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     September 1: The Day of First Sun


    Cyril B. Stonewell waited patiently for the world to forget Princess Amelie Maxillian of Amborix, but it would take longer than the six weeks he allowed for memories to pass. Hundreds of stories had been written, pictures were posted to millions of websites; her life story could still be accessed as if she were still living. It was in part, due to the lack of closure. Though they knew who killed her, no one outside of Wizard Hall America or the Wizard Council of America knew the real reason why she was murdered. Most importantly, no one anywhere knew what Stonewall was planning to do.


    Stonewell dragged the heavy sack across the perfectly manicured lawn. He was surprised by a divot in the earth that caused the bag to bounce, waking the man stuffed inside.


    Even in a magical stupor, the man inside woke and grew restless, or possibly he was just scared. He tugged and clawed at the canvas sack. When he was unable to loosen the ropes that tied the bag closed, he kicked and flayed, then shrieked in terror when all else failed. Stonewell glanced at the sack, at the body that shook and squirmed. Stonewell was not a young or healthy man, and the work was making him tired. Rather than using his beloved magic, he issued a hard kick to the man’s kidney and squatted beside the dirty bag.


    “Keep this up, and I’ll kill you now,” Stonewell hissed. Though the man spoke only German, he understood the tone of Stonewell’s words. Now totally helpless inside the hot sack, the man stiffened into a tightly wound ball and let himself be dragged across the dew-covered lawn owned by the royal family of Amborix.


    With his destination in sight, Stonewell stopped again and panted in exhaustion; the bag was heavy, even as thin and malnourished that his victim was. It was too much exertion for Stonewell.


    But he couldn’t risk anyone discovering he was alive. Leaving any magical trace was dangerous. Though he loathed living without magic, he had remained alive and hidden without it.


    Stonewell yanked on the drawstring of the sack and hobbled his way toward the gravesite, where the royal family had buried their only daughter, far from the prying eyes of the world.


    With each labored step, the formerly high-ranking member of the Wizard Council grunted, sweat rolled down his cheeks. He wrapped the canvas handle around his hand, and took another step toward the large oak tree at the center of the open land.


    Voices carried in the wind.


    Panic filling his gut, Stonewell hobbled as quickly as he could toward the gravesite, where the grass hadn’t fully grown back. A moist patch of dark earth, smooth yet visible lay at his feet.


    Stonewell dropped the bag and wiped sweat from his forehead, leaving behind a streak of dirt. Exhausted, he leaned against the granite headstone.


    The voices grew closer, yet they were still off in the distance, traversing the large clearing. It would be a while before they found him.


    Not relishing the thought of being discovered, Stonewell glanced around the clearing, searching for the shadows of the security officers against their flashlights. When he saw none coming, he waved his palms across the first layer of loose dirt, pushing it to the side of the grave. He stopped for a moment and waited again, not just for the security guards but for the Wizard Guards. He expected they would arrive at any moment, assuming they were still looking for him. When no one came, he continued to remove heavy earth with swipes of his palms. It felt good to use magic.


    Reassured that he was alone, Stonewell removed several cubic feet of dirt. All the while, every sound in the darkness made him jump. He would stop and turn toward the sounds, anxious he’d run into the security team that patrolled the lands surrounding the royal residence—even worse, he feared the Wizard Guard.


    He continued to remove dirt from above the grave, heaving it onto a growing pile. He quickened his pace; he didn’t want to get caught messing with the grave.


    Streaks from flashlights illuminated the thick, dense trees that encircled the clearing. He could hear harsh German voices growing louder, stronger.


    Stonewell ducked behind the large oak tree as Amelie’s headstone lit up with streams of light.


    “There!” Footsteps sloshed across the wet grass, heading toward the grave, obviously tampered with—and toward the bag. He had forgotten the bag. In that moment, the man inside realized he was nearly free and began shouting.


    Stonewell tossed a spell around the thick tree trunk, swiping his palm in the direction of two security guards, just before they reached the mysterious bag. Little did they know it contained a half drugged homeless man.


    “Help me!” the man shouted, just as the team of security officers was hit by Stonewell’s jinxes. Both men stopped mid step, their faces frozen in confusion, their arms up and wide.


    Poking his head around the tree trunk, Stonewell surveyed the landscape. There were no other security team members in the vicinity. The only noise came from the man in the bag, who was squirming and calling for help.


    Stonewell’s first order was a swift kick to the bag; he heard a crack in the man’s ribs. “They’re gone. You won’t be saved,” Stonewell sneered and returned to removing the dirt in the grave.


    His back hurt. It had been years since the rotund man had completed any form of exercise. And yet he continued for three hours, until he finally saw the cement tomb at the bottom of the hole. He wiped sweat and dirt from his face, using the sleeve of his expensive suit, which was already covered in mud. He bent over and stretched his back while he wiped away loose dirt from the coffin cover, revealing the bronze plaque on the cement lid. The humble sentiment simply read, Amelie Victoria Maxillian, Rest in Peace.


    Stonewell stood next to the hole. Beside him, the victim sensed his time was drawing to a close. He struggled against the binding that held him inside the bag. He screamed, swore, punched at the bag, but he was no match for all the sticking spells and other magical jinxes used to prevent his escape.


    While he continued to panic, Stonewell threw a jinx at the moving mass, immobilizing him.


    Exhausted and running out of time, Stonewell stood at the edge of the hole, held his palms upward, and raised the heavy cement lid, floating it up through the grave and setting it on a clear patch of grass. Shining a light inside, he examined the coffin—still polished, nearly pristine—it lay untouched by air or time. He jumped down, and touched the coffin; adrenaline coursed through him as he raised the lid, unsure of what he’d find.


    The silk lining was ripped to shreds and covered in streaks of blood.


    The newly risen vampire lay still, wrapped in an emerald green dress with a crystal bodice, covered in blood. Stonewell started when he looked in her angry black eyes. Having been in complete darkness for so long, she blinked rapidly as she gained use of her vampire vision.


    “What took so long?” she sneered.


    “I know, love. It couldn’t be helped.” He smiled and reached for her hand, but the agile young vampire rejected his assistance. Using her taught, strong muscles, she bent her legs beneath her and pushed herself up without difficulty. Towering over him, she pushed him aside and leaped from the grave.


    Stonewell hoisted himself from the hole, slipping in the wet earth and landing in the coffin. Amelie sneered. Rather than watch him struggle to free himself, she paced her gravesite. Impatiently, Stonewell teleported to the grass, bent over and sucked in a deep breath.


    “I’m famished,” Amelie cooed through purple, pouted lips. Her hair fell wild around her face; her dress slipped from her shoulder. She licked her raw and bloody fingertips, the result of scratching away her coffin lining as she tried to escape. She groaned in delight.


    “I’ve brought your first blood, Your Highness.” He bowed low to the princess as he showed her the bag with the victim squirming inside.


    “Don’t call me that!” she shouted. Her voice rolled through the trees.


    “Yes. Amelie. Here. Here’s the food I promised.”


    Stonewell, once a high official of the Wizard Council, now succumbed to being Amelie’s slave as he untied the strings that held her first victim inside.


    As a young vampire she knew nothing about the art of the sensual kill. She pounced on her prey, ripped opened the bag, and held the victim to the wet grass. She sniffed him and licked his tender neck. He struggled against her vampire strength; she held him tighter, bound his hands behind his back in one of her delicate hands and pulled his neck backward, giving her room to sink her fangs into the artery. Warm blood passed her lips, and she sucked deeply. Her first taste of blood was all she needed to understand the ecstasy in that moment. A slow groan of pleasure escaped her as she writhed against her first victim. As he was drained of life, he no longer struggled against her grasp, so she loosened her hold on him until he finally went limp.


    She held him in her arms until there was nothing left inside of him and pulled her sharp teeth from his neck. Amelie licked the last drops of blood from his neck, licked her lips of whatever she hadn’t sucked and then tossed the corpse to the ground. She stepped over him, sashaying to the man who saved her from her confines.


    “My master,” the vampire cooed. She smiled coyly, averting her eyes from his lecherous stare.


    The princess is happy!


    Stonewell smirked to himself as he reached for her hand. He shivered at the icy chill that emanated from her skin.


    “Did they notice, my dear?”


    Amelie shrugged. “I have no idea what happened to me after I died,” she hissed.


    It’s unlikely they found the vampire tracks beneath that thick, golden hair at the back of her head.


    “They did a fine job. Fine job, indeed.” Stonewell glanced at the mess he created, reached down for the dead homeless man and pulled him toward the coffin. He was still very heavy.


    “I’m so hungry,” Amelie whined. She pressed her lithe body against him.


    “I need to clean up this mess. We can’t give anyone a reason to investigate this grave. They will know you aren’t here,” he said as he dumped the body inside the coffin.


    “Now,” Amelie said as her breasts and hips curved against him. Heat rushed through him as her every touch aroused him; even the cold chill from her skin felt alive.


    “I will find you someone to eat. Now let me finish,” he ordered and lowered the coffin lid on the dead man.


    “Now!” she screamed.


    Amelie grabbed Stonewell’s wrist and twirled him around to face her. Confusion and fear lined his face.


    “Now, my dear. I’ll fetch you someone new. Le-let’s go. We’ll go, now,” he muttered as he glanced at the frozen security team feet from where Amelie held his wrist.


    But Amelie was no longer interested in the man who freed her from her prison. Pulling him to her like a rag doll, she yanked on his chin, pulling his head back and exposing his neck. No longer able to wait for the taste of iron, she sank her fangs deep into his neck and let the blood flow.


    He cried out. “No! My love, no!”


    Stonewell struggled as all victims did when they realized they were about to die. She felt the life slip from him as his muscles went slack and the light faded from his eyes. Cyril B. Stonewell’s body slumped against Amelie as she sucked from him all that he had.


     


    Six Months Later


    Annie gladly stayed in bed past eight in the morning; when she woke, the sun was bursting through the curtains, blinding her. She blinked and took a deep breath. The pain of the last few weeks, of several misfortunes on the job, slowly faded away.


    Beside her, Cham slept peacefully. His injuries had been far worse.


    Sleep faded away as the sun rose higher and her bedroom grew lighter. She sat up and gained her bearings. Freshly laundered clothes lay in neat piles near her bed.


    Leave it to Zola to clean when she’s ill.


    Annie grimaced. Even her Aloja fairy, protector of women and children wasn’t safe and had been kidnapped as a way to get to Annie. The fall of the Black Market affected every one of them. She could still see the dead when she closed her eyes.


    All those people.


    Cham was unaffected by her movements as she climbed out of bed and followed warm, wafting smells of food cooking.


    She wasn’t surprised to find Zola busy in the kitchen.


    “Why aren’t you resting?” Annie asked, wrapping her own weak, tired arms around her friend.


    “Why aren’t you sleeping?” Zola turned and this time gave Annie a warm, motherly hug.


    “I’m done sleeping. The food smells good.” Annie helped herself to eggs and toast and carried them to the den.


    “Go rest!” she called as she let the sofa envelope her.


    “After you and Cham are cared for.” Zola began in the den, rearranging piles of folders and notes, picking up Annie’s work from her last case, the one that changed the makeup of the wizarding world. Annie couldn’t even begin to understand the consequences of losing the Black Market. Not yet.


    As she took a bite, she watched Zola work. The fairy grew restless with Annie staring at her.


    “I need to stay busy. It’s when I’m alone I remember,” Zola said as she picked up a pile of folders labeled with Wizard Hall stickers.


    “Wait. Can I see those?” Annie held out her hand. It was Zola’s turn to look at her with edge.


    “You need to rest too.” Zola ordered. Her wings, which had been broken when she was kidnapped, hung loosely behind her, sad and shapeless. She sighed and handed Annie the folders. “No work,” Zola said and straightened a pile of folders on top of her laptop.


    Annie lay her plate on the ottoman and opened the first of four folders she found in the Wizard Hall records chamber. It was her father’s last case.


    He met the Fraternitatem.


    Her mind raced with thoughts of her dad—the last week of his life, the last day she saw him, what his last hours must have been like at the hands of the Fraternitatem. She knew they were responsible.


    But why?


    The question brought her back to the missing fourth file, which hadn’t been in the records chambers. Ryan suggested it might be hidden in the house.


    I need to find that file!


    Her hands had been tied at the conclusion of her last case, when the Fraternitatem was set free for the sake of the magical world. And though their crime started the dominoes that led to the end of the Black Market, Annie wouldn’t be able to let it go. She didn’t trust them and believed that at some point in the future, they would come back to haunt them.


    So where would Dad hide a file?


    Annie glanced around her small den. She had checked her bedroom, her closets, the guest room, the garage.


    The basement probably?


    Feeling a cold chill blowing in from the large sliding door, she summoned a hoodie and zipped it to her chin before heading to her basement.


    In all the years she lived in the house as an adult, the basement was the one room she hadn’t tackled. It was as messy and disorganized as it had been when she was a kid, crowded with junk and boxes filled with stuff belonging to her sister Samantha or to her father. They were small hills and mounds of a life well lived.


    I’ll check those later.


    Annie surveyed the packed room—the cement walls, the return air vents, the laundry room at the far end—and chose to start with the obvious: the utility room.


    It was a long, thin room along the back wall of the basement, completely unfinished. It housed the washer and dryer, water heater, furnace and air conditioner.


    The light illuminated a dull and dingy room. There were only a few places the room could hide a box, places Annie and Samantha would have missed any time they did their laundry. She glanced behind the heater and furnace, then behind the washer and dryer. Knowing it wouldn’t be so easy, she began to thump the walls, assessing the thumping for voids in the wall.


    He didn’t hide it here.


    Her attention was drawn to the metal chair leaning against the wall. Still attached to the leg was the iron shackle that had trapped Zola before she was abducted and taken to the Black Market.


    Why did the clean-up team leave that here?


    Annie picked up the shackle, which was still covered in Zola’s blood and hair. She summoned an evidence bag and secured it, though it didn’t much matter; the man who tortured Zola was dead.


    Sighing softly, she stepped back into the main basement. Her eyes scanned the walls, the floor.


    What was here when Dad was alive?


    It felt so long ago, and Annie grew weary and tired from her injuries. Rather than tackling the boxes, she headed for the stairs, stopping short at the sight of the crawl space door at the floor.


    Would he hide it in such an obvious location?


    Annie had never been in the crawl space, let alone seen what was stored inside, if there was anything at all. The thought of the bugs and rodents creeped her out.


    Sitting on the cold floor, Annie pushed against the panel that should have slid open easily. It was stuck and swiping her palm across the opening did little to dislodge the flimsy door.


    Annie summoned a crystal and held it at the door, maneuvering it across the panel, top to bottom. The rock glowed white and gray, an aged light.


    The magic in the crystal read as old.


    Eight years old maybe?


    “Hey.” Cham rubbed his eyes of the last bits of sleep as he climbed down the staircase. “Whatcha doing?”


    “I think I found a hiding spot.” She handed him her crystal so he could read the magic.


    Cham looked at the crystal quizzically. “Uh… that’s a really simple spell,” he noted.


    Maybe Dad assumed no one would ever look here.


    “You really think it’s as easy as that?” Annie asked. It surprised her how simple a spell her father used.


    “Yeah. I do.”


    The doorbell rang. Annie and Cham glanced at each other.


    “I’ll get it. You open,” he offered and headed upstairs.


    Annie scooted closer to the crawl space door, casting a reversal spell against the thin panel. It creaked and popped and slid open with an easy touch.


    “Really, Dad?” Annie murmured. With her flashlight burning, she stuck her head inside the space. Musty, dusty scents wafted to her: the dirt floor, the cobwebs, a possible nest in the corner. She shuddered as the light roamed the small space stopping on the box in the corner.


    Is that…


    The box had been there for years, covered in dust and water stains. She backed away, not wanting to crawl through the bugs, snakes, or mice that might be living in here.


    Duh?


    Annie summoned the box, the same brand that stored the printer paper at Wizard Hall. It easily floated to her. She laid it on the cement beside her, almost frightened to see what was inside.


    “You got an unmarked package,” Cham said, handing her an envelope addressed to Annie Pearce with no return address.


    She glanced at the barely legible scribbled handwriting and felt the package, which was light and pliable.


    “Odd. But look,” she announced proudly, showing him the box.


    “So Jason did hide the file. You okay to look inside?”


    I wonder if I am?


    Ryan had given Annie his full support to investigate her father’s case. She lifted the box and floated it beside her as she walked up the stairs with her unmarked package.


    “I don’t recognize the handwriting,” Annie said as she tossed the package on the table beside the box. She moved her crystal over the mystery package. The rock didn’t glow.


    Annie squished the package between her fingers.


    Paper?


    She held the mail to the light, but the envelope was thick and opaque, offering her no clue as to the contents. Curious, she ripped open the seal and peered inside.


    Well, that’s not what I expected, she thought as she slipped the contents on the table.


    “It’s… what the hell, this is a French newspaper.”


    The paper was well read, and folded with purpose, revealing a black and white picture attached to the article. The red ink circling a head was hard to ignore.


    Annie summoned a magnifying glass and examined the picture as Cham looked on from over her shoulder.


    That face!


    “Oh crap,” she exclaimed as she held the glass and stared into the picture.


    “That can’t be.”


    They stared at a picture of Princess Amelie, alive and walking among a crowd.

  


  
     Chapter 1


    The sun kissed the eastern horizon as the day slowly crept awake. For the creatures who ruled the night, this was a languid final moment of freedom, packed with vigor, fury, or the last sensual kill before being forced inside away from the killer sun.


    As the sun moved across the sky, the landscape rolled from the orange of sunrise to the purple of sunset. As beautiful as these moments in time could be, they were deadly for the vampires who didn’t retreat in time.


    Smug and brash, the young vampire, formerly known as Princess Amelie of Amborix, laughed at the sun, dared it to touch her arm as she lunged inside the main foyer of the abandoned mansion owned by the remaining Van Alton family of France.


    Every morning she waited just a minute longer before running for the door, allowing the sun to kiss her skin, playing a perverted game of chicken. So far the princess was winning.


    Glistening streaks of orange light crossed the steps to the house and hit the edge of the door. Amelie watched the sun rise a little higher, touching the tip of her expensive leather boots. The sun’s heat and light inched its way up her leg, but Amelie remained stony and defiant. The morning ticked away.


    The empty mansion protecting her stood still, no longer beautiful or even clean. It had lost its grandeur long ago and now sat covered in thick dust, smelling of mold and age, its furniture and window coverings a reminder of what had been. And yet it remained, long after its former occupants had gone, its new purpose to protect the vampire from her only nemesis: the sun.


    Amelie still stared at the sun and felt the warmth at her knees, still taunting the sun to cause her damage or even kill her. She gripped the door handle, smooth and loose in her strong grip.


    The house groaned awake as the only human occupant busied himself with whatever it was that he was doing. His fear and adrenaline wafted to her, intoxicating her.


    Time meant nothing to Amelie anymore; there was no need to sleep or eat in the traditional sense. It left her endless minutes and hours to do as she pleased as long as she hid from the sun.


    She could simply enjoy the sun as it covered the once grand turnabout in front of the house, as it crawled up her taut body, teasing her, taunting her with her vampire death. Warmth and light were so near to her now; she could almost feel them kissing her cold skin. She glanced down and looked at the light covering her thighs. It touched her finger tips, which tingled as her blood reacted to the sun light, the deathly start of a vampire’s final death. And yet Amelie couldn’t move from the spot. The new vampire was fascinated by her body and what she could and what she could no longer be.


    When her fingers began to smoke, Amelie pulled away, no longer interested in mocking the sun. She stepped inside, sneered at the sun and slammed the door shut.


    With hours to kill, Amelie headed inside with her fingers inside her mouth to cool the burning tips.


    She hadn’t asked to be a vampire. Prior to being turned, she’d never had any idea that the world of magic existed. Looking back on the period of time just before she died, she realized just how much her former boyfriend Jordan Wellington had hidden from her. The medicines he carried with him, the medallion he wore around his neck.


    Damn him!


    And yet if she really thought of what that single moment in time when it all changed—when they stole that orb together, causing the men to come after her—Amelie really couldn’t lay blame on Jordan for her death and rebirth. Because she knew that if she had never met him, never traipsed across the United States with him, she would still be alive as it were, trapped in a world bound by duty and honor that stifled and trapped her. Ironically, her death set her free.


    The scent of fear led her to a cozy den in the back corner of the mansion where she took a seat on a sofa aged by the sun and years. The corners were worn through, and padding and fuzz lay in a pile beneath her feet. Like everything else in the mansion, it had been left to rot. The remaining Van Alton family had little interest in doing anything with the place. It is why Louis brought her here, to this place abandoned on the outskirts of town.


    As perfect as this location was for Amelie’s needs, their time here was nearing its logical conclusion. Once enough dead bodies were discovered in this area, fingers would point to the new couple who had been seen around town, to the exotic girl that no one had recognized but many were wary of.


    Three weeks in any location was her maximum amount of time. They were nearing that quickly.


    Vampires, demons who infested their hosts and took over the souls, were merely a shell of the human they once were. They would remember their past life but they would live differently as things and clothes and money meant nothing in their new reality; the only thing a vampire needed was blood. Amelie, however, would remain a princess in need of houses, clothes, the finest things. It was a strong need, so she required help and thought to find the man who once loved her.


    The stench of his fear made her smile.


    Amelie glanced at her phone, read the message quickly, and grimaced, tucking it back inside her pocket. She was here now and not leaving again for the time being, stuck inside with the one who cowered in the dark shadows, as if that could hide him from her.


    Amelie lounged against the stale, smoke-covered silk sofa and closed her eyes, not for sleep but to keep her eyes from tricking her into seeing something that wasn’t there. A mouse scampered across the wooden floors, its nails clicking and cracking. It headed toward the kitchen, which was empty of food. The house creaked and groaned as cool spring breezes battered the aging building. A loose shutter banged against peeling stucco.


    She readjusted her position on the sofa; human footsteps shuffled against the cold stone floor, hesitant and fearful. She scoffed as a short, stout form cautiously entered the room.


    “Where have you been?” Amelie mocked. Louis Van Alton, her childhood friend, shuddered at the iciness.


    “I… I was closing up the… the… the house for your return,” he stammered.


    Amelie stretched her legs across the sofa and laid her head against the worn, lumpy armrest.


    “You were… were… were… closing up the house. You were supposed to tell me where we are going next. The townspeople are getting too inquisitive. You know I can’t stay here any longer.”


    Louis squeaked. Without electricity, without the internet he would have to return to the small village in hopes of finding a computer. He couldn’t remember all of his family homes—where they were and who was living where—and he felt as though he were running out of places to take the princess. He rested himself against the wall, his knees beginning to knock against each other.


    Louis Van Alton knew what Amelie was. She had told him a sad tale to gain his trust when she first came to him. Her charms were enough to make him give up what little he had left. She had been his friend since childhood; he knew and loved her. But now, all he felt was abject fear and loathing.


    “I… I only have your best interests at heart, princess.” He bowed so deeply, he nearly toppled forward. Amelie threw the nearest object within her reach, a large porcelain vase. It sailed through the air, missing Louis’s head by centimeters, and crashed into the cracked plaster wall, shattering to dust.


    “Don’t ever call me that again!” she screamed.


    As quickly as her anger exploded, it was replaced by a high, throaty laugh. “Clean that up, will you, dear?” Her sweet, kind voice indicated nothing of what just happened.


    She stretched her arms above her head. Her breasts heaved and rose upwards as she took pleasure in recalling the night’s kill. Her heightened senses brought the night back from her memory as if she were still in the ball room with the music playing and the champagne flowing. Her victim had been a beautiful man who only felt fear in the moment of his death. She cringed as Louis got to his knees to clear her mess.


    *


    The box from the basement had been left on the table in the kitchen, a pile of papers beside it, hiding what Annie didn’t want to reveal. Periodically, as friends and family came to visit that day, she’d glance over quickly, reminded of what waited for her in her future. Janie and Dave were the lone visitors staying most of the day.


    “We should go. They’re exhausted.” Janie Parker proclaimed as she cleared a pile of plates.


    “I’m fine,” Annie protested and switched spots on the couch. She hadn’t forgotten the newspaper article or the fact that her single biggest case was coming back to bite her in the ass. It was at the forefront of her thoughts, but she didn’t want her friends since childhood to know how concerned she was.


    “You’re nodding off.” Dave Smith chuckled and headed over to help Janie with the dinner dishes. Annie glanced at Cham. His eyes fluttered open.


    “You sure you don’t want to tell them about Amelie?” Cham whispered.


    “Why worry them? They’ll know tomorrow when I’m back at the office.”


    “You can’t protect them from everything that happens,” Cham reminded her.


    “No work tonight. Just normal,” she said and pulled her arm around Cham’s belly. She lay her head on his shoulder. Sometimes she could hear rattling in his lungs. Mostly he was nearly healed from his experience being trapped in elf dormitory when the Black Market fell. She shuddered; he wrapped his arm around her.


    “See, you’re about to fall asleep,” Janie quipped. “We can go.”


    “Just sit. We’ve been trapped in the house, and we’re going bonkers. Just stay and watch the movie,” Annie said.


    “Here then, if you insist.” Dave handed them a large bowl of popcorn. Annie’s mouth watered.


    “You sure you’re okay?” Dave asked, snuggling into the chair beside her.


    “Yeah. Stop asking.” She threw a piece of popcorn. Dave opened his mouth in time and crunched the kernel.


    Somewhere in the middle of the movie, just when the twist was revealed, Annie got up, and headed to the kitchen. She had hidden the envelope under a pile of papers, keeping it away from her friends. For just one more night, they didn’t have to worry about the fate of the magical community.


    It’s exhausting hiding the truth.


    She took out the envelope and stared at her name, her address, the postmark from France.


    Who sent this?


    So engrossed in her thoughts, she hadn’t heard the footstep coming to the kitchen. “You okay?” Janie’s soft voice startled her.


    “I’m fine.” Annie shoved the envelope back under the pile of papers.


    “I’ve known you since we were three. I know when you’re lying. What’s up?” Janie didn’t wait for an answer and pulled on the pile of papers.


    “Don’t touch it. It’s evidence,” Annie said. She reached out and held Janie’s hand. “I didn’t want to say anything tonight. I just wanted normal. You know?”


    “Tell me,” Janie pleaded.


    “I received a package earlier today. I don’t know who sent it. Only that it was sent by someone in France.”


    Janie looked at the pile of papers. “What was it?”


    “A French newspaper. A picture of Princess Amelie at the center.” It was Annie’s turn to glance at her friend. If Janie were frightened or worried, she didn’t let it show across her smooth, clear face.


    Annie took out the envelope, holding it with a tissue and pulled out the article. Janie stared at the picture. “It could be a stock photo. It could’ve been taken years ago,” Janie said with purpose.


    “You don’t know that,” Annie said. She shoved the paper back inside the envelope and placed it back under the pile.


    “You don’t know it isn’t. Send someone to look and don’t worry.”


    “I can’t do that,” Annie murmured.


    “You’re supposed to be healing. Your arm, remember?”


    Annie took a deep breath. Her arm still pinched, but she hadn’t needed more rest. She didn’t want tonight to be anything other than time with friends.


    “You’re right. Let’s finish the movie.” She let Janie interlock their arms and lead her to the family room. She was no longer tired, only achy and concerned for what she would find when she went to France.

  


  
     Chapter 2


    Annie tossed a rubber ball in the air and twisted her wrist, watching the clear ball spin and dance at her magical command. Bits of glitter at the center of the ball sparkled under the artificial office light.


    She took a deep breath but coughed from the effort. Her lungs still burned from the fire at the Black Market only days ago.


    She tossed the ball again, merely an exercise in finding her focus as she worked to get a handle on this newest problem.


    Where the hell did this ball even come from? she thought, then sighed. How the cheap rubber ball came into her possession didn’t matter. It was there and doing nothing to help.


    Again, she flicked her finger and changed the direction the ball spun. It wobbled as it whirled five feet above her head, until she thought back to the French newspaper.


    Annie glanced quickly at the article open across her desk, long enough for the ball to plummet to down. The rubber bounced several times on the hard surface before flying onto the floor and rolling under the bookshelves stacked in the corner.


    Oh, well!


    Since receiving the article, Annie had magically translated the French and read and reread the story about a peace march held in Paris, France, only a week ago. Though the article didn’t raise any flags, speak of the princess at all, or offer Annie clues as to who sent the newspaper, the message was clear. Princess Amelie of Amborix was alive and walking around as a vampire.


    Who wants me to know this?


    She stared at the incredibly crisp and clean black-and-white photo; a reader could easily make out several faces in the crowd. And Amelie’s face was clearly visible, circled in red ink.


    She dyed her hair.


    For Annie, the change in color hid the princess just enough to pass quick glances, but upon really looking at her face, Annie was surprised no one else took notice.


    Or had they and we didn’t notice? We’ve done that before.


    She scribbled a note on the pad of paper as a reminder to have Bucky Hart, the Wizard Hall computer guru, search the internet for anything they could have missed. After underlining the directive several time, Annie returned her attention to the picture. She knew without a doubt it was Princess Amelie among the crowd, wearing a sneer across pouty, perfect lips—and those eyes. They were the darkest, blackest most inhuman eyes she had ever seen.


    Not even Sturtagaard ever looked so angry.


    The unmarked package had arrived at her house only yesterday, devoid of an explanation note and return address.


    Annie’s personal life had been, up until recently, separate and safe from her job. But after the reporter Rebekah Stoner had stalked her for months believing she was a witch, and after Gladden Worchester broke into her home looking for the magical Ring of Solomon, Annie had taken extra precautions to be safe.


    This, she knew, had to have come from someone who knew her and knew where she lived.


    So who do I know in France who wants me to see this?


    And that’s all Annie knew for certain. The envelope arrived through the United States Postal Service by way of Paris, France; the postal code was visible in the upper right corner of the envelope.


    After testing the envelope and the newspaper for hidden potions, powders, fingerprints, or residues, Annie wondered if it had been a magical creature, which had no fingerprints.


    But what magical creature knew her, knew where she lived, and knew her connection to the princess? Bitherby and Huxley still lived at Windermere School of Witchcraft, and neither was around for the princess’s murder.


    Their friends?


    She quickly decided that wasn’t the path to investigate. At a loss, she leaned back in her chair and felt the tenderness in her left shoulder, her injuries from the last hours of the fall of the Black Market.


    I should go home and rest.


    She had left Cham at home to tend to his own injuries and came to Wizard Hall to deal with what could potentially be huge fallout. It left her exhausted with an uneasy feeling she couldn’t put a finger on.


    Annie pushed the newspaper to the side, left her standard office chair, and sat in one of the big, comfy club chairs opposite her desk. She curled against the high back and folded her legs under herself. The chairs and the red walls of her cubicle were meant to comfort Annie. Even the many pictures of friends and family she stored on the bookshelf and the credenza behind her desk should have relaxed her. Today, though, the anxiety sat in the back of her head, and her office was just an office. She summoned the newspaper.


    Who sent this?


    She ran a finger across the opening of the envelope. It had been thoroughly taped, not licked. Someone had carefully assembled the package to reach her without leaving any evidence behind.


    “Is that it?” Annie jumped when her Wizard Guard partner, Spencer Ray, appeared in her cubicle. She hadn’t heard his footsteps or his familiar gait as he made his way down their hallway. He entered without an invitation and sat in the second chair beside her, crossing long, thin legs in pressed blue jeans. His pant leg rose, revealing very funky socks which Annie thought looked like Van Gogh’s Starry Night. She chuckled quietly.


    “Yeah,” she answered, handing him the envelope. She watched him as he read each word, as he absently ran his fingers through his neatly manicured head of highlighted hair. After scrutinizing the picture, he summoned a magnifying glass for a clearer view of Amelie’s face. Even with the wig or newly dyed black hair and heavy makeup it was obvious to each of them, this was the Princess.


    He continued reviewing the magazine article, moving the glass up and down, observing every centimeter of the paper. He finally stopped, moved the paper closer to his eyes and stared again.


    “So, who wants you to know she’s still alive?” Spencer asked and handed her the article.


    “That’s the question,” Annie said. “Someone who knows magic, who was close to the investigation and knows me.” She slid the article back into the packaging and shoved the envelope into a folder, starting a new case.


    “What about Jack?”


    What about Jack?


    Spencer was referring to FBI Special Agent Jack Ramsey, who had called them in to work the Princess Amelie case eight months ago. Jack had also alerted them to the John Doe murder outside the now-extinct Black Market just weeks prior.


    “No. I don’t think Jack would have sent the article. He’d call, scream, yell. Besides, he just got back from Hawaii. Not France,” Annie said.


    He would definitely call me if he saw Amelie alive and walking around.


    “What about Stonewell?”


    Annie grimaced as she thought of Cyril B. Stonewell, the mastermind behind the attempted coup of the Wizard Council eight months ago. Princess Amelie Maxillian and her boyfriend, Jordan Wellington, had stolen an integral part of his plan, the ancient glass sphere called the Orb of Eridu. So Stonewall had his henchman Wolfgange Rathbone murder the ill-fated pair. Stonewell had hoped to use the artifact to create a zombie army allowing him to overtake and control the Wizard Council. Unfortunately for Stonewell, his two-decade quest for power hadn’t ended as planned, as he had been missing without a trace for the last eight months.


    “Okay. So Stonewell escapes the case against him in the U.S., runs all over Europe, and happens across Amelie. Why would he want us to know she’s alive?” Annie asked.


    Spencer sat back in the chair, glanced at Annie and chuckled. “Maybe he had her turned and she’s too much trouble for him. He contacts you to dispose of the vampire. Keeps his hands clean and yet he does the right thing?”


    Annie grimaced and shook her head.


    “Yeah. It’s more his style to not tell us and let it become a huge problem. You have to admit, if this gets out, he can race in and solve the problem. Look like the hero. You know, save the wizarding world. Scratch him off the list,” Spencer said.


    Annie had run through the list of all involved in the Princess Amelie murder investigation, starting with Rebekah Stoner, the former Channel Five News Reporter and Annie’s former stalker. It was the reporter’s nature to hold onto an idea like a pit bull and not let go. Including all things Amelie. However, the reporter recently had her memory modified because she had come too close to knowing more about magic than she ever could have guessed. At this point, Rebekah Stoner wasn’t remembering much of anything about magic, Annie, or Amelie.


    Annie summoned the rubber ball and tossed it in the air. It flew high before falling to earth. She reached up with her good arm and caught it.


    “Does that help?” Spencer asked.


    “Only to keep my hands busy.” She tossed the ball again. It dropped back to her hand with a loud slap. “Rebekah has no memory, Jack wasn’t in France, and Sarconis was staked.” The ball flew in the air again.


    “Rathbone?” Spencer asked and summoned the ball from the air. Annie frowned and watched him toss it in the air. His fingers directed the ball as it turned curlicues above their heads.


    Before Rathbone was arrested, his magical powers had been stripped. Jack arrested a bruised and battered wizard and threw him into a nonmagical prison where he would rot for the rest of his life.


    Would Rathbone do this? How would he?


    Knowing Amelie was still alive, especially as a vampire, would give Rathbone an advantage.


    “Well. I guess he could blackmail us with this. Use the information to get out of prison. I think he’d want me to know it was him sending the article, though,” Annie said.


    “Can you have Jack check with the prison and see if Rathbone gets any mail from France, or who his contacts are?” Spencer asked.


    Annie stole the ball back and tossed it in the air. It bounced against the ceiling, knocking a tile loose, before bouncing back to her desk and rolling through her cubicle.


    “I need to call Jack anyway and let him know about this tiny little problem. I’ll ask him to look at the prison visitor logs, and phone records. If it was Rathbone, he would definitely have needed help with this.” She sighed and tossed the ball into her drawer for another day of careful thought before she dialed Jack.


    He’s going to be pissed.


    As the phone rang, Annie mentally ran through just what she would say to Jack in a voicemail. She wasn’t sure which she would rather do, leave the message or speak with him directly. It didn’t matter when he finally answered the call.


    “Hello?” Jack asked tentatively.


    “Hey Jack…” she took a breath. “It’s Annie,” she said. He blew out air as if he had been holding his breath.


    The silence between them was deafening.


    But he has to know.


    “Hi, Annie. I was going to call you this week. How are you? Feeling okay? Cham okay?”


    The lilt in his voice was forced, and he laughed nervously.


    He doesn’t want to hear from me. He won’t want this news.


    “I shouldn’t be so apprehensive to talk to you. But when we do it’s always bad news,” he attempted to joke, but both of them knew it was true.


    FBI Special Agent Jack Ramsey had fallen into the world of magic quite by accident, having worked on the same case as Annie. Though he hadn’t realized it at the time, there were supernatural forces that controlled the evidence and the course of the case.


    Once known, the knowledge of magic could not be unknown without a powerful magical spell, and the Wizard Guard had decided Jack’s knowing would only benefit them. He had assisted in the last hours of the Black Market, rescuing victims of the fallout, and he was the only nonmagical to ever set foot inside the market, or even enter Wizard Hall. Annie believed he hated that distinction.


    “I’m good. Thanks. And Cham, he’s healing,” Annie said, glancing at Spencer. Her partner offered a smile, which did little to ease Annie’s uncertainty. She took a deep breath and shuddered at the burning sensation. “I have something I need to tell you. Something that… well, could potentially be bad.”


    Worse than what he’s already seen?


    “Okay. We really need to get off of this pattern we’re in.” Jack’s attempted joke fell flat. He cleared his throat and said, “So what’s so problematic?”


    “We think that Princess Amelie may not have actually died. She may have been turned. As in a vampire,” Annie said as her fingers grazed the package. She gave Jack time to formulate his thoughts and respond. Had she told him in person, she would have seen his face blanche and fall ghostly white.


    “Damn. Damn,” Jack mumbled as if trying to refrain from saying what was really on in mind. “I… I’m not sure what to say.” Even through the phone, Jack’s heavy footsteps pounded in her ear. “How? Why? Are you sure? Did she kill someone?” With each word, his voice grew higher. His stress was palpable.


    “We don’t know how many she’s murdered. What we do know is she or someone who looks a lot like her was spotted in France as of last week.” Annie continued by telling him about the unmarked package, the list of suspects who might have sent the article.


    “I remember you checked for vampire marks. How did you miss that?” he inquired.


    He blames me!


    “I did check for vampire tracks. Her wrists, neck, ankles. There weren’t any. The only think I can’t think is that the vampire that killed her must have bit her under her hair.” Annie was defending herself, but even to her it felt as though she was making an excuse for her mistake.


    “So you’re not sure it’s really her?” he asked cautiously.


    “I have a picture in a newspaper and no identity of the sender. It’s… well. We’ll need to verify whether or not it’s her.”


    Jack must have stopped pacing and returned to his desk chair; it squeaked as he sat down. “So who would send you an unmarked package? Who benefits from telling you Amelie is alive, besides… besides Wolfgange Rathbone?” he asked incredulously.


    “Actually, that’s the other reason why I called. Can you find out if Rathbone had any visitors, made any phone calls, or sent and received any packages. It’s our guess that if he knew where she was, it was in his best interest to blackmail us with that knowledge. We figure he’d need help on the outside,” Annie advised.


    “Does he have any connection to France? Someone who would send the article?” Jack asked.


    Embarrassed she hadn’t thought of that sooner, Annie scribbled across her notepad. Another question for Bucky Hart.


    “Actually, I don’t have an answer for that. But I will find out.” Annie glanced at Spencer.


    I don’t think Rathbone did this!


    “I don’t think it’s in your best interest to tell Rathbone that you have this newspaper,” Jack said. “Any information in his hands could be dangerous. I’ll refrain from speaking with him, but I will ask about phone calls, visitors, and mail. This is going to be a clusterfuck is she’s alive and discovered. You do realize that.”


    I suppose I deserve this.


    “Yeah. I’m well aware of that, Jack. You don’t need to push the knife deeper,” she retorted.


    “I’m sorry, Annie. This is bad. It puts me in a very difficult position if this gets out. I don’t mean to blame you, but this is new for me. I’m not in charge, and my murder victim might be alive and killing.”


    “If she’s in fact a vampire. We’ll get her. We have no choice,” Annie said.


    “Call me as soon as you know for sure. And have Graham and Bucky prepare some story in case it gets out. I’m not sure what I’d even say if Amelie is discovered.”


    He’s ordering me around?


    “I promise. I’ll bring you in as soon as I can. And I promise Bucky and Graham will have something for you soon,” she assured him.


    “I’m counting on it,” Jack mumbled as they said goodbye.


    Annie glanced at Spencer before lowering her head to her desk. “Maybe I jumped too soon opening that can of worms,” she said.


    “No, you didn’t. He had to know and you need to find out who sent this newspaper. If it’s Rathbone, we need to be prepared for whatever he’s got planned. I doubt it’s him. As you were talking to Jack, another thought hit me.” Spencer’s smile was crooked, a little mischievous, as if he was about to reveal a secret only he knew.


    Annie raised her eyebrows. “Yeah. Who?”


    “Where’s Sturtagaard?”


    Why didn’t I think of that!


    A smile crossed Annie’s lips. “Yeah. Where is that asshole?” She twirled in her desk chair, opened the credenza and pulled out a box marked “Sturtagaard.” The maddening vampire had insinuated himself into their investigation because he was collecting dead bodies for the zombie army, per the plan devised by Stonewell and carried out by Rathbone. It forever linked the vampire to this case.


    Inside the box Annie retrieved the clear plastic bag containing a vial and several maps. She unfurled the maps. Several were well used, marked with Sturtagaard’s previous locations. The Wizard Guard had been tracking the vampire since setting him free at the conclusion of the murder case. She thumbed through the series of maps and chose France.


    She retrieved the vial containing an atomie bean, a magical pod with two twin beans. One bean was placed underneath the top layers of skin on Sturtagaard’s shoulder; the second sat in the vial Annie now held. It was a magical GPS allowing them to track the vampire’s location whenever they chose.


    “Okay, Sturtagaard. Where the hell are you?” Annie wrapped her scrying crystal necklace around her hand with the vial inside her palm.


    “He sure gets around,” Spencer noted as he stared at the map of Africa. Sturtagaard had roamed Egypt for several months, and it looked as though he had thoroughly examined the country based on each location he had been discovered at.


    The scrying crystal swung with Annie’s guidance. It swayed gently as it examined the northern border of France and worked its way south. When the crystal found the vampire, it dropped to the map, landing on Paris, France.

  


  
     Chapter 3


    “You really think it’s her?” Milo’s short, stubby fingers kept a tight, sweaty grip on the article, bending the corner and smudging the ink.


    “Someone thinks it’s her,” Annie said as she observed her boss. The paper rustled in his shaking hand.


    Whatever illness he has it’s getting worse.


    For weeks, maybe months, Annie and the rest of the team had noticed Milo’s health seriously decline. Since the fall of the Black Market, the stress seemed to have made whatever was wrong him even worse. No one knew what had been happening to him, and for some reason no one could bring themselves to ask.


    “Who sent it?” Milo asked. He continued to peruse the article, which clearly had nothing to do with the princess.


    “We figure it had to be someone who knew Annie was involved in the case, knew that the princess should be dead, and would have reason to think she was turned and not a doppelganger,” Spencer said.


    “And that’s who?” Milo asked again. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath as if needing to calm himself. Sweat glistened against his thinning hair line.


    “We have two thoughts. First, Rathbone. I have Jack investigating any contact in or out of the prison, including visitors. But we really think it’s Sturtagaard,” Annie announced.


    Milo grimaced. The memory of the vampire’s role in the plan to overthrow the Wizard Council didn’t sit well with anyone who worked at Wizard Hall. What made it worse was that they had simply let him go in exchange for necessary information. Dealing with the vampire again was something none of them wanted to do.


    “Why Rathbone?” Milo opened his red and strained eyes; he looked as though he hadn’t slept in days, which could have been possible.


    He placed the article on his desk. His shaky hand tapped against his desk. Something was certainly wrong with him.


    “Blackmail. Threatening to reveal the secret for a chance to go free.” Annie said.


    Milo nodded cautiously. “That’s definitely Rathbone’s style. I’m inclined to agree with you. It’s probably Sturtagaard. You’re positive this came from France?”


    “The postmark.” Annie pointed to the envelope beside Milo’s shaking hand.


    “Yes, well, that would mean he had help. Whatever Jack finds will rule him out or implicate him. And why would you think Sturtagaard?” Milo sighed, clearly exhausted merely by working.


    Annie glanced at Spencer. He wore the same worried expression she did.


    “He wants to come back to the U.S. and needs our approval to do so,” Spencer suggested. “Though that was never a condition of his release.”


    Milo adjusted himself, pulling his back straighter. He rested his arms on the desk. “Since he could come and go as he pleases, has he been back to the States? I’d be wary of his motivation. I don’t recall him stepping foot back on U.S. soil since he scampered away.”


    “He hasn’t. This is exactly the kind of thing he’d do though,” Annie replied. Milo closed his eyes again. He clenched his fists and reopened them as if trying to regain circulation in his hands.


    “You okay, Milo?” Annie asked.


    “Fine. Fine.” He opened his eyes and removed his hands from view, placing them in his lap. “What about Stonewell? He’s been missing since before Rathbone was arrested. That’s what, eight months?”


    “We thought of him, but why would he send this?” Annie asked.


    Milo glanced at the ceiling and then back to the desk and the article. “So he could turn her and use her when Plan A fails. Brilliant. Who’d suspect that? Have you scried for him?”


    Annie exchanged glances with Spencer, who casually shrugged. She sat back against the hard chair in her boss’s cubicle. On a normal day, the office was a mess with papers piled everywhere or scattered across the floor. Today, Milo’s things were neatly collected in boxes on the shelves and table.


    I wonder what that’s about?


