and prayed to Nuada, the sky Goddess, that it would hold.

      Boom! Boom!

      The human weapons hit the Dragon, center body. They weren’t silver but the DU tipped weapons did penetrate the scales. With another roar the Dragon dived toward the ground.

      “Fergus, hold on!” I yelled as I jerked the knife loose, sending me sliding across a hundred feet of scaly back. The pistol in my left hand slid from my grip as I tried to stop. Scrambling for some kind of hold, I could feel my fingers break and my hands rip.

      “This is my time to shine! I can help!” Fergus jumped out of my pocket, horn extended, and tried to stab the Dragon.

      “No!” I screamed as he bounced off the scales and dropped over the side. “Fergus you need to Jump and you need to Jump now!”

      With all the strength left in my body, I wedged the knife into the hole left by the missiles. The silver blade skipped past the ragged edge of the wound embedding itself in the bloody meat. Blood poured from the wound, covering me in gore.

      Down went the Dragon like a falling stone.

      Squinting, I could barely see the coastline, but knew we were somewhere near the Canadian border. We hadn’t crossed it yet or there would be swarms of harpies and other flying paranormals attacking us. I made a small wish he’d land on shore. The ocean was far too cold this time of year for swimming.

      Splash! Into the ocean we went. I caught a glimpse of land as we crashed, but what land? Canada or America?
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        * * *

      

      “Was that a Dragon?” Madeline asked the others as a creature bigger than city hall flew over the town.

      One minute they’d been killing Zombies left and right, and then nothing. All of them, including the strange dino-things fell over suddenly.

      “Someone must have killed the Necromancer,” Amber remarked. “It’s supposed to be the only way to stop a Zombie horde.”

      A mostly naked Chuck ran toward the team. “Radio! I need a radio now!”

      Rob pulled out his cell phone instead. “Can you just call?”

      Grabbing the phone Chuck dialed Marcella’s house. “Where did the Dragon go?”

      “Who’s this guy?” Alex asked as he approached the small group.

      “Charles Winthrop the third. One of my people. He works for Agatha,” Madeline explained.

      “Where’s his clothes?” Beatrice asked as she gave Chuck a once over with her eyes. Making her eyebrows bounce she smiled at Betsy. “If this is the uniform of the day I might consider transferring to the Magical Division.”

      “Ladies,” Madeline commented. The Bs ignored her and continued to stare at the Werecat.

      A rumbling growl coupled with a very hot breath made both Bs freeze suddenly.

      “As I was saying, ladies, Chuck already has a companion.” Madeline motioned to the very large Sabertooth Tiger standing behind them. “You remember Catherine, don’t you?”

      Chuck started talking again almost yelling into the phone, “...I know it took off. Where. Did. It. Go?”

      Cat walked past the Bs, intentionally brushing past them as to almost knock them down. Finding where her clothes were at last, she began the change back to human.

      “Ok. What? We’re in the town square and we need to get there ASAP. I don’t know how she did it, but Agatha was on it when it took off. We need to find her!” Chuck yelled, gripping the cell phone so hard he crushed it. “Damn it!”

      Rob blinked a couple of times as he watched the phone shatter like a cheap toy in Chuck’s giant hand, but he didn’t say anything. He’d found it at the safe house, anyway. No great loss.

      “I need a car,” Chuck exclaimed. “And some pants.”

      “A shirt would be good as well. Maybe a tight one?” Betsy asked even as Beatrice punched her arm.
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        * * *

      

      Flying, swimming, and attacking all in the same battle wasn’t something I was used to doing. The moment the Dragon hit the water, I was thrown from his back. My personal shields are what saved me. The ballistic body armor Chuck had fitted me with almost dragged me down to the ocean’s depths. Slipping out of it with broken fingers was the real challenge.

      I felt like a wounded and drowned rat as I pulled myself to shore. We’d crashed near some small town. Fishing wasn’t my thing and I’d barely gone anywhere in Maine other than town, so nothing stuck out. There were houses and a church. A small lighthouse blinked out to sea. I could be anywhere. The Dragon hit water and several small watercraft when he’d crashed. I’d managed to swim to a spot near a large dock or pier.

      Whoosh! Whoosh!  The fighter jets swooped low, firing into the Dragon. Like before, the missiles blew holes into his hide.

      Hearing an unfamiliar whirring sound, I scanned the skies. A trio of attack helicopters hovered near the other coast of the small inlet.

      Trying to stand upright, I realized one of my legs might be broken. Using my good hand, I dragged myself closer to the cement pilings of the dock, hoping it would give me some sort of protection.

      All three choppers and the planes opened fire on the Dragon. If he wasn’t dead before, he would be really soon. Modern weapons were a definite deterrent to their kind. It made me wonder if we shouldn’t have just ignored the Gate and allowed the Government and military to take them out.

      I couldn’t just lie here. Fergus needed me, and Grams must be crazy with worry. Carefully I worked my way up the embankment toward the church. Surely they would have a phone I could use.

      Crawling and hopping I made it across the road to the front entrance of the church. A large sign read, “Cutler Methodist Church.” Cutler. It had to be the name of the town. At least once I found a phone I could tell Grams.

      I settled down near the concrete steps to rest. My head was killing me, and my vision was screwed up. A concussion was all I needed right now. There were sirens and flashing lights all over the place in the distance. It sounded like more military or police. My creds were in my other pants and I was in no shape to talk my way out of anything right now. Gripping the railing in front of me I tried to pull myself up the stairs. Who puts stairs on the front of a church, anyway?