    “We figured he’d rather create a real headache for us by letting out the secret. And really, do you think he knows who Annie is or where to find her?” Spencer asked.


    “She’s Jason Pearce’s daughter and a member of the Wizard Council. Scry for him. I know we’ve done it periodically over the last several months and he’s managed to keep himself well cloaked, but just on the off chance he did send this, I want to be sure. He’s dangerous, and I don’t want to be caught unawares,” Milo ordered.


    Focusing on the task at hand rather than on Milo’s apparent ill health, his tremors, his moving boxes, Annie laid out the map of France.


    “Okay. You two tell me what you want to do,” Milo said.


    “Let Jack verify that it isn’t Rathbone. I believe Sturtagaard did this. If he’s in France, and knows where Amelie is, we can use him to get to her before this spirals out of control,” Annie replied.


    Milo heaved himself from his chair, pushed it under the desk, and jumped when the wheels squeaked. His office had never been so neat and clean, at least not since Annie started with the Wizard Guard. When he paced through his cubicle, he did so without kicking a pile of papers or dumping artifacts on his floor. He stood beside his shelf, picked up a lantern, opened its latch, and looked inside.


    “You okay, Milo?” Spencer asked.


    “Yeah. Fine. I… I’ll be announcing this week. I’m retiring.” Milo sat in a chair by the small conference table that took up most of his cubicle. “Any thoughts?”


    “Congrats. Well deserved,” Spencer said.


    Annie had grown up around the Wizard Guard, with Milo as a fixture in the department and in her life. He had worked with her father and had always been here in this department, whether working in the field as a young guard or staying behind a desk as an old one. She couldn’t imagine what the department would be like without his bark.


    “I’m happy for you and Annette. Any plans?” Annie asked.


    Milo offered a warm smile, the first time either Annie or Spencer could remember seeing his soft side. His style of leadership had always been gruff, hands off, preferring his employees to work through issues on their own and do their jobs the way they saw fit. He was often rough and sexist, but Annie knew as long as she stood up to him, he offered nothing but his respect. It wasn’t politically correct, but his style worked.


    “Travel. Though I’d rather sit at home and do nothing. At least for the first year.” Milo absently put a book in the nearest box. “Okay. I’m not happy to hear the biggest case we’ve ever investigated is coming back to bite us in the ass. Not this close to my retiring. Which, by the way, will be in six months.”


    “We’ll find her, Milo. She’s probably still in France,” Annie offered. She did know what Milo knew: If it was discovered that the princess was still alive, the FBI and the United States would suffer a huge blow to their credibility, and that would be a big problem for the Wizard Council.


    “Do we know where the princess was buried?” Milo asked.


    “Somewhere on the family property I think. Want us to verify who’s in the coffin?” Annie asked.


    If she’s still buried in the coffin, we could simply come home.


    “Scry for Stonewell, just to make me happy. Check back with Jack. If those fail, find the coffin. If it’s empty, go to France and find Sturtagaard. He probably saw her and sent the article. If you have to bring him back here to stake him, that would make me very happy.”


    It was at this point in a conversation that Milo usually returned to what he was doing before the interruption. Today was no different.


    “Keep me posted,” he said as he hoisted himself up, returning to his desk. And with that, they were done.


    *


    “I think it’s good news,” Jack said. He had asked to meet Annie in person. It was too big to get this wrong.


    Annie and Jack were sitting across from the Bean in Millennium Park, downtown Chicago. It was a rather warm day under the sun. Annie shifted to get comfortable. Her arm ached as she sat on the bench.


    “That depends on your perspective,” Annie said. She watched several tourists take selfies in the shiny finish of the enormous sculpture.


    “I called. I didn’t want to draw attention to this. He hasn’t had any visitors. No phone calls, not even to his lawyer. He reads the classics—Shakespeare, Plato, Chaucer. He keeps to himself, quiet and distant.”


    “Thanks for verifying. You could have called, rather than meeting me,” Annie said.


    “I wanted your reassurance you will keep me involved. Not just phone calls. It’ll be harder for you to falsely promise me in person.”


    “You really want to come with us to dig up the princess and verify who’s in the grave?” Annie said sardonically. “We have to get in and out quickly, and I don’t want to expose you.”


    “What about Sturtagaard?” Jack watched Annie for a moment.


    “I’m guessing the princess isn’t in the grave. We’ll track him and find him and take him with us. It’s too much to bring you, too, Jack. I’m not trying to keep you away, but you’re a liability for us. I don’t want you getting hurt—or worse, caught.”


    Jack reached for Annie’s chilled hand. “Nightly calls. No matter how small the news. This is my case. And I need to know,” he said before he let go.


    “Yes, sir.” She mock saluted him. “If we need you to come, we’ll come and get you. Otherwise, I need to go. I have to prepare for this trip. No one is going to like this.”


    “Good luck.”


    “Same to you, Jack,” Annie said before she slunk away to teleport.


    *


    Annie sat in Samantha Chamsky’s cubicle. Her sister, ever so meticulous and organized, easily found the book Annie had asked about. She held her hands above the book the pages flipped at her command. When she found what she was looking for, she moved closer to the small print.


    “International wizard laws are specific. You have to contact the host Wizard Guard unit before you perform any duties. Even if it’s your case,” Samantha said definitively.


    “I can’t. I just need to get there, look in the coffin. If it’s nothing, then no harm.” Annie wasn’t trying to convince Samantha; she was trying to convince herself. She knew, based on Jack’s reaction, that the other guard units would be even less thrilled than Jack had been.


    “You can’t go in there without contacting them. This could lead to a Wizard War. We can’t afford that,” Samantha cajoled.


    “Fine. I’ll call them.” Annie placed her head in her hands, covering her eyes with her palms.


    “You didn’t do anything wrong. This just happened,” Samantha said, trying to comfort her.


    Annie just shook her head. “Easy for you to say.”


    “I thought I heard you, Annie,” John Chamsky said as he came into the cubicle, his arms carrying a large pile of folders. He was Cham’s older brother by two years, one half of a set of twins. They didn’t look like brothers. Where Cham was tall and slightly pudgy with a head full of curly hair, John was tall and trim, with the straightest hair Annie had ever seen. And it was never out of place.


    “Hey, John,” Annie said. He too was a lawyer, with a specialty in family law. “Just getting some advice on international law,” she added.


    “It must be big if you’re back in. Bobby doing okay?” His smile shifted to concern.


    “Go on over. It looks I need to take a little trip overseas.”


    John grimaced and kissed his sister-in-law on the cheek. “Take care of yourself. You’re still healing.” He touched Samantha’s hand, offered one last smile and left the cubicle.


    “I’m sorry. But if you don’t follow the rules…” Samantha hesitated to finish. Instead, she slipped the formal agreement to Annie.


    Frowning, Annie sat straighter and read the rules. “We just need to verify who’s in the grave. This is too much!”


    “And if they came here to do this?”


    Annie knew she wouldn’t like it. All American Wizard Guards would feel as though their toes were being stepped on. Annie shuddered.


    “I should go. I have a call to make.”


    *


    “So. Annie Pearce from America. How can we help the American Wizard Guard?” Guenther Grimm, the manager of the Wizard Guard in Amborix, seemed pleasant if not reserved.


    “Well. As you know, we investigated Amelie’s death and led the clean-up,” she said.


    “Yes. Annie, we are aware. How can we help you?” He sounded impatient and even irritated.


    “We have come across some information that needs immediate attention.” She paused for a moment and felt the tightness in her chest. It was no longer from her injury. “It appears that Princess Amelie may still be alive.”


    In the long period of silence, Annie waited for Guenther to say anything. She would prefer screaming, shouting, and blame to the angry silence and the typing she heard on the other end of the phone line. Her hand shook when she heard a second male voice begin to speak. She didn’t understand German, but she recognized the accusatory tone, followed by the sound of footsteps and a slamming door.


    “This is very disappointing,” he finally said. “I assume you are a trained Wizard Guard. How did you not catch that?”


    Since yesterday, it had been all Annie could think about. The autopsy, Amelie’s neck, her wrists, her knees, her ankles. Annie had seen nothing. She’d assumed the kill spell was the cause of death.


    I checked.


    “I’m trained. I’m very good at my job. If you read the notes we sent you, you would know I followed the protocol and checked for vampirism. Beyond what most guards check. So please don’t go down that road. This is a problem and I’m asking for permission to exhume the coffin and verify if the princess is still inside.” Annie could feel herself shaking.


    “No. I think that you and the American Wizard Guard have done enough. I think that we shall take over from here. And thank you for your information.” His voice was terse and sharp.


    “According to international law 4.15. 667, this is our case, and the fact that we have formally asked for permission, leaves you no choice. You are free to join us, or you can leave us be. But we simply need to verify she’s no longer in the coffin.”


    “I don’t recall receiving it,” Guenther said.


    Annie pulled up her notes. “His name is Karl Klein. He signed for the request and forwarded an acknowledgement just minutes ago. Ask him.”


    “Yes, well. This is highly irregular.”


    “Are you giving us your blessing, or are we noting that you are making it difficult? Either way, we will be there at nightfall,” Annie retorted.


    “I will send a team to meet you. I will send the coordinates soon,” he said. He hung up before she could reply.

  


  
     Chapter 4


    “Annie. You should send someone else. You need your rest,” pleaded Annie’s godmother, Kathy Connelly. She folded another T-shirt, laying it on the bed. As much as Annie would have loved to curl on the sofa and sleep, it was too late.


    “They’re meeting us at the gravesite. I have to go,” Annie said. It didn’t matter to Annie that her shoulder still ached when she moved and her lungs still burned from smoke inhalation. This was her case and she had to see it through.


    Amelie is alive, and it’s my fault.


    Rather than arguing, Annie slid into the bathroom for some toiletries while Kathy continued to place clothes into her bag.


    “If she’s in the coffin, we’ll come home. If not, we’ll search out Sturtagaard for help.” Annie reached into her closet, grabbed several sweatshirts, socks, and a stack of underwear, tossing them on the bed.


    “You know it’s her,” Kathy commented, shoving the socks and underwear inside the bag.


    “Yeah. It is. I just need to confirm it.” Annie dumped the rest of the clothing she thought she would need on her bed and entered the bathroom for her toiletries. “This could be worse than Rebekah Stoner,” Annie said. She cringed with the memory of how close the reporter came to finding out what Annie was.


    What the hell are we going to do if it’s her?


    Annie glanced into the mirror. The bruises across her cheek were fading, and breathing was easier though not great. “Crap, the medicine.” She summoned several asthma sprays and dumped them in the pile.


    “What did the Amborix Wizard Guard say?”


    “They’re hesitant to let us in. But international law allows it. They had no choice.” Annie sat on her bed.


    “You look tired.” Kathy reached for Annie’s hand. “You have been through so much in the last week. I wish you would let someone else take this case.” Kathy, the only mother Annie could remember, pulled her into a warm embrace. Annie thought of it as a mother’s hug.


    “I’ll be fine. You should worry about Zola though.” Annie turned toward her Aloja fairy, a creature destined to protect children and pregnant women. She had been with Annie as far back as Annie could remember; they had been magically linked together when Annie was a baby, and they would be for Annie’s natural life.


    Zola hobbled into the room, still injured from being kidnapped and chained in the dungeon beneath the Black Market. With the help of magic, the welts and burn marks from the iron shackles had begun to heal. Even in her discomfort, Zola came to assist Annie and placed a bag of food on the bed.


    “For your trip.” She took a pair of jeans to fold and waved Kathy away when the woman objected.


    “You should rest too,” Kathy said.


    “I need to keep busy,” Zola whispered. She absently shoved items into Annie’s bag.


    Zola’s thin, delicate fairy wings hung limply behind her, ripped in several spots. Weary and exhausted, the fairy eventually gave up and sat. “While you’re away I’ll stay with Samantha.”


    “We don’t expect to be long.” Annie placed a hand on Zola’s arm. The fairy shuddered and offered a wan smile. Zola’s eyes, normally the shade of an emerald, were now dull and gray, like a cloudy sky during a storm.


    “I will feel better when you are home and resting. So please don’t worry about me. Stake that vampire and get back home. I’ll be fine.”


    “You have no idea how sorry I am this happened to you. Had we been aware of what was happening at the market, we all could have avoided the outcome,” Annie whispered.


    Even in her pain and discomfort, Zola was Zola. She reached for Annie, caressing her cheek. “You wear the weight of the world on your shoulders for someone so young. You did not cause the Black Market to fall. All Wizard Guard units across the world are responsible for the market.” She kissed her cheek. “And you most certainly did not create this problem with Amelie. I’m sure had there been vampire tracks visible on the body, you of all people would have known what to do with her. You are bright, so smart, so powerful. You will fix this, but remember, it is NOT your fault.”


    Zola pulled herself up. Her wings blew in the breeze she created when she moved. “It’s my job to protect you. And look what happened to you.” She smoothed the back of Annie’s hair with long thin fingers, and grazed her cheek. “Janie and Dave are downstairs to see you,” she said before exiting the room.


    “Zola’s right. This isn’t your fault.”


    “I think I have everything I need.” Annie ignored Kathy’s remark.


    It is my fault!


    “Go see Janie and Dave. I still think you should stay home, but I’ll finish up,” Kathy said.


    Annie gingerly walked the stairs, her friends were there surrounding Cham as he rested in the corner of the living room sofa, his legs stretched across the chaise. Janie held his hand and glanced at Annie. Dave made a quick motion to assist her, but her glare forced him to stop.


    The quirky grin on Cham’s face eased Annie’s anxiety, if only for a moment of time. Then she noticed a pile of folders on the floor.


    “You’re working?” Annie asked as Janie moved to make room for Annie beside Cham.


    “Not exactly. Just your notes on Amelie. Milo wants me to manage it instead of him. He didn’t sound so good,” Cham said.


    “No, he really doesn’t.” This was Milo’s way of managing his guards when they were out on a case. If they should need him, he was always their contact. Today, Cham would do that for her and Spencer. Annie wasn’t surprised.


    For now, Annie lay against him. He wrapped his arm around her.


    I wish I could stay.


    “Don’t do anything you don’t have to do. Just confirm whether it’s Amelie or not, and we’ll send backup,” he murmured. “You’re not ready for a fight.”


    “Annie, can we do anything?” Janie asked. Her cool hands rubbed the back of Annie’s.


    “No. I’ll be careful. Just checking for a body.” Exhausted, she squeezed Janie’s hand and pulled away from Cham. All the extra attention made her feel uncomfortable. “Take care of him,” she commanded as she looked from Dave to Janie.


    “We will. But I’m sure Marina will be around soon,” Dave surmised. Cham’s mother had been cranky since the fire. Annie was surprised she wasn’t here yet.


    She pulled herself off the couch, with some help from Dave. Feeling exhausted from all they had been through, she glanced back at Cham,


    Wizard Guard protocol, set in place several millennia ago, was designed to protect the guards in the event they were injured when working. Compensation time—days, weeks or months, whichever was required—was always taken, no exceptions. Until Princess Amelie was discovered alive.


    It was something uncharted. The high risk of exposure was something they had never had to face, not on this level. And it was her case, her mistake; she would have to go, no matter how shaky or nauseated she might feel.


    “You need anything, we’ll come,” Dave offered. He wrapped his arms around her, kissing her cheek. Behind her, Janie squeezed her good shoulder.


    “We’ll watch him,” Janie whispered.


    Annie knew they would be there for her, yet she still felt anxious. She bent down and kissed Cham on the lips.


    “I love you,” he whispered and kissed her cheek. “Don’t worry about me. I’m fine.”


    “I love you.” Annie touched the blond stubble across his chin. “We should be home tomorrow,” she told him.


    A gust of wind rustled against the house. Annie shuddered. She still felt on edge from the memories of Gladden Worchester breaking through her protection spells around the house and nearly killing her. There hadn’t been time to heal physically or emotionally. She glanced toward the back door.


    If it’s not Amelie, I can come home.


    Only a small group of people could get to either door. Upon glancing at her phone, she realized it was Spencer who waited for her outside.


    “I need to go,” Annie said.


    “Call me,” Cham reminded.


    “I will,” she promised. Leaving Janie to sit with Cham, she took her field pack from Kathy and shrunk it, hiding it away in a secret pocket in her work pants. While Dave walked with her to the front door, she felt her friends’ eyes boring into her, worry and concern palpable. She couldn’t bear to watch them as she left.


    “Hey,” Annie said to Spencer as she let him inside.


    “Feeling okay?” he asked.


    “I’m okay. I’ll be fine,” she assured him.


    “She’s not,” Dave insisted and smirked when she frowned at him.


    After saying quick hellos, and goodbyes in succession, Spencer led her back outside, wrapping his strong arms around her, steadying her tired body against him for the teleportation to Amborix, to the coordinates given to them by the Amborix Wizard Guard.


    “Ready?” Spencer asked before he took off.


    “Yeah,” she said and pressed herself against him for support.


    “Tell me if you need something,” he whispered. “Any pain, exhaustion, you tell me.”


    Annie felt him lift off. She watched the blurry landscape before her, and then she saw nothing.

  


  
     Chapter 5


    Teleporting was short and uneventful. Landing was another story. Jumbled and dizzy, Annie pushed away from Spencer and fell to her knees in the mud as a wave of nausea overcame her.


    “You’re not okay.” Spencer reached for her.


    She held up her hand and dry heaved. “Yeah. Give me a sec.” She took a deep breath; it caught in her throat and she heaved again. The motion pulled on her injured shoulder. She fell backward into the rough bark of the tree trunk beside her. He summoned a bottle of water and held it for her.


    “I can meet the Amborix guards myself and have a look at the coffin. You can stay somewhere safe until we’re done.” Spencer helped her up as his eyes darted through the trees.


    “I’m good. We’re about two miles from the edge of town?” she inquired, handing him the empty bottle.


    “You sure you can do this walk?” He knelt beside her, cleaning her pants of dirt and mud.


    “Yes. I’m fine. Let’s move,” she said, leading him out of the trees until they found the road to town.


    It was afternoon when they landed. The sun was up and high, beating on them as they walked along the roadway to Paris. It was slow, hot, and Annie’s strength waned. She was exhausted when they came to the edge of town.


    “Come here.” Spencer dragged her into a desolate alley, handed her another water, and perused the map of Paris. “Keep drinking. I’m going to teleport us again. You look awful.”


    “Thanks.” Annie grimaced, concerned by her own lack of energy. She watched him choose their next location.


    “Okay. I think we’re good. Do you want to eat something before we go?”


    “No. Let’s just go.”


    He wrapped his arms around her, teleporting her to what they hoped was an empty alley. The second teleport was far less traumatic; Annie merely leaned against a stone wall and took a long sip of water.


    “Not as bad this time?” Spencer asked.


    “Better.”


    “Sorry. I just wanted to get us here. We’ve got a while until we meet the Amborix Wizard Guards so we can take our time. We’re just around the corner from our first stop,” he said.


    Annie took another sip of water. “It’s okay. I promise. Let’s keep moving.” She peered out onto the busy street, and then they entered the crowd as though they had always been there.


    They had arrived in Europe long before they were to meet the Amborix Wizard Guards; there was something they wanted to see first. Not keen on waiting around doing nothing, Spencer and Annie strolled through the heart of Paris until they found the location in which Amelie’s picture had been taken.


    “The march was here?” Spencer asked as they turned toward the Arc de Triomphe.


    “That’s what the article said. The crowd was along here and there.” Annie pointed to the sidewalks on either side of the road.


    So as to not draw attention to themselves, they strolled along each side of the street, like the other tourists. Only these two tourists glanced upwards to the building roofs, to the street signs and traffic lights, searching out the cameras.


    They took pictures, made notes, and sent coordinates to Bucky Hart.


    “Do we have a name of the photographer who took the picture in the paper?” Spencer asked.


    “Actually, that’s a good idea. We really ought to have Graham Lightner and the Vampire Attack Unit get at that film,” Annie agreed. “I’m on it.” She continued to type instructions for Bucky. She and Spencer scoured the street, their eyes roaming each corner—for what, they weren’t exactly sure.


    At the far end of the street, they turned and glanced to the opposite end, finally getting a clear picture of the day of the peace march. “Do we have everything from here?” Spencer asked.


    “Thousands of people lining the streets, and the photographer manages to take her picture.” Annie sighed.


    “Better than discovering it before anyone else does,” Spencer reminded her.


    “I think we’re good. There’s nothing else to see here.”


    They wasted time on food, sitting beside the Seine River and watching the boats float by until it was nearly time to meet the Amborix Wizard Guard.


    They headed to a secluded alley at the end of a little-used street. Spencer secured Annie against his body, landing them smoothly inside the forest. Unlike the last teleport, she felt stronger and only leaned against a tree for support.


    “Rest here. I’ll take a look around,” Spencer ordered. He slunk through still-bare trees, careful to remain hidden from whatever security force might be surveying this land. Neither Annie or Spencer trusted the Amborix Wizard Guard. They would continue to take precautions.


    “Are they here?” Annie asked.


    “You sure you’re okay?” He felt her forehead, checked her pulse at her wrist. “I can request Gibbs to help. You can go home,” he offered.


    “I’m not sick,” she insisted.


    “Can you make it?”


    “I have to do this. If the lead on the case isn’t here to lead the investigation, Amborix can take the case away from us. Anyone around?” She finished the bottle of water. Her throat felt tight as she swallowed.


    “Lial’s location is good for now. The coordinates they sent were close. I just wish our friends would show themselves. Otherwise I’d think we’re being set up,” Spencer said. His eyes darted through the forest.


    Spencer stared at the map of the castle ground Lial Peng had been able to provide and traced their path to the gravesite. Now all they needed was the Amborix Wizard Guard team.


    “Shhh.” Spencer placed his finger to his lips as they heard twigs cracking and dry leaves crunching. Spencer stood over Annie with his arms out and protective of her.


    Two forms emerged from the thick trees.


    “Spencer, Annie?” the first man asked.


    “Marcus, Philippe?” Spencer responded.


    “Yes.” Both men held out their hands. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” said one. “Though your news came as a great shock to us all. I’m Phillipe, by the way.”


    Spencer shook his outstretched hand and introduced them.


    “Yeah, well, I was shocked when I received the package,” Annie commented. She held the nearly pristine envelope out for the two men to peruse. When they finished the article, Phillipe handed it back to Annie.


    “Yes, that is quite a conundrum. I will say we thoroughly reread your files. We understand where you needed to manufacture evidence. We examined the autopsy photos. We can’t figure out where she would have been bitten. You were most thorough.”


    “Guenther doesn’t think so,” Annie surmised.


    “Well, he is quite upset. This is very bad. He is very worried,” Marcus chimed in. “You must understand our position in this.”


    “Yes. I’ve been beating myself up since yesterday. I do understand the implication of Amelie ‘alive’ and well, roaming the Earth,” she said sardonically.


    “Very well, then. I think we should see what’s in the grave,” Phillipe said, attempting to break the tension that hung in the air between them.


    Spencer lead them, using Lial’s map. Annie couldn’t help but chuckle at the looks between the Amborix Wizard Guard partners as they followed the Americans through the Amborix forest.


    They meandered away from the teleportation spot, turning west before heading north again. Spencer pulled out his map to verify their trajectory.


    “Where did you get that map?” Phillipe asked.


    “Our tracker obtained it from our telecommunications expert.” Annie answered. She slid closer to Spencer, feeling slightly woozy.


    “You shouldn’t be able to get this map. We try very hard to keep the royal family safe.”


    “If you’re only relying on magic, things like this will get through. Our telecommunications group can get into the satellites to get detailed images.” Spencer advised.


    “There should be a no fly zone over the royal property,” Marcus accused.


    “Satellites are higher than planes. They will capture whatever they’re aimed at. For our team, it wasn’t hard to get,” Spencer said.


    “You rely on nonmagical tools to do your job?” Phillipe asked, sounding genuinely curious.


    “We do. It makes our job much easier.” Annie said. Though she was normally in good shape, the trek through the forest felt more like a full workout. She could feel the discomfort through her entire body.


    “You sure you’re okay?” Spencer whispered.


    “Stop asking,” she said through gritted teeth.


    Just inside the edge of the trees, they hid behind large trunks and peered inside the finely manicured five-acre clearing of land. Forest surrounded the clearing on all sides. At the center, a single oak tree’s gnarled branches hung over the lone headstone, as if protecting the princess.


    “There it is,” Spencer said as peered around a thick tree trunk to survey the open clearing. Annie slunk closer to the tree line and swept the area with her binoculars, a difficult task as the setting sun was low in the sky and nearly in her eyes. The dim light deepened the shadows creeping across the lawn and further hindered Annie’s sight. She scanned the other side of the clearing and back to the center, searching for flashlights or burning crystals. It was quiet and dark.


    “There’s no one guarding the gravesite,” Annie whispered and stepped back inside the trees.


    “No. They don’t have a stationary guard at the grave. They send teams out every half hour to walk the perimeter and sweep the forest for intruders,” Marcus said.


    A chilled, damp breeze blew through the clearing, whipping against Annie’s tired body. The sun, almost completely hidden behind the mountains, cast elongated shadows covering a majority of the clearing.


    “So how shall we do this?” Phillipe asked as he scanned the area with his own binoculars.


    “We’ll dig if you can act as lookouts,” Annie suggested. She couldn’t take her eyes off of the headstone; it glowed in the dimming light.


    “You take west and I’ll take east. Create your perimeter. If there’s any sign of security guards, we’ll throw a spell and stop time for them. Get confirmation and replace the earth. We need to do this quickly,” Phillipe said. Marcus nodded at his partner and headed through the trees toward the west. Phillipe headed east, leaving Annie and Spencer alone.


    “Ready?” Spencer asked. When the two Amborix wizard guards were stationed, Annie and Spencer left their hiding spot, running low to the headstone.


    They stopped at the foot of the grave and stared at the 8-foot-long rectangle where the grass had only started growing in before the winter months.


    Was she dug up and released from the coffin? The grass should have been thicker before winter.


    “It looks like something happened to the grass prior to winter,” Annie commented. She sniffed the chilled air; it smelled of rain and wet dirt.


    She and Spencer knelt beside the grave.


    “She was buried in July after she died. You’d think the grass would have been laid and grown out before winter came,” Spencer agreed.


    “They kept that news quiet if that’s what happened.”


    “A dug up royal grave would have made me nervous.”


    “Maybe Amelie had the wherewithal to cover the grave well.” Annie summoned a crystal and maneuvered it across the bare patch.


    “You okay to do this? It’s a lot of energy.”


    “Yeah. Just go and do what you need to do,” Annie said.


    Leaving her to her work, Spencer found his targets, Phillipe and Marcus. They roamed their small patches of land, waiting for signs of the security team. “I’ll signal if we need to leave.” Spencer strolled a wide circle around Annie, observing the trees, the open lawn, listening for voices or watching for flashlights against the darkness and shadows, always keeping an eye on the other wizard guards.


    When Annie was finished with her sweep of the grave, she discovered a small amount of magical trace across the dirt.


    A wizard freed her?


    Since she was in no condition to physically dig, Annie worked quickly, uncorking a vial and sprinkling the potion across the mud, dissolving the first few layers of thick earth. She continued to pour until the potion was depleted, then glanced inside the grave.


    Almost done.


    With a flick of her palm, she removed another layer.


    Hearing footsteps squish across the wet lawn, Annie glanced up. Spencer strolled to the hole, looked inside as she flicked her wrist removing the last of the dirt: Six feet below, the coffin lay nearly covered in a cement casing; however, the heavy lid was askew. Annie sniffed, and the unmistakable stench of decomposition wafted to her nose. She covered her mouth and nose with a mask before jumping inside.


    After another quick flip of her wrist, the lid slid off, falling against the side of the hole. The coffin lid hadn’t been carefully closed, and a severely bug-eaten hand had been caught between the lid and the body of the coffin. The smell burned Annie’s eyes and nose; she turned and coughed.


    “You okay?” Spencer called down to Annie.


    “Smells bad.” She coughed again.


    Cautiously she peered inside the coffin. The bright light from her flashlight showed the gruesome reality of what happens should someone be buried alive. The silk lining that had once concealed the inside of the lid was smeared with blood, clearly after continuous scratching and pulling shredded it.


    Slowly, Annie examined the body.


    Bodies?


    The inside of the coffin showed the unmistakable truth: two bodies lay stuffed inside the coffin that had been built for one petite woman.


    It’s not Amelie!


    The feeling grew in the pit of Annie’s stomach that trouble was just about to begin. She knew for certain that of the two bodies she was staring at inside the coffin, neither was the princess.


    Both were covered in the clothes they were killed in. The first man, once rotund, was now partially eaten by bugs and partially covered in decay. Donning gloves, Annie yanked open the dirty, fragile fabric of the cloak to search for any identification. While she reached, her fingers grazed a rough and worn rectangle object. She pulled it out—a wallet from inside the right breast pocket.


    She opened the wallet and stared at the driver’s license.


    “Is it her?” Spencer asked, peering down the hole.


    “I know where Stonewell is,” Annie said wryly. Spencer’s eyes widened in surprise. She tossed him the wallet.


    “We sure it’s him? He could’ve planted this when he took the princess,” Spencer replied.


    “It’s a man, a cloak, leather shoes. Come on. It looks just like him. Perkins can make a positive ID when we get the bodies back,” Annie said.


    “Bodies?” He took a closer look without jumping in.


    “Yeah.” She highlighted both skulls with her flashlight.


    “Any ID on the other one?”


    “He’s entangled with Stonewell. I better not check just yet.”


    “Vampire bites?”


    Annie cringed at the thought. She bent closer to the top man and pulled the collar of his shirt away from the blackening skin. Two holes crusted in blood were still visible.


    “Vampire bite!” she called out. She searched his face, his hands. “There’s no pooling of blood from what I can tell in this light,” she announced.


    “She drained him.” Spencer watched the trail of light as Annie examined the two bodies.


    “So he came to get her from the grave. He planned to have her turned.” Spencer surmised.


    “If it’s him, that would be my interpretation,” Annie said thoughtfully.


    “Okay. Shrink them. We need to keep moving.” Spencer summoned a body bag and lay it along the side of the hole.


    Voices carried through the empty clearing.


    “Annie, what’s the holdup? We need to go.” Spencer urged.


    She reached inside and, with several waves of her palms, floated the bodies. They were intermingled where their stomachs had been eaten through in the natural course of decomposition. She grimaced as gravity did its best to pull them apart, as her magic waned in her weakened state.


    “What’s taking so long?” Spencer asked.


    “It’s a little messy,” she said.


    “Time to go!”


    “Where are Phillipe and Marcus?”


    “I don’t know. Just hurry up!” Spencer said.


    “Freeze them.” She gritted her teeth as the bodies landed beside the grave. She stretched out for the bloody coffin lining and yanked out a section, shoving it inside her pocket. After lowering the lid on the coffin, she teleported out of the hole.


    Voices grew louder.


    “Where the hell are they?” Spencer questioned.


    With another flick of Annie’s wrist, dirt re-emerged and filled the hole, leaving it as it had been when they arrived.


    The voices went silent. Two sets of footsteps approached.


    “We don’t have much time,” Phillipe said through heavy breaths. “What did you find?”


    “Finish first, answer later!” Spencer kept close watch on the flashlights that hung frozen on the path to the clearing.


    Annie shrunk the body bag and grabbed it.


    “It’s not her.”


    Hurried voices broke the silence of the forest as flashlights resumed roaming along the trees.


    “We need to go now.” Spencer reached around Annie’s waist, twisted, and teleported them inside the trees, to their original landing location.


    “Crap,” Annie groaned as she slipped in a muddy pile and reached for a tree branch. Behind them, two bodies replaced the air, which sizzled upon their return. They all ducked low as flashlights lit up the forest above their heads.


    The security team ran through the clearing, separating to investigate each side.


    “They notice something,” Spencer said. He glanced through his binoculars but it was too dark to see anything but the thin beams of light that examined the grave.


    Annie lay on the damp ground. Mud, leaves and twigs stuck to her clothing, her jacket, and her hair. She held her breath as Spencer crouched down beside her. Within feet of their hiding spot, Phillipe and Marcus hid behind a dead tree trunk. Though Annie didn’t understand German, she could tell from the security guard’s voice that he was issuing frantic orders.


    A light roamed the branches above them. She held her breath.


    Apparently seeing nothing, the security team moved on, still searching the trees for the intruders. When they were out of earshot, Annie asked, “What do they think?”


    “They think someone messed with the dirt. It was smoother than normal. The person at the other end thinks it was the gardeners,” Marcus said.


    Within minutes, the clearing was quiet and calm. Spencer helped Annie from the ground.


    “Damn. We need to get these bodies back to Wizard Hall. You’re starting to stink,” Spencer said.


    “Or are you taking them from us?” Annie asked Marcus.


    “No. No you are right. This is a continuation of your case. You must see it through. Not to mention, Guenther would be happy if he never heard from you again.”


    “I think we can arrange that. If there’s nothing else, we should be going,” Annie said.


    “So who do you think the bodies are?” Phillipe asked.


    “Cyril Stonewell, a wizard who worked at the hall, went missing eight months ago. We think it might be him,” she said, not wanting to give away more information than necessary.


    “How is he related to this?” Phillipe asked. His eyes returned to scanning the darkness.


    “Our guess is that he knew she was turned. Why and how we’ll have to investigate, though,” Annie responded. She didn’t want to give them more information than necessary. At least not yet.


    “Well, that was an adrenaline rush, to say the least,” Marcus said. “It was nice meeting you Annie and Spencer. If you need anything else, please don’t hesitate to ask.” After shaking Annie’s and Spencer’s hands, Marcus and Phillipe teleported from the forest.


    “You okay?” Spencer asked.


    “Stop asking.”


    “Fine. That wasn’t as bad as I expected,” Spencer quipped. Annie glanced at him. Had he been able to see her face in the darkness, he would have seen her roll her eyes. He wrapped his arms around Annie to begin teleportation. “So you’re sure neither body was Amelie’s?”


    “Jack told me she was dressed in green satin, and we know she had long blonde hair. This second body… I didn’t get a good look at the victim. But from what I did see, it didn’t look like Amelie. I didn’t recognize him at all,” Annie surmised.


    “Well, we have a picture of the princess and a coffin that doesn’t have her remains. I’ll connect the dots and jump to the conclusion that Amelie is a vampire. How do you want to play it? Go home and wait for the autopsy, or carry them with us to France? They really smell.”


    Annie sighed. “Let’s get the bodies home and come back. We can’t wait for the results. We have to find her.”


    “Then that’s the plan,” Spencer said and teleported them home.


    *


    In the early evening, Annie and Spencer deposited the bodies in the morgue at Wizard Hall. The night security officer, Samuel Hawkins, took them to the morgue, where they lay the bodies on the first table for processing.


    “I’ll call Perkins and let him know,” Annie offered.


    Perkins Abernathy, the jovial lab manager, picked up the call right away and listened as Annie explained the situation. “I’ll meet you in the morgue now,” he advised.


    “It can wait until morning. Either way, we have to chase Amelie. Just let us know what you need us to do with the body and we’ll do it,” Annie promised.


    “If it’s who you think it is, I need to do this now. I’m on my way.” Perkins hung up and arrived within fifteen minutes.


    “So what have we got?” he asked as he grabbed a lab coat from a hook beside the door.


    The enlarged body bag lay draped across the first table. Perkins unzipped the heavy plastic and stared inside, then glanced at Annie and Spencer and back to the bodies. “There are two bodies,” he said with an air of confusion in his voice.


    “Yeah. We have no idea who the second one is.” Annie tossed the wallet on the second table. “That was in a pocket in the cloak.”


    “Stonewell’s?”


    “Yes.” Spencer said.


    Gently they removed the bodies from the bag, placing the intermingled victims on a second table. Perkins bent low and stared at the decomposition near the stomach.


    “What were the conditions you found them in?” Perkins asked.


    Annie described the hole, cool and relatively dry. She noted the open casket.


    “That explains the bugs eating his hand here.” He lifted the hand belonging to the man they assumed was Stonewell. “The rest of the body seems to be decomposing at a somewhat typical rate and fashion. He’s been missing how long?” Perkins examined Stonewell’s neck. “These track marks are consistent with other vampire bites.”


    “Stonewell’s been gone eight months,” Annie said.


    He looked at Stonewell’s face and hands. “He was found like this, face down?”


    “Yes.”


    Perkins adjusted the light above the table and bent close to the bodies. He grimaced slightly; the stench was stronger now than it had been when Annie removed the bodies from the coffin. He summoned the flashlight, examining the skin. “There’s no signs that blood had pooled beneath him,” he noted.


    “It looks like she drained him,” Annie agreed. She walked around the table to get a closer look at the other body, which she assumed was a man. She donned gloves and pulled a scarf from around his neck. “Vampire tracks,” she said. “He was found lying on his back.” She pulled his shirt away and examined his back. “Blood didn’t pool here either.”


    “So where we should have one princess, we have two men. Both appeared to be drained of their blood. That’s a lot for one vampire, isn’t it?” Perkins pointed out.


    “We figure she awoke in the coffin as a vampire. She might not have been fed right away. She could have been hungry,” Spencer offered.


    “I will do my best to determine time of death. But that would make sense. If she was in there for any length of time, she didn’t get her first feed. Two dead might quench that first thirst.” Perkins fiddled with the lights, opened the cabinet door to his right, and pulled out a kit of supplies.


    “This is what I’ll do. I will run DNA tests. We should be able to ID Stonewell if this is him. The other man…” he stopped for a moment. “This other victim almost looks like a squatter, like he had been living on the street. His clothes are worn and dirty. Lying in the coffin wouldn’t have caused that wear. He might be harder to ID,” Perkins guessed. “Do you need an ID before you chase the princess?”


    “No. We’re fairly certain neither body is hers. We’ll head back out in the morning,” Annie advised.


    “So why would Stonewell end up in the grave of princess, unless he knew she was a vampire? What do you think he wanted with her?” Perkins asked as he began to remove the cloak from Stonewell’s shoulders.


    “Presumably it has to do with the overthrow of the government,” Annie thought aloud.


    “If Plan A didn’t work, he’d use her for Plan B,” Spencer added.


    “He should have come up with a Plan C,” Perkins surmised as he lay the cloak on the next table.


    “It’s for the best he didn’t,” Spencer quipped. He glanced at his phone and looked at Annie.


    “It’s midnight now. Let me get you home.” I’ll see you again, say 6:00 a.m.?” Spencer asked.


    “Yeah. Thanks Perkins,” Annie said as she and Spencer left lab for a brief respite.

  


  
     Chapter 6


    Spencer landed Annie on her back porch. She held on to him and let the wave of nausea pass.


    “I can stay and help you,” he offered.


    The soft glow of the back porch light was just blinding enough. She glanced inside the house. “No. It’s fine. It looks like Janie’s still here. Go home. I’ll see you in the morning.”


    A chilly breeze blew across the deck, Spencer remained until Annie was safely inside. She waved once and closed the door, slipping off her jacket and shoes before making her way to the den.


    Janie lay asleep on the sofa, the television on low as to not disturb Cham or his mother, both of whom lay comfortably in rooms upstairs.


    Annie sat on the couch and touched Janie’s hand. The movement startled her, and she jumped as her eyes flew open.


    “Sorry. How is he?” Annie asked. By the time she and Spencer had returned from Amborix and met Perkins at the morgue, it was well past midnight. She glanced at her phone. She’d be leaving again in six hours.


    Janie rubbed her eyes and stifled a yawn. “Okay. Marina’s in the guest room. I stayed in case they needed anything. Dave will come back tomorrow if you’ll be gone. What happened?”


    “It’s most likely not Amelie in the coffin,” Annie said as she fell into the couch. She grimaced. In that moment, she realized just how stiff her arm had become.


    “You have to go back then?” Janie asked as she pulled herself from the sofa and headed to the kitchen. Annie heard cabinet doors and drawers squeak open and closed. Janie ran the faucet.


    Annie’s eyes closed and fluttered open as Janie’s footsteps rubbed against the den carpet.


    “We’re leaving at six in the morning. I have to catch the vampire.” Annie reached for the water and gulped it. It didn’t flow easily, felt as though it was stuck in her raw throat. Gingerly, she reached for what looked like a peanut butter sandwich and took a bite.


    “Is there anything I can do?” Janie sighed and pulled stray hairs from Annie’s face.


    “Nothing yet. We have to ask France for permission to investigate.” No longer hungry, she placed the remaining half a sandwich on the plate and leaned against the high back of the chaise lounge in the corner of the couch.


    “I thought I heard voices,” Marina Chamsky said as she entered the den. All of five feet tall, she was nonetheless as menacing as a mother hen could be where her children were concerned. She sat beside Annie. “How are you feeling?” She gently touched Annie’s cheek.


    “Tired. A little sore. But I’m fine,” Annie said. She glanced at Janie over Marina’s shoulder.


    “Bobby’s asleep. He tires easily. Janie’s been a big help, though I keep saying she should go home and rest.”


    Janie sniggered quietly behind Marina. “I’ll stay until morning. Just in case. Annie’s got to get up early and go back.”


    “You really shouldn’t, Annie dear. You look so tired,” Marina said gently.


    “I’m fine. I’m good. You go and relax. I’m going sit for just a little longer, and then I’m going to sleep,” Annie told her.


    “You work too hard.” Marina kissed Annie’s cheek and headed upstairs.


    When they heard the footsteps on the stairs, Janie said, “She’s awfully protective, and yet she’s in her element.”


    Annie shrugged and closed her eyes. “Cham’s okay?” she murmured.


    “Yeah. He’s ready to work, I think. But Marina won’t let him.” Janie chuckled. “And you need to sleep in bed. Come on.” Janie gently led Annie from the den to the back hallway and up the stairs. Annie felt at peace in the darkness as she entered her room. The sleeping body lay covered in her white duvet. She longed to join him in blissful sleep.


    Janie helped remove her shirt and pants, replacing them with comfortable pajamas. Annie didn’t mind being led, being guided. At this moment all she wanted was her bed and a few hours of deep sleep.


    With Janie back downstairs, Annie lay on her back and felt the warm hand of Cham reach for her.


    “It’s not her, is it?” Cham asked. He rolled on his side and kissed her cheek.


    “No. I’m leaving at six in the morning to find Sturtagaard,” Annie told him and yawned deeply. It put pressure on her shoulder.


    “I’ll petition to return to work. I wish I could help you.” He touched her cheek.


    Annie’s eyes fluttered closed and open again.


    “Not too soon,” she whispered, feeling fuzzy with sleep.


    “Says you,” he teased and lay back down, his fingers intertwined with hers.


    The blanket pulled up around her chin, Annie felt the heaviness of exhaustion overtake her. She fell into a dead sleep.


    *


    Though it was still dark as night, Annie felt a gentle touch against her good shoulder, rousing her from sleep.


    “Wha?” she said groggily, emerging from her dreamlike state.


    “You’re leaving in thirty minutes.”


    “That was a short night,” Annie groaned. Cold air nipped at her nose, and the floor beneath her feet felt chilled. “The heat feels off.”


    “We’ll look at it. We need to get you going,” Janie said.


    She trudged to the bathroom, blinded by the light and reached inside the shower to turn on the faucet. With no time to wait, she stepped in when the water was merely warm and shivered as the strong flow pounded her skin.


    By the time the water warmed, she was fully awake. She soaped herself, letting the bubble slide down her legs and whirl into the drain.


    Finally, clean and wide awake, she dressed quickly, shoving her field pack into the clean pants. She glanced into the mirror, grimaced at the dark circles, pulled her hair in a bun and followed the smell of breakfast wafting up to her.


    A breakfast sandwich waited for her, hot and ready.


    “You’re amazing,” Annie told Janie and took a bite. “Thanks.”


    “Just get back soon. He misses you. I miss you,” Janie said, offering a weary smile.


    As the clock turned six, Spencer appeared, ready and waiting for Annie.


    She hugged Janie quickly and stepped into the cold, dark morning, greatly aware she might not be returning home any time soon.


    *


    Thanks to Lial Peng, Annie and Spencer had a teleportation location near the center of town in an alley seldom seen by tourists—and Annie doubted by the locals either.


    The alley was cluttered with boxes, dirty rags, and an old tire. Annie groaned, sidestepped a pile of boxes, and followed Spencer to the curve of the road.


    “You good?” Spencer asked as Annie pulled away.


    “Yeah. Just a lot of energy to teleport,” she said, though he knew that already.


    Spencer glanced up, looked for cameras, and saw none.


    The storefronts and office spaces down the street were empty, abandoned. Some had garage-door-like contraptions covering the doors and windows, keeping unwanted vagrants or vandals from destroying the aged properties.


    Great locations for vampires to hide.


    “I don’t see any cameras. It looks like we’re alone,” Spencer announced. He summoned his map of Paris, atomie bean, and crystal to scry for the vampire


    The map lit quickly, just where they expected to find the vampire.


    “He’s staying close to home,” Annie commented.


    “He wants to be found. And to do that, we need to go… that way.” Spencer pointed toward the curve in the narrow street. They slung backpacks across their shoulders and stepped onto the sidewalk, cautiously strolling beside the buildings


    Crossing the street, they turned left onto Rue Marcadet—as it turned out, another nearly empty street. “It should be up a short distance.” Spencer said.


    The road wound through the district, past run-down buildings. Absently, Annie moved closer to Spencer and hitched the bag up on her shoulder.


    “How’s Melinda?” Annie asked casually. Several blocks over, cars roared, and animated voices were alive with energy. Here, the only sound was their boots clicking against the sidewalk in a rhythmic pounding. The backpack slipped down her shoulder and rested in the crook of her arm.


    “She’s good. Get any sleep?” Spencer readjusted the straps on Annie’s bag to ease the tension on her injured shoulder.


    “Not enough, but I did sleep. She feeling okay with the pregnancy?” Annie asked. She switched the bag to her other shoulder.


    “If the bag’s too much, let me take it. You’re still on comp time,” he offered. She acquiesced easily and handed him her bag.


    “I should just shrink it,” she said as she stretched out her shoulder.


    “We’re tourists. We’re supposed to be hiking through France,” he reminded her, though she was sure he would much prefer to not be carrying any bags at all. “Cham okay?” Spencer asked as he strolled on Annie’s left, nearest the road.


    “He’s tired but healing,” she replied.


    “It won’t be much longer,” Spencer said. “Ever been to France?”


    An icy breeze swept over them as they crossed the final road where they hoped to find Sturtagaard. The thought of seeing the vampire again made Annie shudder. She always felt the need to be at her best when she came up against him. Her exhaustion and her mood made her feel less than her normal strength.


    “Nope. Not for work or personal,” she replied.


    “It’s romantic. You should come back when you’re not on comp time,” he joked.


    “Yeah, my first time in Paris and I’m with you. Lucky me,” Annie quipped.


    Spencer counted down the building numbers as they passed. “One more,” he said as they stepped beside a small shop.


    The unassuming building appeared empty. Annie peered into the grime-covered window, through a small gap between two sheets of newsprint that covered the window.


    Candles were scattered across the mostly bare room, creating a ring of dim light. At the center, she saw a hard metal chair with a form sitting on it.


    Sturtagaard.


    Her heart pounded. Annie had last seen the vampire after Rathbone’s arrest, two months after Amelie died. Annie had been free from the receiving end of his tricks and torment. Like no other demon she fought, Sturtagaard unnerved her: the way he’d sniff the air and know what she had been doing or who she was with. His digs to the heart of the matter so easily pushed her buttons.


    Why does he get to me?


    She seethed at the sight of the vampire, who appeared unaffected by the mess that had befallen them.


    “Ready to get that bastard?” Spencer whispered as he stuffed the map back in his pack.


    “He knows my scent. He knows I’m here,” Annie warned as she glared at the vampire. Could he feel her fury through the window? If he could, would it have some effect on him?


    “Not to mention, he sent the article to you. He’s expecting you,” Spencer reminded her.


    Sturtagaard expects me to jump when he calls.


    Irritated, Annie reached for the door handle, loosely twirling it in her grasp. The bell jingled when she opened the door; she cringed at the sound as it announced their entrance.


    “I’ve been waiting for you,” the vampire said without turning around.


    *


    “Where is she?” Annie retorted. She sucked in a deep breath and grimaced at the stench that filled the room.


    Sturtagaard unfurled himself from the chair. Annie gasped; she couldn’t hide her surprise at the sight of the tall, lanky creature standing against the thin metal chair for support. He normal appearance was one of pale sickness, but in the dim light, the deep shadows accentuated his pursed lips and forehead. Even sneering his famous sneer, he looked nothing like the menacing vampire he once was. He looked like he hovered near death. Without showing off his fangs, his sneer looked humorous rather than intimidating. Annie bit her cheek to keep from laughing.


    “What the hell,” Annie whispered to Spencer who chose not to hide his grin.


    “Don’t know. Don’t care,” Spencer admitted loudly, with the intention of pissing the vampire off. Had the vampire been at full strength he would have lunged for the wizard guard, but instead he grasped the chair more tightly.


    “That smell is…” Annie viewed the vampire cautiously, her eyes finding the stump where there once was a hand. It glistened in the light; a festering, oozing mass of green and yellow puss. Annie grimaced at his mangled arm, which had been destroyed when Sturtagaard attempted to escape the unescapable Tartarus Prison. The window of his cell had been made of something other than glass: a magical concoction known as acidiac, a hazy, glimmering substance of acid and magic mixture. So mesmerized by the mixture, Sturtagaard had reached out and touched it. It had burned away all flesh and bone that made contact with the window.


    “Your hand,” Annie whispered.


    “What, this? This is nothing,” Sturtagaard sneered.


    “We can fix that.” Annie offered.


    Steadying himself in an act of defiance—or he was having a temper tantrum? —he kicked over the metal chair. It bounced, kicking up dirt from the cement floor.


    He stumbled and swayed from vertigo, making his way to a makeshift kitchen. With his good hand, he threw open a small refrigerator that contained several pouches of blood.


    With matching frowns, Annie and Spencer couldn’t look away when Sturtagaard bit off the corner of the pouch and drank the blood in one swig.


    When the vampire finished, he tossed the plastic bag in a garbage can and wiped away any remainder of blood with his lips, licking every last drop from his fingers.


    “You done?” Annie asked, an irritated scowl on her face. After all this time, watching a vampire feed still made her queasy.


    “I can no longer kill, thanks to you.” He held up his hand. Between the stench and the look of it, Annie could see why no one would come near him.


    “Really. We forced you to touch the window,” Annie quipped.


    Sturtagaard, invigorated by the nourishment, ignored his guests and strode across the floor standing against the window, peering out at the empty street.


    “Where’s Amelie?” Spencer’s voice dripped with impatience.


    “I’ll let you know the brat’s still alive. I’m not the girl’s keeper.”


    Annie summoned a thick, sturdy ash stake from the field pack she always carried with her. The point was so sharp it could easily penetrate through a human breast bone. As she flipped the stake, it landed against her palm with a loud crack. As he always did, Sturtagaard flinched.


    Don’t mess with me.


    “Do it. Stake me out of my misery.” Sturtagaard beckoned.


    “Stop being such a baby. Let me see the arm,” Annie said.


    Like a petulant teenager, he crossed the arm under the other and refused to let her examine the oozing discharge.


    “Really, jackass. We can make it better,” Spencer bellowed. He picked up the discarded metal chair and sat himself down, scowling.


    Reluctantly, Sturtagaard held out his arm for her but baulked at her touch.


    “Is that the boy I smell?” he quipped.


    “Oh, grow up.” Annie forcibly pulled his arm toward her. The wound was so devastating, so disgusting, she blanched at the odor and the sight of it. Holding her breath, she summoned her flashlight and examined the infected stump.


    Just plain gross.


    The acidiac window had eaten away his hand leaving behind a ragged edge of exposed bone, muscle and sinew. Blackened skin and pus covered the muscles and tissue, dried blood scabbed over the edge of his wrist.


    It shouldn’t be infected or bleeding; he’s dead!


    “As a vampire, your body is… well, essentially you’re dead. But this, the muscles, the skin, the arteries and veins, they’re all responding as if they’re alive,” Annie explained. Unable to hide his curiosity, Spencer joined them and glanced at the injured arm from over her shoulder.


    “Did you take the last of the antidote?” Spencer asked and handed Annie a bottle of holy water.


    “Yes. Yes, you moron! I took the last of the potion!” Sturtagaard’s face grew red with heat, another symptom that shouldn’t happen to a vampire in a dead man’s body. In return, Spencer cast a jinx at the vampire.


    “Whatever you think you’re gonna get, forget it!” Spencer shouted.


    “Why’d you bring him? I wanted to speak to you alone,” Sturtagaard said.


    Annie glared at Spencer, pouty and angry as he leaned against the door. Sturtagaard, responded like a four-year-old brat. She rolled her eyes.


    “Grow the hell up, both of you. Spencer if you want to go, go! And as for you vampire, why the hell did you send that article? What the hell do you want?”


    “I thought you should know the brat was still alive. I believe I explained that to you already.”


    “Yeah, you said that. But you don’t do anything without getting something in return,” Spencer jeered.


    “Well, this time that’s all I wanted,” Sturtagaard huffed. “Fix this and I’ll tell you where she is.”


    Annie grabbed his arm, squeezed his forearm. He squirmed at her touch. “This is gonna hurt like hell, but it will cauterize the injury and heal it. For some reason, your flesh is alive.”


    Sturtagaard flinched as he attempted to remove his arm from her grip but appeared to think better of it. As Annie sprinkled the holy water on the wound, the vampire’s flesh hissed and smoked. He extended his fangs in anger.


    Annie continued to pour the liquid across the torn flesh; it continued to bubble, burn, and smolder. Sturtagaard groaned and bent forward as if he would faint. Annie pulled on his arm to examine her work. As expected, the holy water had cleaned away the pus and blood, revealing an exposed stump at the end of his arm.


    Annie said, “See, all better.”


    Sturtagaard looked at his missing hand; blood had stopped, the smell disappeared, and yet it was still an unappetizing eyesore.


    “Won’t help much,” he chided.


    “Patience, asshole.” She summoned a bottle of water, poured out the entire contents, and floated it above her palm. It twirled in gentle waves as she warmed the water. When it was ready, she drifted it to his stump and encompassed the open wound. The magic slowly healed the stump. The flesh grew healthier and stronger, enclosing the visible bone, and covering the muscles and tendons. His skin grew and covered the wrist until all that remained was a bumpy end on his arm.


    He stared at his new stump; it no longer smelled, it no longer oozed, it no longer hurt.


    “Why’d you do that?” the vampire asked.


    “Yeah, why, Annie?” Spencer muttered.


    “I know it wasn’t to help me hunt.” Sturtagaard moved his arm around, jabbed it in the air as if he were throwing a punch.


    Annie held the pointed end of the stake above his heart with enough pressure for the vampire to feel the pinch against his skin. Sturtagaard flinched.


    “So where’s Amelie?” Annie asked. Should she slip and puncture the chest cavity, he’d burst into flame and disintegrate into a pile of ash.


    And what harm would that be?


    “She’s north of here in a small town called Dinan.”


    Annie pushed a little deeper, which seemed to unnerve Sturtagaard. “I’m not lying, girl. I saw her, and I thought you’d like to know the brat was back.”


    Sturtagaard had been a vampire for over thirteen hundred years, not because he was a good, law-abiding demon but because he was smart, resourceful, and would play either side of the law to his benefit.


    He wants something.


    As part of the Wizard Guard training, all trainees studied Sturtagaard because he was tricky, a liar, and had on several occasions helped or hindered the Wizard Guard and the Wizard Council on cases.


    “So I’ll ask again, what do you want?” Spencer said.


    “Next time bring the other boy,” Sturtagaard spat.


    The stake pinched the vampire. He attempted to turn away from the point that was nearly piercing his skin. Annie sensed his discomfort and knew he was feeling pressure that burned against his skin.


    “What do you want?” Annie may have asked again, but she knew what he wanted.


    He wants to come home.


    “I want permission to go back to the U.S.”


    Annie glanced at Spencer, who shrugged and rolled his eyes.


    “Yeah. We figured. So why?” Annie asked. She released the pressure on the stake, though it hung close to his chest. “And don’t lie. We’re not in the mood.”


    The vampire stared at Spencer. Annie thought he might be debating how much to tell without giving away his whole plan.


    “I wish to return to the US. I have business dealings I would like to attend to.”


    “Really. Building another zombie army?” Spencer asked incredulously. “We’re watching you.”


    “Have I told you, I like your other boy better,” the vampire said to Annie.


    Annie balled her hand into a fist and walloped Sturtagaard across the mouth. The vampire, unprepared for the hard punch, flew backwards, stumbled into the nearest shelving unit, and toppled to the ground. With his fangs extended, he let out a low growl.


    “What the hell, bitch?” he roared.


    “What business dealings?” Annie asked as she shook out her hand, which vibrated from the hit to his hard jaw.


    Damn that felt good!


    “The market’s gone, no thanks to you.”


    “And?” Spencer asked.


    “The seedy underbelly you like to keep such careful tabs on is scrambling to preserve relationships, to…” he stopped and smirked. “Or should I say, the one that you didn’t watch so carefully.”


    “Fine. Stay here and lose out on whatever deals you’ve got in pipeline. Why should I care?” But since the collapse of the Black Market, it was becoming apparent to all Wizard Guard units across the world that they would be fighting crime differently. They would have to seek out smaller, better-hidden markets across the world, most of which they had no way of finding.


    He could be useful yet.


    “I need back in!” Sturtagaard demanded.


    “Fine. You want back in. So why should we trust you? How do you know she’s in this town in Northern France? You tracking her?” Annie asked. She leaned against the countertop and glowered.


    “Yes. I saw her in Dinan. I thought it prudent you know she was alive and where you could find her. So having said that, let the Wizard Guard know that I’ll be returning as soon as I find a boat that will take me over,” he said confidently.


    “Fine. You can come home after you help us retrieve Amelie AND kill her. When that’s done, we will take you to the states,” Annie said.


    Both Sturtagaard and Spencer raised their eyebrows in confusion.


    “Huh. Annie?” Spencer wiggled his finger, motioning her to join him away from Sturtagaard.


    “You know he can hear us whispering, right?” Annie smirked.


    “What the hell are you thinking?”


    “Simple. I got the letter a day after the market was eviscerated. When he sent the letter, the market was still functioning.”


    Spencer glanced at Sturtagaard and back to Annie. “Sorry I doubted you.”


    “Whatever. I don’t want to be around him any more than you do, but he has a point. The market’s gone. We don’t know where the next one will spring up. Let him think we have a deal. We have our motives, he has his. We can watch each other.”


    “Fine. Fine. This gets better and better,” Spencer grumbled.


    “Yeah, but you know I’m right.” Annie smiled and tilted her head toward the vampire. “You have restraints?”


    Spencer sighed. “Fine.” He strode to the metal chair, tossed it to Sturtagaard. “Sit,” he ordered and waited for the vampire to oblige.


    “What?” His eyes widened as Spencer knelt beside him. He summoned several black bands with a square at the center. “What’s that?” the vampire asked.


    “Just something to keep you out of trouble,” Spencer said as he placed the first band around Sturtagaard’s thin ankle. Spencer waved a palm across the black box, and secured it with a sticking spell.


    Spencer and Annie placed the additional bands around their own ankles and snapping them in place. Once set, Sturtagaard’s band began to blink and whistle.


    “See, you deviate more than 10 feet from us or kill us, not only will you not be able to remove the bracelets, but yours…” Spencer snickered loudly. “Your bracelet will release the acidiac poison into your system.”


    “That’s not funny,” Sturtagaard whispered. Whatever color the vampire had suddenly drained from his face.


    “So she’s really in Dinan?” Annie verified.


    “Yes,” Sturtagaard replied.


    “Great.” Spencer said before hitting the vampire with a jinx. All six feet of the vampire went limp and slipped from the chair to the ground.


    “I already like him better,” Annie said as she pulled out the lining from Amelie’s coffin. With it she began to scry for the princess.


    “He’s not lying.” She glanced at Sturtagaard splayed across the dirty floor, his tongue hanging from his mouth.


    “We could have just scried for her and gone there instead, you know,” Spencer quipped.


    “What, and miss all this? I know this isn’t ideal, but I don’t want to be surprised by his true motives. I’d like to find that out before we get home. I also want to know where that market’s going to spring up.”


    “I’ll give you that. Let me get the plans made, and then we can get the asshole to France. I’m hoping to be home tomorrow night.” He slid off to a quiet corner and dialed Wizard Hall.


    While Spencer made their plans for the night, Annie folded up the map and checked Sturtagaard’s anklet. It blinked.


    “All set?” she asked when Spencer returned. His phone beeped.


    “Yeah. We’re staying at the Hotel Arvor. It’s at the center of town. Here are the coordinates to teleport to. The hotel room should be booked by the time we land. You okay to land first and get us the room? I’ll follow soon after with him.” Spencer pointed to Sturtagaard, who groaned in his sleep.


    “I’m on it. I’ll let you know when it’s safe to teleport,” Annie said as she glanced out the window toward the empty street. With no one around, she opened the door just enough and teleported away from Paris.

  


  
     Chapter 7


    The street was a narrow cobbled path leading up an incline toward the center of town. Annie, again nauseous from expending so much energy to teleport into town, leaned against a rock wall overlooking the valley. As it was late, only a few homes and buildings were lit; their lights twinkled below her.


    Refreshed from the breezes, Annie crossed onto the street and walked to the hotel. Three tile steps led to the double doors, which welcomed her inside the small, dimly lit lobby of Hotel Arvor.


    Pink-and-black tile covered the floor, leading to a shiny black reception desk. where a slight and slender man with dark hair and a thin mustache sat at the ready. He smiled when she walked in.


    “Hi. Reservation for Ray. Spencer and Anne Ray?” she said as she drummed her fingers against the wooden top.


    The man, glanced cautiously. “Yes, madam. You just recently called. So late at night,” he added, accusatory.


    She offered a tired smile. “We were trying to make it to Paris tonight, but were just too tired. This hotel seemed like a lovely option.” If it eased his mind he did not show it.


    “Well, yes, madam.” He passed her a register to sign, glanced at her once more, then grabbed the room key and led her up the narrow stairs to the first door at the top of the stairs.


    “And your husband, madam?”


    “He’s parking and unloading. He’ll be along in a little while,” she said and offered him a few francs from the pile they pilfered from Wizard Hall. In order to always be prepared, Annie and the Wizard Guard could obtain world money from the cashier as needed. The man smiled and took the money, handing her the key.


    “Merci.” Annie smiled and closed the door behind her.


    She listened for his footsteps, suspecting he was listening for hers. Grimacing, she jingled the door handle, startling the man. Soon enough, his footsteps clicked against the wood floor, deliberately and slowly until she could no longer hear him.


    The comfortable room contained a large bed, desk, armoire, and, most importantly, space enough for a sleeping bag.


    She threw open the window, stuck her phone out, and calculated her location before sending it to Spencer. When he acknowledged her, she plopped on the bed and waited for him to arrive.


    Spencer had teleported an unconscious vampire from Paris to Dinan at the northwestern corner of the country—a sleepy little village with narrow streets along the river Rance.


    It took less than two minutes for Spencer to stand before her, holding a limp Sturtagaard.


    “He’s still asleep,” Annie commented and helped Spencer tie the vampire to one of two antique chairs in the room.


    “Yeah. And I don’t have to listen to his mouth.” Spencer pulled the magical rope taut against the vampire’s chest and added a sticking spell, ensuring the vampire wouldn’t be able to release himself.


    “When will we tell him the anklets aren’t quite as magical as we let on?” Spencer asked as Annie secured his feet, and his hands.


    “Maybe he won’t notice and we won’t have to tell him. Sometimes he can be dimwitted,” Annie said as she finished. “I think this should be good,” she pronounced. “I guess it’s time for you to come in. Right, sweetie?” she added in a sing song voice. For the time being, she and Spencer were husband and wife on their honeymoon.


    “I’ll be back Missus,” he joked and teleported back out the window to a location down the street from their hotel.


    With him momentarily gone, Annie sat against the headboard on the bed and sank against the pillow, resting for the first time in hours. The building popped and creaked, voices outside of the room grew closer, and footsteps clicked against the wood floor. Spencer said something to the night manager before popping the door open just enough to slip inside.


    “Hey.” Spencer sat beside her on the king-sized bed and kicked off his shoes. “He’s still quiet?”


    “Yeah. Any problem from the night manager?” Annie mumbled, nearly asleep.


    “We came in too late.” Spencer held her hand and rested back against the pillow. “Otherwise, I think he believes we’re newly married. Damn, I’m tired.”


    “If you want to sleep on the bed I’m too tired to care,” she yawned and slipped herself under the covers.


    “No. I’m good. I’m getting up.”


    *


    Hearing footsteps drag against the carpet, Annie flew awake.


    “Sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.” Spencer rolled out a sleeping bag at the foot of the bed and sat on the floor.


    “You didn’t.” Annie glanced at the vampire slumped in the chair, his mouth open, drool rolling down his chin.


    “Damn. That was one strong jinx you applied. He’s sleeping like a demon baby,” Annie quipped. She strolled across the room, leaned against the small desk, glancing out the window to the parking lot across the narrow street. Annie concentrated on the shadows, searching for movement. She thought she saw a shadow move, but it was early in the morning in this sleepy village, and she suspected she was merely tired and needing rest.


    I’m seeing things, I think!


    They had fallen asleep with the window still open, and now the cool breeze fluttered the heavy drapery and whipped around Annie. She shuddered and coaxed the aged window closed.


    “You okay?” Spencer asked as he lay his pillow on the floor.


    With a heavy yawn, she sauntered past the unconscious vampire and sat on the bed, pulling the heavy gray covers around her. She summoned a pillow and lay on her stomach, staring down at Spencer.


    “Yeah. I’m just so tired.”


    The wind was strong high above the valley. It battered the old building, which groaned against the force.


    “What time is it now? We need to decide—”


    “Shhh.” Annie bolted upright. It wasn’t just the old building that cried out against the wind. It was footsteps that stopped in the hallway, just outside their door. A shadow was visible under the door.


    The manager? Listening to us?


    For several minutes, the shadow remained at the door, until the manager likely believed there was nothing of consequence happening inside. Annie held her breath until he finally scurried away. Footsteps clicked against the floor, growing softer. The stairs creaked with each step until Annie and Spencer could no longer hear the manager moving about.


    “Maybe I was wrong about him,” Spencer said.


    “I guess our separate late arrival was a bad idea,” Annie whispered.


    “Either that or he thought he might hear a little, you know…”


    “Ugh. That’s just gross.”


    “What, sex with me, or that he listens to the hotel guests?”


    Spencer unfurled a map of France across the bed and enlarged the paper. Annie tossed him the coffin lining from Amelie’s grave. “Where was she last time you scried for her?” Spencer asked. He balled the lining in his fist, wrapped his scrying crystal necklace around his hand and set the necklace to sway across the map.


    “She was out and about in this area here.” Annie pointed just west of town.


    The scrying necklace twirled and spun without dropping. Spencer stopped the swing, glanced at the map as if it could tell him something he didn’t already know, and set the necklace again, pulling it away from its starting point and letting it go. It swung rapidly, jerking across the map.


    “That’s a little weird,” he said as it continued to hop and jerk.


    Finally, the magic connected to magic, dropping a few short miles from their hotel.


    “Probably hunting earlier. Let’s wait twenty minutes and see if she moves on.” Spencer said and laid the crystal necklace on the map.


    “You want to get her now?” Annie asked as she examined the princess’s location. Her finger trailed the road from town to house.


    She’s out in the country.


    Annie glanced at the vampire. “Do you have the muffle bag in case he wakes?”


    Spencer smirked and summoned the thick black bag, holding it out for her. Returning his evil grin, she placed the magically enhanced bag over the vampire’s head, pulled tightly on the strap, securing it over his head.


    “Don’t forget to ‘turn off’ the anklet, just in case,” Spencer joked.


    “He better not do anything stupid while we’re gone,” Annie said as they reopened the window and teleported out to find the princess.


    *


    Annie focused her binoculars on the expansive mansion doors. There hadn’t been any activity since arriving thirty minutes prior.


    This is gonna take longer than a day.


    Cold and damp, Annie wrapped her coat tightly around her petite frame, warming herself from the northern wind that blew through the still-bare branches. It did nothing to warm her. The binoculars swung against her chest as she rubbed her hands together before sticking them in her pockets. She began to pace between the trees.


    “Shhh,” Spencer said as he concentrated on the front of the abandoned mansion. There had been no movement at any of the windows or doors.


    “She probably went on an early kill and is down for the night. How long do you want to stay?” Annie asked. She glanced at the once-grand house; the stucco not as white as it once was, still shone brightly in the full moon light.


    Spencer summoned a heavy blanket, holding it open for Annie to join him inside.


    “It’s close to dawn. We should come back when she’s truly down for the day. Surprise her then.” Spencer stifled a yawn.


    Footsteps crackled against the gravel drive, diverting their attention. Both peered out from behind the tree unable to see more than an outline of a body strolling up the lane.


    “Vampire?” Spencer asked.


    Annie peered through the branches. “Doesn’t look like one.”


    Spencer adjusted the binoculars and stopped, freezing when the lens clicked loudly. Annie kept her attention on the young man as he continued toward the mansion. He didn’t react.


    A vampire would have reacted to that sound.


    The blanket hanging from Spencer’s shoulders slipped to the frozen earth when he turned for a better look.


    “So who is he?” Annie whispered.


    The man hopped up the steps to the mansion door seemingly happy with his light, bouncy steps; until the door opened. A young woman exited onto the portico; the man shrunk back from her as she spoke.


    Annie examined the face of the girl with dark black hair. The light at first was too dim to see the features, to see the eyes that haunted Annie every day. She turned into the moon light where Annie could finally see that face, those lips, the eyes.


    Princess Amelie!


    Holding her breath in anticipation, Annie could barely speak. “It’s her,” she whispered. Anxiety ripped through her gut at the realization of how extensive her mistake had been. Knowing she searched for vampire tracks couldn’t ease the anxiety and guilt she felt. Her hands dropped to her side, and she watched in horror as Amelie kissed the man who reluctantly wrapped his arms around her.


    He’s shuddering, but it’s not from the cold outside.


    “How does he not know she’s a vampire?” Spencer queried without benefit of the binoculars.


    “He knows,” Annie remarked. She passed him the binoculars.


    “So she uses him for things, victims. What does he get for the trouble?” Spencer asked.


    “Sex and immortality. Think of all the near victims we’ve interviewed. Some of those people confessed to seeking out the vampires, to live forever and leave a young, beautiful corpse,” Annie said almost dreamily.


    “They romanticize life as a demon. That’s pathetic and stupid,” Spencer mumbled, sounding much like Gibbs in that moment. Annie chuckled as Amelie continued sucking air from the man. When he could no longer breathe, he pulled away and visibly shook as he stepped back.


    “I think he’s afraid of her,” Annie commented.


    “That might be useful,” Spencer said. “So why is he hanging with her?”


    “Sex,” Annie murmured. Amelie spoke again to the man, as if they were discussing business. The man, turned and pointed back toward the road as if explaining an important point. When he finished, he entered the house, though watched from the doorway as the vampire headed down the lane, toward town.


    “Essentially necrophilia. Gross. So why is he with her?”


    Cautiously and deliberately, the vampire walked past their hiding spot. Annie held her breath as Amelie sniffed the air. Her eyes roamed the landscape, peering through the trees on either side of the lane.


    She’s a smart vampire!


    Still careful, yet less unnerved, Amelie picked up her pace to the main road. Annie and Spencer both released stale air, relieved that Amelie didn’t care or notice them hiding in the trees.


    “He must scout for her,” Annie suggested.


    “And again, why? It would help if we knew how long he’s been doing her bidding. I can only think she’s either blackmailing him to get him to do this or he knew her prior to being turned and he’s helping an old friend.” Spencer summoned the blanket and hid it away in his field pack. After peering through the trees and glancing at the front door of the mansion, he said, “I think we’re safe.”


    They hiked through the sparse branches in the densely packed woods, easily able to watch the princess turn on to the main road heading into town. Following at a fair distance, they climbed into the ditch, hoping Amelie wouldn’t catch a whiff of their scents of sweat and soap or the musty wet in their clothing from trekking in the wet grass.


    Close to the fields of lavender, deep in the ditch, they followed the princess, a trip that by car would have taken all of ten minutes.


    It took forty.


    They watched Amelie head into town, and by the time they entered village limits, they were drenched in sweat. The extra moisture frizzed Annie’s curly hair above and around her head. Spencer wiped his brow; his normally pristine locks of hair were now a wet, disheveled mess.


    “We’re gonna stand out,” Spencer bemoaned.


    “Hush, love. You’ll scare away the vampire,” Annie chided as they passed their hotel and headed toward the only open establishment in Dinan.

  


  
     Chapter 8


    The village streets were old, narrow, and quiet in the early morning hours; very few people lingered in the streets, let alone at the bar at the end of the cobblestone walkway. A dim, dusty light emanated from the front window, and soft conversation wafted through the open door as Amelie stepped inside and took her place at the bar.


    Stopping across the street, Spencer and Annie watched as Amelie struck up a conversation with the bartender with some familiarity.


    She’s been here before.


    “Would you rather stay out here and wait for her to leave with whichever victim she chooses, or would you like a ringside seat?” Spencer took a seat on a nearby bench to watch the bar intently.


    “Ringside seat, my love,” Annie said as she playfully tugged at his arm.


    “Fine.” He sighed. His normally laidback style made work easy and enjoyable, but the longer they were in France, away from home, the more he grew languid and a little grumpy.


    “Sorry. I’m not myself,” he said, pulling himself up. Re-focused, they strolled through the front door, arm in arm, passing another young couple on the way out. A very petite woman was holding up a very large, very unsteady man.


    He’s gonna topple her!


    Annie eyed the princess as they took their seat at the table near the door. Watching her target, she held her breath when Amelie, the life of the party, stopped and whiffed the air. She glanced around the small bar, her eyes finding Annie and Spencer. Annie pulled out a small menu, hiding behind it.


    “She caught our scent at the mansion,” Spencer whispered.


    “I saw that. We need to be careful with her,” Annie replied.


    After the friendly, helpful waitress took a drink order that neither intended on partaking in, they turned their attention to each other, as if they could hide from the vampire.


    Making small talk for Annie and Spencer had been easy. They had known each other for many years and worked more than one undercover case, always following a well-written script. She reached for his hand and rubbed the inside of his palm, hanging on his words, smiling as their drinks were placed in front of them.


    Amelie laughed loudly and touched the hand of the man beside her. He pulled away as she whispered in his ear, but she grabbed his wrist and wouldn’t let go.


    “I know you’d rather be at home. I would too, but you’re a little lifeless. I need you. I can’t do this alone,” Annie said.


    “Sorry. Melinda. The pregnancy, it’s been rough.”


    Melinda Ray, Spencer’s wife of nine years was pregnant, something they had both wanted for years. Though they had two boys, Melinda wanted a girl and experienced much difficulty getting pregnant for the third time. Annie sympathized with his reluctance in leaving his family.


    I should’ve taken anyone else.


    “Why didn’t you say something? Gibbs would’ve come,” Annie chided.


    “Because I abandoned you on the last case. You’re hurt and here. I can’t just not do my job. Let’s just get this vampire,” Spencer argued.


    “You didn’t abandon me. You went to your kid’s birthday when I caught a case. It happens. Just get your head back here. Please,” Annie groused. She took a sip of the wine and observed the intended victim glance nervously as Amelie’s hand traveled up his thigh.


    He knows something’s wrong with her.


    “And what should we do tomorrow, sweetie?” Spencer asked more loudly, taking a sip of his beer.


    “Go home, I hope,” Annie smirked. “He knows there’s something weird with her,” Annie whispered into her wine glass as she pretended to take a sip.


    Amelie tapped the bar twice, and the attentive bartender quickly refilled two shots. The vampire, no longer affected by the alcohol, downed both quickly, her hand still holding the victim’s. He couldn’t release it no matter how he tried. He shuddered at her touch; as she whispered another sweet nothing in his ear, he began to shake.


    His fear must have turned her on. She sat on his lap and fed his drink to him.


    “She gets them drunk,” Annie surmised.


    “She’s still young,” Spencer quipped.


    “Let’s keep her that way.” Annie took another small sip.


    The man, whether he was drunk or just ignoring his gut feeling about the beautiful, flirty, sexed up woman, asked Amelie to dance. The music, a slow instrumental, was barely audible and sounded like it belonged in an elevator, not a bar. Nonetheless, the man stumbled to an open patch of floor between two tables and took the princess in his arms.


    Amelie kept a healthy distance away from him, trying to keep him from the chill of her skin, the tautness of her muscles that no longer felt human. She didn’t look him in the eye, rather at his forehead or his chin. There was something in those black eyes—soulless, cold, inhuman.


    She knows how to hide in plain sight.


    Amelie swayed her hips awkwardly to the music; she shimmied and rolled her ass, ignoring the incredulous stares of those around her.


    They don’t know what to make of her.


    Annie chuckled as she played with the top of her wine glass, the contents barely going down.


    She watched the vampire dance, engrossing the few patrons still in the bar. Annie wasn’t easily impressed, but she was surprised by Amelie’s knowledge of the kill as she had only died eight months ago, and they weren’t really sure when she was freed from the coffin. It hadn’t been much time for Amelie to learn the and refine her technique.


    She’s playing with them.


    “Uh-oh. The companion just walked in,” Spencer whispered and swigged his beer. Annie’s gaze followed the short, rotund man take a seat on the other side of the door. He glared at the princess as if jealous, but he couldn’t take his eyes from her as she played with her next meal.


    Amelie turned at the sound of the door opening and closing, caught his eye, blew a kiss, and returned to the man beside her. The vampire had been feeding him several shots of an amber liquid; he no longer appeared frightened or turned off by the unnerving creature.


    Amelie reveled in the act, gyrating closer to the man and grazing her fingers against his thigh, higher and higher. Amelie’s companion glared at the production; his faced burned red.


    “She’s learned quickly,” Spencer noted. This seduction dance was so carefully crafted; by the time the victims knew they were in danger, it was too late for them to save themselves.


    Having successfully whipped up her prey, Amelie whispered in his ear. It could have been with promises of love or sex or even money; whatever it was, he was completely rendered helpless. While he stumbled after her, unknowingly being led to his death, Amelie tugged after him, irritated by the helpless creature she had to drag with her.


    “She made that look easy,” Spencer groused.


    “Get them soused, they’re yours.”


    Annie diverted her eyes from Amelie as the vampire still gripped her victim tightly. Her eyes found Spencer’s, and even in his disheveled appearance, he was handsome bordering on sexy hot. The princess smiled coyly, licked her lips, and pulled the victim out the door.


    “You’re next,” Annie quipped and threw a large tip on the table.


    “Lucky me.” He smiled and held her hand as they strode out the door.


    Hushed whispers followed Annie and Spencer from the bar.


    They felt the strangeness in Amelie too.


    Behind them, the door slammed shut; it reverberated against the hard stone of the door jamb, plummeting them into silence.


    “It’s getting really close to dawn. She’s playing a dangerous game,” Annie remarked.


    “Let’s get this over with,” Spencer said as he peered eastward to the lightening sky. The air was the coldest it had been since they arrived; their lightweight jackets did little to keep out the wind that whipped around them. Annie shuddered and wiped her watery eyes as tears from the cold ran down her cheeks.


    Both scrutinized the shadows and dark corners in their surroundings.


    Where is she?


    “Where…” Spencer began, but Annie held her finger against her lips.


    “Up there?” Annie pointed. A lumpy shadow moved slowly up the street, avoiding the dim street lamps that lined the narrow roadway through town.


    “Come on.” Spencer held tightly to Annie’s arm as if to protect her. She didn’t object and let him guide her down the street.


    “She’s not dragging him back to the mansion, is she?” Annie asked, but as the last word came out of her mouth, the form turned down yet another street.


    “You good to go?” Without waiting for Annie’s reply, Spencer dropped his grip on her arm and picked up his pace. Her shorter legs had to work twice as hard to keep up with his longer stride.


    The new street was quieter, darker with fewer street lamps to guide them. Annie slowed her pace when she could no longer see the shadow of Amelie and her victim. She closed her eyes and focused her breathing while concentrating on the sound of shoes scraping against the pavement.


    To her left, she heard more scuffling as the victim thrashed and fought to get away. Annie pointed toward the small plot of land between two houses, where a single car garage at the center of the plot leaned to the right.


    “There,” Annie whispered.


    They slunk around the garage; the shuffling grew louder. There they heard a groan of fear as the man pleaded for his life. When that failed, he began to cry heavy tears. Annie and Spencer ran across the back wall of the garage.


    “No! No…” his voice trailed off as though he was too tired to fight, as if he knew and had accepted he was about to die. Annie and Spencer turned the corner.


    “Let him go!” Annie ordered. She held out the stake and shone her flashlight in Amelie’s amber eyes, nearly blinding the vampire. Amelie hissed and bared her fangs.


    “Let go, Amelie!” Annie repeated. Amelie tossed the victim against the garage wall and ran. Spencer followed.


    The victim, clearly shaken, slumped against the wall.


    “Get out of here now!” Annie yanked the dazed man to his feet and pushed him toward the street. “Go!” she reiterated.


    Still in shock, the man stumbled into the darkness.


    Annie lost sight of her partner and resorted to listening for the echoes of several footsteps of different weights and gaits. The wind whistled through bare branches, battered stucco, and sent shutters swinging against a stone façade. Annie stood at the center of the street, the wind whirling around her, and in the midst she still heard the soft growl.


    As Amelie stumbled forward, Annie held the flashlight steady on the princess, illuminating her pale skin, her dusty blue eyes, her brown hair. Even in death, she was radiant. She was still the girl that Annie had so carefully studied, observed and searched for online.


    Annie tossed the stake and caught it, feeling cocky. She expected Amelie to jump when it smacked her palm, and smiled when the vampire did. But then, so did Amelie as she approached.


    “So it is you. Princess Amelie,” Annie said.


    The vampire’s black, angry eyes squinted and she pursed her purple lips. “Don’t call me that!” Her voice echoed through the otherwise silent neighborhood, drawing attention to them.


    Footsteps clacked against the street.


    That better be Spencer!


    Annie glared at the stumbling vampire and took a step closer to Amelie.


    Shadows flashed from the corner of Annie’s eyes. Spencer walked a tight perimeter around them, finally stopping behind Amelie. The vampire swayed as she took one more step closer to Annie.


    Shadows realigned and moved around Annie.


    What the hell?


    Tired and sore, Annie knew this was it. They had the vampire. “Okay. I won’t call you that anymore. What would you like me to call you?” Annie asked.


    “Your worst nightmare,” Amelie growled. Unsteady, she stumbled again.


    She needs to feed!


    The sun would soon break the horizon; the gray sky was warming with orange. The vampire should be feeling the heat, should at least notice the street was lightening. Instead, she was fully focused on Annie. Amelie licked her lips in anticipation.


    Spencer pressed the stake into Amelie’s skin; the vampire startled and growled.


    “I highly doubt you’re anyone’s nightmare, Amelie.” Spencer said.


    Amelie sniffed the air and glanced to the sky.


    “Stake her now,” Annie urged. Spencer pushed the stake. Pop, pop, pop, pop…


    “May I ask you your name?” Amelie inquired. The shadows adjusted; the sun rose.


    “Stake her now, Spencer!” Annie shouted.


    BOOM!


    Flying. Screams. Smoke. Heat.


    Who’s screaming?


    Annie lifted her head.


    Dizzy. So dizzy.


    She lay back on the hard, cold ground that rumbled and shook beneath her.


    Hot, rancid smoke filled her nostrils. Still-burning embers rained down to the street, and the smell of burning hair filled her nostrils.


    “Annie!” A distant voice called out for her. Sirens whirled.


    “Wha…” Hands curled under Annie’s arms. Pain wracked her shoulder as she was half carried, half dragged along the pavement. Wetness from the dewy grass slowly spread up her ankles.


    “What?” she tried to ask.


    “Shush. Not yet!”


    What happened?


    Strong, rancid smoke billowed across the street, hovering. Her lungs burned.


    Confused, panicked voices, clamored about what to do. Colored lights whirled and cut the darkness and lit up the houses. Metal clanked and squeaked.


    Annie shook, from the cold and wet and pain. Her feet bounced against uneven pavement. A wooden door flew open.


    Suddenly there was no more light, complete silence, a soft cushion.


    “What happened?” she murmured.


    “Shhh.” Spencer’s cold hand touched her shoulder. Annie groaned, her head rolled sideways.


    Sirens blared.


    Stop!


    Lights spun like a kaleidoscope against the ceiling.


    A shadowy form watched out the window.


    Footsteps pounded the pavement, water flowed. A bright white light flashed across the walls.


    Shaking hands lifted Annie’s wrists, fingers pressed against her neck. Warmth spread from her head to her shoulder to her feet. She closed her eyes.


    “Come on, Annie.” His voice was cloudy, fuzzy, distant.


    Red and blue lights swirled.


    Where am I?


    Spencer’s hands framed the side of her head. Warmth spread behind her eyes, down her neck.


    “Annie, can you hear me?”


    “Warm,” she murmured.


    He cradled her head in his hands, gently lifting it to his lap to rest there.


    “Annie, wake up!” he shouted.


    The voices became clearer, louder. They were frantic, almost frenzied. Footsteps drew closer. Someone gently placed her head against a musty seat cushion.


    Hot smoke seeped under the door, which was hanging askew on its hinges.


    Annie coughed. “Fire,” she murmured.


    “It’s a mess,” he responded.


    She opened her eyes. Spencer’s silhouette was framed by the window; the morning sun broke the horizon and cast a warm glow against his skin.


    He ducked below the window and held his finger to his lips while footsteps clinked away until they couldn’t be heard.


    “Annie,” he said. His face, inches from hers, was lined with worry at the corners of his mouth and across his forehead.


    “I’m okay,” she whispered.


    “Can you sit?”


    She opened her eyes and stared at him. “What happened?” Her words were groggy, gravelly. His hands guided her up, but she fell against her bent legs and rested against her knees.


    “I think her boy toy threw a bomb,” Spencer said. Annie stood, dizzy and concussed. The room spun quickly.


    “I need help,” she said falling against her partner.


    “I figured. Lean against here.” She held on to a work bench, which groaned under her weight. Spencer glanced out the window, cracked open the door and wrapped his arms around Annie. “Let’s get you ack to the hotel,” he said and lifted her to teleport to the hotel.

  


  
     Chapter 9


    A narrow alley cut from the hotel to the small businesses nearby. This morning it protected Annie as Spencer peered around the corner of the building, observing the chaos on the street.


    Voices echoed against stone buildings, concerned or angry about the explosion that had occurred just a few blocks from the hotel.


    Smoke still hung over the village, and the stench clung to their clothes and hair. Ash floated and rolled across the street, and still-glowing embers cracked and popped, burning the new leaves just growing on the trees.


    Annie shaded her eyes from the soft orange glow that, in her concussed state, seemed bright and harsh. She closed her eyes and lay against the rough stone wall. The noise of honking horns and blaring sirens overwhelmed her, so she covered her ears as well.


    Spencer focused on the scene in the street. He glanced up at their window at the front of the hotel. Annie watched him and shivered on the ground as a cold breeze whipped down the alleyway.


    “Spencer,” she murmured with a mouth that felt like cotton. She licked her lips, but both her tongue and lips were dry. She rolled her head to the side.


    The night fell into focus.


    It was a bomb.


    “Our window is still open. It looks like the hotel’s been evacuated. We’ll have to be careful.”


    “Okay,” Annie mumbled.


    “You okay? We’re almost there,” Spencer said.


    “Yeah. I’m fine. Fine…”


    He picked her up and held her tight as he teleported to their room.


    *


    Sturtagaard, still attached to the chair, pulled against the ropes that bound him. As he struggled with the restraints, the chair bounced and squeaked against the hardwood floor.


    “The jinx wore off,” Annie whispered. She closed her eyes as Spencer stopped healing her concussion.


    “Think he’s mad?” Spencer asked. He walked around to the back of the chair and smacked the vampire in the head so that his head bounced forward and back again, like a toy bobble head. As the vampire continued to wriggle in the restraints, Spencer pulled the muffle bag from his head.


    “Where the hell have you been?” Sturtagaard asked. “You lied about those bracelets. What the hell were you thinking?” The vampire sneered until he saw Annie, her eyes closed, a grimace across her lips. “What’s wrong with her?”


    “A little concussion,” Spencer said and went back to his partner.


    He placed his hands against her temples.


    “I just need sleep,” she whispered.


    “A little more healing. No sleep yet,” he advised. Redirecting his attention to Sturtagaard, he said, “Yeah. We lied about the bracelets. Miss us?”


    When he finished with Annie, her eyes brightened, her face gained some color. “Better?” he asked.


    “Not as fuzzy.” She plumped the pillows and glared at the vampire.


    Spencer bent low, meeting the vampire’s eyes. “So hear anything good down there?” He pointed to the open window.


    “I’m not the messenger,” Sturtagaard growled.


    “Fine. Stay in Europe, asshole.” Spencer sat on the bed and watched the vampire squirm in the chair.


    “Catch the vampire yet?” Sturtagaard jeered.


    “No, we didn’t. So what did you hear?” Spencer asked again.


    “They’re looking for you. Those strange Americans.”


    “Anything else?” Spencer bared his teeth.


    Annie reached another pillow and placed it behind her back. She groaned in the attempt.


    “Whatever you did her, her boy isn’t gonna be happy,” Sturtagaard’s voice carried a sing-song quality, trying to goad Spencer into a fight.


    “She’s fine. Learn anything else? If not, you’re going back under the bag.” Spencer held the bag for emphasis.


    “They think the two Americans are possible suspects in that bombing. What the hell did you two do?” Sturtagaard smirked.


    “A bomb exploded on Pl. Saint Louis. Annie was flung from the explosion.” Spencer peered through the heavy drapes. The parking lot was filled with onlookers, some pointing to their window. He pulled away, breathing deeply. “They’re watching us,” he said.


    “Awesome.” Annie’s eyes fluttered open and closed again. Her breath rattled from the smoke.


    “Open your eyes and look at me,” Spencer ordered.


    When she popped her eyes open, she glowered. Spencer chuckled and returned to observing the lingering crowd. “They’re finally thinning out.”


    “So where’s Amelie?” Sturtagaard asked. He eyed the muffle bag Spencer left on the bed.


    “You didn’t tell us Amelie has a boy toy.” Spencer let the drapes fall shut, no longer interested in the mob. He crossed the room and lit a flashlight, staring into Annie’s eyes. “Nauseated, headachy, dizzy?”


    Annie offered a wan, tired smile. “Just the remnants of all three. I’m fine.”


    “Just another treatment should do it.” He held both his palms against her temples with another spell to her brain. Low light emanated from his palms, covering her head in a warm glow. Annie took a deep breath and waited for the spell to ease the last of the effects of the injury.


    “Any better?” Spencer asked after several minutes of sending the healing spell.


    Annie’s eyes popped open. The headache was reduced to a dull ache, the dizziness eased, and her stomach no longer roiled with nausea. “Better, thanks.”