      “Agatha Blackmore?” a voice asked me. Tipping my head back I could see a couple of really blurry men wearing dark clothing.

      “If you’re arresting me go ahead, but I think I need a doctor first,” I replied holding up my one good hand.

      “Your name is Agatha Blackmore then? The only daughter of Teegan Blackmore?” the voice asked me.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and then opened them, trying to see better. “Sure. But leave my mom out of this.”

      “Excellent. They will be ever so pleased,” the man replied.

      “What are you…” I felt a prick on my bad side and then blackness.
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        * * *

      

      In his Magickal state, Fergus was practically invulnerable and immortal but even he didn’t want to fall from a great height and go splat! Agatha’s order to Jump was all well and good but he either needed a good line of sight or a specific place or person to go directly to.

      “I’m not a leaf on the wind!” he screamed as his tiny body fell straight down. Thinking super hard of the only person who he could trust who wasn’t currently riding a Dragon, he made the biggest Jump in his life.

      Chuck, Cat, Alex, and Amber were practically flying down highway 191 in pursuit of Agatha and the Dragon when Fergus popped in.

      “Hey!” Fergus yelled when he suddenly appeared on the dashboard directly in front of Chuck.

      Driving the patrol car they’d found, Chuck had both lights and sirens screaming. Seeing Fergus, he slammed on the brakes, tossing the small unicorn forward onto the inside windshield with a splat!

      “Fergus! Where’s Agatha?” Chuck cried out as he moved the car off the road.

      “On the Dragon? I’m not sure. We were sliding and I sort of fell off. I think they crashed into the ocean,” Fergus replied.

      Amber scooted forward in her seat, staring at Fergus. She was totally fascinated by him. “Can you locate her like you did Chuck?”

      Fergus looked past Chuck at the others in the car. “Where’d you find these losers?”

      “Just answer the question,” Cat demanded.

      “Maybe. We were really high up and these airplanes showed up and started shooting at us. So as I fell I freaked out a bit. I’m not even sure how I Jumped to you. I can try,” he replied.

      Closing his eyes, Fergus searched for the connection he had with Agatha. It wasn’t a friend sort of thing but one of Magick and familiars. She was able to use his power as a backup battery and that left a trail he could use to track her down. In theory at least. Concentrating, he found a faint trail to the stinky Cat people that made him frown. Grandmother Blackmore had a small one and so did Minerva. But no Agatha. When the team had first formed, Agatha had given everyone a small amulet that allowed her to track them and tie the group together. He’d never taken it off. Using it he traced the spell.

      “She’s gone! I can’t feel her!” Fergus screamed at the others.

      “What do you mean by that? She’s not dead. I can still feel her as part of the Pack,” Cat exclaimed.

      Fergus Jumped to the rear of the car. “That’s what I mean. She still has the Magick reserve in me, but my connection is gone! I traced the amulet too. Nothing. She’s gone.”

      Chuck turned around in the seat to stare at his partner. “What do we do?”

      “Cutler has to be crawling with police and military by now, so we can’t search. Not dressed like this. Go back to Briarwood. No way the army didn’t trace the Dragon there, so we need to hurry,” Cat replied.

      “There’s no way she’s dead. I refuse to believe it,” Chuck replied. “What will we do without her?”

      
        
        Agatha Blackmore will return in Death Awaits!
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      What a rush!

      Draft of Dragons was such a thrill to write. I did something I never do for this one: allow you the reader to see full chapters early. At least up to chapter ten. Some secrets must be maintained, after all.

      A few different characters joined the book this time. If you’ve read the Arcane books you might recognize Team Theta. The same goes for Esta. She’s in the main series as well as Arcane, and she was in Darkness Revealed, the Camilla story.

      At one point, during the editing process, the comment was made that the story was many roads coming together. Which in part is true. The Federal Witch series as a whole got away from my original intent as the story slowly became more and more intricate. As I wrote this book, I started counting all the “loose” plot lines in the main series. Can you believe there were as many as twelve?

      There have been several overarching story arcs all along. Agatha’s development as a Witch, the Camilla issues, the town of Briarwood, and her relationship with the team. Add in government conspiracies and things get super complicated. In Child of Darkness much of what I’d been building into the storyline was revealed. But not all. Now you begin to see the start of a new/old story. Agatha’s true place in the world and what it all means. One road instead of twelve. Big changes are coming still in her life, and I cannot wait to write about them!

      This is a new publishing year for me. A really super busy one. I’ve set writing goals that are a bit crazy, even for me. There are at least seven new series in the works, four set inside the Federal Witch Universe. I plan to make a return to science fiction this year with something new. Mongo will finally get his own books as well. The Jack Dalton serial books are wrapping up soon, with only two more books to go. I plan to follow them with another series, but something lighter. And then there’s Wheel of the Year series. My wife, Heather Paul, wanted to start writing. So we’ve created the basis for an entirely new universe of books. Expect the first one midsummer.

      Heather recently did some editing and transcription for two books left to me by my Grandmother Paul. Those are up on Amazon under the name Miriam Paul. My late Aunt Jean Paul’s book is up as well. All three are products of my new publishing company, Great God Pan Publishing, Inc. So far, we’ve only done family books, but we expect to accept others soon.

      As always, I can be found on Facebook on either my own page, Author TS Paul or the Fans of the Federal Witch page. Look for me on Goodreads or drop me a line on my own tspaulbooks.com page. Thanks.
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