    Suddenly the floorboards creaked, and footsteps stopped near their door.


    Spencer held his finger to his lips in warning to Sturtagaard to remain quiet and pointed to the muffle bag beside him.


    Soft voices speaking fluent French wafted under the gap between the door and the floor.


    “What did they say?” Annie asked.


    “They said, ‘the Americans are here.’ The other one said, ‘let them rest. We’ll talk at a decent hour.’” Sturtagaard said.


    “That gives us time to completely heal you. I don’t want them knowing you have a concussion or have any reason to assume we were there,” Spencer said.


    *


    “Concussion,” Spencer spoke into the phone. With the phone held away from his ear, Annie could hear Cham’s tirade.


    “Let me talk to him.” She held out her hand for the phone. Reluctantly, he handed off the phone, Cham’s voice still angry.


    “How did you let this happen? Why didn’t you just stake the vampire the first time you saw her?”


    “Because she saw us, dropped the victim, and ran. The second time, someone exploded a bomb and she escaped,” Annie said evenly.


    Cham stopped. “Sorry, I thought it was—”


    “It’s not, and I’m fine.”


    “Why wasn’t he there? What happened?”


    “Cham. Baby, listen. I happened to be closer to the bomb. It went off just as Spencer was about to stake her. I’m fine. He’s been healing me all night. Please don’t worry.”


    “I’m coming,” Cham finally said.


    “You can’t. We need to request permission to work here and ask for help. I need you to work it from there. Remember?” She took a breath and waited until she could hear him stop stomping across the wood floor in her house.


    “Annie, this is killing me, not being there for you. Knowing you’re hurt.”


    “You have to trust us if you’re in charge of tracking us. This is our case. My partner is perfectly capable of backing me up. We’ll contact the French Wizard Guard and have them back us up. You stay put. How are you feeling, by the way?”


    He took a breath. “I’m fine. I’m ready to go back to work. I’m ready for Mom to go home. For you to come back.”


    “Me too. I’m fine. I promise. By tomorrow the concussion will be gone and we should have a pile of dust,” Annie tried to assure him. She wasn’t so sure.


    “So you’ll head to Paris and the Wizard Guard?” he asked, easing back into his professional voice.


    “Yes. We need to petition to work there and have them assist us,” Annie reiterated. Spencer glanced back at Annie, and back to the window, staring at the tourists and villagers as they passed the hotel.


    “If you need me, call. If you don’t, still call.”


    “I will. I love you,” she said.


    “I love you. Be safe. She’s a new vampire. You know they’re far more reckless, more dangerous,” he reminded her though she didn’t need to be. In this case she was already concerned about the vampire’s actions. She just wasn’t going to share with him today.


    “Love you,” she repeated softly.


    “I love you. Call me tomorrow.”


    She hung up feeling as though she should have said more, but for the time being she didn’t know what that would be.


    The sun filtered through the drapes and landed in thin lines across the room, crossing Sturtagaard’s lap. He hopped himself a few inches away, taking the chair with him. It pounded against the wood floor.


    “Don’t do that!” Spencer admonished. “You’re gonna draw attention.” Spencer raised his palms, floated the chair up. It swayed and bounced through the air, landing just beside the armoire. “Dumbass. Do that again and I’ll let the sun fry you!”


    “Got blood?” the vampire asked flatly.


    Spencer sighed, summoned a small blue box, and set it on the bed. With a swipe of his palm, he enlarged the cooler, opened the lid, and pulled out one of several bags of cold blood they had absconded with from the fridge in the abandoned store where they found Sturtagaard. “Here, keep quiet.”


    He poured the blood from an open corner, down the vampire’s throat leaving little comfort from the nourishment. When the bag was emptied, the vampire licked the remaining blood from around his lips.


    “Create problems, and I’m going to stake you,” Spencer whispered.


    “I’ve heard it before,” Sturtagaard sneered. He pulled on the ropes, and stopped.


    “Cham’s pissed at me,” Spencer commented as he cleared the cooler.


    Annie leaned against the headboard. Beside her sat a bag full of food. She rummaged the offerings before choosing an apple.


    “I have a concussion. He’s mad. He just feels helpless because he can’t help.” She took a bite and chewed slowly. Spencer sat on the radiator box peering out the window. Three hours since the bomb had exploded, a thick layer of smoke still hung over the streets, the stench of damp wet smoke and mildew permeated every part of downtown Dinan. “Why do you care? He’ll get over it.” She took another bite of the apple, though it passed her sore throat and felt heavy in her stomach.


    “You humans are all the same. Your attachments make you weak and useless.”


    Annie and Spencer glanced at each other. “Pig,” Annie muttered. She curled herself under the heavy quilt and closed her eyes. “Can we put the muffle bag back over his head?” she asked.


    “Don’t tempt me.” Spencer returned to the window. Below, curious passersby glanced up at the window belonging to the American tourists. He waved down to several women. They averted their eyes, as if caught snooping.


    “They’re watching us,” Spencer said.


    “Stop watching them,” Annie responded.


    “Fine.” He let the drapes slip shut and crossed the room to the bed. “Let’s get you healed. I want to get out of here.” He sat beside her and cradled her head.


    “Tsk, tsk, tsk,” Sturtagaard hissed.


    “Bite me, jackass,” Annie retorted. Spencer cast the healing spell again. Her scalp tingled, and she groaned lightly as the remnants of the concussion cleared away completely. She opened her eyes.


    “Well?”


    “No dizziness, no headache, no nausea. I think you can stop worrying.” Annie chuckled.


    “The princess is long gone,” Sturtagaard said, trying to readjust himself in the chair.


    Spencer winked at Annie, grabbed the muffle bag, and bent low to meet the vampire in the face.


    “Stay quiet, and we’ll have you back in the States to become a useless bother all over again,” Spencer derided.


    Sturtagaard glared with black, empty eyes. “Go ahead. Just do it.”


    Spencer slipped the bag on the vampire’s head and pulled down tightly. He checked the bindings securing the vampire to the chair and turned to Annie. “Let’s hope the boy toy is there,” he said as they left Sturtagaard alone in the room.


     

  


  
     Chapter 10


    While the sun had burned away the smoke, the smell of wet and charred stone hung in the air. Annie grimaced as she stepped onto the sidewalk.


    She reached for Spencer’s hand and followed the winding road out of the village, taking a longer, leisurely stroll through the village, stopping first to the neighborhood where the bomb had exploded.


    “Albert at the desk looked at me strangely when I asked there were any blockages out of the city,” Annie advised.


    “They don’t trust us, that’s obvious,” Spencer quipped. “How does he expect us to leave Dinan if we don’t know that!”


    “Chill,” Annie chided.


    Dinan was a medieval town, small stone buildings jammed together, a jumble of structures in wood and stone, some multi-colored and others a simple beige, blending in with much of the surroundings.


    They followed the street to the left, passing the bar from the previous night as well as several businesses—cheese shops, bakeries, a quaint curio shop with glass figurines in the window.


    Annie slowed as they neared Pl. Saint Louis. It wasn’t that she was fearful or nervous it would happen again, but memories had a way of attacking at the strangest moments. She could feel herself flying through the air and landing on the ground. Absently, she touched the side of her head that had hit the ground.


    A large scorch mark covered the center of the narrow road; the hole in the ground was several feet wide. Burn marks radiated outwards, much like a sunburst. Barbed wire poked out from the hole, and rubble littered the street. The ground closest to the impact was nothing more than thin powder.


    “The blast was bigger than I expected,” Annie murmured. They drew stares and whispers. It appeared Sturtagaard wasn’t lying.


    Did they have a reason to suspect us? What if someone saw us on that street last night?


    Fuzzy images and whirling lights replayed in Annie’s mind; she tensed, took a breath, and turned her attention to the street in the daylight.


    “You okay?” Spencer asked. They crossed the street on their way out of town.


    “Maybe. I just get this bad feeling we’re not done by a long shot.” She took one last look at the crater and shuddered.


    “We will handle whatever comes our way. We’re wizard guards. We got this,” he assured her.


    They followed a winding road away from town where the buildings grew sparse. The landscape surrounding them became expansive, the sunlight brighter. They held hands when the sidewalk ended and the ditch was their only means of walking safely along the highway.


    By the time they escaped Dinan, the mid-morning sun was bright enough to warm them—or perhaps it was the rough walk through the ditch. Either way, sweat covered Annie’s back and forehead. She wiped it away and ran to keep pace with Spencer.


    Spencer examined the landscape searching for a safe teleportation spot, away from the watchful eyes of the townspeople.


    “We can teleport over there. Can you make it?” he asked.


    The gentle hum of a car engine grew near and quickly passed them, the small car zipping along.


    Annie followed his gaze and sighed. “Yeah. I’ll be fine until we can teleport.”


    Spencer guided her into the field of lavender.


    “It smells good,” Annie said. Her mind drifted to Amelie. So smug, so new… so desperately needing to be staked.


    The hill rolled downward into a small valley. Birds chirped, and an airplane roared overhead. Annie started falling behind as her feet caught in the weeds and plants; the trek was longer than either had anticipated. Spencer sensing Annie’s difficulty, turned.


    “I’m sorry. We should have teleported from the room.” He grabbed her hand and glanced toward the main road from town. It was nearly eleven in the morning; traffic was considerable, and they were still visible.


    “Listen, I need to work back to health. So don’t worry about me. Besides, we have to appear normal. Being seen is important. Annoying but necessary.”


    At the first tree, Spencer pulled her behind the trunk, which was just thick enough to conceal them both. Spencer glanced to the thick clump of trees still several miles from where they hid, wrapped his arms around Annie, and teleported away.


    As it always was, there was pure joy that came from the freedom teleportation brought. The lift, the blur surrounding you when magic lifted you away… if Annie had to explain it to a nonmagical, she could not have. Nothing came close. Even landing at their new location was filled with wonder. In reality, it took less than a second to move.


    They both knew without truly knowing that Amelie was gone, so they chose a direct path to the house, hiking the winding driveway.


    Between the narrow road and the trees, it felt like they were walking into a wind tunnel: the bitter air whirled and blew leaves and thin dust around them.


    Coming around the large bend, the three-story stucco mansion came into view; it was nearly an idyllic picture that could have been made into a postcard. The worn and faded façade needed repair; cracks stretched across the large expanse of the house like traveling ivy. Several windows lacked shutters; clear patches where the shutters had been were visible in the sunlight. Another shutter hung askew and bounced against the cracked stucco—bam, bam, bam—as wind whipped against the hard wall.


    “Must’ve been nice once,” Spencer said. The man sitting on the steps, whom they had come to refer to as the Boy Toy, cried so hard he was shaking.


    Amelie must have left him.


    The man wiped away the tears with the sleeve of his jacket.


    “Hey. You okay?” Annie asked.


    “Why do you care?” He glared at them through red, watery eyes. He was short and pudgy in the middle with a bald patch at the top of his head. Annie could see his vulnerability—his life stuck on hold as Amelie used him for her own needs and desires.


    Though the man was pale, he wasn’t vampire pale; his skin didn’t glow in the sunlight that beat down on them in the open patch surrounding the mansion. His quivering lips didn’t have that “I’m dead” purplish hue either.


    He’s definitely still human.


    “So you’re sitting here crying because it’s fun?” Annie asked sardonically.


    He blew his nose on a dirty handkerchief and shoved it back in his pocket. “Yeah, well, she left if that’s why you’re here.”


    “You mean Amelie?” Annie asked.


    “Who else?” the man wiped away the tears. He pulled his shoulders back and sat straighter. “Who are you?” he inquired.


    “I’m Annie. This is Spencer. Do you know what time she’ll be back?”


    “She’s not coming back! She left me after I set the explosion to protect her!” He choked and coughed.


    Annie worried a bit, seeing him turn purple. She summoned a bottle of water and handed to him. “Here. Drink this.”


    He eyed the bottle suspiciously before taking a swig. When the bottle was empty, he tossed the container into the bushes.


    “Do you know where she went?” Annie asked.


    He searched Annie’s face as if the answer was there. When he finally put her face together with a location, he jumped from the stairs, pointing at Annie.


    “This is your fault!” he wheezed.


    “Where did she go?” Annie asked again.


    “I don’t know,” he said too quickly.


    Annie raised a distrustful eyebrow.


    He knows.


    The man backed up the stairs away from them.


    “She left. She had to have gone somewhere. Hates you that much does she?” Spencer prodded.


    The man mumbled something unintelligible, but Annie and Spencer both caught the word “home.” They exchanged concerned glances. The world could not under any circumstances know that Amelie was still alive. There would be too many questions that couldn’t be explained, too many inquiries as to why the United States pronounced the princess dead, where had she been for the last eight months, and why was she back. The incident caused additional stress between the U.S. and Amborix when Amelie died, and the relationship was still precarious. The Amborix Witches Council wasn’t happy that the princess was back.


    They blame me!


    “You won’t be safe here. Amelie won’t leave witnesses,” Spencer warned.


    “She loves me. She won’t hurt me,” the man argued.


    “You can believe that if you want, but once you’ve lost your usefulness, she’ll kill you,” Spencer warned.


    The man slumped forward, clenched his jaw, and sighed as if he’d given up.


    “What’s your name?” Annie asked him.


    The marked man wrung his hands. His eyes darted from Spencer to Annie as if he was assessing his situation and his options. Regardless of what went through his head, he appeared to be fearful and small, even as he stood above them on the stairs. He finally said, “Louis Van Alton. My family owns this house, this property, and I would like you to leave.”


    He raised his shoulders to show strength. In a strange way, this man reminded Annie of Jordan Wellington, the wizard who followed Amelie through the United States. Both men let themselves fall under her spell, let her use them because it was… love?


    “You do know what she is, don’t you?” Annie asked.


    Louis frowned, he stared at her as though she were stupid or had multiple heads.


    “You mean a vampire? Of course. She died eight months ago. Everyone knows that,” Louis said incredulously as if it was normal for a dead princess to be resurrected as a vampire.


    “So you knew who she was when you met her?” Annie asked.


    “Of course. We were childhood friends. I’d know her anywhere.” Louis stared off into space, a comfortable smile on his face, presumably remembering his friend warmly. “She came here, desperately weak and scared. She needed care and a place to hide.” He rubbed his hands together. They were red and irritated. “I took her in. I’d do anything to help my friend. I bought her clothes found her a place to stay, found her…” He shuddered. “I gave her everything.” Tears welled in his eyes again. Large drops rolled down his cheek and dropped from his chin.


    The enigmatic princess attracted weak minded men who seemed enamored with her, giving her all that they had, including their lives. And for all their trouble, she used them, tore them down, and threw them out when they no longer served a purpose.


    Oh, Louis, you’ll be next.


    “You know he’s not safe,” Spencer whispered to Annie. “And what if he runs to help her—or worse, talks about her.”


    “You want to travel with another problem?” Annie’s voice rose even though she agreed with him. The thought of teleporting another nonmagical would make this trip much more difficult.


    “We have no choice.”


    “Yeah.” Annie sighed. “You know, Louis, you really aren’t safe. We can protect you if you come with us,” she offered.


    He ran down the stairs, angry with each step, until he was so close to her she could smell the thick scent of cologne. “You don’t know her! She loves me!” he shouted. When he finished, he ran back up the stairs, lunged through the doors, and slammed them behind him.


    “He made his choice,” Spencer said.


    “I guess we need to go to Amborix and stop the princess from killing her family,” Annie said. “Fabulous.”


    *


    Annie and Spencer strode through town, their hands linked. She glanced at him with a smile, he kissed her forehead, and they locked their arms in a routine they had been practicing since becoming partners and were now quite adept at pretending for the sake of those who observed them.


    They climbed several steps to the door of the hotel and reached the small entry with uneven pink and black tiles. Annie smiled at the concierge at the front desk. His eyes followed them as they climbed the stairs to their second-floor room.


    The room was as they left it, with the Do Not Disturb sign on the door handle and the vampire still tied to a chair in the corner, away from all windows and the sun that now streamed into the room.


    The open window did more than let in the fresh air; they hoped to agitate Sturtagaard. He could smell the scent of iron as the villagers and tourists ambled down the sidewalk, many stopping at the corner below the window for brief conversations.


    Upon their return, Spencer removed the bag from the vampire’s head. His fangs had extended on their own, visible through his clenched jaw. Saliva dribbled to his chin.


    “Hanging in there, Sturtagaard?” Annie asked as she sat on the bed and fell backwards.


    A five-minute nap would be great.


    She closed her eyes and listened to the voices that wafted up to their room.


    “They all blame you,” he sneered as he pulled against the restraints.


    “Kinda figured that,” Spencer said.


    Annie rested her arm across her eyes to block out the sun. “We’re leaving anyway. Amelie is on her way home.”


    “Revenge is common,” Sturtagaard remarked.


    Annie sat up and raised her eyebrows. “Revenge?”


    Sturtagaard smirked. “For all the wrongs that were done to you when you were human. It fits. She’s had time to think about it, hone her skills. All vampires have a revenge kill.”


    This concept was something new to Annie; even with her extensive training and knowledge of vampires. From the time she was thirteen, her father had trained her on how to fight the demons, and she had continued to learn much about the creatures after that, but this she had never heard of. Kills tied to their former lives, the destruction of past friends and family?


    Why am I not surprised?


    “Did you know this?” Annie asked Spencer.


    “No. I’ve never interviewed a vampire in such a way to learn that,” he admitted.


    “Is that just a reaction to the demon taking over your soul?” Annie inquired, genuinely curious.


    “Yes. Probably. I don’t know if that explains it. I just know that all vampires do this,” Sturtagaard said without much conviction.


    “So who’d you kill?” Annie asked.


    Sturtagaard regarded her question carefully before answering. The memory of his revenge kill must have brought him amusement or joy; he smirked before answering. Annie grimaced.


    I shouldn’t have asked.


    “It was such a chaotic time,” he began. Annie already knew he was born a Viking in what had once been North Umbria and was now Northern England, but she wasn’t aware of many details beyond that. “We were losing the old ways, assimilating into society, a new life. We were so tired from that battle to rid the land of…” He glanced at Annie and cleared his throat.


    To clear the land of what?


    “Alas, in the end it wasn’t meant to be.”


    She thought back to the time. He was born at the end of the Viking reign, long after the initial raids had happened. It should have been relatively peaceful.


    What happened?


    Sturtagaard tugged on his restraints. “You’re cutting off the circulation,” he said.


    “You don’t have circulation,” Spencer mocked. “You haven’t answered the question. Who did you kill?”


    “I’m getting to it, you idiot. It wasn’t that simple. I thought you learned all about me in your Wizard Guard training?” Sturtagaard taunted.


    “Fine, don’t tell us. I don’t care anymore,” Annie said dryly.


    “You should know why,” Sturtagaard said quietly.


    “Excuse us then. Continue.” Annie rolled her eyes, angering the vampire.


    “We fought so hard for our safety, for our lives. We were overrun by this hoard of demons who couldn’t be stopped. They couldn’t be killed with the weapons we had at our disposal. So many were lost. I lost so many. Until…” he stopped and looked at Annie as if she was somehow related to this recollection. His voice trailed off and, if possible, Annie thought she saw a tear roll down his cheek. Both of them looked away as if embarrassed.


    “We found our way to victory, made peace with our… neighbors. But it wasn’t enough to quell the anger. My wife was gone, my child…” He pulled against the restraints again and sighed. “I blamed everyone—the coven, the king—for ruining my life. So when he came, the most beautiful man I had ever seen, I followed him and he gave me my immortality. As a vampire, I was hungry. No one was left off my revenge list. Etheldreda was first because she was an ugly old hag who cost more lives than she saved. It was almost a relief when the life left her old body. And had I been able, Anaise would have been next.” He smiled at the memory. “You would’ve liked Anaise. She was a lot like you.” He smirked.


    “Good for her.”


    What demons? What’s he talking about?


    There were so many more questions she could ask, but she really didn’t think she wanted to know.


    Annie walked to the window. In the beautiful spring day, people congregated at corner where their hotel stood. Still with little else to discuss, they pointed to the room where the Americans were staying and grew increasingly excited when Annie glanced out the window. Whispers, rumors, and half-truths—or possibly full truths—wafted up to the room, though Annie couldn’t be sure. She backed away and pulled the heavy drapes shut, plunging them into darkness.


    After summoning and enlarging her field pack, she tossed it on the bed.


    “Annie?” Spencer raised an eyebrow.


    “They’re still talking about us, I think.” Annie said. She scrambled around the room searching for any hint or evidence that they had been there. “We need to leave.”


    Spencer followed Annie around the room, retrieving all magical items. With a cleansing crystal, Spencer pulled magical energy back into the stone.


    “So why didn’t you kill this Anaise?” Annie asked Sturtagaard, mostly to keep her mind from wandering back outside, to the blame that was being heaped on them.


    She glanced at Sturtagaard when he didn’t answer right away. He stared at her as if she ought to know the answer. “What?” she asked.


    “I couldn’t kill her. It wasn’t time. So where are we going?” Changing the subject, the vampire smirked. Annie tossed him a small jinx. “Damn it, girl!” he shouted. She strode to him, slapped him across his thousand-year-old face and shoved a gag in his mouth. After summoning a stake, she held it into his chest, pinching his skin. He startled.


    “Make this hard for us and I will stake you!”


    Beyond the door, footsteps clicked against the wood floors and a heavy weight plodded toward their room. A knuckle rapped against the door.


    Sturtagaard’s fangs protruded from his mouth; his eyes grew wide, and he smirked. The visitor rapped again. Annie held her finger to her mouth, advising Sturtagaard to remain quiet as they levitated his chair into the armoire and closed him inside the tight space.


    Backing away, Annie ran a finger through her hair, gently messing it, then pulled her collared shirt from her pants. Meanwhile, Spencer messed the bed and yanked off his shirt. When they had done what they could, Spencer opened the door. In the hallway, the day manager, Albert, stood with two police officers.


    “Monsieur.” He glanced around the room at the rumpled bed, at the girl with messy hair. He coughed and cleared his throat. “Sorry for this… interruption. The police have questions.”


    “Sure. Sure, please come in. My wife and I were…” He glanced at Annie who shrugged and backed toward the window.


    Spencer stepped away letting the men enter the already constricted room that now felt claustrophobic.


    “Madame,” the police officer said with a tip of his cap. “I apologize for interrupting your… honeymoon. But we have an issue. We have several witnesses who claim you and monsieur were in town last night.”


    Annie, not frightened of nonmagical police officers and unaffected by interrogations, put on a façade; she let her eyes nervously dart across the room while her hands balled into fists.


    “Yes. Yes. We went to the bar. For drinks.” Her voice wavered slightly. It was all she could do to not roll her eyes.


    “What’s this about?” Spencer asked.


    “The bomb. I’m sure you heard the explosion?” police officer number two asked. He was taller than his partner by at least a foot. He barely fit in the small room; his head grazed the low ceiling.


    “Yeah, we heard the bomb. It was hard not to. The entire block is destroyed. We weren’t able to see the damage until the next morning. It was so chaotic, smoky. What does this have to do with us?” Spencer asked. He followed Annie’s lead; where she was the shy, terrified woman, he became the angry American male. Most people trusted her more than him.


    “We’re interviewing everyone in town. Anyone who saw or heard anything before and after the explosion. Did you see anyone out and about looking suspicious?”


    “We were…” she glanced at Spencer. “We were walking east. I needed to clear my head. The wine.” She giggled. The sound felt foreign in her throat. As it passed her lips, Spencer nearly bit a hole in the side of his mouth to keep from laughing. Annie stared at the police officer to keep from laughing herself. “I’m sorry, we… it happened so fast. There was shuffling like running and popping and then the explosion. I just don’t remember seeing anyone.”


    Annie debated whether to bring Louis Van Alton into this. She thought better of it.


    We really should bring him to America with us.


    The officer turned back to Spencer and handed him a card. “How long are you in the country?”


    “We’re heading out tonight. We have family to visit before we go home. May I ask why that’s important?”


    The police officers exchanged glances. Annie and Spencer recognized the look between partners.


    They believe we’re responsible for the bomb! Annie wished she had the power of telekinesis.


    “We ask, as a favor to the investigation, that you remain in town. Several witnesses saw you turn onto Pl. Saint Louis just before the explosion.”


    Annie squeezed Spencer’s hand.


    “Just ask us what you want to know!” Spencer ordered.


    The police officers, for no other reason than height reminded Annie of Laurel and Hardy comedians, one being shorter and fatter, the other tall and lanky. Visually, they made an interesting pair.


    “Did you blow up the street?”


    Annie clenched both fists. “No. Why would we? What would we gain from that?”


    Her voice quivered nervously, but in reality Annie channeled her anger and used it.


    “Why did you go down that street?” the short officer asked. He no longer pretended to be friendly or cared to keep his temper.


    “It was dark, late, people had been drinking. I highly doubt anyone from the bar saw what they say they saw. We didn’t walk down that street, and we didn’t set off the bomb. We headed east, but the bomb exploded behind us.” She couldn’t help but let her police observation enter the conversation.


    Should I make them look foolish?


    A clack of a shoe echoed inside the large wooden armoire used as a closet. Annie refrained from glancing at either Spencer or the closet. She held her breath.


    “Did you hear that?” The tall lanky officer asked. His gaze fell to the armoire.


    “Mice?” Spencer asked with a sheepish grin. Albert frowned.


    “Yes, well, ma’am, we’re trying to find out who would have set that explosion. You arrived late at night and came to the hotel under mysterious circumstances. Why are you here?”


    Spencer, no longer acting, strode to Annie and placed a protective arm around her shoulder, stepping between her and the men. “We’re driving through France. I was tired from driving, and we thought pulling over to get a good night’s sleep would be our best option. We couldn’t sleep and went for a walk. Just because this seems weird to you, doesn’t mean it is!”


    “I assure you, we’re not singling you out. We ask all witnesses the same questions. We just want to assess why you were seen near the location of the bomb,” the tall police officer said.


    Albert pressed against the door jamb and said nothing as his eyes darted from person to person, following the quick pace of the conversation. Annie thought his eyes might roll from his head.


    “Coincidence,” Spencer said.


    “That’s not a coincidence. What were you attempting to do?” the tall police officer asked.


    “Nothing. We were near the street. We saw no one. There were several people in the bar, just before closing. A brunette and some drunk guy left before us. The rest left as the bar closed. We passed the street, walked to the wall to look at the valley and the lights, the moon light was dim and low in the sky by then. My wife needed air.”


    “And you saw no one but heard popping, shuffling, and the bomb?”


    “Yes,” Spencer reiterated.


    The partners glanced at each other. Annie and Spencer recognized the skeptical look partners give each other when they know the witnesses are withholding information.


    “We’re not accusing you. If you think of anything else, please let us know. And just note, we strongly suggest you remain here one more night. Albert will make sure you have what you need,” the short, heavier officer advised.


    Both officers tipped their caps before leaving the room. Albert offered an apologetic half smile as he exited.


    Spencer slammed the door after them.

  


  
     Chapter 11


    The air was piney, and smelled as though a rain storm had just rolled through. Amelie sniffed and hoped for iron, but there was none. She hadn’t seen a human for hours.


    Battling hunger would always be a vampire’s most pressing problem. For a taste of blood, they would change their course, lie, cheat, steal, seduce.


    After missing her last meal, Amelie’s blood thirst was overwhelming. It made her twitchy, mean, and sometimes reckless. The endless traipsing through the pathless forests back to Amborix did little to quench that thirst.


    She glanced at her phone and reread the message: “Not now!” she grumbled. Angry, she shoved the phone in her pocket like a petulant child who didn’t get her way.


    Damn Louis!


    As a newly freed vampire, Amelie had reached out to Louis, a childhood friend she knew she could manipulate and use, and who would never leave her. Always loyal, weak minded, and in love with her, he was her perfect choice.


    Until he set off the bomb!


    It was clearly his fault that she was walking from France to Amborix, why she was rushed out of Dinan and away from the lovely sweet-smelling bodies with warm blood running through them.


    Amelie easily jumped the narrow creek that cut through the thick trees. As much as she wanted bathe in her anger for Louis, to revel in it and plan his punishment, her mind wandered back to the couple who recognized who she had been once upon a time.


    Who were they?


    With nothing but time, she had little to do but remember. The woman’s chocolate brown hair had fallen in frizzy waves around her face. She smelled like strawberries and cream. A delicious thought came to Amelie: she was certain she would meet the woman again and wondered how she would taste. With her mind on other things, Amelie stepped downward, missed the flat, dry land, and slid her expensive leather boots into a muddy mass. The thick mud started hardening when she yanked the boot out. Amelie groaned and kicked her foot against a tree, scraping the mud from her foot.


    “Damn it. I liked these.”


    Half clean, she jumped from the mud and sniffed the air for that sweet, irony scent. She would take any living creature, if she could find one.


    Shaky with the insatiable need for blood, she pressed on, nearing the end of her journey.


    A small fawn, not much older than four weeks, poked around a tree trunk and stared at Amelie, frozen with fear. A smile crossed Amelie’s lips, a grotesque ugly smile with fangs poking out from the corners of her mouth. She lunged so quickly, the deer was unable to move and was overtaken easily. Her powerful thighs squeezed the deer around its soft middle; her thin strong hands squeezed the neck of the animal, pinning it against the ground. Scared, the deer thrashed about but was unable to free itself from Amelie’s grip. Its blood pumped as fear coursed through it. Amelie let out a growl.


    Overpowered by the scent of blood, she leaned over the deer, sunk her teeth in the deer’s neck and sucked. The creature tasted of wet, moldy leaves and grass. She couldn’t stop, her desire insatiable. As she rubbed against the small creature, its beating heart slowed. The deer stopped thrashing and fell limp in the undergrowth. Even after it had died, Amelie continued to suck the rest of the blood.


    When there was nothing left, she rolled off the deer. Dizzy, she lay in the wet underbrush and stared at the small patch of sky through the tree canopy.


    The blood filled her up, satisfied the immediate need. But Amelie hadn’t learned to live in the moments of time when the clock stood nearly still. She was bored. She hated the slowness of the travel; it was in those moments that the flow of memories haunted her. Today it was all she could think of.


    Home!


    A distant whistle blew; it reverberated through the trees and bounced to Amelie. She sat up from the underbrush, wet with leaves in her hair and stuck to her jacket. She sniffed the air, and a faint scent of smoke and grease wafted to her. She couldn’t help but smile.


    A train whistle cut the air. Amelie ran.


    Branches battered her skin and scratched her cheeks and her hands. Obsessed with returning home, with the thoughts of the queen, Amelie barely registered the stinging and open wounds.


    The train whistle pierced her ears again with a high-pitched shrill. Amelie leapt over a pile of brush and a fallen tree trunk. Her footing was so nimble, they easily carried her across uneven terrain. She climbed higher up the mountain.


    Amelie’s footsteps matched the sound of the train wheels that chugged along the tracks.


    Rushing water pounded in her ears even though she was a long distance from the raging river that rolled through the valley.


    Nearly there.


    With each step, the anticipation made her fearless, and her fangs extended on their own.


    The terrain traveled upwards.


    Amelie jumped up and over a hill. The narrow river was swollen with melting snow. Whirlpools sprang out at the river’s bend where white water bubbled and flowed.


    Stepping back, Amelie took a running leap, flying across the eight-foot-wide river. Her toe slipped into frozen water. She dragged her foot through the mud. Her strength and the tautness of her muscles held her upright; she maintained her balance and continued running without missing a step.


    The whistle rang again through the trees.


    Amelie’s eyes never stopped darting across the landscape. She sniffed the air.


    The embankment!


    Amelie grabbed the branch above her head and swung upwards. Dropping back down, the vampire continued to climb the steep hill. She reached another low-hanging branch and flew upwards, much like swinging on the monkey bars at the park, something she had never done before. She rose higher without breaking a sweat, without her lungs burning with exertion. At the top of the hill, she swung one last time and dropped within feet of the tracks.


    The vampire hid behind the nearest tree. The train shrieked through the forest and echoed off the mountains. Clickity-clack, clickity-clack.


    She stood at the top of the mound where the train sped by; her clothes rustled around her. When the train whistle blew, she held her hands over her ears, protecting them from the loud shriek.


    Closed cars rolled by, shaking and sputtering against the track. She stepped closer to the train as a car with an open door rolled beside her. Amelie ran matching its speed. Reaching for a hand rail, she pulled herself upward, slid inside the car packed with boxes and waited for her return home.


    *


    Scenery flew by in a green blur.


    Amelie’s memories flowed. She let them envelope her, seep inside. She stared at the ring she wore on her left ring finger, a large gray pearl, a gift for her sixteenth birthday. It was the only piece of her former life that she carried with her. She had no idea why they buried her with it. It held no precious memories now; it was just a thing, given to her by her mother.


    Mother had been so proud of the gift. Amelie hated it in life and in death; it was a reminder of that hate—for the ring, for her mother, for the life that made her a prisoner.


    She twirled the ring around her finger, took it off, and stared at the silver band. It would take no more than a second to toss the ring out the open train car, to be done with it forever.


    She couldn’t let go.


    Just like she couldn’t let go of the fury toward her mother, toward the life she represented.


    She placed the ring back on her finger, stood, and held onto the metal handle at the open door.


    Hanging out of the door, she felt the wind batter against her body; her hair flew wildly about her. “Woo-hoo!” she shouted, caring little if anyone heard her or saw her stealing a ride in the train car.


    Until the train slowed.


    Amelie ducked behind the boxes as the brakes squeaked and sputtered and the train glided to a stop.


    A din of voices descended on the train as employees began to unload several of the cars. She heard grunts as heavy boxes were hauled into carts, which squeaked and bounced against the hard earth.


    As she smelled blood wafting in the air, saliva covered her extended fangs. Workers passed the open door, back and forth as they unloaded and loaded cargo. Bored, and growing hungry again, Amelie snuck to the edge of the door and listened intently to the jovial sounds of the employees.


    “Help me! Please help me!” the vampire cried out.


    Someone came running. A flashlight lit up the inside of the car, roaming across the boxes and along the walls before a man jumped aboard.


    “Is anyone here?” he asked, his accent thick.


    Amelie ran her fingers through her hair, tussling her long locks. Using a long fingernail, she scratched her cheek deep enough for blood to drip from the wound.


    “Here. I’m in here,” she cried out.


    The railway worker, turned toward the voice, his eyes widened. “Princess Amelie?” he asked, his confusion plainly visible across his face. He crossed himself and stared to the sky just as Amelie’s fist made contact with his mouth. He crashed to the floor of the car, and the princess dragged his limp body behind the large storage crate.


    “What…” he drifted off, his nose bleeding.


    Amelie sniffed wildly as she smelled the adrenaline coursing through his veins. The scent of iron wafted to her.


    She yanked his head backwards.


    “No. Please, Princess,” he pleaded.


    Amelie sunk sharpened fangs into the soft flesh of his neck and sucked as the train rolled away from the station.


    “No, please, Princess Amelie…”


    She writhed and groaned as she drained his body. No longer able to hold onto life, he fell limp. When he was drained, she dropped his lifeless corpse on the ground and stood beside the open door, letting the wind rush through her hair and ruffle her clothes.


    Estimating the train was twenty miles from the last station, she dragged the dead man to the door and tossed his body. It rolled from the track toward the steep side of the cliff. His jacket stuck on a tree root, suspending him over the embankment.


    Amelie wiped her mouth of excess blood, sniffed her fingers, and licked them clean before settling in for the rest of the trip.


    *


    Growing impatient, Amelie punched and kicked the crate.


    When the train finally rolled to a screeching stop at Maxillian Center, the heart of Amborix, she stopped, standing still in the corner and waiting for the right time to leave the train.


    Outside, the most populous city in Amborix bustled and teemed with visitors, countrymen, and employees. The west side of the station was packed with a steady stream of people disembarking and boarding the train. Several employees were pushing carts as they unloaded and loaded the train cars.


    To the east, the tracks were nearly empty. Only two employees guided a cart down the narrow patch of dirt. Amelie swung her backpack across her back and jumped from the train.


    So close!


    Amelie jumped from the train, leapt over a second set of train tracks, and lunged into the dense forest to the east. Once inside the cool trees, she turned, took one final look at the train that brought her home, and headed away from the train station, from the people who worked there, from her subjects, from visitors to Amborix.

  


  
     Chapter 12


    “They gave us permission to leave.” Spencer glanced out the door before closing them inside. Annie was packing the last of her things; she waved her hands inside her bag to shrink items and create additional room before closing the bag. She worked the straps, making them lose and easy to carry.


    “Albert will hold the room for us?” She turned toward Sturtagaard, who was still tied to the wooden chair. He no longer pulled against the restraints and had for most of the morning remained still, glaring at them.


    He’s creeping me out.


    “I promised we’d be back tomorrow night. Slipped him some cash.” Spencer positioned himself against the window wall and observed the street below. Of the people that walked past the hotel, very few glanced up at their room; the rumors were finally dying down. And to the rare person who glanced up at the window, Spencer offered an easy, friendly wave, leaving the onlooker embarrassed and rushing away.


    “You’re leaving me here to hold down the fort?” Sturtagaard asked sardonically. He attempted to adjust his lanky body, but the restraints were so tight he couldn’t move.


    “You’ll only slow us down. Think you could stay out of trouble?” Spencer closed the drapes and glared at the vampire.


    “What? You don’t trust me?” the vampire jeered.


    “We’ll feed you now and secure you. And then we’re off. Try and stay out of trouble.” Spencer held out a dead rat, released the vampire’s good arm, and handed him the creature.


    Sturtagaard grimaced.


    When he finished the last of the blood he already had, Annie and Spencer refused to obtain more. They wouldn’t waste human blood on the vampire and ignored his leers and cantankerous grumblings. Catching the rats in the basement was a compromise. They needed Sturtagaard healthy should they need his assistance. The fact that dead animals caused him discomfort was a bonus.


    “You realize if you draw attention to yourself we’ll stake you,” Annie reminded him.


    “Yeah, yeah. I’ve heard it before,” Sturtagaard sneered. His right fang, longer than his left, gave him a lopsided grin. Annie chewed her lip to keep from laughing at it.


    Sturtagaard, grabbed the rat, bit into its matted fur, and slurped. He gagged at the taste of the wild rat, yet he kept sucking the creature.


    Annie’s stomach lurched with every slurp. She turned away, played with the straps on her bag, and waited for the vampire to suck the creature dry.


    Ugh, gross.


    Once he finished with the rat, Sturtagaard tossed it to Spencer, who ran a palm across the fur until the creature shimmered away. With a rough grasp, he pulled the vampire’s hand behind him and secured it to the back of the chair.


    “Is this necessary?” Sturtagaard grumbled, but Spencer ignored him, placing the heavy muffle bag over his head and securing it in place.


    “Let’s get out of here. I’m afraid we’ve waited too long and she’s already there,” Spencer said. He threw his backpack over his shoulder.


    “We should call the Amborix Witches Council and warn them,” Annie suggested as she fluttered her palm across the lock, leaving behind a basic hex in hopes that no one would enter their room.


    Dinan was quiet as they headed out along the road, out of the sight of those who distrusted them, away from prying eyes.


    *


    Before leaving, they set Sturtagaard’s chair inside the armoire with the door slightly ajar and the window opened, just enough for him to hear, to smell, to draw conclusions. But today, there was little movement on the street below.


    Not many vampires had walked the earth as long as Sturtagaard. Eventually blood lust made them stupid and they found a way to perish without ever having truly experienced all that being a vampire had to offer.


    But Sturtagaard was smart. He understood there was a simple give and take with the magical community and he used it to his advantage. He forged relationships with the Wizard Council in which they would leave him alone as long as he gave them what they wanted when they wanted it.


    Back then they wanted something big and soon it will be time to pay them back.


    A woman walked outside the hotel. Sturtagaard knew as she passed the opened window because the perfume she wore was strong and smelled like lavender. He could almost picture her sashay as she walked. He licked his lips and leaned against the back of the chair, listening to her footsteps until she turned a corner.


    Surrounded by quiet again, he searched for something else to fill his mind. It was in those moments of complete solitude when he could reflect on the thirteen hundred years of his life. Most were lost in his long-term memory, hidden by too many years. But there were some memories he couldn’t forget even if he tried.


    Annie so reminded him of a girl named Anaise.—both were smart, infuriating, and cocky, and both he wanted to kill, to suck dry. Thinking of her bought back images of that time in North Umbria, working for the king, fighting the unkillable demons of the coven he had to work with to survive.


    It made Sturtagaard uncomfortable thinking of whom he had lost and what he had needed to do to leave that life. He squirmed on the chair and pulled against the restraints that dug into his chilled skin. The armoire surrounded him, trapped him, swallowed him whole. He twisted and he kicked out, his boots crashing against solid wood wall of the only closet in the room.


    Thud… thud… thud…


    He kicked harder. The armoire shook. In that moment he hated Annie more than he ever had. She had him trapped and was no longer frightened by him. He could no longer push her buttons. She had put him here, long ago, by a secret deal he couldn’t undo, and she had yet to know existed.


    As quickly as he had grown agitated, he calmed and returned to his thoughtful state, alone with his memories. As much as he loathed Annie, he found that she intoxicated him as he tried to figure her out.


    He sat upright and closed his eyes, renewing his focus on his surroundings. Scents humans rarely recognized wafted to him from the street: oil, butter, sugar, salt, vinegar and… iron. The thought of the richness of warm blood made Sturtagaard shudder in delight. His fangs sprung from his mouth, which watered in anticipation. Spit dribbled down his chin.


    He ignored the discomfort as he heard footsteps creak across the floor.


    That was quick!


    The room door handle rattled. If Sturtagaard breathed, he would have held his breath when he heard knuckles rapping against the old wooden door.


    Receiving no answer, the person scraped keys inside the lock. The door’s hinges squeaked as the door was pushed open. Cautious footsteps entered the room, soft and careful as they crossed the creaky floors. Sturtagaard sniffed a familiar scent and was desperate to place a face or a name to the smells.


    The intruder was definitely a man by his smell. He patted down the bed coverings with delicate hands. The otherwise soft sounds boomed in the vampire’s ears, forming a picture as clear as though he could see through the muffle bag over his head. He recognized the mental image of a man of slight build and strong cologne. The man, Sturtagaard now realized, was the day manager of this hotel.


    Albert moved to the dresser beside the bedroom door, pulling out the first drawer, then the second—none of which had been used by Annie and Spencer, who carried their belongings in their field packs, shrunk for ease and carried in their back pockets.


    Finding the drawers empty, the manager dropped to the floor, his knees creaking as he searched under the bed.


    Finally, Albert stood. In that moment, Sturtagaard knew the man was glancing around the room, assessing the situation, and realizing there was only one more place in this small room to look. The day manager crossed to the armoire.


    Sturtagaard very rarely felt scared, but explaining his presence in the armoire, tied to a chair with a bag over his head, would be most difficult. He tugged on the ropes binding his wrists together. Unable to remove the magically enhanced ropes, Sturtagaard twisted his body in the chair, which jumped and scraped against the floor of the closet.


    He could sense Albert’s blood pumping with adrenaline—the scent of iron mixed with the cologne in an unappetizing combination. Albert’s hand shook as it held the door handle that rattled at his touch.


    Sturtagaard took one last pull on the rope; it slipped to the floor.


    A voice called out from the hallway.


    “Yes, madam,” Albert said as he let go of the door handle. His loose-fitting clothes rustled as he bowed in the direction of the door. Finally, he walked away, his footsteps growing softer until door was shut and the key turned in the heavy metal lock.


    Sturtagaard threw off the muffle bag, and lunged from the closet, setting the chair against the door handle. He sat on the middle of the bed and decided to wait until the two humans returned, though he wondered if Annie was worth the trouble.


    *


    Amelie remembered every inch of the castle grounds. For years, she had traversed these paths through the forest to reach the once-charming town, where she would hide from her over-scheduled life, blending in with the townsfolk and dancing with the boys. She could feel the narrow path beneath her feet, leading from the castle to her private hiding spot where she’d whittle away the hours with Henri, lying in his arms on the dirty cot, proclaiming their love for each other. They had made divine plans for their lives together—and yet even with his well-bred life, he was, to her mother’s chagrin, just not good enough for the princess.


    She seethed at the memory of her mother telling her no, of the memory of her last few moments with Henri, when she had said goodbye for the last time. The memories burned in her mind from the train station all the way to the small town at the edge of the royal property. By the time she made it there, she was consumed with fury at the loss of the life she had wanted to claim only to be denied by the life she was forced to live.


    Amelie leapt across the undergrowth, sidestepping muddy paths, and ran through overgrown trails. She was assaulted by the scent of wet grass from the clearing where she should have been lying in perpetual peace for all of eternity. Hit hard by the recognition, she stopped short and took precarious steps toward the five-acre plot of land housing her gravesite.


    Prior to her death, she had learned all she needed to survive in the years holed up here. She knew the schedules of the security teams, whom she could count on to say nothing, those she needed to bribe, and those who were better off left alone lest they squeal on her.


    At the tree line, she closed her eyes, relying on her hearing and her smell to place the location of the security team. They were prompt and efficient and would do whatever necessary to keep the royal family safe. They wouldn’t be in this part of the property for another forty minutes.


    Amelie glanced around the clearing, the manicured lawn, the large oak tree at the center. Its gnarled branches protectively stretched across her resting place.


    Seeing the headstone gleaming in the sunlight, Amelie suddenly felt as though she were back in the coffin, overwhelmed by the rabid fear for her survival, panic at her inability to escape from her prison, fury over waiting to be freed, and the hunger that she couldn’t quench. The stillness in that coffin had nearly driven her mad.


    Before trekking out, she observed the clearing and the meandering paths and listened for any new sounds. Sure she was safe from view, she lunged for the old oak tree and hugged the rough bark. Her eyes swept the landscape as she looked for security staff or onlookers sneaking through the royal grounds.


    Convinced she was still alone, Amelie walked to her headstone and read the epitaph.


     


    Amelie Victoria Maxillian


    Rest in Peace


     


    Amelie touched the engraved granite stone, which reflected the sunlight so brightly it burned her vampire eyes. Seeing her name scrawled across the stone surprised her so much she was able to ignore the sun that burned against her skin.


    A sneer crossed her lips.


    They will always believe I’m still here.


    Only Amelie knew about those two men, about her first tastes of blood as a vampire. It had been overdue.


    In these early hours, alone and bored, she could still taste the smoke and booze that saturated the first man’s blood. As distasteful as it was, she had been so hungry she had become lost in the moment. She shuddered at the thought of how low she had fallen, but it was his sacrifice that gave her the strength to take her first step as a novice vampire. And when she had finished with him, she had dropped his limp body into the grave.


    His blood hadn’t been enough for her insatiable hunger. It had burned inside of her and she was crazed with the need for more.


    Amelie looked at the clear outline of the hole in which her coffin lay. It had recently been trimmed and cleaned up; new growth was covering the blackened earth.


    She thought of the second man she had thrown in the coffin. He was short, fat and bald, beautifully dressed in leather shoes, a smart suit and a lovely cape. It was obvious he came from money though she had no idea who he was.


    He had claimed to be her savior, the one who gave her eternal life. He seemed to have big plans for her. But he was no different than her family. They all wanted something from her. She had to be a perfect princess, marry the right man, work for charity, give up clubs and drinks and fun. And that man had something planned for her, something else she would be responsible for.


    NO MORE!


    All these months, her rage had grown. She hated her mother for directing her life, ordering her where to go, who to hang with, who to love. She detested the life of the princess, the duty, the honor—she longed for freedom that only becoming a vampire had given her. Since her death eight months ago, it was all she could think of, all she desired. She wanted to come home, confront the queen and do what she had to do.


    The memories were too much for the young vampire. Burning with fury, hate, and anger, she let it all out with a primal scream.


    Her voice rang through the forest, pounced off the hard surface, and continued to roll outwards for anyone in the area to hear.


    “Damn, damn!” The second she allowed herself to scream, she realized it was a novice vampire’s mistake, drawing attention to herself. Doing something stupid would be her downfall. She had exposed herself, made herself vulnerable in the middle of the day and in the middle of the clearing. But Amelie, unable to control her emotions, couldn’t hold them in any longer. Her rage finally exploded. Pushing the heavy granite headstone, she let out a loud growl until the granite stone yielded to her touch. The stone crashed to the ground, cracking into smaller pieces.


    The security team, always in the forest, heard the crash and responded quickly. Amelie smelled their scent and heard their shouts and footsteps before she saw them coming.


    As they ran to investigate the source of the sound, Amelie ran for the forest. Her vampire speed and large strides made her travel easy and quick. She reached the trees long before anyone on the security team could find her standing there. Quickly, she concealed herself behind a tree and settled in to observe.


    They spread themselves through the clearing, entering the trees and searching for the vandal who destroyed dear Amelie’s gravestone. Though she recognized several faces, she couldn’t recall their names. It had never been important before.


    The royal guards, with gold buttons down the front of their jackets and the royal crest across their chest, scattered. The first team examined the perimeter between the forest and the lawn, while the others worked their way to the center, where they found the tombstone lying in pieces.


    The guards at the tombstone shouted into walkie talkies, and alarmed voices screeched back. With her extraordinary hearing, Amelie found the voices to be loud and painful. She placed her hands over her ears, but it did little to block the noises and ease the discomfort. Watching the chaos build, she stepped farther back into the trees.


    The clearing was soon overrun with the extensive security team, concerned over the vandalism of Princess Amelie’s headstone.


    Those who served the royal family were convinced that the vandalism meant the royal family was in danger—an unknown person had broken through the security positioned around the property. Quickly, they gave orders to search the woods. They were coming for her.


    Amelie scampered through the forest and back toward the little village beyond the royal borders.


    Her eyes scanned the trees and the undergrowth in search of the path she once knew so well. But thanks to the lack of use, it appeared to have grown over and was currently covered by dead foliage and heavy mud.


    Determined voices carried through the air. The young vampire grew panicked as she twisted and turned, stumbling against the trees. She tumbled across an exposed root and fell forward, landing in the mud.


    It was there where it had always been—the path toward him, to Henri, the boy she had once loved so long ago. A twisted smile crossed her purple lips.


    Amelie was blindsided for a moment by something she hadn’t felt since she was human. An emotion other than hate and anger. Somewhere in her depths, she felt… love. It was as if the former Princess Amelie had found a way to break through the hold on her, as if she could escape the demon that had done such a good job of taking over.


    “Go away!” Amelie shouted, as though the demon knew the former owner of this body was trying to expel it.


    “You can’t come back!” the demon inside her shouted. She ran to the shack that her human form had known so well. A jumbled mass of emotions, Amelie trekked closer to the place that held so much meaning for her. But whatever feelings of love had threatened to break free were soon wiped away. Amelie could only think of Henri and her mother’s decision to end the relationship for her.


    She had been forbidden to see her one true love.


    Henri.


    How it broke her heart. She had felt betrayed, and all of her anger was directed toward the queen. She had never known that happiness again.


    Amelie touched the door of the run-down shack, which was still missing shingles on the roof and still had a cracked window. She pulled the door open and stepped inside the small building. Amelie almost expected Henri to be waiting for her on the tiny bed along the far wall, but no one had been in this room for years. The bed, still made with a patchwork quilt, was covered in dust and water stains. A mouse or rat had eaten away at the blanket’s corner.


    Faded pictures covered the walls, many damaged by water, animals, or the insects that had made this shack their home. The corners of the pictures flopped in a breeze that blew through the crack in the window.


    The vampire took a cautious step inside. The demon inside her was struggling in a tug of war with the princess, both fighting for control of the body. The demon was winning.


    She strolled to the bed. A thin mattress lay on top; it squeaked when she sat down. A paper slid and fluttered from the bed—an envelope addressed to Amelie.


    She recognized the handwriting.


    It’s his, she thought as she ripped open the envelope, yellow with age.


    To my dearest Amelie, it began.


    Memories flooded the vampire, bringing back fury and hate from her human life. “This is all your fault, Mother!”


     

  


  
     Chapter 13


    Their teleportation spot at the center of the forest had been safe and secure when they investigated the princess’s grave only days ago. Annie and Spencer expected the same as they used it again, landing easily in protection of the trees.


    “Stop the intruders!” a deep voice barked.


    Annie and Spencer glanced at each other. He grabbed her arm and pulled her away from the angry security team that seemed to have been waiting.


    Not for us?


    Their heavy work boots pounded the uneven undergrowth and squished in the mud. Slipping and sliding through the mud and wet foliage littering the forest floor, Annie and Spencer desperately tried to increase the distance between themselves and the security team bearing down on them.


    Amelie’s here!


    Annie’s lungs burned and craved air. Even her five-mile run three times a week was nothing compared to being chased in a foreign country, blinded by thick branches, unable to teleport after being discovered.


    She was not often frightened, but today was different. She felt the fear of being caught, of exposing magic, and—even worse—having the whole world find out that Amelie hadn’t died. It motivated Annie to keep running, to find a way out of the path of the security force so she could find and stake the vampire before it was too late. Her body cried out to stop.


    “Stop in the name of the royal family of Amborix!” an angry voice shouted through the trees.


    When Spencer and Annie failed to heed the request, a shot rang out in the forest. Spencer fell forward.


    “Annie!” he shouted. With a look of horror, Annie lunged for her partner, wrapped an arm around him, and disappeared as if they were never there.


    *


    “It’s a flesh wound,” Spencer reassured Annie as he pulled up his T-shirt, exposing the cut across the side abdomen. “See, it’s nothing.” His pained smile suggested otherwise.


    Annie held a light above the wound and assessed the injury. Blood dripped across a slight burn mark where the bullet had grazed him. She summoned a sterile wipe and held it against his moist skin. Spencer flinched as she cleaned the wound. Her fingers, soft and cool, patted the skin around the cut as he groaned softly and shuddered.


    “It’s not deep. I don’t think you need stitches.” Annie summoned a bottle of water, opened the lid, and floated the lukewarm liquid above her palm. She twirled the puddle, which undulated and pulsed at her command until it was the temperature she needed. She applied it to the gunshot wound.


    “Ugh,” Spencer pulled away. His abdomen jerked and twitched as she touched his skin. As the pain slowly eased and the skin healed, he said through gritted teeth, “Amelie’s here somewhere,”


    “Shhh,” Annie replied. When the wound was mostly healed, she summoned a bandage and covered the last of the cut. “I wonder if she’s in the castle yet.”


    “Stop futzing with it. I’m fine. We need to find her,” Spencer said and swatted Annie’s hand.


    Sirens blared across the forest and through the valley. They were so loud that even the small village on the outskirts of the royal property could hear the repetitive panic horn.


    “Damn, that’s annoying,” Annie said, glancing upwards as if she could see the horn blowing through the trees.


    “Well, now the entire country of Amborix knows something up.” Spencer grimaced.


    Hidden behind a series of thick evergreens and surrounded by the basic protection spell, Annie pulled back a branch and looked into the forest at the commotion. The security team had been confused by the sudden appearance of the intruders, and their sudden disappearance left the teams disorganized and jumbled as panicked, anxious voices barked orders.


    Security forces passed within five feet of their hiding location but soon gave up searching the area in favor of moving on.


    Annie breathed a sigh of relief. “It’s going to be tough getting to the castle,” she commented. The map of the area rattled against her legs. The scrying crystal, wrapped tightly around her palm, swung wildly at nothing.


    Annie continued to watch the security team’s process. What appeared to be a chaotic mess was in fact a systematic search of the area, sweeping the undergrowth for them. The guards, for now, left Annie and Spencer alone, not aware the wizards were hiding from and watching them.


    For now, the magic is holding!


    Annie sat back down and listened to the orders as they were issued. It seemed as though more security team members joined the search—a never-ending sea of men and women marched across the slippery undergrowth.


    Who’s watching the castle?


    “We’re supposed to meet the Amborix Wizard Guard here,” Spencer said. He had taken the map of the castle grounds from Annie and examined the detailed picture of where they needed to be to gain access to the castle. Lial had very carefully crafted it for them. As the most exceptional tracker on the Wizard Guard, he very rarely led them astray.


    Sirens continued to whirl around them, speeding up as if even the machinery were anxious over the search.


    “Okay. It’s nothing short of a mad house out there. I think we can teleport here, away from this location. It seems most of the teams have arrived here,” Annie said. Her finger trailed along the edge of the trees that surrounded the castle. She smiled wanly and glanced back through the branches. A majority of the teams had left the area and were moving farther from the castle.


    They must think we ran that way.


    “There are about four security officers here,” Annie said.


    “I’d say we need to teleport under an invisibility spell. The only other option is to land quickly and place a protection spell around ourselves. There have to be teams by the castle to be sure we can’t get in. This spell is great, but I’m not sure we’ll have enough time to set one up once we land,” Spencer said.


    “I think you’re right. We’ll teleport in under invisibility. We can assess our situation after we do.” Annie glanced inside the trees. Her heart felt as though it were beating to the rhythmic blaring of the siren.


    Spencer rolled up the map and tucked it away safely.


    “Ready, then?” he asked. He shook slightly when he moved; the gunshot wound clearly still stung.


    “This has gotten out of hand. The Amborix Wizard Guard will be pissed,” Annie surmised and took out her phone.


    “This isn’t your fault, so get over it. Place the call. Let them know where we’ll meet them and when,” Spencer said.


    Annie placed a call to the Amborix Wizard Guard. The phone only rang once before a disembodied voice said, “Amborix Witches Council. How can I assist you?”


    “I’m Annie Pearce from the American Wizard Guard. I need your department manager immediately.”


    She wasn’t on hold long.


    “Fredrick Marx speaking. Annie, where are you?” he asked with coolness in his voice. His attitude was a direct result of the death of Princess Amelie in the first place, plus the American jurisdiction in the case. The Amborix Witches Council hadn’t liked being told how to deal with the Amborix Royal Family or its government.


    “We’re in the forest a few miles from Amelie’s grave. We think she’s already in Amborix.”


    The silence was deafening, and it rang in Annie’s ears. Her stomach roiled as Fredrick Marx chose his words carefully.


    “Your mistake has had grave consequences. If we could, we would take this case from you. But alas, that goes against the outdated international law. So this is what you will do. You will meet my team at your prescribed location, kill Amelie, and leave. You will not have contact with us again.”


    Annie bit her tongue, knowing that answering the way she would like would be construed as bullying. She simply said, “I have no doubt that we will have no need to work together again.” She hung up, sighed deeply, and looked at her worried partner.


    “This isn’t your fault,” he repeated. “I shouldn’t have to remind you of that more than once. Let’s just get this over with and go home.”


    He chanted the invisibility spell, and when he was sure they were well hidden, he teleported them just outside the castle.


    *


    The sirens hadn’t let up. Amelie paid little attention to the annoying rhythmic noise as she reread the letter left for her by Henri. It was as if he knew she might come back, that she had never really died.


     


    My dearest Amelie,


    Love of my life. Oh, the times we had so many summers ago, back in this room. How I’ve missed you since we were discovered, since you were no longer permitted to come back here to be with me. But I never stopped coming. Every day since our last day together I came, always hoping you’d find a way back to me. I don’t blame you for never returning. I know it was them, those awful people—your family.


    Was it awful for you? Did you find happiness with that man, Jordan Wellington? You looked happy in those pictures, but I know you, my dearest. I know that you were not. Could you have been thinking of me?


    I still can’t believe that you have gone. That your beautiful light has died and that I will never see you again, even if seeing you only meant on the pages of the magazines. Oh, Amelie, oh my love.


    I will never truly believe that you are gone from this world, not as long as I still carry you in my heart. And if I can do that, I believe that someday you might make it back here, back to me. That is all I ever wanted, my dearest Amelie… you.


    Love to you always and forever, even when I die.


     


    Henri


     


    “I won’t let you come back, Princess Amelie,” the demon wearing Amelie’s body said out loud to the empty shack.


    She sat back against the thin wall, pulled her legs up, and stared around the pathetic shack. She hid the letter inside her boot, tucked so deeply she could feel the sharp edge of the paper against the skin on her ankle.


    Because she was so young for a vampire, she found herself unable to control the moments in time when it was quiet, when she wasn’t feeding or preparing to feed. It was long and boring and reminded her of royal life: the expectations, the rules, the honor and duty. She was so free from that life, and yet so not free. She still lived on the edge of civilization. Alive and yet not, she was trapped by sun to remain indoors, and at night she had to be stealthy and hide in the shadows should someone recognize her. She could not be discovered.


    They would try to restrict me, to keep me locked up again.


    She stared out the window. The memories fueled her fury and only made the demon stronger.


    The act of becoming a vampire was a sensual act, the vampire trading blood with the victim. The vampire’s blood essentially was the demon, a parasite that would infest the host and turn them into another soul-sucking demon. And yet the victim was still there, an accumulation of memories, preferences, and dislikes. Though the victim would always be there, the demon was always stronger and in control. Eventually, the victim would be pushed so deep inside, they would never see their lives again.


    The vampire that was once Princess Amelie of Amborix, so young in terms of the lengthy life of a vampire, had yet to master the art of living as a vampire. She still struggled with living in the stillness and controlling the human that was still lurking inside. While she was able to express her fury and anger for her previous life, she was unable at times to squash the human emotions of the princess; the princess was desperate to break through. The closer the real Amelie came to the surface, the more belligerent and angry the demon became.


    Both halves were in constant battle.


    When Amelie was sure it was safe to leave, she said, “I’m coming, Mother.” She slipped from her hiding spot and lunged into the trees. While the world around her flailed in a panic at the discovering of intruders on the property, she slunk deep inside the trees.


    She marched through the forest, matching the beat of the interminable blaring of the siren.


    They have no idea what awaits them!


    With renewed determination, she quickened her pace, easily tearing thin branches from trees and creating a narrow pathway for her lithe body to move. She easily made it to the edge of the trees that surrounded the clearing—her grave. She hid herself behind a tree to observe the small security team that was still searching for clues as to who had destroyed the headstone.


    She ducked deeper inside when she spotted them searching along the tree line; she was unable to take her eyes from Laurence, Francois, and Dereck, her personal detail charged with keeping the princess safe.


    “Little good they did me,” she growled softly. As much as she didn’t want to see them, she couldn’t look away, not even when Laurence turned in her direction. His mouth fell open in surprise, shock. Amelie hid against the tree.


    Her mind raced as she planned her escape, but his footsteps grew closer before stopping on the other side of the tree.


    “My dearest princess. Is that really you?” His voice cracked in fear.


    Amelie’s lip quivered as she contained her fangs that wanted to sprout outward. She clenched her fists and unclenched them before stepping out from behind the tree.


    “Yes, my love, my Laurence. How I’ve missed you so.”


    An unsure smile crept across his face. “I can’t believe it is you. Your Highness.” He removed his hat and bowed so low, she could see the balding spot at the top of his head.


    She bit her cheek to keep from shouting at him to never call her that again and swallowed the lump in her throat. “Yes. Yes. It’s me.”


    He rose and looked at her, reached for her. His hand recoiled at the chill that radiated from her.


    “Your Highness. My dear, you’re frozen. Are you okay? We must get you inside the castle. They will be so happy to see you!”


    “No. My dear Laurence. I can’t go back. Nobody shall know I’m still alive. You must promise me,” Amelie pleaded, in a voice she had long ago left behind. Using it reminded her of her former life; she cringed.


    “But why, Princess Amelie? Everyone has missed you so. They will be so glad.”


    A small team of security officials trekked near, keeping a close eye on Laurence but unable to see who he was speaking to behind the tree.


    “They can’t know I’m here. Not yet.” She glanced at the security team taking cautious steps toward them. “Tell them not to come here. Everything is okay. Tell them to head in the opposite direction,” Amelie ordered.


    Laurence nodded and did what the princess had asked of him. She watched as he told his team there was nothing in this part of the forest.


    When they agreed to move on, he returned to Amelie. His dedication to her made Amelie smile.


    “You are so loyal,” she cooed. “Please come with me. It’s so very important.” She held her hand out for him. Reluctantly, he held her hand and shivered at her chill. They were now far from the search area and away from the rest of the team; she had him trapped.


    Once out of range, she pushed her former security guard against the bark and held him at the neck, restricting his breathing.


    “Amelie, my prin… cess,” he stuttered.


    “You know. Look at me. Look at me!” she whispered in anger, baring her teeth and allowing her fangs to extend.


    The frightened security guard glanced at her, fear written across his face. She could smell the stench of him.


    “I… I d-don’t know my princess,” he stammered.


    As her cold hand grazed his cheek, he jerked his head away. And yet he couldn’t help but watch her, with a morbid fascination of the razor sharp teeth that protruded from her purple-rimmed mouth.


    “What are you, m-my prin… cess?”


    Amelie sneered, “I should kill you now, but I won’t because she is reminding me that I once cared for you very much.”


    “She is in my head. Speaking to me like never before,” Amelie muttered to herself, unable to understand why her human self was breaking through the hold her demon half had on the entire body.


    “She says we were friends. You cared for me, and she for you.” Amelie looked at the man in her grasp. He looked confused by the conversation. “But then, you weren’t there to protect her when she was murdered.”


    Conflicted, Amelie loosened her grip, and her lips turned downward. She sneered, her face inches from his. He shuddered and attempted to pull away. “Yes, I should kill you. I can’t have you telling everyone I’m back. It must be a surprise.” She smiled and tightened her grip on him.


    “I won’t tell. Please, princess. Don’t kill me. I can help you. Whatever you need.”


    “Like you protected me the night I died?”


    His eyes widened. “We didn’t know. We tried. We tried to save you, but it was too late, my princess.”


    “Don’t ever call me that again!” She pressed her forearm more tightly against his neck. He coughed and struggled against her strength. He kicked out against her muscular legs and flailed his arms reaching for her. Amelie didn’t react to his jerky movements. A deep laugh rose from her throat. “I should kill you. But, you see, the princess—she’s still alive inside of me, and she just won’t accept that I’m in control. I can’t get her to understand that. And I hear her begging me to save you. To use you like I’ve done before. But how can I trust you? How can I know that you will keep me a secret, do what I say? Make sure no one ever finds me here.”


    She loosened her grip again to let him speak. He coughed and rubbed his burning throat. “I will do what you ask, Your Highness.” He sputtered and coughed. “I pledge myself to you.” His raspy voice gave out, so soft that a human wouldn’t have heard what he said.


    “Then get me to the castle,” Amelie said.

  


  
     Chapter 14


    “Do you see her?” Annie asked. She created a barrier, her hands waving and directing a silvery mist as it flew from her palms and enveloped them in a hazy film, unseen by the nonmagical eye.


    “Not yet.” Spencer peered through his binoculars. The open space around the castle filled with several small militia teams. After mobilizing quickly, the soldiers stood in precise straight lines, their eyes trained forward, their guns resting on their left shoulders. As soon as they were aligned and ready, the drum cadence sounded, alerting the teams to move. Together, they began to march before breaking off to their assigned locations.


    “I can’t see her. The teams are blocking my view and it’s… the shadows are dark,” Spencer said.


    Annie glanced at her watch. “The search teams are on the move. The Amborix Wizard Guard should have been here already.” Her eyes darted across the trees, looking and listening for the magic.


    “It’s not that easy teleporting in here. Give them a break,” he said still watching the trees for the vampire.


    “Sure, why not,” she spat.


    Annie watched the trees in their general vicinity until the unmistakable rush of air crackled beside when bodies displaced the air. Though she could feel and hear the humming of the hair rushing, she saw nothing,


    They teleported under a cloaking spell.


    “Is that them?” Spencer asked. The military units had broken off by their individual teams. One team headed toward their location.


    “Yeah. Just teleported in.” Annie watched as the military team diverted their strides, walking just a little to the left of the wizards’ location. Thankfully, the protection spell repelled anyone from walking into them. Annie sighed with relief as the last of the team had been enveloped by the trees.


    “How’s your side?” Annie asked. She intently watched the path the military team had marched.


    “You’re good on this side,” said Spencer.


    A small spark flew from behind the tree. Reacting quickly, Spencer sidled up to Annie, his hands up and ready. She waved her hands across the protection spell, releasing the magic. Cautiously, with her left hand raised, she held her Wizard Guard badge for the other team to see.


    The hidden team returned the favor, dropping their protection spell to reveal Phillipe and Marcus standing there, wearing sheepish grins.


    “What a mess,” Phillipe said.


    “Yeah,” Annie said. “I’m surprised you were allowed to come. Frederick Marx forbade us to ever work with you again.”


    Phillipe and Marcus glanced at each other, grinning.


    “Don’t let him get to you. We have gone over the case file. Specifically, the autopsy photos from eight months ago. You didn’t doctor them; you did what we would have done. We have tried with him and with Guenther. They’re just angry it is happening at all,” Phillipe said. Annie still had difficulty believing it wasn’t her fault.


    “So. Have you seen the princess?” Marcus asked.


    “Not yet.” Spencer had returned to surveying the landscape. “The trees are thick and it’s dark out. And at this hour, I’m guessing she’s already inside the castle.”


    “If she is, she’s hidden well. The siren you’ve been hearing is designated for trouble on the outside of the castle. We have yet to hear the siren for trouble on the inside.”


    “That’s something,” Spencer grumbled. He continued to sweep across the landscape, from east to west and north to south, searching for any movement.


    “So how are the castle and grounds guarded on a normal day?” Annie asked.


    Marcus unfurled a map and lay it on the ground. “Here, at each corner, cameras will sweep the area. The main front and back doors have security desks; the security teams sweep through the castle. If Amelie is inside, she will know the schedules and the secret passageways. We do not have the information. What we do know is that this door here is surrounded by a bit of a garden and isn’t guarded. We must teleport here and enter at this door.”


    “So why isn’t that—” Annie began, but she was quickly interrupted by Spencer.


    “She’s not in the castle yet,” he noted. He followed two bodies that ran and leapt toward the location Phillipe had just described. “I see her. And she’s with someone. She’s about four hundred yards to the north, running through the open field. It looks like she’s heading exactly where you said we should go.”


    He passed the binoculars to Marcus, who stared at the princess, her newly dyed black hair billowing out behind her.


    “Wow! She is definitely a vampire. Look at her run.” He continued to look through the binoculars.


    “Get any sense of the companion?” Spencer asked.


    “The uniform belongs to the royal guard. That’s all I can tell at this distance in this light.” Marcus watched the pair as they lunged into the garden.


    “She found another companion fast,” Annie commented.


    “If he’s a royal guard he probably ran into her while looking for you. She’s got to be using him to get inside,” Marcus said. “We need to move.”


    “We should teleport behind that red-and-green tree on the other side of the property. From there, once we’re clear, teleport in.” Phillipe pointed, and Annie followed his direction to the location.


    “Can you make it, Spencer?” Annie asked.


    “Let’s just get this over with.” Spencer prepared to teleport.


    Annie wrapped her arms around Spencer and lifted them from one location in the forest to another. They landed beside the designated tree, where they could observe the garden from a new perspective.


    “Why aren’t they guarding this side of the building? It’s easy enough to get in. Since they already saw us here, I don’t get why there aren’t more security guards in the trees,” Spencer said as he glanced around the forest. They were alone.


    “We have asked, but the royal family insists on leaving it private without guards. It is probably a good time to revisit this with them now,” Phillipe said.


    “In the meantime, I think we should teleport to those trees blocking the courtyard,” Annie said.


    “Listen, Annie. I know our leadership has been hard on you. But anyone could have missed track marks under the hair.” Marcus offered. “Just concentrate on killing her, not on what could have been.”


    Annie glanced back at the courtyard. “I’ve been beating myself up over this for days. I just want to stake her. Then I promise we’ll be out of your hair.” She sighed.


    “We’ll meet you in the courtyard,” Marcus said. “We have procedures for meeting the royal security force. If there’s someone blocking the door, we’ll signal to you with red sparks. If you see green, join us.” He wasted no time before teleporting with Phillipe.


    “Do you trust them?” Spencer asked once they were alone. Annie focused her eyes on the garden as she formed her answer.


    “Cautiously.”


    The Amborix wizard guards were somewhere in the courtyard, hidden by thick foliage. Annie watched intently for their sign to move.


    Where’s their signal?


    Her heart raced as distrust grew in the back of her mind—or maybe it was worry.


    What if it’s a trap?


    Green sparks rose above the garden, dispersing in the cool air. “We’re good to go,” Annie said and reached around Spencer, who looked exhausted. She teleported them to the garden.


    The small courtyard had been transformed into a small slice of paradise, with a cobbled stone patio and comfortable thick wicker chairs with soft cushions. Ivy snaked up gray brick walls and over the other side. Small sparkling lights intertwined in the branches of the trees that grew in the corner. Someone had turned on the lights, blanketing the space in a warm glow.


    Just outside the courtyard, footsteps pounded across the clearing as a military team swept the area.


    “Just in time,” Marcus said.


    Annie sat at one of the chairs and rolled out the floor plan of the castle. It had been given to her by Bucky Hart, the Wizard Hall computer guru who could easily access the plans online.


    Bucky had chuckled when he handed Annie the floor plan, saying, “I can’t figure how there are not issues with people getting into the castle.”


    Annie could now see what he meant as she looked at the map.


    “Where did you get this?” Marcus asked angrily. “We don’t even have this.”


    Annie wrapped her scrying crystal around her hand and held the coffin lining in her palm, setting the necklace to swing. The initial circles were awkward and jerky as the magic acclimated to her touch. “Do you have a computer hacker at your Wizard Hall?” she asked. “Ours can obtain just about anything we ask for when we need it.” The crystal calmed and rotated slowly above the map.


    “We don’t. We search what we need.” Marcus replied as he watched the crystal.


    “They’ve broken rank. And they’re giving up the outside search. We need to move,” Phillipe advised.


    “Okay. This is a good floor plan,” Marcus said. “Yes, it looks like Amelie is heading for the queen’s apartments.” He pointed to the large apartment at the end of the castle opposite from their current location.


    “Are you familiar with the inside of the castle? Can you get us there safely?” Annie asked.


    “Several of us have been inside on security detail before. I just wish we’d had this floor plan,” Phillipe replied with a smile. “Okay. We’ll lead you inside.”


    The door handle had been busted out and hung against the door.


    “Amelie broke the door,” Annie said.


    “I don’t hear an alarm in the castle. I expect this door is not wired for one. We really must speak with the royal family,” Marcus said as he stepped inside. He held up his hand, holding them off as he listened for footsteps, voices, the security team.


    “There’s no one coming here. Amelie must already be in the hidden passages. We need to move quickly,” Phillipe said. His hands were up and facing out at the ready.


    Annie and Spencer followed Phillipe while Marcus held up the rear. All of them held their palms up and ready should they encounter the security team.


    “Fredrick alerted the Amborix government that there might be a threat at the castle. It might be difficult in here,” Marcus advised.


    The back hallway was dungeon-like in appearance, with thick stone walls lining both sides of the hallway. Tiny electric sconces hung in equal spacing down the entire length of the hallway. Though there must have been twenty on either wall, the light was low and useless.


    This is so weird, thought Annie.


    Phillipe turned right, leading them to a back stairwell.


    The narrow spiral staircase was a remnant of the original castle. It was so old that Annie could feel the grooves beneath her feet, caused by hundreds of years of royal staff climbing the back staircase to reach the rest of the castle.


    The stairs wound to the left, then took a quick right, a claustrophobic jumble of treads and risers leading them upwards to the top floor where the queen’s apartments stretched out in all their glamour.


    A landing appeared out of nowhere, letting in the light from the brightly lit clearing. It was so bright it looked like high noon. Annie stopped and watched the formations around the castle. She ducked quickly when an officer glanced in her direction.


    “We’re almost there. Is everyone okay?” Phillipe asked.


    “Yeah. We’re good,” Annie said as she skirted from the window.


    Another change in the staircase direction led them just a few feet upwards.


    They stopped again at a stone wall.


    Phillipe began pressing against the wall in a sequence Annie watched intensely.


    “It should be here,” he said. His hands fumbled against the brick as he pushed against the wall and ran his hands up and down.


    “Ah, here it is.” He found the latch and pushed. The door slid inside a hidden channel in the thick wall; the opening led to a hidden tunnel.


    “Welcome to the hidden corridors of Maxillian castle,” Marcus said as they stumbled through the dark and empty corridors. He turned on his flashlight when the door slid shut.


    Annie’s heart sped. She carefully observed Phillipe’s technique as he touched each stone as if counting them. He stopped at fourteen.


    “I didn’t notice if your floor plan included the secret passages. But this is how we are able to come and go when our presence is requested. All up here.” Phillipe pointed to his head. “Still, I would very much like a floor plan like that,” he added as he pushed against the wall and grunted.


    “When this is over, you’re more than welcome to it.”


    “That is most kind. We often have protected the royal family from the magical threat.” The wall cracked. “There it is.”


    The panel slid open leaving just enough for him to glance down the hallway toward the queen’s apartment. “Someone’s down. Let’s go!”


    They flew from the secret passage, plush carpeting silencing their heavy footsteps as they ran to the body splayed on the floor.


    Marcus knelt, turned the man’s head, and immediately saw the vampire tracks on his neck. “Go get the queen!”


    Annie and Spencer ran into the apartment.


    We’re too late!


    Amelie stood above Queen Catriona, a satisfied sneer across her lips. She played with the perfectly round puncture wounds on the queen’s neck, the sure sign of vampire attack. But Amelie hadn’t drained her mother completely. The queen’s blood pumped slowly and rolled down her neck, leaving a wide blood stain on the French silk sofa. Amelie wiped a drop of blood from her mother’s neck, sniffed the irony, warm liquid, and licked her finger before glancing up at Annie and Spencer.


    Annie summoned her stake and flipped it, but the vampire no longer jumped at the sound of the stake smacking against the palm. Instead, Amelie bared her blood-coated teeth and smiled wildly


    “You’re too late,” the princess sneered and glanced one more time at her mother. “See you in hell, Mama.”


    Annie lunged for the vampire, leaving Spencer to care for the queen. She watched in horror as Amelie touched a red button that lay beside the lamp on the antique table and backed away into a darkened corner of the room.


    “Shit, she sent an alarm!” Annie yelled. The light on the table blinked rapidly.


    “Go!” Spencer shouted.


    Annie chased Amelie down a darkened hallway. The princess’s boots clicked against the stone floors. As Annie summoned her flashlight, the vampire lifted a tapestry from the wall and slipped inside.


    Annie ran after her. Behind her, footsteps followed in pursuit. She concentrated on the princess and the tapestry and reached it, pulling it away from the wall.


    A cold, dead body fell from the cramped space, clad in the uniform of the royal guard. Annie was so surprised, she slipped and fell to the ground.


    “Where the hell did she go?” Phillipe screamed.


    “Through there,” Annie said as Marcus pulled the dead man from her.


    “This is a royal guard. He must have helped her in,” Marcus commented. He turned the man’s face and saw the vampire track marks on the side of his head.


    Frantic voices came from the hallway outside the queen’s suites as guards approached.


    “I know this man,” Marcus said suddenly. “He’s Laurence. He was part of the security team protecting Amelie the night she died.” He picked the man up.


    “That’s all fine and good, but Annie and Spencer need to get out of here. The royal guard is nearly here,” Phillipe said.


    “Where’s Spen—” Annie began, but her partner appeared before she could finish, running from the chaos on its way.


    “Out through the bedroom. Open a window and go!” Phillipe urged.


    A stampede of footsteps entered the queen’s apartment.


    Annie and Spencer ran to the nearest window and whipped it open, just enough for them to teleport through the opening. Spencer grabbed Annie’s wrist and shimmered away.

  


  
     Chapter 15


    Annie stared at her phone, which shook in her hand as she dialed. She dreaded the conversation she was about to have.


    “Hey, on your way home?” Cham sounded cheerful. He must have slept well last night.


    “Amelie killed her mother,” Annie said in a whisper. Beside her, Spencer feverishly attempted to reach the Amborix wizard guards; neither had answered his calls.


    “Are you sure?”


    “Yes, I’m sure!” she shouted. She crossed the floor of the shack in three large steps and turned.


    “I’m sorry. I just… Annie, I’m sorry,” he said softly.


    “It’s a mess. We got in and got to the queen’s apartment. Amelie was standing over the body. The queen, she was alive at first, but… it was too late. She was bleeding from her neck, and Amelie… Amelie was dripping with blood. Cham.” Annie swallowed the lump in her throat.


    “You got away before the security found you. What do you need us to do?”


    “I’m not sure. Amelie pushed the button to call the security team and escaped in a secret tunnel. We had no choice but to leave.” Annie sat on the cot. It squeaked under her petite frame. She sighed deeply, falling back against the thin wooden wall.


    Cham pulled the phone from his face and spoke to someone else—she assumed it was Milo—explaining the newest development.


    Spencer tapped against his screen, dialing the same two numbers, only to receive the beeping and buzzing of an unanswered phone.


    Annie glanced out the small, dirt-covered window. It was hard to miss the additional military teams that entered the forest, marching in rhythm with the new sirens that wailed in the darkness.


    Milo’s voice became clearer. They were now on speaker.


    “And the Amborix wizard guards? Were they with you?” Milo asked, rather calmly considering the situation. Annie glanced at Spencer. He sighed in frustration, walked to the window, and watched the unfolding scene outside the shack.


    “They remained behind to find Amelie. Spencer’s been trying to reach them since we escaped.” Annie’s voice quivered, but she held back the tears.


    “Cham will advise Ryan. He’ll deal with the Amborix Wizard Council, and I’ll call the Amborix Wizard Guard and see if Phillipe and Marcus made it out okay.” His voice crackled across the phone. “Annie, this was supposed to be a quick kill. What the hell happened?”


    What the hell happened? They had come across Amelie on several occasions, and yet she had escaped them each time.


    “I underestimated her wiliness, her smarts.”


    “We need to send you backup,” Milo said.


    “Not yet. Not yet. We’ll get her,” Annie pleaded. She wanted time to rectify this problem, though a nagging thought in the back of her head told her she should take him up on the offer even at the expense of dealing with the Amborix and French wizard guards.


    “Before she kills anyone else,” Milo ordered.


    “If we bring in more wizard guards, you know we have to get permission for a full scale operation. The Amborix Wizard Guard won’t agree to that,” Annie reminded him.


    He knows. He just doesn’t care.


    “Annie, this is dangerous. Do you realize how close we are to exposure?” His voice lowered. “If we just forget the others, we could have this finished. You can’t let her be seen. Don’t tell them, but I’ll send a small team to assist.” He sighed. The weight of the case seemed to be wearing on him; his voice no longer boomed as it usually did.


    “Milo. We’ll get her. I promise,” Annie said.


    “Annie, we have the team on standby. You find her, and we’ll be there when you say,” Cham said.


    She weighed her options. If she did that, could they find and kill the vampire without any of the other Wizard Guard units knowing they pulled off a full scale operation?


    What if we do and they find out?


    “Not yet,” she said aloud. “We’re blamed already. I don’t want to risk what little respect we may still have.”


    “We’re here and waiting. This is top priority,” Cham reminded her.


    “Use Sturtagaard,” Milo advised.


    “I need to go. Call if you hear something.” She sighed and said goodbye, unable to let Cham know what she really wanted him to know.


    “Anything on the wizard guards?” Annie asked Spencer.


    “They’re not answering. We need to leave,” he said.


    Glancing once out the window and deciding they were clear, Spencer held Annie around the waist and teleported back to France.


    *


    “We should have teleported to the room,” Annie groused.


    “It’s time for a reappearance,” Spencer said.


    They had left by the front door when they traveled to Amborix, so they needed to be seen upon their return. They brought with them the cold wind, waking the night clerk from his mundane bookkeeping. He glanced at them and offered a short nod before returning to his paperwork. It was three o’clock in the morning.


    Annie’s body screamed for sleep; each step up the narrow wooden staircase to their room made her wince. But sleep would have to wait. Sturtagaard stood at the window, leering into the empty parking lot across the street.


    “He was in here,” Sturtagaard told them.


    “Who?” Annie climbed onto the bed, adjusted the pillows behind her, and glared at the vampire, surprised he hadn’t left.


    What does he really want?


    Sturtagaard, still with his back toward her said, “The day manager.” His fangs extended.


    “What did he want?” Annie yawned and pulled the blanket up over herself, removing the damp chill that seeped through her. Her body ached from shivering, from worry and anxiety.


    It’s gonna be a long night.


    “With that damn bag on my head, I couldn’t tell much.” Sturtagaard sat on the chair and tilted it back, his legs resting on bed beside Annie. She grimaced.


    “Your vampire hearing not working, asshole?” Spencer summoned a stake, but Sturtagaard jeered as if it meant nothing.


    “Fine. He looked in the dressers and under the bed. He nearly opened the closet before he was called away.”


    “Why are you still here then?” Spencer asked. He unrolled his sleeping bag across the floor.


    “I can’t go back without helping. That was the deal,” Sturtagaard reminded them. He stretched his arms above his head and rested them at his neck. “And since you’re back here, I’m thinking you still didn’t get the princess.” He offered a large smile, complete with fangs. “You still need me.”


    “That might be true. Maybe it’s not.” Annie shifted position to yet another location on the bed that offered little comfort to her weary body. Turning toward the window, she stared through the thin window lining into the eerie darkness beyond the curtains.


    “Your bindings weren’t tight enough,” the vampire said.


    “It wasn’t a mistake,” Spencer said. He strolled across the small room, summoned a thick rope. “We expected you to leave. Actually, I would have preferred it.” He pulled the rope across Sturtagaard’s chest, then around his arms to hold them tightly to the chair.


    “This is a little overkill; don’t you think?” Sturtagaard asked.


    Spencer tied the rope ends together, securing them with a magical sticking spell. When the vampire was tightly secure, he worked on the vampire’s legs, attaching thick iron shackles around his ankles, attached together by a thick iron chain.


    “So why are you really here?” Annie asked.


    “Have you ever wondered why the Wizard Council has outlawed my staking?” Sturtagaard asked thoughtfully.


    All employees at Wizard Hall understood there was an agreement between the vampire and the Wizard Council, but Annie didn’t know the specifics.


    Why had I never thought to ask?


    “Yes. We wonder all the time. So why do they keep you alive? Your ‘helpfulness’ isn’t always helpful,” she quipped.


    “I suggest you ask that question and seek out the answer. That will tell you why I’m still here.”


    Annie rolled her eyes and readjusted herself on the bed. For the first time since her concussion was healed, she had the opportunity to notice her arm. The shoulder that had been dislocated was again throbbing with all the action of the last few days. She lay a pillow under it to steady it and closed her eyes. A very large headache pounded against her temple. She was keenly aware that they needed to keep moving in order to find Amelie and stake her. Being here in this room, sleeping, would only kill time they didn’t have.


    Rather than sleeping, she turned to Sturtagaard and asked, “What did you do after your revenge kill?”


    Sturtagaard thought before answering. His smile made Annie think that remembering his first kills, his revenge murders, were pleasant memories for him.


    “It’s exhausting to exact revenge… I hid in the hills. In a cave away from people. It’s a high to kill those who did you wrong. And after the high, you crash. You just crash to the lowest low,” he said thoughtfully, almost lovingly. “I expect the princess will go somewhere to hide, to recoup, to regain her strength.”


    “You’re not lying to placate us, are you?” Annie was too tired to trade jibes. She stared him down.


    “I have nothing to gain by lying. I want back in the States. If I’m being untruthful, you might be able to stake me after all.”


    Annie closed her eyes. Sleep was so close, and yet she was overtaken by thoughts of the queen lying on the sofa as her final breath was taken. She shuddered as Spencer’s phone buzzed.


    “Anything important?” Annie asked, her eyes still closed.


    “Good news for Phillipe and Marcus. They managed to escape from the queen’s apartment. They’re safe.”


    He typed a return message and read it aloud. Back in France to regroup. We think Amelie is hiding for the night and will head out in the morning.


    The response came soon: Call when you’re ready, and we’ll help.


    “Everything okay?” Annie asked. Spencer placed the muffle bag over Sturtagaard’s head. The vampire tugged at his constraints, just enough that the chair scraped against the wood floor and his shackles jingled. Spencer threw a small jinx, silencing the vampire.


    “Yeah. All good. Get some sleep. We raid Louis’s mansion in three hours.” Spencer curled inside his sleeping bag.


    Under the muffle bag, Sturtagaard complained. After one more low energy jinx aimed at his arm, he quieted and slumped forward in the chair.


    Annie chuckled, closed her eyes, and felt the world spin away.


     

  


  
     Chapter 16


    Glancing down to the street below, Annie saw a delivery truck backing into a narrow street. Across from the hotel, a small market had sprung up. Several booths sold bread and cheeses, flowers, and fruit and vegetables. The cheese shop beside the hotel had opened; the owner was sweeping the sidewalk outside the front door.


    Picture perfect, Annie thought. She opened the window and let the morning chill kiss her cheeks. The yeasty scent of warm bread and sweets wafted up to her. Her mouth watered. She stretched her arm and noted that it no longer ached.


    “Want breakfast?” she asked a still-sleeping Spencer. He grunted lightly and rolled over.


    The muffle bag vibrated slightly as the angry vampire said something.


    “You’ll get yours soon,” she said.


    After finally getting some sleep, Annie had a bounce in her step. She waved to the day manager, who was just starting his early shift, and skipped outside the door.


    A faint scent of smoke still lingered, but mostly she was accosted by the smells of market—the breads, the flowers, the fruits—wafting toward her. She strolled slowly, trailing her fingers across several swatches of colorful fabrics. She bent over the flowers and sniffed the lavender and a bunch of roses.


    Another booth sold handmade paintings, small and colorful. Annie spent several moments peering at a picture of a girl dancing in the arms of a man. For just a quick minute, she looked up and saw her partially open window. Her eyes looked downward to their teleportation spot in the narrow alley.


    After paying for bread, apples, and several cheeses, Annie snuck inside the alley. Taking one last look down the street, she teleported through the window.


    “Some breakfast,” Annie said as she placed the food on the bed.


    “Anyone see you leave?” Spencer asked as he pulled off a piece of cheese and some bread. While he partook in his portion Annie played with hers and glanced out the window, not looking at anything in particular.


    “Albert,” she murmured. Her mind raced to their next location, to the next step in catching Princess Amelie.


    I don’t want to meet the French wizard guards.


    Annie had taken so much grief from the Amborix Wizard Guard over Amelie returning as a vampire, she didn’t relish spending time with another unit.


    I should have taken Milo up on his offer.


    As the sun rose higher, crowds grew in the Farmer’s Market.


    “We should go while the crowds are manageable.” Annie sighed.


    They hadn’t unpacked, so there wasn’t much to clean up. Spencer pulled out his crystal and walked through the room, pulling out any magic that may have been left by their presence.


    “You take him. I’ll deal with Albert,” Spencer said. He finished by rolling his sleeping bag and shoving it in his field pack.


    “Anything else?” Annie asked. She walked the room, opened the armoire, looked under the bed, and peered in the bathroom.


    “No, we’re good. Ready?”


    “Just one thing.” She grabbed the vampire by his collar, scrunching the fabric in her tightly balled fist. There was nothing in this world that scared the vampire—except for Annie in that moment. She gritted her teeth as she met him eye to eye, their noses touching. “Do not fuck this up. I don’t care if I have no permission to stake you. I will in a heartbeat.”


    She teleported them before he could respond, landing them inside the alley beside the hotel.


    “Stay,” she commanded and left the confines of her hiding spot. She found a bench with a direct view of the hotel door and waited for Spencer to join her.


    It took time for Spencer to pay the bill before he finally bound out of the hotel room, finding her on the bench.


    After trotting across the street, he sat beside her. “Hi, honey. You forgot to eat your breakfast?” Annie smiled and grabbed an apple.


    “It went okay?”


    She watched the alleyway carefully for any hint of Sturtagaard peering back at them.


    She took a bite of the apple. It crunched loudly.


    “Yeah. I think Albert was very relieved when I signed us out.” Spencer ripped a hunk of bread and took a bite. “This is good.”


    “Madame, monsieur. Are you on your way?” The short, heavy police officer from the other day strolled to them from the police station at the end of the block.


    “Yes. You asked us to stay the night. We have. We need to make it to our next location. Family’s expecting us,” Spencer said. Annie watched with trepidation as Sturtagaard poked his head out from the alley. She glared at him. The vampire, finding her immediately in the crowd, smirked.


    “Ah, but we still have not resolved the issue. It has bothered us. Why you were there on that street so very late at night.”


    A stray dog sniffed at the alley, growling at the vampire. Dogs were known to be distrustful of the creatures. Annie held her breath as Sturtagaard ducked farther into the alley. The insistent dog bared its teeth and followed the vampire deeper inside.


    “As we’ve explained, we did walk in that direction, but we did not enter that street. I’m sorry if that doesn’t satisfy your question, but that is the truth,” Spencer said with disdain in his voice.


    “Did you set off the bomb?” the taller officer asked.


    “No! Damn it! My wife and I did not set off the bomb! Check our clothes, look for evidence. Stop harassing us and do your jobs.”


    The angry dog continued to howl, snarling defensively. Several in the crowd turned toward the alley.


    “What is that mutt going on about?” inquired the shorter policeman.


    He crossed the street while Annie and Spencer exchanged worried glances. But before anyone had a chance to capture the dog, it lifted its leg and peed in the direction of the vampire. When it finished, the dog scratched the ground beneath him, growled for good measure, and trotted past the police officers.


    “Good dog,” said the shorter officer. With nothing left to look at, the two returned to Annie and Spencer. Both officers frowned, as if dealing with the Americans was a nuisance.


    Eyeing the tourists cautiously, the taller one said, “We don’t believe you did it. It would be foolish, I think. Do you know who did?”


    “Louis Van Alton,” Annie revealed.


    The disclosure raised their officers’ eyebrows. They glanced at each other with worry. “That is not possible. The Van Alton family died out decades ago. There is no one left.”


    “Well, someone is holed up in that abandoned mansion,” Annie sneered.


    “No. No, that can’t be. We thought they had all died.” The short fat officer whispered something to a gathering collection of other officers. “Go, go,” he said as he and his partner scampered off with the others.


    “Why’d you tell them that?” Spencer said as the officers climbed into a two-seater car and sped away.


    “Leave now, yell later,” Annie groused.


    They trotted across the street and slid into the alley.


    “Get me out of here,” the vampire growled. The stench of dog pee was strong on his leg.


    Annie chuckled. “No problem. Damn, you stink of pee.”


    With a rough grab, Spencer pulled Sturtagaard into a teleport. Annie soon followed, leaving Dinan behind them.


    *


    The trees were cool and out of the sun, shielding Sturtagaard, who stumbled through the underbrush with his fangs extended and spit dribbling down his chin.


    “I need food,” he growled.


    “Big baby,” Annie murmured. She summoned a woodland creature, a small squirrel that squeaked in her grasp. She sighed as it squirmed in an attempt to escape. Hating what she did, she snapped its neck quickly and handed the creature to Sturtagaard.


    “You look like hell. Here,” she said and passed him the limp creature. The sound of the vampire sucking the blood caused a wave of nausea to roil through her stomach. While he sucked the little amount of blood the squirrel gave, the mansion came into view.


    “Stay here. We’re going to check out the house. We’ll throw a spell when we need you,” Annie said, peering through the trees at the mansion. “No sign of the police,” she announced.


    “What do you do when neither is here?” Sturtagaard asked. He leaned against a tree for a rest.


    “We’ll deal with it when we get to the house. Either keep up or slink back to Paris. You’re no use to us like this.”


    “Take off the shackles, girl.”


    Annie rolled her eyes and walked along the tree line, away from the vampire.


    “Let me feed,” the vampire growled. He staggered, weak from lack of blood and from spending so much time in the sun.


    “Enough! You’re a pain in the ass. I have enough of those to contend with. Go back to Paris, go back to the States, I don’t care anymore. We’ll take off the shackles. You can go.” Annie turned and knelt beside the vampire, reaching for the cuff around his ankle.


    “No! I want you to bring me back to the States. I’m here to help. Let me feed!” The vampire’s voice echoed through the forest. A bird squawked, its wings flapping as it flew away.


    “No. You can feed on another woodland creature, but no humans. Get your shit together, or we’re leaving you here.”


    He skulked after them.


    The eleven-foot-high wooden doors had been ripped from their hinges.


    “Amelie was back. How is that possible?” Annie mumbled.


    Glancing down the lane and hearing no cars, Annie and Spencer took cautious steps up the stone staircase. Each held a palm up, and each carried a flashlight. They entered the darkened building.


    They were greeted by a marble table that had been toppled; the stone slab was nothing more than chunks of rock and powder.


    Their flashlights roamed the walls, the floor, the heavy drapes hanging askew. Dust covered everything and tickled Annie’s nose as their footsteps clicked against the marble floors.


    “She’ll hear us,” Spencer said as they moved toward the back of the house.


    “She’ll smell us first,” Annie responded. They turned the corner and headed down a long hallway.


    “I see why they stayed here. It’s a good place to hide,” Spencer commented.


    “Almost like home.”


    In the distance, noises of a scuffle suddenly burst out. Bodies rolled, bumping into large furniture. They heard a groan and loan growl.


    “Let’s go!” Spencer said as they ran for the den.


    Amelie had pinned Louis to the ground, her eyes blank and distant. She had him so tightly secured between her legs that he struggled for air as he tried desperately to buck her from his abdomen.


    Her cold hands held down his shoulders; he shuddered at her touch. Amelie laughed, her head falling backward in delight as she rubbed against him.


    Louis’s eyes welled with tears, pleading for help as he struggled against Amelie’s control.


    Annie shot a spell through the dim light, hitting Amelie in the side. The vampire slumped forward, landing on Louis. Free of her grasp, Louis pushed her off of him and rolled away. Her eyes grew wide with fury. She growled and flew forward, defying gravity and lunging for Annie, who ducked just in time. Spencer cast several successive jinxes that tossed the vampire into a stone fireplace.


    As if fear paralyzed Louis, all he could do was stare at them, his mouth agape.


    “Run you stupid fool!” Annie shouted.


    “Louis, help me!” Amelie cried.


    His eyes darted between the two women for a moment. Then he scrambled to Amelie.


    You’ve got to be kidding me!


    “Amelie, did she hurt you?” He held the princess’s hand, patting it in comfort as she roared with fury.


    Annie jumped onto of the ottoman in the middle of the room and flew at Louis. Yanking on his arm, she pulled him from the vampire.


    “No! Amelie, my love!” Louis whined, fighting against Annie’s grip.


    Spencer whipped a second jinx, hitting Amelie in the chest. The princess growled and sprang for Spencer. The force of contact propelled him into the wall, leaving behind a man-sized dent. Not staying to be staked, Amelie jumped over Spencer, who lay splayed on the floor.


    “Damn it!” Annie pursued the princess back out of the mansion, but the vampire’s super strength, endurance, and speed, meant that she was long lost in the trees by the time Annie jumped from the front stairs.


    Sturtagaard leaned against the front column. “She went that way.” He pointed.


    Grimacing, Annie followed his direction. She pulled out her binoculars and surveyed the landscape. As she suspected, Amelie was long gone.


    “You’re never entering the U.S. again,” Annie proclaimed through gritted teeth.


    “What? I should have chased her?” He shrugged.


    “You worthless excuse for a demon!” Annie lunged at Sturtagaard with a stake in her hand. The sharp point pierced the first layer of skin. If she pressed further and entered the breast plate, he’d be dust.


    “You need my help,” he reminded her.


    “No. I really don’t. I have him.” Annie pointed to Louis Van Alton, his hands tied behind his back as Spencer led him from the house.


    Louis looked as though he had taken a rather rough beating; both eyes were swollen shut, his lip was split, and his once neatly pressed shirt was covered in dirt and ripped at the sleeve.


    “Really. He can smell her out? What good is the nonmagical?” Sturtagaard sneered.


    “What the hell good are you? You let her leave, asshole.”


    “Had you discovered she was a vampire when she died, you wouldn’t be in this mess in the first place. How will it look when the world finds out she’s still alive?”


    I hate him!


    Annie balled her fist and hit him in his sneering mouth. His neck cracked when his head jerked backwards, and he fell to the ground.

  


  
     Chapter 17


    “I’m hungry. Can’t we stop for food?” Louis had been whiny and soft since they forced him from the mansion outside of Dinan, France. He was no different the closer they came to Platja d’Aro, France, along the Mediterranean Sea.


    As they had done in their travels throughout Europe, Annie and Spencer teleported into an area near yet just outside of town. This time it had been a mistake. They had to suffer a two-mile trek hampered by a surly vampire hiding under a blanket and a sniveling man-child. All Annie and Spencer wished to do was wait for Amelie where Louis suggested she would turn up, but all Louis wanted to do was make them miserable.


    Since Amelie was limited by transportation methods, whether it was a cargo train, car, or walking, Annie estimated they still had hours before the vampire would arrive, if this is where she’d go. If Annie had to bet, she figured the princess would arrive by cargo train for speed—but then Amelie had arrived in Amborix from France in a short amount of time.


    How is she managing that? Louis didn’t help her. Maybe she has other help?


    Annie sighed. “Fine. We’ll stop at that fruit stand and grab some food. If that’s okay with you?” she asked Louis. He grumbled and nodded.


    “I’m not paying for him,” Spencer whispered.


    “He’s got a pocketful of cash. He’ll pay for all of us,” Annie said.


    The family who owned the stand was helpful, leading them to apples, strawberries, olives, cheeses, and bread. The smell of barbequed meat from a portable fire wafted to them. Annie ordered a few skewers of what she thought might be pigeon and glared at Louis, forcing him to pay for the food. Annie pinched Louis in the back as he reluctantly took out his cash to pay for the food.


    Conveniently, several makeshift picnic tables were scattered around the fruit stand. They took their seats with Sturtagaard sitting on the ground under a tree, away from the sunlight. He looked on, disgusted by the gluttony. Annie chuckled.


    “Hungry?” she goaded as she ate a chunk of the meat. Sturtagaard looked away. “So where exactly is this house?” Annie asked Louis, unable to eat any more. She pushed her untouched food away. Spencer played with his bread, balling it and popping it into his mouth.


    “I think it’s a mile that way. I haven’t been there in years. Why can’t I just go home?” Louis asked and hiccoughed. He reached for a bottle of wine, purchased at the stand, and took a swig directly from it.


    “You idiot. You’re not going home. She’ll kill you,” Annie whispered loudly. Louis shrunk from her. The daughter of the stand’s owner glanced at them and backed away.


    “The cottage is in the hills near these condos. It’s just near the sea here.” He pointed to the map Annie lay across the table. “We had talked about heading there after the mansion. It’s been abandoned for decades,” he offered in one quick breath. He reached for the bottle and chugged the red liquid without breathing. His hands shook as he lowered the bottle. It toppled over, and the wine leaked out.


    “You absolutely sure?” Spencer asked. He took a bite of apple and placed the half-finished fruit on the table.


    “Follow this road. There’s a small road leading to the house. Can I go now?”


    “Not until we find her.” Annie said.


    Louis sighed. “You need to teleport here.”


    The young daughter passed their table and overheard what she shouldn’t have heard. Wearing a quizzical look, she steered clear of their table and stayed busy clearing one of the other picnic tables.


    “Never mention magic in public,” Annie whispered when the girl left.


    “Whatever. She’ll go there. It’s been unused for so long, and there are so few of us left. She’ll go there,” Louis said definitively.


    “Don’t mess with me. This is serious.” Annie reached down and squeezed his knee hard while glaring at him.


    “She won’t hurt me. She loves me,” Louis protested as they packed the rest of the food and headed out.


    *


    The Van Alton seaside cottage was small in comparison to the family mansion, but it was large enough, nestled in a dip in the hill. The two-story structure sat on an acre of land, overlooking the coast and the marina. Once it had been a very lovely vacation home. Now it sat in overgrown ruins. The group teleported behind the dilapidated shed in the back.


    Louis was right. This is a good location to teleport.


    They peered around the shed and glanced at the rest of the property, abandoned and in disarray. Though they were in a very wealthy neighborhood, it appeared at the moment, they were all alone.


    The house sat in ruins like the mansion had. Shutters were missing or hung askew, paint peeled, a cold breeze blew through the cracked windows, and a light emanated from an upper window on the back side of the house.


    What the hell!


    “Someone’s in there! Who lives there?” Annie asked.


    “It’s… they shouldn’t be here. It’s impossible,” Louis said quietly. He closed his eyes. “It’s a mistake.” He shivered violently, either due to fear or the damp chill that blew from the sea. Either way, Annie wasn’t concerned with his comfort; she had tied his hands together in an unbreakable magical silk rope. His wrists were raw and red from struggling against the tight restraints.


    He knows something!


    “Who’s here?” Spencer asked again.


    “Am-Amelie. She’s… she’s here,” Louis stammered.


    “She got here too quickly,” Annie whispered to Spencer.


    “I thought the same thing. He begged to eat. To keep us away. He knows something.” Spencer peered at Louis, who shrank against the worn plank of the storage unit.


    “I agree. I’ll take the vampire; you keep an eye on whiny boy. I’ll call you when I have her or have warned whoever’s in there,” Annie said.


    Spencer placed a muffle bag over Louis’s head to keep from listening to his whimpering; it grated on all of their nerves. When he was secure, Annie nodded once, grabbed hold of Sturtagaard’s wrist, and teleported him to the back entrance of the home.


    The door was slightly ajar, which worried Annie as she pushed it in and took a cautious step inside. Small windows let in very little light, rendering the room dark. Though supposedly no one had been here in years, the house appeared to have been cleaned recently. She took a whiff.


    “Is that…?” Annie took a whiff and grimaced.


    “Dead flesh,” Sturtagaard answered, and Annie groaned.


    Her flashlight highlighted the hard stone floor. It was covered in floor rugs. The furniture was well worn but lovely, and canvas furniture covers were left in a pile by the window.


    They skirted around fancy French chairs and sofas, antique French tables littered with books and knickknacks that must have once been lovingly chosen but then had been carelessly left behind. But now it seemed they were being enjoyed again. A book was opened on the sofa.


    “Someone’s living here,” Annie said as she ran her finger across the tabletop. It was clean.


    “I smell blood. A lot of it,” Sturtagaard said. Annie had no doubt; his fangs were extended as if he were ready to clean up a mess.


    If Amelie were there, she could smell Annie now, or at the least hear their click and clack against the floor. Annie grabbed Sturtagaard’s arm and teleported to the top of the staircase.


    The hallway was dark, devoid of pictures or furniture. They trekked to the bedroom that faced the Mediterranean Sea. It emanated a low, dim light, just enough for Annie to see her way. She shuddered as Sturtagaard followed so closely that she could feel the icy cold that radiated from his skin; she could hear him sniff her hair. Annie turned and slapped him.


    “Enough,” she whispered and continued to the bedroom door. An overwhelming stench of death filled her nostrils. Her stomach lurched when she peered into the bedroom. Three dead bodies lay scattered across the room. One was sprawled across the bed, another victim was slumped in a chair, and the final body, a child, lay on the floor near a fireplace that burned and blazed with a newly started fire.


    The scene showed shades of what Amelie had done to her mother: sucking the body nearly dry and opening the vampire tracks deeper, enough to drain the remaining blood to the floor beneath them. Even Sturtagaard, a master of evil, looked on in disbelief.


    “She did this to her mother. Left enough blood to pump all over,” Annie said in shock. Her voice could barely register above a whisper.


    “Vampires, we don’t do this. Not anymore,” Sturtagaard announced.


    Annie glared at him, disgusted. “Why don’t they, anymore?” she managed to ask.


    “Most of us want to keep on living, as it were. This, this draws attention to us. The fury running through her is poisoning her.”


    Annie observed him and his extended fangs. He longed to lap up the remaining blood that saturated the rugs and upholstery.


    I hate him!


    “Don’t think about cleaning this up,” she ordered and dialed Spencer.


    “She was here,” Annie said when he answered.


    “It’s the same?” he asked.


    “Yeah.” Annie could barely speak, anxious that they had let her slip by again.


    Or was she here before the other murders?


    Spencer yanked a reluctant Louis Van Alton up the central stairs off the family home and dragged him inside to see the horror Amelie left for them.


    “Oh man,” Spencer said softly. “Who are they?” he asked Louis. The nonmagical man, horrified, fell to his knees shaking and crying.


    After several moments, Louis hiccoughed and looked at them. “My Aunt Marguerite, Uncle Louis, and cousin Elizabeth. She’s only a child.” His voice quivered, holding back additional tears.


    Annie took another look at the girl beside the fire. She was so very young and now so cold. She placed a hand on the girl’s cheek.


    “Don’t touch them, girl. Verify they’re not turned. We need to leave!” Sturtagaard ordered.


    Annie pulled her hand back, surprised by his gesture. But he was right. Eventually someone would come and find the bodies. Annie and Spencer couldn’t leave any trace of their presence here.


    They worked quickly, opening vials of holy water, letting the potions drop on the exposed skin. None of the bodies rose. They had clearly been killed.


    “Amelie could not have made it here so quickly. She should have been weak and in hiding. Someone’s helping her,” Sturtagaard remarked.


    “I’m thinking that myself,” Annie said. She glanced at Spencer, both of them worried at the prospect she had assistance.


    “Who’s helping her?” Spencer asked as he yanked Louis Van Alton up from the floor, shaking him as he did. “Who’s helping her?”


    “I… I…” Louis hiccoughed and sniffled. “I don’t know.”


    “She made it here too quickly. I believe that.” Annie strode to the desk near the window.


    “Girl, don’t touch anything!” Sturtagaard screamed.


    Annie glared, summoned two gloves, and yanked them on as she examined the papers strewn across the desk, unsure of what she was looking for.


    “Yes. Someone comes. I don’t know who. A woman, I think. Brown hair, maybe. I’ve seen Amelie speak with her. I swear, that’s all I know. Amelie, she… she never shared,” Louis said.


    The desk was covered in bills, in letters that Amelie probably wouldn’t have read. Annie shuffled through them. A short note was attached to what looked to be a deed to the house, though without time to translate, Annie perused the letter in French. It was addressed to Aunt Marguerite and Uncle Louis Van Alton, signed, ‘Yours, M.’


    “Who’s M?” Annie asked.


    “M? I don’t know who that is,” Louis said.


    “Whoever it was, addressed them as aunt and uncle. Could it be a cousin, maybe?” Annie asked, irritated at the man.


    “I… I don’t know. I swear,” he said. “Maybe it was Marguerite’s side of the family,” he added hopefully.


    Annie pocketed the letter and contract. “We need to go,” she said. She grabbed Sturtagaard’s wrist and dragged him from the house.


    Spencer pulled Louis after them. They met behind the storage shed at the edge of the property.


    Annie pushed up against Louis. Her arm across his neck, she pinned him to the wall.


    “You begged to eat. You kept us from coming here. You knew they lived here. Why? Why did you let Amelie kill them?” Annie shouted.


    “Annie, no!” Spencer yanked her shoulder, but she pulled it back.


    “I… I didn’t know,” Louis stammered.


    “Bullshit. Who’s helping her? Who’s M? Amelie could not have reached this house so fast, even with her vampire speed. Are you a wizard?”


    Annie pushed harder on his neck. He struggled to breathe.


    “Not here,” Spencer hissed.


    “Girl, we need to go. Where to?” Sturtagaard asked roughly.


    “French Wizard Guard. We need help.” Annie glanced at Spencer who nodded.


    “We can’t go there! I can’t go there!” Sturtagaard shouted.


    “If you want back in, you go where we say you go,” Annie said. She released her hold on Louis and sent a quick text to Cham and Milo: Amelie killed again. We’re heading to the French Wizard Guard. Please alert them.


     

  


  
     Chapter 18


    Annie yawned. It had been a long day chasing the vampire. But there was still much to do, and the day wouldn’t end yet. “I’m sorry. I wish this was done and I could come home. But she’s…” She watched the crowds still growing at all of the elevators taking tourists to the top of the Eiffel Tower.


    “Annie?” Cham asked on the other end of the phone when she stopped midsentence.


    “Yeah. Sorry. I’m watching the crowds we’ll have to navigate in order to get into the French Wizard Guard. It’s really thick,” she said while stifling another yawn.


    “Be careful,” Cham said. A door swooshed open on his end of the line. He pulled the phone from his mouth and spoke with someone who sounded male.


    “Sorry. I just got to the Hall. Manny says hi,” Cham announced.


    “You feeling okay?” Thinking of his accident, of the walls closing in on him, the smoke that billowed and rose around her while she watched Bitherby teleport him out of the burning dormitory—it all made her shudder. She wondered if it ever would stop.


    “I’m on desk duty, remember. Sorta managing you and Spencer. It’ll be fine. I’m just worried about you,” he said. Annie sighed and glanced at the Eiffel Tower. The famous landmark was packed with tourists waiting to climb the tower.


    And we have to get in from there.


    “And Milo got you the instructions to get in the French Wizard Guard?” Cham asked after he passed the security desk.


    “Yeah. They were very specific. We need to get on the west elevator alone. They gave us the spells to use. I’m just not so sure we’ll be able to make it work. Not with the vampire and the nonmagical… you know.” She lowered her voice. The crowds had grown larger since they arrived.


    “And your head?” Cham asked. Annie could picture him entering the back hallway to the elevators on his way to the fifth floor.


    “I’m cured of the concussion. Even my arm is healed. I promise, I’m fine. We’ll call if we need you to come. The French Wizard Guard should be plenty of backup.” Exhaustion seeped into Annie. Crisscrossing Europe expended so much magical energy. She could drop where she stood.


    I just want Cham.


    Louis fidgeted beside her. If she had her way, she’d jinx him. He was getting on her nerves.


    While they mulled around a bench pretending to be tourists, Spencer prepared a mind manipulation spell to get past the hordes of people wanting to get on the elevator.


    Sturtagaard, sat calmly and glanced at them periodically, sneering or snickering when it suited him; he was highly amused at their plight.


    “I need to go,” Annie sighed when Spencer gave her the hand signal.


    “I love you,” Cham said.


    “I love you,” Annie replied and hung up the phone.


    She felt Sturtagaard’s glare, his eyes penetrating and dark, his nostrils flared. Not in the mood, she scowled. He shrugged.


    “How bad does the west elevator look?” Annie asked Spencer, who was looking at their target through a camera.


    “It’s late but the crowds are still lingering. Go ahead and start walking. I’ll chant the spell when we get there,” he said slipping the camera around his neck. “Ready?” he asked apprehensively.


    “I’m ready.” Annie turned to Louis. “You keep your mouth shut and do what we say. Do you understand?” she whispered with intensity. Louis nodded quickly.


    Annie linked arms with him. He was sweaty from fear. It radiated off of him in a bitter stink. Grimacing, she led him toward the tower, blending themselves into the crowd and matching the flow.


    When they were safely inside the fences and in line, Spencer and Sturtagaard followed.


    Annie glanced at the crowd, which was still growing larger as they entered the line. Her discomfort made her anxious; she wondered how they were going to make this work.


    This seems like a lot of work to enter the hall!


    She caught sight of Spencer and an uninterested Sturtagaard as they took their place in line. Looking away she glanced at the odd little man beside her. His purple hat had a bright red feather sticking up from the band. He smiled at her with crooked teeth before returning to his map of Paris.


    After learning the instructions for entering the hall, both Annie and Spencer thought the arrangement was odd. It was so much easier to enter a courtyard and walk inside.


    Annie sighed and glanced upwards. The Eiffel Tower wasn’t the tallest structure she had ever seen, but it towered over everything else in the vicinity. The angle overwhelmed her; she was dizzy looking up at the angles and lights.


    I wish this wasn’t business.


    Ten more tourists slid into the elevator. The doors closed with efficiency, sending the elevator upwards.


    Annie peered around the couple in front of her and realized they were only four groups from being able to enter the elevator. She held her breath as all four groups squeezed themselves inside, leaving her and Louis next in line.


    Louis fidgeted beside her, she squeezed his wrist and offered him an annoyed glance.


    The elevator returned to ground level and the doors slid open. A large group of tourists exited, leaving plenty of room for Annie and Louis. While Annie held the elevator open, Spencer used the first of the spells advised by the French Wizard Guard, which warded off passengers from following them inside.


    Once Spencer arrived safely with the vampire beside him, Annie released the door hold and watched it slide shut. If those who had been waiting noticed how few people were inside, they didn’t express any anger at losing their turn.


    With her hand held over the speaker box, the same one that allowed nonmagicals to speak to the security staff, Annie cast the second spell, sending the elevator speeding underground and leaving the tourists above them in a suspended animation.


    The ride was quick and smooth; the cement walls flew by in a blur. Annie held on to the sides of the elevator, bracing for impact, but the elevator landed like a feather on a pillow.


    The doors opened to a hallway, lit with electric sconces that would guide them to the end of the hall and the front entrance of the French Wizard Hall. After they stepped out of the elevator, the doors slid shut and the box shot up to street level as if it never left. Those waiting for the elevator would remain unaware of the machine’s detour or that any time had passed at all.


    Though Annie thought it was a lot of work to enter the hall, she was impressed by the spell that had been well crafted in 1899, ten years after the Eiffel Tower was built. In all that time, the cloaking spell allowed the wizard community’s use of the tower as means to access their Wizard Hall without detection.


    “That was easier than I expected,” Spencer said as he led Sturtagaard down the hallway.


    Annie followed with Louis, though the nonmagical needed to be tugged along. His right shoe scraped against the floor as though he knew it was time to pay for his sins.


    Though the hallway was nondescript, with a gray cement floor and matching walls, the entrance to the French Wizard Hall was made up of impressive ten-foot-tall wooden doors. Much like those to the library in the American Wizard Hall, these doors were also hand carved with pictures and scenes, but these were of French magical history: battles fought, demons that roamed the countryside. Annie did a double take when she saw one carving of a girl that seemed to resemble her. Like in the carving in America, the girl held down a demon with her foot while holding a sword in the air.


    “Ah… I think it’s the same door maker who made our library doors. Look at this,” Annie said as she pointed to the girl.


    “That looks like the same scene. Maybe it was made by the same craftsman,” Spencer agreed. “You ready to deal with them?”


    Annie grimaced. Though Milo hadn’t relayed everything to her regarding his phone conversation with the French Wizard Guard, he implied that his conversation to them involved more of the same accusations that were leveled against her by the Amborix Wizard Guard. Milo had explicitly warned her to be careful, be aware of her surroundings, and trust no one. Annie knew yet another Wizard Guard unit was not eager to deal with the vampire princess who had died eight months ago.


    I’m over dealing with her too.


    “I’ll be fine,” Annie said as she placed her hand up against an ancient wooden box to the right of the door and cast a spell. The doors squeaked open, slowly revealing a small reception room with a security desk manned by a woman named Delphine, as per the name tag on her left lapel of her smart business suit. Above her name was a small silver pin, etched with what Annie recognized as the Wizard Stamp, a triangle with a wand at the center. The letters FWG were engraved on each side of the shape.


    That doesn’t draw attention?


    Delphine smiled coolly as Annie and Spencer removed their Wizard Guard identification, three-and-a-half-inch-wide silver medallions that were etched with the title Wizard Guard across the top and Chicago, U.S. at the bottom. Both Annie and Spencer had five gems encased in a row at the center signifying they were both Level Five wizard guards. The other side of their identification folder, encased in plastic, included their personal identification: name, age, date of birth, Wizard Hall home location, and picture.


    Delphine took their badges and scrutinized their authenticity. She handed back Spencer’s quickly and looked from Annie’s badge, back to her face.


    “You’re a Level Five?” Delphine asked coolly.


    “Yes. If you have concerns about the authenticity, please feel free to contact the U.S. Wizard Hall. They’ll verify,” Annie said.


    Delphine glanced one more time at Annie’s badge before handing it back. “You seem awfully young to be a Level Five, yes?”


    Though Annie was four years younger than Spencer, she’d had a bit of a head start on her Wizard Guard training. Both she and Cham began their studies while still at Windmere School of Wizardry in their senior year, a feat only accomplished by the two of them. Added to that, their scores on their entrance exam to the guard had been high, plus Annie had studied for a grueling potion master’s exam and passed with one of the highest scores ever. All those achievements rendered her a Level Five. Most wizard guards at the age of 23 would hover near a Level Three and conclude their career at Level Ten.


    Trying to appear humble, Annie packed her identification inside her jacket and watched Delphine observe their cohorts.


    “And your companions?” Her thick French accent reverberated off of the hard surfaces of the reception room.


    “This is the vampire Sturtagaard, and this is Louis Van Alton. As of yesterday, he was the nonmagical paramour of Princess Amelie of Amborix.”


    Delphine’s eyes raised in surprise. Annie would have guessed it had nothing to do with the vampire or the nonmagical; rather, it had everything to do with the fact that the princess hadn’t died but was turned.


    “I see. That is a problem. Of course.” She offered a smile as she summoned an item from the drawer in her desk. Walking to Sturtagaard, he took a step back.


    “What’s that?” he asked staring at the metal collar she held.


    “You do not think we would let the Sturtagaard into our Wizard Hall without protection, do you?”


    “This wasn’t part of the deal,” he sneered.


    “Their house, their rules,” Annie said and placed a stake at the base of his heart.


    Sturtagaard grimaced as Delphine placed a metal collar around his neck. It was thick and heavy. If he neared a human and tried to suck or bite, the metal would hinder his ability to do so. Any time this collar touched human skin, it would send electric shocks to the vampire. Delphine clicked the collar tightly in place.


    “Now you.” She changed her tone, making it slightly flirtatious as she checked the simple cuffs around Louis’s wrists. They were still tight and constricted his movements.


    “I assume he knew Princess Amelie was a vampire, yes?” She looked at Annie for conformation.


    “Yes. He’s known since she first sought him out,” Annie replied sheepishly. Though she knew asking for assistance was a necessity, she was embarrassed by having to do so. Her cheeks burned red as if ashamed by the need.


    “Okay, they are secure. Follow me.”


    As with most magical security locks, Delphine placed her hand against the hole in the lock and shot a spell inside. The doors slid open revealing a large work area, filled with rows and rows of cubicles. The outer edges of the massive room contained offices with closed doors.


    Though this building resided underground, it looked much like the inside of their Wizard Hall, with neatly ordered cubicles and the sounds of computers, fax machines, and printers whirling and buzzing. And just like Wizard Hall America, papers and objects flew through the air as they were summoned or repelled as necessary.


    Annie and Spencer pushed Sturtagaard and Louis through the maze of cubicles following Delphine toward the Wizard Guard department. The cubicles were stuffed full of magical objects and ancient tomes; shelves were piled high with herbs, crystals, and cauldrons. Delphine stopped at a large cubicle that reminded Annie of Milo’s office back home. It was so packed with piles of stuff and more stuff, leaving very little room to move.


    The security officer knocked on the wall that held a name plate for Fabien Arnoult. A tall man with sandy brown hair and ice blue eyes glanced up at Delphine and flashed a bright white smile.


    “Excuse me, Fabien. Here are the Americans and their guests,” Delphine said.


    “Ah yes. Our American friends. Welcome. Please, sit. I am Fabien Arnoult, Wizard Guard manager. Thank you Delphine.”


    “If you need anything, please call. Annie, Spencer.” She nodded before heading back to her post, guarding the door.


    Annie and Spencer sat in the waiting chairs while Fabien observed their companions carefully. “And you have brought, I see, Sturtagaard. Yes, we are well familiar with the vampire. And the other, I do not know.” He smiled warmly and sat back down.


    “Louis Van Alton. He was Princess Amelie’s traveling companion until yesterday,” Annie explained.


    He raised his eye brows in response. “I see. And you are chasing the princess. Your manager, Milo Rawley, he and I discussed this in depth.” Fabien offered a wide smile as if this were a social call.


    Annie observed him in response. He was impeccably dressed. His jacket closed with a brass button, and his lapel was adorned with exact same pin that Delphine wore: small and silver, etched with the triangle and wand at the center, with FWG for French Wizard Guard engraved around the edges.


    I wonder what that pin is for?


    “Unfortunately we’ve come across the princess several times. She’s young, she’s quick, and we think she has some magical assistance to aid her escapes. That is why we are here. We need your help to take her down,” Annie said after pulling her attention away from the pin. And yet her eyes kept wandering back to it.


    It’s so attention grabbing.


    “Yes. That is the case with new vampires. They are slippery creatures. Often difficult to catch. May I ask you a question?”


    “Of course.” Annie recognized his accusatory gaze and knew what he’d be asking her. She summoned the article and let it rest in her lap.


    “How long have you known about Princess Amelie still being alive? I should think that would be a serious threat to us all, no?” Fabien asked. Annie slid the envelope, still in its original packaging, across several piles of books for Fabien to see. He looked at the Paris postmark. “This is from last week. Not long I see. You received it when?”


    “Four days ago,” Annie replied.


    He pulled out the French newspaper. His eyebrows rose in surprise as he noted the paper and the prominent picture with Amelie’s face circled. “I apologize,” he said thoughtfully. “She’s been right under our noses.”


    “We blame no one but ourselves. She was our responsibility. I examined her myself. And though there was a death jinx, I did check for vampirism in the normal locations—wrists, neck, knees—and observed nothing,” Annie said.


    “Who sent this to you?” He placed the article back in the envelope and handed it back to her.


    “Sturtagaard.” Spencer sneered.


    “Ah. But of course he did. Where have you seen her?” Fabien asked.


    Annie explained the events that took place in Dinan, including the explosion, Amborix and the queen of Amborix, and the three dead Van Alton family members in Platja d’Aro.


    “And are you certain the Dinan police have finished with you?”


    “No. Most certainly not. As soon as word comes out about the Van Alton murders, I’m sure they’ll be back,” Spencer said.


    Fabien opened a file, glanced at the contents inside and looked back to Annie and Spencer.


    “I appreciate you coming to us with this rather than bringing in your own people. Etiquette is so hard to find now these days,” Fabien said as if he longed for a simpler time.


    We should have brought our team in. Annie sighed softly.


    “We know this area.” Fabien continued to speak in a condescending tone as if Annie and Spencer were stepping on the toes of the French Wizard Guard. They understood the boundaries between the Wizard Guard units. Staking a vampire was one thing, but keeping secret the murder of several nonmagicals crossed that line of proper protocol.


    “We must send someone to Platja d’Aro. We must clean that mess before it gets out.” He exhaled deeply at the inconvenience.


    Fabien dialed his phone, speaking in rapid French. Before he had a chance to hang up the phone, a female wizard guard, short like Annie and also with long curly brown hair, teleported to the cubicle. She gracefully entered and stood beside the desk, offering the visitors a quick crack of a smile that was neither friendly or angry. Annie smiled in return, assuming this would be the officer meant to clean up the mess. She observed the girl carefully almost as an adversary. She first noted the same pin on her lapel, but secondly, she couldn’t help but notice that when the girl tensed when she saw Louis; her palms balled into tight fists before she relaxed and let go.


    She knows him? Woman with brown hair?


    “Marielle, this is Annie and Spencer, our American counterparts. They brought along the vampire Sturtagaard and a nonmagical, and they might be in trouble.”


    For ease, Fabien explained to Marielle in French. Though Annie didn’t understand the conversation, she was well aware of their body language and tone.


    He thinks we screwed up.


    Marielle nodded obediently, glanced at the visitors with caution and again directed a long gaze at Louis before turning her attention back to her instructions.


    “I have my team available. We will go to the house and deal with the bodies.” She nodded once to Fabien and bowed to Annie and Spencer before leaving the cubicle; her last look was on Louis. Annie and Spencer exchanged glances.


    “If the bodies have already been discovered, we take care of memory modification,” he said and clapped his hands together. Turning in his chair, he cleared his desk and unfurled a map of France.


    “Let us see here.” He circled the town of Dinan and the location of the Van Alton mansion, the seaside cottage in Platja d’Aro, as well as Paris, where the princess was first discovered. “Now you said she had gone to the Amborix castle. Your Grand Marksman, he’s managed to contact the Amborix Witches Council then?” Fabien unfurled another map of Amborix and circled the location of the castle.


    Annie scrolled through her texts. “Yes. The Amborix Wizard Guard has briefed them; they’ve been on the phone with Ryan Connelly. They’re fully aware of the situation and are dealing with the death of the queen.” Annie’s hands shook.


    How did this get so out of control?


    She scrolled through her email, assessing the content for new material. “There’s nothing new as of yet. We do appreciate your help with the princess. She’s been slippery, and we simply need to deal with her. The rest of this mess, we’ll clean up.”


    Fabien glanced at his counterparts, resting his chin in his hands. “I should think you’ve handled it enough. We can take it from here. Stake the princess. Handle any of the fallout.”


    Annie balled her hand into a tightly wound fist and bit her tongue as to not speak without thinking. Sturtagaard snickered behind her.


    “I appreciate your willingness to help,” she started cautiously. “But the murder of the princess was my case and it still is.” She paused for a moment, glared at Sturtagaard before beginning again. “What we are asking of you is your help in capturing and killing the vampire formerly known as Princess Amelie Maxillian of Amborix. We require nothing else from you, and we will be with you in this mission.” She summoned the written request and handed the scroll to Fabien. While he read the carefully worded request, she took a deep breath, dispelling some of her wayward energy. “If you need further explanation please contact Milo Rawley to discuss.”


    She and Spencer exchanged glances both aware that bringing in the French Wizard Guard may not have been the smartest idea.


    I should have brought in my own team, consequences or not.


    The Wizard Guard units all over the world had no problem working with each other until someone issued anything that remotely seemed like an order to the host country’s Wizard Guard. Annie knew this would not go over well.


    Amborix is not their issue.


    “So you are issuing orders in France then, eh?” Fabien countered.


    “We’ll continue to deal with the Amborix Witches Council, the royal family, and the government of Amborix,” Spencer reiterated.


    “But Amelie is in France,” Fabien reminded them.


    “We’re here as a courtesy,” Annie said. “We need the manpower to help us find and kill Amelie. That is what we need in this country. Don’t make this a pissing contest.” She had the backing of the American Wizard Council, which had been the largest in the world for many centuries. Somehow that gave Annie a sense that the American Wizard Council was indeed bullying the smaller French unit.


    But Amborix isn’t an issue for France to deal with, she thought, justifying her actions.


    Fabien puffed up his chest. “I’ll contact the Wizard Guard of Amborix for, shall we say, clarification. We will direct all efforts from here. And let you join us.”


    “First, if you do that, we will contact our Wizard Council of which I am a member. We’re here because nothing in Amelie’s autopsy jumped out at me to think she was killed with anything other than the murder curse. I observed no track marks on her wrists, feet, knees, or neck. That is our mistake, and it is our responsibility to fix. Do not make this more difficult than it already is. She’s out loose and killing as far as we know. Three people were brutally murdered in France. I have the bodies of two more we found in her coffin in Amborix. That doesn’t take into consideration countless victims for food. Please help us stop her.”


    Behind her Sturtagaard grunted. The three wizard guards turned toward him. “Wanna go home, jackass, keep inserting those comments,” Annie warned.


    This made Fabien crack a smile, a small one. His eyes grew less hostile as he sat back in his chair. “What can we do to help you?” he asked, almost conceding.


    Annie returned to the map of France and stared at the circled locations where Amelie had been. “Louis, come here, please.” She handed him a red pen. “Circle all family locations.” He bent over the map, carefully drawing rings around the family holdings throughout France. His handcuffs jingled as he reached across the map.


    “Can you run a report on any Van Alton family holdings in France? We should verify these locations and see if there are any others that Louis may not be aware of. Actually, when you run that report, we should have a list of all Amborix royal family residences as well. Any other thoughts, Sturtagaard?”


    The vampire strolled over, his neck stiff in the collar. When he bent over the map, he folded his tall lean body from the waist for a better look.


    “As a new vampire, she has not totally adapted to hiding in crappy places. I expect this is a good place to start. Might you have anything from Amelie to scry for her?” He stood back up.


    Annie summoned the inside lining of Amelie’s coffin. “I can scry, but we’ll need that list of homes,” she said.


    Fabien pursed his lips. “I’m sorry, but we don’t have the ability to pull what you want.”


    “No computer unit, telecommunications?” Annie asked.


    “No, I am sorry,” Fabien said with a shake of his head. “We are mostly magical here. No unit as you describe. I see you utilize other means to find what you want. I fear we might be of no use to you at all.” His eyes diverted as he glanced at his messy desk. “You will need your Wizard Hall for help, I’m afraid.”


    Annie thought he might be actually sorry that they wouldn’t be able to help as completely as Annie and Spencer would need. “We still need your assistance. Believe me. We’ve been with her twice already, and she’s managed to escape. She beat us to the triple murder. We need help. But I think we’ll take a bit of the lead and get moving on locations.”


    Fabien sighed. “Yes. I believe we are not up to your standards.” He offered a wan, tired smile. “But we will assist with what you need. Can I pull a team together for you?”


    “Trackers would be great. Skilled vampire fighters would also be helpful.” Annie turned to Sturtagaard. “How familiar are you with vampire locations in France?”


    “Enough. I can give you possible locations. Scry for her. See if she appears,” Fabian suggested.


    Annie held the lining in her palm, wrapped the scrying crystal around her balled fist, and let it swing wildly. She moved the contraption across the map from northern France to southern France. Amelie wasn’t there.


    She summoned a map of Amborix and started the process again. Just as it did with France, the scrying crystal hung in her hand and swayed without dropping on a location.


    “Any other locations outside of France that your family owned, Louis?” Annie asked. His jaw hung open in surprise as she summoned another map. It materialized before them.


    He shook his head.


    “Okay. Next plan,” Annie said as she looked at Spencer who nodded in agreement though they hadn’t said a word between them. Annie placed a call.


    “Hey, Bucky, it’s Annie.”


    “Annie Pearce, how’s the vampire hunt going?”


    She explained briefly the finding of the princess and the subsequent losing of the princess. “So can you pull up anything on the properties owned by the Van Alton family, past and present, as well as the royal family of Amborix? I have a feeling she might go to family homes, older, run-down, abandoned.”


    “No problem, Annie. Milo said you’re the priority. Give me a half hour,” he said.


    “Thanks, Bucky.”


    “Okay?” Spencer asked. Annie nodded and surreptitiously pointed a finger toward Fabien, who was on a French phone call. Spencer shrugged. Louis had a smile on his face.


    “He doesn’t like us much, does he?” Annie asked him.


    “Not so much,” Louis responded. “He thinks you are, shall I say, pretentious.” He raised his eyebrows. Annie shrugged.


    When Fabien finished with his conversation, he glanced at Annie with a sheepish grin. “I will have two trackers. When you find the princess, you will have access to whomever you need.”


    “Do you have a conference room?”


    “Follow me.”

  


  
     Chapter 19


    Marielle Beauchamp slithered into Platje d’Aro across the sea. The house was as Annie from America had described it, except the house had been blanketed now in darkness and the stench of death found its way throughout the old home.


    “Oh my goodness,” Marielle cried. She covered her nose and mouth, and her face grew pale.


    “This vampire sends a message,” Roland, her partner, said as he entered the room and unfurled the first body bag.


    Marielle assisted lifting the Van Alton victim into the bag, stretching it around the slight man, also named Louis Van Alton.


    “This must be that other Louis Van Alton’s uncle,” Marielle suggested. Roland simply nodded.


    “Did they check for vampirism?” Roland asked as they laid the man inside.


    “Most likely not. They missed the princess. I don’t trust them,” Marielle said. She took out her holy water and let it drip on the man’s face. He lay there, still dead.


    She zipped up the plastic bag before moving on to his wife, Marguerite. Smaller and more petite, she fit easily into the bag. Again they dropped holy water on exposed skin before securing her inside, leaving the final victim, —a young girl of twelve years old, Elizabeth Van Alton.


    “So young,” Marielle said, dropping holy water on the girl before closing up the last zipper.


    “The Americans should have called us first, no?” Roland asked.


    “I suppose it wouldn’t have mattered. The vampire was too fast, and we’re too slow,” she commented as they lay the last body near the door, the three bags laid out in a neat row.


    “How is that even possible? She must have had help,” he suggested. Marielle shrugged.


    They surveyed the rest of the room, examining the dark bloodstains across the large Aubusson rug that covered the majority of the floor.


    “I don’t think a spell can remove that,” Roland surmised.


    “No. I think we shrink it and burn it back at the office,” Marielle said. She knelt beside the edge of the finely crafted rug. Her hand grazed the strong edge; the spell shrunk inward, until all that was left was a tiny square. She placed it in a plastic bag and shoved it in a field pack.


    Marielle returned a silk-covered chair upright and examined the fabric for blood or unnatural rips in the material. Roland examined the floor for blood stains.


    With nothing else out of the ordinary, they moved on to the bed that had been torn apart.


    “How did the vampire subdue all three of them to kill them like this?” Roland asked.


    “I don’t know.” Marielle’s hands shook as she rummaged through the heavy bedding searching for blood and seeing none. “I don’t understand how she did this. Maybe the girl was here alone, and Amelie subdued and killed her and then the parents when they came in. However she did it is not important. Killing the vampire is.” Marielle hastily tossed the bedcovers across the lumpy mattress.


    Roland repaired the lamp that had fallen to the floor, leaving no marks or chips. “I think that is everything,” he said as he strode across the room to shrink the victims.


    “I want to check one more thing,” Marielle said as Roland shrunk the bodies and laid them gently in his field pack.


    “What is it?” he asked as Marielle ambled to the desk covered in scattered papers.


    “This abandoned house shouldn’t have so much new paperwork I think,” she said as she read through some of the papers. “I think I shall take these.” She dumped them into a bag. She turned and glanced around the room, which was unrecognizable from when they had first arrived. “I think that is all for here. Now for the police officers in Dinan.”


    They snuck back down the stairs, through the cellar and teleported out of town.


    *


    The cramped conference room could possibly accommodate ten people if necessary, and probably not comfortably. A large table took up most of the space, with small metal chairs stuffed along each side. Annie sucked in a breath as she sat. Though she pushed the chair as far back as she could, she still felt wedged in. She unfurled two maps across the table.


    “It would’ve been embarrassing if he couldn’t come up with this list,” Spencer said as he noted a property in Southern Amborix. Bucky Hart had come through for them, sending them an extensive list which Annie and Spencer split.


    “I had no doubt,” Annie said. “There are a lot of properties belonging to the Van Alton Family Trust. I think I should have Bucky search for any living family,” she commented. “How many do you have for the Royal Family?”


    “There are about thirty locations. I’m almost done. Most of them are around Amborix and open to the public. There’s a few in France and one in Germany. Out of all of them, I’d say there are about ten good hiding locations,” Spencer noted as he circled his last property in green.


    Annie held the coffin lining in her palm and wrapped the scrying crystal around her hand. As it hung above the map, it gently twirled. Annie lifted the crystal and let it swing across both maps in wild turns and twists as it searched for the person belonging to the blood. When the momentum was complete, it hung limply from her hand.


    “She’s got help. You think you can get Louis to spill?” Annie asked.


    “Worth a try. Though now that he’s locked in their prison wing, I’m not sure how helpful he’ll be,” Spencer said. “Just out of curiosity, did you get the impression Marielle knew Louis?”


    “I saw the look she gave him. I didn’t see anything from him. Though I might not have watched him carefully enough. If you want to question him, ask if he knows her,” Annie suggested as she watched her scrying necklace hang in her hand. “Her help has to be magical. Someone’s teleporting her from location to location. And now she’s being cloaked. There’s absolutely no proof other than the fact she’s moving around faster than we are. She shouldn’t be able to do that.”


    “You think it’s someone from here?” Spencer asked as Annie’s ringing phone reverberated throughout the room.


    “Hi,” she answered. “Well?” Her sister Samantha Chamsky was on the other end, and Annie knew it wasn’t going to be a social call.


    “Hi, grumpy. If you worded the request as I suggested, you’re fine. It is your case. You are asking for their help in the capture and staking of one Princess Amelie of Amborix, vampire. They have no control over this, and you acted accordingly.”


    Annie took a deep breath.


    Nothing I didn’t already know. But it’s always nice to have confirmation.


    “Thanks, Sammi. I get the feeling they feel we’ve stepped on their toes.” Annie dropped the scrying crystal necklace on the map.


    “You know how it is. You’d be a little defensive too. Anyway, it’s your case. How’s your head?”


    My head?


    “Long since cured. Even my arm feels better. Mostly I’m tired. We just need to find a way to stop her. I think she has magical help,” Annie said, lowering her voice. Her eyes darted across the room as she searched for possible listening devices.


    “Really? That’s a serious accusation,” Samantha said.


    “It’s a hunch right now. I won’t do anything with it,” Annie reassured her.


    The silence on the other end of the phone meant Samantha had more she wanted to say to Annie but wasn’t going to.


    Annie sighed. “You’re really quiet. Is there something else?” Silence again. Annie glanced at the phone and then at Spencer waiting for information.


    “Just remember, you’re not wrong. International Wizard Law is very specific on how departments should respond to each other. As long as you follow those laws. Put everything in writing, and be clear. You retain the lead; they assist as needed. Just ask nicely,” Samantha said.


    “I am. Well, I’m trying. It didn’t start well in either France or Amborix. It’s kinda tricky,” Annie said.


    “Annie. If what you think is true, you could be in danger. Please, please be careful,” Samantha pleaded.


    Normally at this point in the conversation Annie would make a funny quip and roll her eyes. She didn’t have it in her to do either.


    “Annie, if there’s a mole in their department—or in ours for that matter—you need rock-solid proof. If it’s them, I can’t issue an arrest warrant without the International Witches Cooperative’s approval. It takes a serious charge for them to convene. If there’s proof, enough solid proof, France can issue one.”


    “It’s still just a thought. Once we kill Amelie, I’m not sure I’m going to pursue it, not unless something becomes obvious. It’s just too stressful here with them.” Annie played with the scrying crystal, wrapping the chain around her hand and letting it slide to the map.


    “As a side note, the Amborix Witches Council and their Wizard Guard are deeply saddened by the queen’s death and appreciate your diligence is alerting them and bringing them with. They want to help.”


    “Really? I’m kinda surprised they’re taking it that well. The Wizard Guard manager made it perfectly clear we weren’t welcome.”


    “They are… conflicted. You were in France looking for the princess. They can’t assist with that. That’s bringing in more people, stepping on France’s toes. You called when you were heading to the grave. But yes, I think they would’ve liked to know when you were first notified,” Samantha said.


    The silence was uncomfortable for Annie. She toyed with the cold crystal. “I really screwed this up.” She flicked the scrying crystal, sending it across the table and onto the floor. Spencer glanced at her.


    “You didn’t screw up. This isn’t your fault. You did your job. I read your autopsy report. You didn’t do anything wrong. Shit happens. You know it!”


    “I made a—”


    “Enough! Annie, this is ridiculous. A problem occurred. Screw France if they don’t see how you’re fixing the problem. Do what you always do. Confront the problem and fix it. Follow the rules and they can’t touch you,” Samantha said, ending more calmly than she started. “Be safe and call me if you need help dealing with the legal aspects of this case. I love you, and I have every faith you will stop the princess before the nonmagical world finds out.”


    “I should have called a worldwide wizard All Points Bulletin. I should have—”


    “No. Don’t do this. You can’t change the past. It’s done. Move on. You know this. What happens in the past can’t be reversed, no matter how much you wish it. Move on, Annie. I hate seeing you beat yourself up like this. Don’t, please don’t.”


    “Sammi, I… I’m glad you have my back. I need to go. I love you.”


    After hanging up, Annie glanced at Spencer, who was on the phone with his wife. The dark, wide circles under his eyes, were also sad. Seeing that Annie was finished with her call, he said a quick, anxious goodbye. “And?” he asked.


    “We’re fine.” Annie sighed.


    *


    Marielle and Roland smelled the stink from her field pack; it trailed after them and hung in the air as they strolled through Dinan.


    “We need to get these bodies back soon,” Roland advised as they stopped along the street where the bomb had exploded.


    “My word. This was larger than I expected,” Marielle said as she pointed to the two houses that were severely charred. Between the houses, the bomb had blown out a large hole in a small yard. “No wonder they believed the Americans had something to do with this. I would too.” She led Roland back down the street toward the center of town.


    As Annie and Spencer had done before them, they strolled through town, arm and arm as if a couple, and acted as though they were tourists, stopping at the bakery for croissants. Munching on their snack, they stopped at the curiosity shop and browsed the shelves, listening.


    In such a small town, they expected the news to still ring about the explosion, about the Americans who were here and questioned in response. But the talk was of something else. Something less important: the dog that had peed on the tourist.


    Marielle and Roland exchanged confused glances, unsure if this was important or not. Shrugging, they left the shop without purchasing anything, though Marielle had found a very attractive medicine box.


    Instead, they took up hands while they ate their croissants and continued to the police building, a former one-story residence at the center of town. They peered inside the first floor window and spotted the police officers that Annie had described as “Laurel and Hardy.” Beyond that, the men were alone.


    They entered through the open door.


    “How may we help you?” the short officer asked.


    “We worried when we saw the remnants of the bomb. There was someone lurking by the hole in the ground,” Marielle said. She bit her tongue to keep from laughing when the men perked up, as if excited by the news.


    It must be slow here, she thought.


    “Ah, yes. Was it a pretty woman with long curly brown hair? She would be with a tall man with light brownish-blonde hair?” the tall officer inquired.


    “No. No. She was a redhead. I’m sure of it,” Marielle replied. The men looked dejected.


    “And you are sure of this?” the shorter man asked. His jaw was tight and tense.


    “Yes, and there was no man fitting your description. We just thought you should know!” Roland said, taking up the tone of an agitated husband. Marielle bit the side of her mouth.


    “I apologize. But it is all good. They were just curious onlookers. If she were brunette like you, I’d worry. We have investigated them very thoroughly, but alas, the Americans were not responsible. We will, for you, go back and verify. Just in case. I am sure it is okay though.”


    The officers offered condescending smirks and headed to the door, where they were hit with light jinxes. Both men collapsed to the ground.


    “Whoops. Maybe I should have caught them,” Marielle said and chuckled as she dragged the tall man back to his chair and levitated him up. She bent him forward so he was sleeping on his cluttered desk, drooling on his paperwork.


    Working quickly, she assisted Roland with the other officer, levitating him to his chair. It squeaked with his weight as his body settled down.


    “Let’s see what we can see,” Marielle said as she rummaged through the files on the desk. “Anything?” she asked as Roland searched the second desk.


    “Yes. Here.” He pulled out the folders and sorted through the material finding all references to Annie and Spencer, the Americans suspected of setting off the bomb. “Yes, they were most definitely prime suspects, and it looks like they talked their way out of it.”


    Behind them, the door handle squeaked. In one movement, Marielle shot off a spell, sticking the handle. She waved her hand again so that the blinds flew closed and rattled against the windows.


    “Hurry. We must leave now!” she said. “Take the folders. Search over here for anything else. I will do this memory erase.”


    With two hands on either side of the officer’s head, Marielle chanted a spell, wiping his memory of Annie and Spencer and replacing them with memories of a new and very fake suspect. The door rattled.


    “Let me in! It’s me, Olivier,” shouted the man, pulling on the handle and anxiously banging on the door.


    “Anything else?” Marielle said through gritted teeth as she prepared the second memory modification spell.


    “Nothing. Finish up and we’ll go,” Roland said. Marielle chanted a spell that wafted to the man’s head, jumbling up his memories and making new ones.


    “I’m done,” she said. They headed toward the back of the station.


    With a wave of their hands, they shot wakening spells at the officers, who groaned and squeaked as they woke from their forced sleep. Meanwhile, Marielle and Roland teleported through the open window to the French Wizard Hall.

  


  
     Chapter 20


    Why didn’t I pour holy water on her body?


    Annie replayed the hours she had spent with the princess’s dead body. The care she had taken to examine Amelie’s wounds, her wrists, her neck. How they had run the crystal over her lifeless body, finding the killing curse.


    We found the curse. We thought we were done.


    She opened her eyes and stared at the list of properties Bucky Hart had sent. As she knew he would, he had easily found what she was looking for and delivered them quickly by way an ancient fax machine that sat unused in the middle of the French Wizard Guard department.


    Annie blinked her eyes rapidly, and the words jumbled before her eyes. It had been one unsuccessful attempt after another to kill the vampire princess, and the stress was starting to bubble over. Annie willed the tears in her eyes to stay put, expending much energy in the process.


    The list proved to be useful. A majority of the Van Alton holdings were located in France—though after a second look at the list, Annie realized she had missed two properties: one in Germany and one in Spain, belonging to Louis’s nearly extinct family line. With another quick look, she realized their German property was quite close to one belonging to the Maxillians.


    I missed those.


    With the scrying necklace around her hand, she scried for the vampire in those locations. Again, the crystal was dull and cold; she was no closer to finding Amelie. Annie sighed.


    Maybe she’s done with Van Alton properties and staying with her family homes?


    She called her counterparts in Amborix.


    Marcus answered on the first ring. “Hello, Annie Pearce.”


    “Hey. I’m so glad you are fine. We were worried,” Annie said.


    “Ah. No problem. Your window departure was much help,” he said, almost friendly and warm. “How can we help you?”


    At least we’ve warmed to them.


    “Well. Working on a theory, I had our computer department pull a list of all properties for the Van Alton and the Maxillian families. I’ve scried for the princess at all of them, but there’s this one property that has me intrigued. It’s a Maxillian family location in Germany, just over the shared border with Amborix. Do you know this property?”


    “Just a moment,” Marcus said.


    Annie listed as muffled voices discussed the question in German, a language Annie knew nothing about. While she waited for them to determine if this was news to them or to discuss her failings, her leg bounced nervously under the table.


    “We are not familiar with this location. It might be an abandoned home. I thought all Maxillian properties were in Amborix. We can send someone out to check it out,” Marcus offered.


    “I just scried for her there and came up empty. However, we think she has magical help. Someone is cloaking her, and, more importantly, someone is teleporting her.”


    “Are you positive?” Marcus asked.


    “No. I have no proof, if that’s what you’re asking. We just believe she is moving around France at an alarming pace.”


    He pulled the phone away from his mouth, and spoke anxiously to someone else in muffled German.


    “Could we have a mole in our department?” he asked Annie.


    “We could have one in ours, or France could. It could be anyone, so I’m not accusing anyone of anything. It’s just something we think might be happening. We’re definitely taking a closer look at all those involved,” Annie advised.


    “Amelie was discovered in France.” Marcus didn’t attempt to hide the implication.


    He doesn’t trust France?


    “I can send the coordinates if you would like,” Annie volunteered, though she worried they’d be walking into a trap. “Be careful if you send someone out to the house in Germany.”


    “We would very much like the coordinates and we will be careful. She’s dangerous—that we understand. And Annie, you be careful. It’s not a coincidence that she was found in France and you are now working with the French Wizard Guard.”


    He thinks France did this. Why? Does he think they’re trying to get me to investigate down the wrong investigative trail?


    After cautious goodbyes, they hung up.


    Annie fumbled with the list of properties and found the German mansion. She typed in the coordinates for Marcus. When he messaged to say he’d received them, she pocketed her phone.


    “Everything okay?” Spencer asked.


    “Amborix doesn’t trust France,” she whispered.


    “Interesting,” he said. “And that property?”


    “They’ll check it out. She wasn’t there, but it doesn’t mean anything if she’s got help.”


    Annie pulled the list closer and read it again, though her eyes crossed and her vision blurred. She was afraid to leave any house uninvestigated, but there were just too many.


    But then she noticed another smaller home, this one in the southwest corner of Austria. According to the records, it had been in the family for thirteen generations but had been left to rot a century prior. Annie pulled out the accompanying picture and stared at the home, long past decay.


    “This looks like a good hiding spot,” she said as she showed the picture to Spencer. The small home was made of stone and covered in dead brown ivy. The roof looked as though it had caved in.


    “Yeah, it does. What did they say about this… place?” Spencer asked as he examined the picture.


    “Just to be careful while we’re here,” Annie remarked as Fabien entered the conference room. “Look here.” She held out the picture for Fabien, who grimaced lightly at the dilapidated building.


    Annie scried again for the princess, but again there was no response from her crystal. “Amelie’s got to be cloaked. I should have her by now if she’s at any of these locations,” she said casually. She didn’t want to accuse, remembering what Samantha and Marcus had warned.


    “That would be difficult to find her then. I see that this looks promising, Annie. How many guards shall I have ready?” Fabien asked.


    “Well, there’s Spencer and me. I think five should make a good perimeter. I would like to leave Louis Van Alton and Sturtagaard here. Less dead weight to drag around.”


    “No problem. Sturtagaard seems comfortable in the vampire cell, and the nonmagical whines quite well. How will you work this?”


    Before Annie could answer, they all turned when the stench of rotten flesh wafted to them. Roland was coming their way.


    “All taken care of,” Roland stated. “I should run these bodies to the lab. Their stench is beyond horrible.”


    “Where’s Marielle?” Fabien asked.


    “She was behind me. I don’t know where she went. Maybe to work on paperwork.”


    “Thanks for the assistance, Roland. We were just discussing the plan. I’d like to have your team secure the perimeter. Spencer and I will teleport in and verify the vampire’s presence. This is, after all, an educated guess. If she gets past the perimeter, I’d like to have the tracker with us. This time we’ll have her outmanned.”


    “That is a good plan, Annie. I will return after I drop off the bodies.” Roland bowed once as he exited the room.


    Annie turned to the cabinet against the far wall in the conference room and perused the many vials. She reached inside, pulled out a vial of light purple liquid, opened the stopper, and sniffed the contents. It smelled bitter and spicy. She returned it to the stores, pulling out several vials of holy water. When she felt comfortable she’d taken what she needed, she closed the many open doors. “Who will be on the French team?”


    “I think Marielle and Roland, plus Jory. He is the best tracker we have. I think he will be able to find the princess, should she escape. I will also join you, along with a guard named Marcel. That should be plenty of coverage.”


    Annie hadn’t expected that. Unlike Milo, who directed, guided, and ruled from inside Wizard Hall, it was always nice to see a manager like Fabien actually work in the field.


    “Have you eaten recently? I think it’s time for a meal. It might be awhile until you kill the vampire.”


    Spencer and Annie followed Fabien into the Wizard Hall kitchens. The enormous room was large and industrial with several large metal countertops running lengthwise through the kitchen. The counters held bowls of fruit, loaves of bread, a mixer, a slicer. Cabinets lined three of the four walls, and the far wall contained three extra-large stainless steel refrigerators, which hummed softly.


    “What shall you have?” Fabien asked.


    Before they could answer, he whispered something to a young elf in a chef’s shirt and hat. The elf nodded once and ran for the refrigerator, pulling out contents.


    “He’ll make some sandwiches, plus some additional ones to take with should we need them.” Fabien advised.


    They watched in fascination as the elf, named Brantley based on his name tag, laid out the bread across the counter. In the first sandwich, he spread a thick layer of tuna salad across the wheat bread. He layered it with a tomato slice and crisp green lettuce. When he finished, he cut it in half, placed it on a glass plate, and pushed it softly to Annie.


    “Thanks,” she said and took a bite. “It’s good.”


    The elf repeated the motion and made sandwiches for Spencer and Fabien, who accepted and ate. They all watched as the elf made additional sandwiches for their trip.


    “I think this should be sufficient. Thank you, Brantley,” Fabien said.


    They watched the elf toddle his way from the kitchen. Fabien packed his work in his field pack.


    “Thanks. This was a nice break,” Annie told him.


    “We have more should you want something,” Fabien advised. He sat on a stool across from them. “So what’s next for you?”


    “We’ll talk to Sturtagaard before we go. Let us know when everyone is ready,” Spencer said.


    “I will.”


    Annie and Spencer waved briefly and headed to the vampire wing.


    Because France had a smaller wizard community than the United States, the headquarters was housed in one building, completely underground, beneath the Eiffel Tower and a large portion of Paris. The main Wizard Hall filled out a large central office space, and different units or departments were housed in wings breaking off from the central room.


    Annie and Spencer turned down Wing B, the prison wing. At the entrance, a security officer viewed their identification, comparing it to his list of approved officials with permission to enter. He waved them through the first gate.


    “Nice to meet you,” said François as his shoes clicked against the linoleum floor. He wore a uniform, brown pants, and a matching short sleeve shirt. Above his heart was a small, silver pin, the same that Annie had seen on several others in their Wizard Hall.


    “Um… Francois. Can I ask you a question?” Annie asked. He was tall and plain but very friendly with a permanent smile across his lips.


    “But of course. What can I answer for you?”


    “Well, I keep noticing these lapel pins. Everyone here seems to have one. Is this required for everyone to wear, or is it a choice? What are they for?”


    He chuckled quietly. “Ms. Pearce, these pins are a source of pride for all of us who work here. But, of course, we are required to wear them when we enter. They were given to us as a way to promote… team building, I think you call it.”


    “Has it been something you’ve always worn?” Spencer asked.


    Francois stopped walking. His gaze shifted to the wall, or through the wall. It was a distant, cold stare.


    “I could not tell you for sure. I think it was maybe a year ago,” he replied.


    “Thanks. I just found them fascinating,” Annie said.


    He smiled uncomfortably with a crooked smile as he pushed open a door. Annie and Spencer exchanged confused glances before following him down a flight of stairs to the vampire floor of the small prison.


    A small wooden box hung beside a sliding door. Francois cast a spell, and the door slid inside the wall with a rattle and a bang.


    A second security guard waited for them on the other side. He too wore the silver pin just above his name tag, which read Stefan.


    “Stefan, this is Annie and Spencer, the American wizard guards. They are here to see the vampire.” A look of acknowledgement passed between the men. Annie’s discomfort grew.


    “Stefan will see to what you need,” Francois advised before he turned and walked back through the door.


    Annie watched after him. His heavy footsteps pounded against the cement floor. As he climbed the stairs, they grew softer until Annie and Spencer were blanketed in painful silence.


    “Welcome to France. It’s nice to meet you,” Stefan said. He stood from his small desk and walked to the far wall. “Your vampire has been no trouble. I expected more.” He offered a wan smile and waved them to join him. “You know; we’ve heard such things about him.” He sent a spell through the lock box, and the door slid open to reveal a sparse room with four cells, two on each side. If there was more than one vampire, they were awfully quiet or muffled.


    She knew the answer as they passed the first two empty cells. The next was inhabited by a petulant Sturtagaard.


    “Here he is. I will leave you to it. Call me should you need anything.” Stefan bowed slightly and headed out of the small room that held only four cells and only one prisoner.


    When he closed the door, Annie turned to Sturtagaard. He glanced up and leered.


    “I better get back for this,” the vampire growled.


    Annie observed the brightly lit room. The strong artificial light bounced around the shiny white walls, floor, and ceiling. Annie shielded her eyes as she adjusted to such bright light.


    It must be hell on vampires.


    “What are you talking about. This place is awesome. There’s no sun streaming in from an acidiac window and look over there.” She pointed to the pile of blood receptacles in the corner of the cell. “It looks like they feed you well,” she answered.


    “Tartarus is far better than this hell hole.” Sturtagaard grimaced. The room was devoid of a cot or sink and was half the size as his cell at Tartarus. He’d definitely had more roaming room at Tartarus; here the vampire was chained to the wall by a notch in the collar. Not only was he tethered to the wall, but the chain hung high above him. All Sturtagaard could do was stand. If he chose to pace, his path was barely four feet wide.


    Interesting choice, Annie thought.


    “We could have accomplished this together,” Sturtagaard said.


    “Yes, because you were so helpful before.” Spencer glared at Sturtagaard. The vampire was not known for childish maneuvers.


    “Where is your boy? He’s much more pleasant,” Sturtagaard remarked, glaring at Annie.


    “Are we done here?” Spencer asked. He switched his weight between his feet, anxious to leave this dank wing of prison.


    “You, go meet the team.” Annie pointed to Spencer and then to the door. Rather than arguing, Spencer skulked down the hallway.


    “You, shut up. When we get the princess, I’ll take you home. Anything else we should know?”


    “Check out drug dens and student hostels. Look for young men traveling, a beautiful young woman. I would see if any travelers are missing. If not, she might still be hiding there.”


    Annie tossed him a phone. “My number is the only one programmed. If you need me or have other ideas, call. Make yourself useful for once.”


    Before Sturtagaard could answer, Annie was halfway down the hallway.

  


  
     Chapter 21


    Large maps cluttered the conference room table. All of them had large circles around any possible location where the princess might be hiding.


    That’s a lot of options, Annie thought. Her scrying crystal hung loosely around her hand.


    “Any luck?” Jory, an affable young man with a clean-shaven face, entered the conference room.


    Annie glanced up, still shocked how young he looked. “No. I’m not sure why I keep looking.” She smiled lightly as she picked up her scrying crystal holding it in her palm.


    “You do because that is who you are. You… don’t give up.”


    “I’m not so sure anymore,” Annie admitted. The small crystal was cool and smooth. She ran her finger across the nearly perfect rock.


    “Eh, but that is what we do. We keep at it until we’ve exhausted all options. Do we not? We are wizard guards after all.” His dark blue eyes, harsh against his fair skin, twinkled and he offered a smile. Summoning his own crystal, he held it in his hand. “So where should I try?”


    “I’m trying this next. These are all done. You can start at the end of the table,” Annie suggested. She let her crystal necklace fall so that it hung above the next map. Without Annie moving it herself, the crystal began to swing softly at first, rotating on its own. The swing grew wider and faster, nearly jumping from her hand.


    It stopped just as quickly, landing on a location in Austria. “Her cloak is growing weak,” Annie murmured.


    “What?” Jory stopped and glanced over.


    Annie glanced back at him.


    Could he be the mole?


    His delicate features and his warm smile told her he’d be a good actor if he was. She was greatly aware she shouldn’t give away too much information, but it was only a matter of time before Amelie was discovered. She would eventually kill the wrong person.


    Maybe she already has.


    “Here.” She finally handed the map to Jory and watched as he studied it carefully, circling several locations. He was, after all, their best tracker.


    He glanced up and smiled before returning to the map, double-checking his options. Finally, he said, “Okay. Here are the coordinates to which to teleport.” He slid the map to Annie.


    “If you’re positive, we need to leave soon. I don’t want to bring in yet another Wizard Guard unit to kill her,” Annie said.


    “I don’t trust the magic. You have been unable to find the princess for several hours, and all of a sudden she is there,” Marielle said. She stood with her hands on her hips, her lips pursed. “I don’t think we should go in. It’s much too dangerous.”


    Annie set up the scrying crystal and the fabric from the coffin and re-scried for the princess. Again, it dropped over the house in Austria. “Is that enough for you?” she asked.


    “Fine, but that seems to be a very difficult location for the princess to reach so quickly. From the house in Southern France to there. She would need more than vampire speed, cars, or trains. She’d need…” Marielle stopped.


    “She’d need a magical assist,” Annie finished.


    Color drained from Marielle’s face. Neither French wizard guard spoke.


    Do they believe there’s a mole too?


    “That’s not possible!” Marielle protested. “Nobody here would have done such a thing!” Her angry voice reverberated off the walls. Annie felt the vibration in her fingers.


    “I wouldn’t suggest that, and there’s really no proof that’s how the vampire’s getting around. It just seems odd that she’s moving so quickly across countries,” Annie said.


    “Well. You should have mentioned your suspicions. We can’t do our job when you don’t share your thoughts.” Marielle’s voice grew calm and yet her hands shook.


    “For that I apologize. However, that isn’t our main concern. What we need is enough wizard guards to sweep each location she’s been at and track teleportation spells,” Annie asked.


    They can’t spare anyone. I wish we could bring in our team!


    “What is all this commotion? I can hear you from the middle of the hall,” Fabien inquired, stepping into the room.


    “We were just discussing the possibility Amelie has magical help to get around. Marielle thought we should have discussed this sooner,” Annie said and repeated her desire to search for magical trace at all locations where Amelie had been. Fabien looked at her and nodded in understanding.


    “Yes. Yes. I do see that would be helpful. If the trace is the same across the locations, we will have a likely suspect. Our database is quite extensive with magical trace,” he said thoughtfully.


    Marielle paced, her lips curled in concentration. When she stopped, she glanced at the map and at the crystal as it lay on Amelie’s current location. Agitated, the French wizard guard continued to pace to the short wall. With no more room, she turned and headed back to the other side.


    Deep in thought, she began to chew her lower lip roughly. “No. I disagree, Fabien. We need all of the assistance we can get to ensure the princess is captured and killed. We do not have time to send someone off on a hunch. It is much like sending guards to this location. It’s all a hunch!” Marielle threw her hands in the air.


    “We’re wasting time, Marielle. You either come with us or keep quiet. We should leave, yes, Annie?” Jory asked.


    “Yeah. We should leave. Can you get us out of here without needing the tower?” Annie asked. She grabbed her phone and started typing out a message to Spencer.


    Fabien nodded. “Yes, of course.” He glanced around the small room. “But is Spencer not joining you?”


    “Phone call from home,” she said. “I just texted him. Shall we?”


    Fabien led them from the room. Annie waved to Spencer who hastily concluded his call and joined them at the back wall. If Annie hadn’t been magical, she wouldn’t have known that the empty wall held a doorway to somewhere. With a wave of his palm, Fabien accessed the back door to French Wizard Hall.


    Why don’t they just use this one all the time?


    The door materialized with a shimmer and opened into a dark, narrow hallway. With flashlights shining brightly, they stepped inside, shedding light on a little-used entrance. Annie glanced at Spencer with the same quizzical look.


    “This place is backwards,” Annie whispered. Spencer shrugged while Fabien played with his phone. They followed the soft glow of the smartphone.


    “I am ordering a few more teams to meet us there. They will arrive in intervals after us. Should that be acceptable, Annie, Spencer?”


    “Why are you asking them? This should be our mission,” Marielle said. Her voice pierced the quiet. Annie’s stomach roiled.


    “Enough, Marielle. Go back. Go home if you cannot keep quiet. Annie, are we good with this plan?” Fabien asked.


    “Yeah. That’s fine. Are we ready, then?”


    “Yes. Follow me.”


    The narrow passage angled upwards toward the ground level. Flashlights swept the seldom-used passage, which was covered in cobwebs and smelled musty. Annie skirted around a small puddle where the water had seeped through the rock walls. It was imperative that they trust the French Wizard Guard, and yet Annie couldn’t. Something felt not right, strange, backwards. She reached for Spencer’s hand. He was the only person who, in this moment, she trusted. He squeezed her hand.


    They could be leading us to our deaths.


    It was a ten-minute walk to the end of the corridor, where a hastily constructed staircase led to a door and, they presumed, outside. Annie gave Spencer a nervous look and followed Fabien, who took the stairs with ease. A worn, steel door stood waiting. Fabien twirled the wheel open and pushed the door upwards. It squeaked with rust and lack of use.


    Finally!


    Annie had never been so happy to be in the fresh air, to see the sun as it touched the horizon. It was just now dawn.


    Where did the night go?


    “Where are we?” Spencer asked. They had popped out somewhere at the center of town, but this location was hidden in a large alley filled with garbage dumpsters that reeked of rotted food and wet boxes.


    “I wish we had known about this entrance sooner,” Annie said.


    Fabien made last-minute instructions through his phone. “Well, now you know,” he quipped. “Okay. We are good. Let’s move.” The teams teleported away in pairs, landing where Jory had instructed them.


    The landing spot was small, surrounded by a dense, thick cluster of evergreen trees. Annie wrapped her jacket around herself as a cold chill blew in around them. She took a deep breath. The smell of pine permeated her nostrils, and a tightness filled her chest as her jaw clenched.


    She better be here!


    “Are you okay?” Spencer whispered.


    Trust Spencer.


    “I have a bad feeling,” she said. She peered through the branches and beyond the trees. The royal family had once called this home. The house stood alone in the acreage, surrounded by thick grasses and overgrown bushes. Its windows were caked in years of dirt and grime, the shutters had rotted, and the front door had been kicked open.


    No one’s lived here for a while.


    “Do you want to call in our team?” Spencer whispered. His hand rested on her shoulder.


    She offered a wane smile. “Not yet.”


    The French wizard guards quickly fanned themselves out amongst the trees, encircling the house.


    When each pair placed themselves in their location, they sent the slightest spark into the air. Annie counted each. When they were all situated behind trees and in the grasses, she snuck across the small lawn and hid herself behind an unruly hedge. Seemingly alone, though she knew they were watching her, she ran to the house, and peered through the window, her view slightly obscured by years of dirt.


    I can’t see anything!


    Annie flashed her light inside the abandoned property. It bounced against the window and across the floor, where a fat racoon lay in the center of a large rug. A pool of blood spread beneath its body.


    “You are like a dog with a bone,” Amelie said. Annie twirled to face the vampire, who licked the last of the raccoon’s blood from her lips.


    The vampire’s self-satisfied smirk angered Annie. She summoned a stake and held it out for Amelie to see.


    Leaves and grass rustled around them as the team took up their positions closer to her.


    “Does that scare most vampires?” Amelie asked. Her soft, seductive voice heightened Annie’s anxiety. Amelie took another step closer; Annie gripped her stake tighter.


    She distracts!


    Annie moved closer. Leaves crunched and twigs cracked in the trees. If Amelie heard the sounds, she ignored them.


    Or maybe she doesn’t hear them?


    “You should be.” Annie flipped the stake in her hand. Smack!


    Amelie started slightly, stared at the stake and smiled, regarding her nemesis carefully. The vampire licked her lips. “I’m not frightened by you, little girl. I’ve escaped you twice.” Her smile widened, unnaturally plastered to her face. But it was her eyes that stood out most. They were black pools, soulless, filled with so much rage, anger, and fury.


    Annie held the stake so tightly her muscles stiffened. She held the pointed end toward the vampire. As the other wizard guards’ footsteps neared. Amelie lunged.


    Though Amelie wasn’t very large, she flew at Annie with such force that Annie flew backwards. So in the moment, blinded by her passion to do Annie harm, the vampire couldn’t stop her own momentum forward and fell on top of the wizard guard.


    Stale, unoxygenated blood dripped from the vampire as the stake easily pierced the soft flesh of Amelie’s belly. The vampire roared in pain and thrashed above Annie in an attempt to free herself. Cold, stagnant blood saturated Annie’s jacket, pants, and shirt.


    Footsteps crunched ground getting nearer. With nothing left to lose, Amelie grasped Annie’s neck. Cold hands pressed against Annie’s windpipe; her breathing was choked off. Someone threw a jinx throwing the weakened and wounded beast upwards. Unfortunately for Annie, Amelie still had hold of her by the neck. They flew through the air, falling to the ground in a twisted heap.


    Wizard guards descended on them. The weakened vampire sat up. A high-pitched growl came from Amelie as her eyes darted from guard to guard. Acting like a frightened animal with little choice, she let go of Annie and dashed for the trees. Spencer ran for Annie. The rest ran through the trees after Amelie.


    “You okay?”


    “Help them!” Annie shouted.


    A wizard guard from France that Annie hadn’t met yet jumped on the vampire, wrestling her to the ground.


    Jory reached in to assist. His stake out, he pushed it forward. Amelie, in her frenzied state, roared and swiped at Jory, knocking him a few feet away. He was thrown with such force that landed several feet from the vampire.


    So out of control was the vampire, the other wizard guards backed up, circling Amelie. She reached out and swiped at the closest guard, her long finger nails sharpened to a point. They took many steps closer; Amelie growled and lunged, pushing aside two men. They landed on the ground.


    “After her!” Annie’s scream echoed through the property. Team one—Marielle, Jory, Roland, and Spencer—sprinted after. Team two, made up of Fabien and the other guards Annie had just met that day, assisted Annie. Together, they ran into the trees.

  


  
     Chapter 22


    Ryan Connelly, once a wizard guard, had worked his way up through the Wizard Council. He was well liked and trusted by most who met him, which made him an easy candidate for Grand Marksman, leader of the wizard community in the United States. With his background, he understood the needs of the Wizard Guard, and he often took their side. But not always.


    Today, as he sat in his desk chair, he let the cool, dark leather cradle him as he stared aimlessly out the large picture window that took up his entire back wall. The late-afternoon sunlight glistened off the building across the street, blinding him. He closed the sunshade, but it wasn’t enough to draw his attention elsewhere. He fixated on the street below, where hordes of people traversed up and down the sidewalk, in and out of the buildings.


    “But the vampire has eluded your Wizard Guard on several occasions. Had you informed us of this sooner, we could have protected the royal family,” the Grand Marksman Guenther Grimm, his counterpart in Amborix, said over the phone.


    Ryan sighed. “Anne Pearce contacted your Wizard Guard as soon we became aware of Princess Amelie’s… condition.”


    “This was your responsibility. How did you not know the princess was turned?” Guenther shouted.


    It came back to the autopsy. The thorough examination of Princess Amelie’s dead body; the verification that there were no vampire tracks in the usual places and the discovery of the killing curse across her torso. Without the vampire markings, it was assumed the killing curse was the cause of death. There was no reason to think otherwise.


    “Reread the initial autopsy reports we sent to Amborix eight months ago. The ones that you signed off on.”


    Papers rustled on the other end of the phone line as Guenther perused them. “You changed these,” he accused.


    “No. We did not. Anne Pearce examined the body quite thoroughly for vampirism. Far more than any other wizard guard might investigate. Not to mention there was no time for an audit of the autopsy. The body was removed the following day by the Amborix royal family,” Ryan reminded him.


    “You dare accuse us! You let a vampire go home!” Guenther shouted.


    Ryan shuddered as he stared out the window. Traffic moved slowly below him. “I have never blamed you or your team. I am only reminding you of the facts. I do acknowledge our responsibility in this, and I assure you we are doing all that we can to fix the problem. Rather than lay blame, maybe you should be finding a way to help us stop the princess from killing anyone else.” Ryan remained calm, his voice steady, though throttling the man would have made him feel better, if at least for the moment.


    Ryan couldn’t believe anyone would think this was the fault of the United States Wizard Guard. It was undoubtedly the best trained guard in the world, the best manned, the most equipped. The fact that Annie had to rely on her own telecommunications and computer department to do her job made Ryan believe it more strongly.


    A horn blared from the street below.


    The door to his office opened. Ryan twirled in his chair and faced Milo Rawley and Cham Chamsky, taking seats across from him.


    Ryan held up his hand. “Is there anything else, Guenther?”


    “No. We will be in touch.” He hung up the phone roughly.


    “Pleasant,” Milo said.


    “Is Annie dealing well with the Amborix Wizard Guard? Because that was Guenther Grimm, Grand Marksman in Amborix,” Ryan said.


    “She’s dealing well with Phillippe and Marcus, two of the wizard guards. She has said Guenther is rather rough and difficult,” Cham responded.


    “The Amborix Witches Council is being difficult then?” Milo asked.


    “Yes. It’s a pissing match between councils. It’s ridiculous. We all exist for the same purpose.” Ryan sighed. “So where are they now?”


    “They went to an abandoned Maxillian property. Of course, the vampire escaped. However, Annie’s text did say the vampire was injured, which should slow her down. Fabien Arnault, the French Wizard Guard manager, said the bodies they discovered in Ratja d’Aro Sea were cleaned up by the French Wizard Guard. The Amborix Witches Council is still dealing with the death of Queen Catriona.” He took a moment and took a deep breath.


    Ryan glanced at Cham, who was slowly taking over for Milo: sitting on phone meetings, keeping track of the team in France.


    It had been Ryan’s plan since Cham became a wizard guard to transition him to be the next Wizard Guard manager. Cham’s ability to plan and to work with people in both the nonmagical and magical communities to reach a successful conclusion to problems made him the right person to take over the department. People all around the world trusted him. Right now, he was diffusing several situations behind the scenes. Should Cham should need to, he’d be off to France to help diffuse emotions. Annie was too emotionally charged in this case. He had that leadership, the strength, and commitment Ryan wanted for the next Wizard Guard manager. Only now it would be sooner rather than later.


    Milo said, “I don’t trust anyone else but our guards. I should have sent them sooner, but I’ve got Cham, Gibbs, Lial, Shiff, and Brite on call and ready to teleport out.”


    Ryan looked at his friend, the man he’d worked with since they both started at the Wizard Guard, just a year apart. Milo had aged greatly in the last eight months. The cases had become more complex. With them came a great deal of exposure risk, more so than any other case that had come through the Wizard Guard. It had taken its toll on everyone, but no one as much as Milo.


    “You know we can’t do that. We don’t have jurisdiction. International magical law ties our hands. Right now we can’t afford to lose what little credibility we still have.”


    Milo grunted. “We didn’t make a mistake. You know Annie would have better luck with our people.” He glanced at Ryan. “And if I send them anyway?”


    Ryan smirked. He had no control over what his Wizard Guard manager did. “I don’t know this,” he said and leaned against the seat back. “Amelie is a new vampire and she’s as difficult and unpredictable as any I’ve seen. If they don’t kill her soon, I worry the entire European region may gather against us.”


    It was Milo’s turn to smile. “And do what? Issue orders against us. We’ll still kick their asses. If it wasn’t for us…” he refrained from dragging up old history that Ryan already knew. “Who are our strongest allies?”


    Ryan glanced at Milo thoughtfully. “In Europe it’s hard to say. Amborix was, I guess. I would say we were left with a tenuous situation at best after Amelie’s death. But this… this put a splinter in the relationship. Germany was pleased with our handling of the Black Market debacle and appreciated how we handled their missing victims in the incident. They might stand with us, though they are strong allies with Amborix.” Ryan sighed.


    “Germany? That’s not much.” Milo grimaced.


    “If we need support, we’ve got Morocco, Spain, and the Middle East. I know that’s not much.”


    “Actually, France is pretty impressed. Fabien Arnoult might be a little self-important, but he was complimentary. He thinks Annie is a crackerjack. Likes her spunk.”


    Ryan nodded in agreement. “So the plan?”


    “Amborix is asking for all official records of Amelie’s death investigation. Bucky is pulling that and will give me what we have. I want to see what we’re sending them before we do. They can determine whether or not we considered vampirism in Amelie’s death.” Milo rubbed the stubble growing on his chin. It scratched like sandpaper. “This could have happened to anyone. It happened to us, and we’ll handle it. I’ve done all I can do with the Witches Council.”


    “And the Amborix Government? Do you want me to handle it, or is the Witches Council taking control?” Ryan asked.


    “They insisted on taking care of it. You still have a contact at the government?” Milo asked.


    “I’ll take care of it. It hasn’t hit the airwaves yet. Curious, I thought. I’ll contact the U.S. president and my contact in the Amborix government. Also, with Annie not available, I suppose I need to update Jack Ramsey. If this gets out and blows up, I don’t want the poor man blindsided.”


    “I guess we have our plan,” Milo said. He hoisted himself out of the chair. “Is there anything else?”


    Ryan glanced at Cham. “And what do you think, now that you’ve been privy to the inner workings?” he asked.


    “If it were my decision, I’d say it’s better to ask forgiveness than ask for permission. Annie can’t do her job and broker peace. Not when there are so many against her,” Cham said.


    “I agree.” Ryan said.


    Milo nodded and shuffled out of the office followed by Cham, leaving Ryan alone for his next task.


    Jack Ramsey’s business card was kept in a locked section of his top drawer. He wanted to have it handy yet not so handy that he would become accustomed to having the resource. Ryan dialed the number.


    “Jack Ramsey,” the voice announced.


    “Jack, it’s Ryan Connelly.”


    Jack was silent for a moment. “Hi, Ryan. Please tell me Annie’s okay and the princess is dead.”


    Ryan balled his hand into a fist and squeezed tightly as he released some anxiety.


    “I wish I could tell you that, but I can’t.”


    The line sounded as though it went dead.


    “You still there Jack?”


    “Yeah. Before you tell me, please just tell me what you will do for me if it goes south and blows up and everyone learns Amelie is still alive?”


    “We will provide you with a backup plan. My team is working on that now. We’re heading down a storyline that has Amelie faking her own death to escape her stifling life. I can give you more information if you’d like, but we think this will suffice until a massive memory modification spell is completed—that is, should we need to.”


    “Do I want to know what that entails?” Jack asked curiously.


    “No. Actually you don’t. There are serious moral and ethical concerns that go into memory modification spells. They aren’t taken lightly,” Ryan told him.


    “Okay. So what should I know for now?” Jack asked.


    “Amelie has been difficult to kill. Annie and Spencer have come up against her on several occasions, and she’s managed to escape each time. The princess was last seen in an abandoned Maxillian home in Austria. Though she escaped, she was seriously injured. We’re sending additional guards and have several other Wizard Guard units throughout Europe joining the chase.”


    Ryan waited for Jack to have a chance to digest the information and formulate his next questions. Ryan needed time to contemplate the rest of the story.


    “First. I was there. Annie checked for signs of vampire holes. No bites. She checked the wrists, the neck. I think even behind the legs. How… how did she miss it?”


    And there it was. How did one of the best-trained wizard guards in the world miss the fact that Amelie had turned? That question had sat in the pit of Ryan’s stomach for days. Annie didn’t miss it. She did her job, but this time someone else was better.


    “If I had to guess, the track marks must be under the hair, probably around the temple. No one would have caught that.”


    “So my next question. You are well trained. You seemed to take the lead in the Black Market disintegration, something that affected all Wizard Guard units throughout the world. So how has…” Jack collected his thoughts before continuing.


    “How has she bested our group?” Ryan finished.


    “Yeah. That’s my question,” Jack said.


    “First of all thank you for the vote of confidence, thinking we are that good. I am partial to our group and do believe we are that good—much better prepared and trained than any other Wizard Guard unit out there. The problem is, we are tied by international magical laws and are unable to bring our entire team to France. Annie and Spencer needed assistance and are currently working with other units to bring down the vampire.”


    “So they’re working with others and relying on strangers to do a job they could’ve done right in the first place had they all been there together? You play fast and loose with the rules. I’ve seen it. Why aren’t you now?” Jack was audibly upset.


    Ryan blew out stale air. His stomach roiled. “It’s too late for that. We’re taking care of the problem now. What I want you to know now is that besides killing for food—and we won’t know for sure how many people that has been—Amelie killed a member of our Wizard Council who went missing eight months ago, plus what looks like a vagrant. Their bodies were discovered in Amelie’s coffin. The princess also killed three members of a French family known as the Van Altons.”


    “It’s all been kept quiet?”


    “Yes. The French Wizard Guard cleaned up the mess she left in a seaside cottage. And that’s not the worst of it. Amelie’s out for revenge. She went home to the castle in Amborix and killed her mother.”


    Jack went silent. “How the hell are they keeping that quiet?”


    “The Amborix Witches Council. We don’t know exactly what they’ve done but they’re keeping a lid on it, dealing with the royal family and the government without us.”


    “The United States still doesn’t get on well with Amborix. Do you trust them?”


    Ryan thought of his recent phone call with Guenther Grimm. It wasn’t a difficult question to answer.


    “Milo doesn’t, and I know Annie and Spencer will be happier once we bring in our team. But you didn’t hear that from me, and I don’t know about it.”


    “So you are going to step on some toes. Do you need anything from me?”


    Ryan fumbled with his cell phone, pulling up a number for his next call. “Not right now. I wanted you to know in case it goes public. I would hate for you to be unaware. So if you need anything from us, if anything comes from the top—from your director, from the president—call me. We’ll create whatever you need. If we need you to intervene, I’ll let you know.”


    “Thanks for the heads up. Tell Annie to call me if she needs anything. I have access to people and places overseas. If she needs computer help, or if she’s discovered and needs a safe house, I can help.”


    “Thanks, Jack. I’ll call you after I deal with the Amborix Witches Council and the president of the U.S.”


    They hung up after saying goodbye and reminding each other to keep in contact should anything change. Ryan sighed deeply before making his other calls.


    *


    The knock on the door was perfectly timed. After Ryan pushed a button from under his desk, the door opened, and his secretary led Cham and Milo into his office; they had returned on his request. In an instant Ryan saw it: Cham at six foot three, walking with a straight back, unafraid to be called into the office of the Grand Marksman. He stood next to the tired, soon-to-be former manager of the Wizard Guard, who was slowly moving, hunched, and pale.


    Ryan sighed as they sat.


    “You were right, Cham. I’ve been so concerned about the law and sticking by the book,” Ryan began.


    “We are a bit tied to that law though,” Cham said thoughtfully.


    “We are. But we’ve also had to take the lead, to bring in our own people. I should have trusted my gut,” Ryan admitted. “Did you tell him?” he asked Milo quickly. Milo shook his head.


    Cham’s eyebrows rose. Ryan chuckled.


    “Well, Milo and I have been talking about you as far back as when you started.”


    “We’ve… I’ve been looking at you as the next Wizard Guard manager.”


    Cham tried to hide the smile as it broke across his lips. He glanced at his pants quickly before looking up.


    “I know this is a surprise for you. But as Milo is set to retire, we’ve been moving up our plans for the department.” He pushed a paper toward Cham. “This is the offer. This is a promotion to Wizard Guard assistant manager. We’ll make you a full manager when Milo retires.”


    Cham held the offer, his shaky hand.


    “Why not Annie?” he asked.


    “Because you are who I want. You lead with quiet grace, you’re smart, and all the teams in America respect you. She’s great at what she does, but this—this was made for you.”


    “I’m honored. Yes, I’d love the job,” he said.


    After Cham signed the offer, Milo chuckled, summoned a box, and handed it to Cham. “All yours,” he said.

  


  
     Chapter 23


    Jory was a sufficient tracker, getting them safely to the house, but now they needed his skills to follow Amelie’s blood trail. It was easy enough where the snow covered the frozen earth, but farther south, they were forced to sweep the area, searching for blood droplets, pools of blood, broken branches, and torn leaves.


    While Jory plotted each spot on his map, Annie scried for the vampire.


    “She’s running… not straight but… sloppy,” he announced, searching for the words.


    Annie thought of the stake that penetrated Amelie’s abdomen. The blood would continue to leak from the wound until the vampire was drained. The blood droplets were thicker and would be coming quicker.


    “I wonder how long a vampire can last without blood in their veins?” Annie smirked at the thought and bent over to look at the large pool at her feet.


    Fabien joined her. “If she leaves the stake in, it will take a while for her to be drained. Years, possibly. She’ll be weaker for certain,” Fabien said.


    “Where is she?” Annie asked. Their flashlights roamed the trees, and yet Amelie was nowhere in the vicinity.


    “We should keep south,” Jory advised and took the lead through the dense clump of trees, exiting out to an existing trail where, twenty feet up ahead, a body lay splayed on the muddy path. An unmistakable pool of blood lay beneath the victim. Annie and Spencer sprinted for the body, closely followed by Jory and Roland; Marielle hung back, grimacing.


    Annie rolled the victim to his back and checked his pulse. Finding it weak and uneven, she summoned a rag and held it to his neck.


    It’s too late!


    The blood saturated the rag.


    The man, whoever he was and however he ran across the princess, was dying here now, almost alone in the woods. He reached for Annie with what little strength he could muster. His cloudy blue eyes closed and opened and closed again.


    Annie shuttered, removed the rag, and let the blood drain. She was unable to prevent his life from ending. She cast a spell, one that would be illegal under any other circumstance, to let the pain leave his body and let him rest in peace as the latest victim of Amelie’s cruelty.


    “We need someone to come and pick him up.” Annie closed his eyes, using magic so as to not touch him directly.


    “She did this with the Van Altons. Sucked most of their blood, left the rest to drain slowly,” Roland said. His voice and hands quivered. The French wizard guards stood paralyzed by Amelie’s brutality.


    “Call for help. We need to go,” Annie ordered and yet they made no attempt to call someone for help. “Don’t you have a Vampire Attack group? A group that cleans up these messes, deals with the body, the family?”


    They looked at her blankly.


    Annie exchanged worried glances with Spencer, who made a call. When he was finished, he unfurled a blanket and laid it on top of the man.


    “Graham will be here in minutes. Let’s go,” he said.


    “We’re not big enough. We do it all ourselves. I’m so sorry,” Roland volunteered.


    “It doesn’t matter. We need to move.” Annie reiterated. “Each direction. No more than twenty feet. Yell if you find blood.”


    Separating in different directions, they searched for any signs of Amelie. Somehow, the weakened vampire had escaped them again.


    Annie returned to their starting point and scried for the vampire. Each pairing returned shaking their heads, having found nothing.


    The scrying crystal twirled gently as Annie maneuvered the necklace across the map. Finally it dropped, just west of where they were searching.


    “I found her,” Annie called out through the trees. “Do you know this?” she asked Marielle, who rested against a tree, sweat dripping from her brow and plastering her brown hair against her forehead.


    “Yes. I know that location,” she said through rapid breaths.


    Annie glanced at Marielle’s flushed face, aware that the wizard guard most likely spent her life teleporting. If a wizard relied on that magical option too much, it would render them out of shape, almost weak. Annie ran three times a week and lifted weights to counteract that result of too much magic.


    I doubt Marielle does.


    Jory stood behind Annie and viewed the location on the map. “We need to go this way,” he said and pointed to Annie’s left.


    “You okay?” Annie asked Marielle, whose breath rattled in her lungs.


    “Yes. Yes, I’m fine! Let’s move,” Marielle said, following the team.


    “She’s disoriented,” Annie said as she examined the map and the twisted path they had taken to get to where they were. “I’m not so sure if that’s a good thing.”


    She glanced at Spencer. His voice carried through the trees as he spoke on the phone with Cham, updating him on the search.


    Annie scried for Amelie again. For a second time, she was in the same location. “I think she’s too weak to move on,” Annie commented.


    “I suggest you try again in five minutes. We should be able to get to her then,” Jory suggested.


    Spencer rejoined the group. “Cham’s updated, and Graham has the body at the French Wizard Hall. He and the team are standing by in case they need to clean up anything else. Where are we on the vampire?”


    Annie handed him a bottle of water as they rested for a minute. “She’s stop-and-go. I think we should stop for a while, let her think she’s safe, and then stake out the location. I worry she’s going to create a massacre soon if we’re not careful.”


    “You should have taken care of this earlier when she died,” Marielle jeered. Annie took another sip of water. “I checked for vampire tracks, I checked for magic, so drop it. If you don’t like this work, go home.”


    “You think you and your team are so good. Look at this mess you made.”


    Annie stood in front of Marielle. Though she was several inches shorter than the other wizard guard, she glared at her French counterpart. “Go home,” Annie said.


    “I’m doing the job you should have done eight months ago.”


    “Go home. Blaming me isn’t helping us find Amelie. Your whining proves you have no aptitude for this job. Either do it or leave. Your Wizard Guard department has done little to help. So go.” Annie was in Marielle’s face, so close that Marielle shrunk backward, wary of Annie’s glare. Her hand instinctively went up as if to strike with a magical spell. Annie’s hand whipped forward as Marielle shimmered away.


    “The two of you can leave if you’d like,” Annie said to Roland and Jory after Marielle had fully disappeared. She shoved her equipment back in her field pack and blinked quickly as if something had floated to her eyes. Once clear, she shined her light in the direction Jory had advised her to go.


    “No, we’re good. Marielle, she wants you to see how tough she is. She’ll be back after Fabien gets to her. All bark, no bite, I should say.” Roland told them. “Shall we?”


    Those still searching continued toward Amelie. The trail of blood picked up quickly, becoming thicker, heavier. Jory stopped and highlighted a large cluster of blood droplets.


    “Can she bleed out?” Jory asked.


    “If she doesn’t remove the stake, it should take a while. But yeah, if it’s not taken care of, it could happen,” Annie said.


    Amelie must be bleeding far worse than they thought. There was blood everywhere. At the edge of the trees, small town lights emanated from each room. Annie pointed, and she and Spencer slunk around the edge toward the house.


    Looking through the downstairs window, Annie saw nothing of consequence. Donning gloves, she pushed the open the back door and entered. She was immediately hit by the stench of iron. “Smell that?” she asked Spencer.


    “Yeah.” Spencer pointed up the narrow staircase.


    They teleported to the top of the stairs, where a middle-aged man lay in the middle of the hallway. Vampire tracks were filled with blood where it pooled and dripped from his neck.


    “She’s wild and reckless.” Spencer stepped over the lifeless body toward following the strong iron scent.


    Annie removed her holy water and sprinkled it on the man’s upper arm. The potion did nothing more than roll from his skin and drip to the floor.


    “Oh, damn!” Spencer said from inside the first bedroom.


    Knowing the victim hadn’t been turned, Annie left his body and joined Spencer. Beyond the door, two victims lay hovering near death, their eyes wide with fear. But the pool of blood beneath them told Annie there was nothing more any of them could do. “I can’t kill another one,” she whispered.


    “I’ll call Graham.”


    Annie knelt beside the first victim, a young man in his twenties. He shook and sputtered. She reached his hand and held it firmly.


    “Think of the ocean as it rolls up your leg and the sun beating on your skin.” The man looked through her, not cognizant of what Annie was saying.


    Boots pounded against the wooden floors and up the stairs. Graham arrived with his team, Sky and Allen, closely followed by Jory and Roland. Marielle brought up the rear, just like Jory and Roland had said she would. But Annie was certain Marielle had been ordered to be here, her scowl was less than friendly.


    Graham knelt beside the victim Annie had been with and felt for a pulse. He unstopped a vial and pulled out a thin dropper, sucked in some clear potion, and placed a drop on the man’s lips.


    It was over for him in an instant. His hand slipped from Annie’s grip, and his eyes rolled inside his head.


    “Use this next time. One drop will kill them instantly. There’s nothing you could have done here. They were already dead,” Graham whispered and handed her the vial. The second victim was being attended to by Sky. She closed the victim’s eyes with a flick of her wrist and watched as her breathing slowed and stopped.


    “Thanks.” Annie held up the vial. “For this.” She shoved the poison in her pocket. “I couldn’t kill another one. It’s too…”


    “Yeah. It is,” Graham said. “Listen we’ll handle the cleanup here. You go find the vampire.”


    “She’s desperately wild. And leading us back to Paris.” Annie said. She watched Allen and Sky as they placed the first victim in a body bag. “By the way, we were wondering how long she can go on with the loss of blood? What will happen when it completely drains?”


    Sky, Allen, and Graham exchanged glances. “Roam around in a zombie state. They still require blood feedings but they’re nothing more than zombies,” Graham said.


    “Thanks. I think we might need Sturtagaard’s help. Amelie’s just unpredictable,” Annie said.


    “She’s still deadly, Annie. Even in her weakened state. You need to be careful. Sturtagaard will know where they hide. He’s been here a while,” Graham said as the Vampire Attack Unit began to care for the victims.


    *


    “Hey,” Annie said breathlessly into the phone. “What’s up?” She leaned against the wall of the conference room, currently the only privacy she could muster. She couldn’t resist taking the call before heading back out to get the princess.


    “I have news,” Cham said.


    “Really? Good news?”


    “I think so.”


    “Well?” she asked anxiously and sat in the chair.


    “I’ve been promoted. Assistant manager,” Cham exclaimed proudly.


    Annie knew something was coming. With Milo sick, with the Black Market collapsing. Change was inevitable. She smiled proudly.


    “Congrats! I’m so proud of you and so happy. This is amazing!” She was genuinely happy. “I wish I were there to celebrate.”


    “I’m actually heading out to help. But you don’t know this yet.”


    It was news even greater to Annie than his promotion. She wouldn’t be alone to deal with her mistake. She would have more bodies, more trained wizard guards who could handle the complexities of this case. It was as if half of the weight she bore was released.


    “Tell me when, and we’ll be ready,” she said.

  


  
     Chapter 24


    Fabien watched Annie as she entered the prison wing. She felt his distrust. After asking to see Sturtagaard alone, she hadn’t helped his impression of her.


    She couldn’t hide her surprise when she looked in on the exhausted vampire.


    He shouldn’t be tired.


    But then again, the vampire had been standing for over twenty-four hours, unable to move more than a few feet in either direction. She waved a hand across the bars and waited until the door slid into the stone wall. He sneered, but Annie ignored him.


    “You need a new look,” she quipped as she lay her hand against the stone wall. A white-hot light raced around the perimeter, enveloping them in a muffle spell. Sturtagaard raised his eyebrows.


    Annie tossed him a warmed receptacle of blood. He smiled broadly for a moment and replaced it with his usual deep jeer before ripping through the plastic and slurping the blood. She looked away. Watching a vampire feed always made her queasy.


    “Kill the vampire yet?” He tossed the bag on the ground.


    “It’s very funny how she is able to cross the country arriving at a new site before we do. It’s also curious how easily she escapes us, don’t you think?” Annie asked.


    Annie nimbly ran her hand across the collar around his neck. The metal squeaked as the lock popped open. She yanked the metal collar from the vampire’s neck. He grimaced as the rough edges scratched his skin. Free of the choke collar, Sturtagaard gleefully stretched his neck, bending it in opposite directions; his joints popped and cracked.


    “A vampire isn’t that fast,” he finally commented.


    Annie tossed the collar on the sink against the wall. “No they’re not,” she agreed.


    Sturtagaard backed away from her, taking advantage of the little freedom she had given him. He leaned against the wall. “Who do you think is helping her?”


    Annie twisted her wrist, aiming a spell at his feet to pop the locks that shackled his ankles. The heavy irons slipped from his legs and clattered on the floor. Sturtagaard kicked them away.


    “That’s a good question. We think that Stonewell set her free. His body was found in Amelie’s coffin, so that rules him out of helping her now.” She leaned against the wall in the far corner of the cell.


    “So?” he asked.


    “Without money, food, or a place to stay, she’s had to rely on someone she trusted to keep her secret. Louis is the perfect patsy: weak, scared, easily manipulated. He’s French, knows French, and has access to many family locations.”


    “But he’s not magical, and she’s had a lot of help getting around,” Sturtagaard said.


    “Yeah. There’s that.” Annie walked to the cell door, turned, and looked at Sturtagaard, ensuring her back was facing the camera aimed in the cell.


    “So you think someone in the French Wizard Guard is assisting her,” Sturtagaard replied.


    She smiled and placed a finger to her lips. “Amelie fell on my stake and was pierced right through her abdomen. She’s leaking blood and feeding uncontrollably. Where would she hide?”


    “I suggested at one point the student hostels or drug dens. Those would offer a steady stream of easy food and low cost, though if she’s being assist—”


    Annie placed a finger against her lips one more time and waved her hand across the last of Sturtagaard’s restraints. “I don’t trust you, but if you want back in the States, you would be wise to keep this conversation to yourself.”


    *


    Sturtagaard stepped into the sun. As his blood warmed, his stomach roiled and his head grew light and airy. The scent of iron in neat little human packages wafted to him; he pinched his lips together to hide his fangs that extended on their own. He wiped the saliva dribbling from his lips.


    Passersby skirted around him, either feeling the chill from his skin or shrinking in fear of his menacing stare. Annie pinched him as they strolled through the crowd, a gentle reminder to mind his vampire manners, if that was at all a possibility.


    Not far behind, Spencer and Jory discussed the weather, their project at work, and other topics of little importance. No one bothered to notice them.


    Roland and Marielle strolled at a slow pace that implied a deep desire to not find the princess. Roland had to coerce Marielle to follow; she had been acting like a petulant child, which greatly angered her partner. While she dawdled against a large, flat window of an antique shop, he stretched his neck and watched where the team was heading.


    Sturtagaard, being himself, took a long sniff of Amelie’s coffin lining before they entered Paris. It was intoxicating and made him dizzy with desire. Much like a bloodhound, he was able to follow the scent through the city. Once he established her trail, the blood droplets became easy to see and smell.


    They bypassed the hostels, hotels, and abandoned buildings and turned down a dark, dank street. The smell of urine and rotted food overwhelmed their nostrils.


    “You sure about this?” Annie asked as they passed an elderly homeless woman lying in the street.


    “She’s too weak and too bloody to be seen anywhere else. She needs a place to hide. I’m sure she’s down here,” Sturtagaard said.


    It was Annie’s least favorite aspect of her job, the constant necessity to be in this part of town where society’s forgotten people roamed aimlessly, their worldly possessions carried behind them in a stolen store cart or strapped to their backs. Some begged for food or drugs and oftentimes offered sex for either.


    Annie wished she could help—give them food, clothing, a better shelter—but today, there was nothing that she could do.


    I need to find Amelie!


    Sturtagaard sidestepped human waste and grimaced as though the people who lived here were not good enough for him to eat. She would have laughed at the ridiculousness of his snobbery if it wasn’t so sad.


    Dark and dingy, reeking of urine and blood—it was what Annie expected of the house Sturtagaard said Amelie was hiding in. Bodies lay on dirty mattresses, old worn furniture, a pile of newspapers. Whoever it was that was sleeping on the floor did so with a large wet stain at his crotch.


    How does he not know?


    Annie couldn’t pretend it didn’t bother her. It greatly did. With magic, you could conjure, summon, or make bigger, but you couldn’t create food, clothing, or shelter out of nothing. Some things you needed good old money for.


    Sturtagaard sniffed and grunted and shook his head. Amelie wasn’t in this room, but she was here. While they crossed the room to the stairs, Spencer and Jory stayed at the bottom, guarding the exit. Marielle and Roland remained outside on the street, just on the off-chance both teams lost their hold of the princess.


    The stairs creaked under their weight. The handrail had long been missing, so Annie’s fingers grazed the dirty wall as she felt her way upstairs, her flashlight cutting through the smoke haze. Blank, drugged-up faces barely registered that they were there.


    A perfect place for Amelie.


    Sturtagaard led Annie down the hallway. His grip on her arm was tight. She shivered at his icy chill.


    “A little overprotective much?” Annie whispered as she tugged her arm from his grasp.


    He held tighter. “If you die, I get staked,” he muttered.


    They entered the first room, empty of both the living and the undead, though the scent of human odors hung over the room. It permeated the drapes and the carpeting. The latter was so sodden with something, their shoes stuck when they walked.


    “I thought you could smell her,” Annie said as he pulled her out of the first room and into the second.


    “She had been in there at one time.” He pointed to the next door. “She’s in there.”


    He opened the door. The princess lay on a dirty mattress, her abdomen saturated with blood, her eyes dazed and unfocused she looked through them as though they weren’t there. The princess was attended to by a young girl with stringy matted hair. Her slight hands held a greasy cloth over Amelie’s deep wound.


    Annie texted Spencer before kneeling beside the vampire.


    Though the witnesses most likely would not remember anything, Annie couldn’t stake the vampire here.


    “Anastasia. I’m so glad I found you. We need to get you home,” Annie said to the vampire who rolled her head sideways, her lids closed.


    Annie jinxed the young girl, enough to convince her to stumble from the room.


    “She’s gone,” Sturtagaard said, leaving Annie to work quickly, magically cutting through the stake so it was flush against Amelie’s stomach. Once she had room, she placed a clean bandage over the hole, taping it to Amelie’s cold skin. The vampire growled and groaned. As Graham had warned, Amelie was slipping into a zombie state.


    “Why aren’t you staking the bitch?” Sturtagaard growled.


    “I need to know who helped her,” Annie said. “We need to go.” Annie placed a collar around Amelie’s ankle. The light blinked and beeped softly. If Amelie noticed the new hardware, she didn’t react.


    After putting a secure ankle bracelet on Amelie, Annie snapped one side of a pair of handcuffs to the vampire and the other to herself. When she was finished, she yanked the vampire to her feet.


    “You can’t escape this time.” Annie’s smile was wan; she was exhausted as she pulled on the handcuffs. “You do have use. Good for you, vampire,” she whispered to Sturtagaard, and they exited through the drug den.


    *


    Amelie slumped against the outside wall. She shook from exhaustion from the loss of blood, from the sun that beat down on her vampire skin. The bandage across her belly was saturated with blood.


    She growled softly but scared no one as she slipped to the ground.


    “You sure about this?” Spencer whispered. It had been a contentious trip back to the French Wizard Hall. The French wanted nothing to do with bringing Amelie to the hall, but Annie claimed to want information from her.


    It’s not a lie.


    Though they thought Annie would interrogate the vampire about her death list, Annie wanted to know who was helping the vampire.


    I might not get much.


    She observed the vampire, slumped against the wall, unable to lift her head.


    “Yeah, I’m sure,” she responded.


    They were huddled around the hidden entrance to the French Wizard Hall. The rusty door had an eerie quality. It did a good job discouraging anyone from trying to get inside. Marielle shot a spell at the speaker hidden in the rock wall and waited for the door to slide open.


    The door remained tightly locked.


    “What is this?” Marielle asked as she shot a second spell into the speaker. The magic did nothing.


    Annie and Spencer glanced at each other. Annie’s stomach roiled at the prospect of again using the other entrance into the hall.


    “Let me try,” Jory said and tossed his spell. “I don’t understand,” he said as he looked at his hands.


    Marielle placed a call to security.


    “Yes, we can’t get in. Yes, I know the spell to use. We all tried,” she pleaded into the phone. “Yes, of course.” She hung up.


    “No one is allowed in through this back entrance. Only through the Eiffel Tower.”


    “Why? This is the safest entrance to use. The other’s in the open,” Annie said incredulously.


    She glanced at the princess, whose eyes had rolled inside her head. Dark purple circles lined the vampire’s eyes. Her skin, so white, was devoid of any color of health or warmth; she most certainly was slipping into the zombie state. There seemed to be no recognition on the part of the vampire when she looked at Annie.


    “I don’t know. But this is the order. We must go back to the tower.” Marielle watched the princess.


    “I need to get her inside.” Annie pointed to the vampire, whose head fell backwards hitting the stone wall. “Why can’t you get inside and let us in from here? What’s the point of making us go through the front entrance?”


    “If you would just stake her, we wouldn’t be having this conversation and security would let us in. Now we must leave for the other entrance!” Marielle shouted back.


    “If you had any idea of what you were doing, this wouldn’t be a problem. Now I have to drag her through…” Annie stopped when Spencer squeezed her shoulder.


    Hearing the ramblings, Amelie rolled her head forward. Her eyes stopped on Marielle and registered familiarity, but only for a moment.


    “Help me disguise her or leave me alone! We need to find out what Amelie has done!” Though Annie’s voice was calm, she was seething. Her hands shook as she summoned her field pack and rummaged for anything that could hide the princess.


    “Here,” Spencer said, handing her sunglasses.


    It’s a start.


    Annie placed them on her head, found a scarf in her bag, and wrapped it around her neck. She slipped off her jacket and pulled the vampire’s arms through the sleeves.


    A hand tapped her shoulder. Marielle handed Annie a wide-brimmed hat.


    What’s that for? Annie wondered why Marielle carried such a hat with her, but she ignored her own question and placed the hat on her head, hiding her face well.


    “Okay, Amelie. It’s time to go,” Annie said as she snapped the handcuffs back on and hoisted her up.


    The princess was no more than dead weight. She slumped against Annie, covering her in blood.


    “I can’t go into the crowd like this!” Annie groaned. Her arm, though healed, was easily fatigued and shook as it held the vampire. She slipped to her knees before Spencer pulled the creature up. Amelie’s head rolled backwards, and she squinted in the sun.


    “Annie, listen. We need to get back inside. Teleport to the building across from the tower. There’s a courtyard behind the building. It’s our designated safety location. Get there first, and we’ll get inside,” Jory said. He took hold of Annie’s shoulders and held her tightly. “We’ll get inside, just get to the courtyard.”


    Annie wrapped her arms around the vampire, closed her eyes, and pictured the building he spoke of. For a moment, she trusted him as her body floated upwards, leaving the safety of the field. She opened her eyes when she felt the solid earth beneath her feet. She fell with the vampire to the ground.


    It didn’t take long for another pop of air to burst out around her.


    “Okay,” Jory said. “Annie, you and Sturtagaard take Amelie. Spencer and Marielle will leave first to clear your way. You and Sturtagaard make your way inside as quickly as you can. Roland and I will stay outside and clean up what we can, should it get out of hand.”


    Jory peered through a window to the street on the other side. “Go through that door to the sidewalk and across the park to the tower. It looks like a normal day. Be careful. I fear something is not right at the hall.”


    Spencer and Marielle stepped into the dark, empty building, exited onto the busy street, and strolled toward the Eiffel Tower on the other side of the park.


    Annie watched with a sense of anxiety as she stood without her partner, alone in Paris with two vampires and two members of a foreign team.


    I have no choice.


    She and Sturtagaard held up the disguised princess and dragged her through the door and down to the park.


    Annie’s heart raced as she picked up the pace, eager to be in the safety of the Wizard Hall. Sturtagaard walked with confident, easy strides; the princess allowed herself to be dragged.


    “Come on, princess, start walking,” Annie growled. The vampire only stumbled across the pavement.


    “This was a big mistake,” Sturtagaard derided.


    “Too late now,” Annie said.


    They were an odd grouping as they were sucked into the crowd. Annie was aware of the stares and mumblings that followed them.


    Annie’s eyes darted across the crowd, spying Spencer and Marielle sweeping the crowd. Their palms gently waved as they jinxed the crowd. Tourists scattered from the line for other locations around the city.


    Do they ever wonder why they changed their minds?


    “We need to get inside,” Annie whispered.


    She pulled the princess up until her feet dangled in the air. Sturtagaard’s long strides grew wider. It took all Annie had to keep up with him; she was nearly dragged through the crowd. No longer incognito, they ran for the elevators, dodging clusters of people in their way.


    “No,” Amelie murmured.


    A police officer followed closely.


    Jory and Roland spotted the officer and followed him closely until they were parallel to him. He was squat and short and his strides were quick, but Jory and Roland easily matched his stride. When he picked up his stride, Jory and Roland did as well. The three were heading directly toward the crowd waiting for the elevator—another odd sight to ogle.


    Annie, Sturtagaard, and the princess entered the fences around the Eiffel Tower.


    Knowing the group had been spotted, Spencer and Marielle increased their pace through the perimeter of the crowd, pushing it away. A jinx slipped from Marielle’s palm, hitting a lamp post. Magical energy ricocheted off of the metal and flew across the street, shattering a store window.


    Fearful nonmagicals shouted and screamed, unsure what was going on and what to do about it. They acted as though it might have been a terrorist attack. The crowd ran in circles or ran from the Eiffel Tower, stretching outward.


    The police officer continued running, and yet he couldn’t shake Jory and Roland. They waved a palm at him, slowing his speed as if he were running through the water.


    The elevator’s bell dinged as it neared the ground. Annie glanced at Sturtagaard, and he pulled the princess up. She growled.


    Almost there!


    Marielle cast a spell parting the rest of the crowd as the elevator landed and the doors slid open. Annie and Sturtagaard lunged inside the elevator, followed by the rest of the team; the doors squeaked and slammed shut as the police officer reached the door.


    He watched as the princess slumped against Sturtagaard and slid to the ground and saw that Annie’s shirt and hands were covered in blood. He watched in horror as Jory cast the jinx into the magical box, and the elevator cage flew down the shaft to the French Wizard Hall.


     

  


  
     Chapter 25


    Fabien, usually gentle and structured, burned hot and red with anger when he realized the wizard guards had not staked Amelie when they caught her. Annie roughly dumped the princess into the jail cell and sneered as the cell door slammed shut, locking both the vampires inside.


    “Please leave us alone for a moment,” Annie said to Fabien. He scowled and slammed the door shut. Annie started slightly at the sound before turning her attention to Sturtagaard, who wore a mildly amused grin. The tension between Wizard Guard units was rising.


    Annie cleared her throat and wiggled her finger for him to come to the cell door.


    “You’re not done yet,” she whispered and glanced at the princess, sprawled on the floor. Her head rolled as if it were too heavy for her thin neck to support.


    There can’t be any blood left.


    Annie sighed. “I want names. Most importantly, who’s helping her?”


    When Sturtagaard saluted her, she rolled her eyes and left him in the vampire wing. Angry, she stomped down the hall so that her heavy footsteps echoed off the walls.


    I hope they hear me!


    Annie stepped out of the prison wing.


    “What the hell was that?” Fabien shouted from the shadows beside the door.


    Her quick strides left him behind, and he had difficulty catching up with her. Tired and angry, she was no longer willing to be bound by protocol.


    I’m in charge now.


    Annie knew the team would be descending on them soon. She no longer cared about doing it the right way.


    “You don’t just stake the vampire because it’s convenient. I want to know who else she killed before we do. There’s a lot of clean up, or hadn’t you noticed?” Annie, always practical, tried very hard not to let her emotions run free while at work. But now, after all they had experienced in France, she was finding it difficult to keep her anger from dripping out.


    Right now she didn’t care.


    “This is not how we do it here! I cannot have this!” Fabien argued.


    “Well, if you had been able to assist us, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. I need to resolve this, with or without your help.”


    Flushed, Annie entered the Wizard Guard department. Her eyes widened when she saw her entire team—Cham, Lial, Gibbs, Shiff, and Brite—waiting for her, joined by Phillipe and Marcus. She couldn’t help but notice the French Wizard Guard standing in awe, fear, or confusion that was most likely caused by the outburst.


    “You found her,” Cham noted with a relieved smile.


    With her anger pushed back inside, she took a deep breath. “Sturtagaard has a wildly strong sniffer,” she said.


    They waited for her to say much more.


    It’s now or never.


    “I’m glad you’re all here. We have a lot of cleanup to do,” Annie said to Marielle. “We’ll need your conference room. If it inconveniences you, please let me know.”


    “We will handle it. We have already,” Marielle replied.


    “What we need, I’ve been informed you can’t provide. We thank you for your help up to now, but we will lead and handle from here out as this is our case anyway,” Cham insisted. He leaned against the desk, his arms crossed against his chest. His easy stance and causal demeanor backed Annie up with an authority that was hard not to follow.


    “This is not how we do things here. I fear that you have stepped far beyond the limit. This will not be tolerated,” Fabien said.


    “While we would very much like to follow the rules, doing so has put this whole case at risk. I’ll be happy to have Ryan Connelly contact your esteemed Grand Marksman and let them hash it out, if that will make it better for you,” Cham said calmly. He didn’t wait for Fabien to respond. “Annie, what’s your next step?”


    “While Sturtagaard’s scamming the princess, I’ll have Bucky pull police reports for unsolved, mysterious deaths throughout Europe. I want to find any links before the nonmagicals do. I also want him run facial recognition for any picture or video of Amelie posted to the web after her death. What I’m worried about is CCTV throughout Europe. I know he can get into the government security videos.”


    Cham, always in awe of her, offered her a wink and turned to Graham Lightner. “And you have whatever you need?” he asked.


    “We’re good,” Graham answered. “I have three of us here right now and ten waiting in the U.S. once the plan is set. Just to let you know, the Amborix Witches Council asked us for help with memory modification to explain the queen’s death and have graciously sent Marcus and Phillipe here to assist.”


    “Ryan will find that interesting. So you’re set.” Cham referred to a small note pad, filled with notes he’d been taking since he arrived. “Last thing. Offer her a deal: Tartarus or immediate staking. Eternity in the vampire coffin will be hell. I’d almost rather leave her there.”


    “Excuse me, you can’t do that,” Fabien argued.


    Annie and Cham exchanged glances, remembering the last deal they made with a demon—more specifically, with Sturtagaard. He had traded information for his freedom and that led them here.


    “We’ll do whatever we need to do to avoid exposure,” Cham said. “If that means tethering the bitch to a three-by-three-foot coffin, I’ll do that. If you can’t cross the line, come as close as you can. It’s our job to save the world from us, and us from ourselves. Either jump on board or leave!”


    There was a fire in his voice that none of the American wizard guards had ever heard from Cham; he was always the mild-mannered one. In that moment, Annie found it exciting and sexy. She balled her hand into a tight fist to keep focus.


    “If there’s nothing else, let’s get started,” Cham said.


    *


    “Thanks for your help, Bucky,” Annie said over the phone.


    I hope we find something.


    “You really come up with doozies,” Bucky replied with a whistle.


    “It’s doable?” she asked. The U.S. Wizard Guard had overtaken the small conference room. Annie paced along the back wall, staring at the whiteboard that took up the entire length of the room. She took precursory glances at the notes and pictures of active cases before stopping to stare at a picture of an ornately carved box. She waved her palm across the words, translating them to English. According to the notes, it had been found in a flea market in Provence and caused a great deal of chaos and strife. And today, they still had no idea where it came from or exactly how it did what it did.


    Annie shrugged and turned her attention back to Bucky.


    “You really have to ask me that?” he chuckled. “I just broke into the camera system in France, and I’m running faces against the picture of Amelie from the paper. Anything close, we’ll readjust the picture. I can’t guarantee we’ll get them all, but I will change her profile picture back to blonde and run that as well. I’m only looking for pictures taken after her death. We should be able to get most of them.”


    “Videos too?”


    “Annie, really. Who am I?”


    “And the locations of the mysterious deaths?”


    “I have the team working on it. You forget I either hired or trained everyone here. We’ll get them,” Bucky reassured her.


    “You rock.”


    “Always,” Bucky said and hung up. Annie returned to reviewing the writing on the board.


    “He’s good?” Cham asked. It was the first time he and Annie had been alone since he arrived. She wanted to reach for him but concentrated on the board instead.


    “Yeah. I figured it would be a piece of cake for Bucky.”


    “You make my job easier. You always do,” Cham said and pulled her into his arms. He kissed her in the middle of the conference room, enjoying the remainder of their alone time.


    “So Mr. Assistant Manager, how’s your first case?”


    “Like I said, you make it easy.” He kissed her one more time, until the rapid footsteps of the rest of the team made it to the room.


    *


    Sturtagaard leaned against the cement wall, observing Princess Amelie. A low growl escaped her purple lips as she writhed around the floor in pain. He watched in amusement while weighing his strategy for dealing with the princess.


    Receiving no response from him, Amelie pulled herself up. With so little strength, she tumbled into the wall, letting the cool cement hold her upright. She took a step outward; the heavy chains jangled and held her close to the wall. Amelie feverishly scratched at the collar around her neck as if she could remove the hardware. All it did was beep and buzz, sending a shock. Her body convulsed; she dropped to the ground and her body shook.


    “You smell old,” Amelie whispered. Her body jolted in pain; with each movement, she rolled through the puddle of blood, smearing and splattering it everywhere. Sturtagaard, unable to control his fangs, felt the sharp tooth against the inside of his mouth. His mouth watered as the scent of iron overwhelmed him.


    “I am old. It’s a shame you won’t see the same long life as me,” Sturtagaard replied.


    Amelie grinned through the pain as if she knew something Sturtagaard didn’t. But she was a liability that would be taken care of soon.


    And when I get from her what they want, I will be free!


    “Help me get out of here. So I can live as long as you,” she sang in a voice so unbecoming of a princess—high-pitched and slightly ditzy.


    Is she trying to seduce me?


    Sturtagaard grimaced. “If I do that, they’ll stake me.”


    Since he was no longer attached to the wall, he knelt down beside the princess and looked into her blackened eyes. “If you have any hope to stay alive, you need to give them what they want. They want names of your victims and locations of the bodies. Tell them who you’ve killed.”


    Amelie’s low guttural chortle came from deep inside. “No,” she said when she finished laughing.


    “Well then, you have a…” he glanced at her stomach where the stake held steady, “… a stake in your future. This time, Annie will be sure it will pierce”—he touched her chest above her heart— “right here. She won’t miss, she won’t hesitate. And you? Ashes and dust.” He smiled and stood, taking his spot against the wall again.


    “Then help me. Help me kill her. We can run.”


    Sturtagaard looked at the young vampire. On a normal day, he could barely remember being so young. But there were the days when he was hit with the thirteen hundred years of his past flooding his memory with overwhelming images that were difficult to piece together. While watching the princess writhe in pain, and attempt to seduce him into helping her, the memories became as clear as if they happened just last week. He could see himself as a young vampire without a plan and purpose. He had been reckless and yet he had he learned quickly how to stay alive. He made deals with those who wanted him dead because he was always focused on what he had to do next. And he could now think through his plan and see his purpose.


    He hadn’t spent his time escaping from his home in England for the New World, or abandoning the coven who had complete control of him, or leaving again to escape Annie and her boy for the last eight months to throw it all away on the pathetic vampire who lay crumpled in her own blood.


    I think not!


    “Sorry, princess. I’m afraid I can’t help you. You see, I do that and, well, we both end up in a great pile of ash.”


    Amelie, her eyes already black, grew fiery with flames dancing inside. Sturtagaard had never seen that from a vampire before and jumped back. Amelie growled and lunged at him, only to be stopped by the short leash around her neck. In a frenzy she screamed, “Don’t ever call me that!”


    Her fury weakened Amelie further. Sturtagaard easily pushed her into the wall and pulled her face upwards so she could see him. With his free hand, he pushed in the stake. She growled.


    “You are a spoiled brat,” he told her. “If you hope to stay alive, you will do as I say. Do I make myself clear?”


    She nodded quickly.


    “Good. Then give me a list of all of the people you tortured, mutilated, and killed in the last eight months. Don’t think you can get away with lying. That girl who brought you in here, she’ll find everyone you’ve touched. Maybe not today, but she will. And for the time it will take her, your reward will be a stake through your unbeating heart. Don’t lie.”


    Amelie trembled under his touch.


    “Where shall I begin?” she asked.


    *


    “I apologize,” Fabien said sheepishly, unable to look Annie in the eye as they watched the computer screen. Sturtagaard had just trapped Amelie.


    Annie ignored him as she intently listened to the vampires communicate with each other.


    “And you can trust him?” Fabien asked.


    “What do you know about Sturtagaard?” she asked. She glanced around the room. Her team was quietly taking notes on the police reports that were filing in.


    “I know he’s not to be trusted. He’s evil and does what he wants when he wants. And yet you seem to trust him.”


    “We’ve been tracking him for eight months with an atomie bean in his shoulder. And now he wants to come home. For this, he’ll do what we say.”


    “But do you trust him?” Fabien asked again.


    “No.”


    “Annie, we’ve got the list of mysterious deaths. Some look promising,” Spencer said, walking up to her. It was enough to tear her away from Sturtagaard and the princess.


    The list was long.


    After skimming through the list, Annie said, “Help Graham and the team sort through the promising ones. I want a piles for ‘absolute yes,’ ‘maybe,’ and ‘if there’s time.’” Annie looked at Graham for confirmation.


    “If you have any questions, one of the VAU will answer,” Graham reiterated.


    “Does your team know how to read police reports?” Gibbs asked, taking the list from Annie.


    “Of course. How dare you ask?” Fabien was offended, and yet Annie and her team had their doubts.


    “Then call them in. We have a lot of work to do,” she ordered.


    Her entire team sat alongside Marcus and Phillipe and, with some trepidation, Marielle, Roland, and Jory as they sorted through the most probable vampire attack cases in the last eight months.


     

  


  
     Chapter 26


    Hundreds of pages of police records covered the conference room table in three tall piles. The shortest stack consisted of eighteen probable vampire deaths occurring in Europe in the last eight months.


    The “maybe pile” was larger than the rest.


    If we have time.


    Annie’s fingers grazed the piles and sighed heavily before leaving with Spencer into a nearly deserted hall.


    “Are you going to offer Amelie the deal?” Spencer asked.


    Annie shrugged. “I know the order’s not from Cham but from Milo—and therefore the Wizard Council. If I had my way, I’d just stake her.”


    “Cham will be held responsible.” Spencer opened the gate to the vampire wing. “I’ve got your back however you choose to handle her.”


    As they neared the cells, neither spoke. the only sound in the hallway was their footsteps against the cement floor.


    Inside the cage, Sturtagaard leaned against the wall, manicuring his finger nails and appearing wholly disinterested in the vampire lying at his feet. Amelie, motionless and her eyes closed, lay against the wall. She, the floor, and the wall were covered in blood. Annie wrinkled her nose at the stench. Spencer turned toward Annie to avoid the view.


    “There’s not much blood left. If you’re gonna get something out of her, better be now,” Sturtagaard said.


    “Get anything from her yourself?” Annie asked.


    Sturtagaard tossed her a pen that had been left in the room. “Really, leaving a weapon for the vampires? Tsk, tsk,” he jeered.


    Annie caught the pen. “Yeah, like we’d leave anything in here.” She picked up the pad of paper Sturtagaard had left beside the cell door. The list was neatly written in Sturtagaard’s hand. Recognizing some of the locations from Bucky’s list, she ripped the paper from the pad and shoved it in her pocket.


    Sturtagaard’s collar blinked. Knowing she was still safe, Annie waved her palm across the cell door. It slid into the wall with a loud clatter.


    Annie kneeled beside Amelie and lifted the saturated gauze from her abdomen; the blood still leaked from the wound.


    “I need blood,” the vampire whispered.


    Annie pulled out a bag of blood from the surprisingly large French supply, which held enough to support the vampires for at least two weeks.


    We won’t need that much.


    The bag tore open easily. Annie grabbed the vampire’s jaw and let the blood slide down her mouth.


    When finished, Amelie licked her still-extended fangs of the remaining blood. She tried to sit upright, but dizziness pulled her back down.


    “That won’t restore you to full power. You’re way beyond that now, princess.” Annie stared into the vampire’s eyes, the gateway to a soul that no longer existed.


    In her near-zombie state, Amelie’s only reaction was fire burning in her eyes. Annie started.


    “If these names pan out, we’ll take you to the United States, to Tartarus Prison, where you’ll get a daily bag of fresh blood. It’s such a life,” Annie informed her.


    A growl escaped Amelie’s lips.


    “If you think of more names, locations, of who you’ve killed you tell us.” Annie walked from the cell, sliding the door behind her. “If this comes to something, you’re done. I’ll take you home myself. Ring me if she says anything else.”


    “And the atomie bean?”


    “That was another deal. It stays,” Annie reminded him.


    Annie ignored Sturtagaard’s dejected look; it was a magically binding agreement and the Wizard Council would never let them take out the magical atomie bean GPS. Annie wouldn’t have removed it anyway.


    The cell door slid shut behind her. Annie and Spencer said nothing until they were past the first checkpoint and into the hallway leading to the rest of Wizard Hall.


    “You know, it’s the same conundrum in the nonmagical world. What’s justice? The death penalty or life behind bars?” Spencer said as they reentered Wizard Hall.


    “She’s not human. It’s a little different,” Annie said.


    “We do this all the time with vampires like Sturtagaard,” he pointed out.


    “Yeah. I guess. Still, she’s a vampire and needs to be staked,” Annie mumbled.


    “I’m not disagreeing. It’s just her life will still suck, so to speak.”


    “I guess. Realistically, the two worlds aren’t much different,” Annie surmised as they entered the conference room.


    “Now what?” Fabien probed bitterly, looking up at them.


    Annie walked past him and handed Graham Amelie’s list. “Let me know if any of these pan out.”


    “Still gonna bring her to Tartarus?” Graham asked.


    “That’s what I told her,” Annie said.


    “That’ll be a fun trip,” Graham retorted.


    *


    Annie set her computer at the edge of the table. The screen flickered several times before Bucky Hart’s face came into full view.


    The room, packed with wizard guards, sat silent as Spencer, with a flick of his wrist, projected the computer screen to the wall. As he did, the screen flickered again and was split in two, Graham Lightner’s face filling out the second half. With one more sputter, a third picture appeared below the other two; the Wizard Council America stared at them, Ryan and Milo sitting front and center.


    “Take us through this,” Ryan ordered. He had earlier voiced his displeasure of holding a meeting for the benefit of the French Wizard Guard. But here they were.


    “Ryan, Telecom pulled the list for Annie and the team with all the possible vampire attacks in the last eight months. There were about 125 of them,” Bucky said.


    Graham picked up where Bucky left off. “With Annie and the rest of the wizard guards, we whittled it down to thirty-eight. I have that with my team. We’ve been diligently working our way through these. We’ve been able to verify one that belonged to Amelie so far.” He glanced back at his notes.


    “That’s still a lot of cases to review,” Ryan said.


    Annie jumped in. “Yes. It is. Amelie attacked in Ratja d’Aro, France. She drained them almost dry and let the rest of the blood pool, leaving them near death. She did this to Queen Catriona and to the Van Altons in two locations. It’s her modus operandi. Anyway, in this new case we just discovered, the bodies have been buried and the evidence is in police storage.”


    Ryan paced across the stage floor. The entire Wizard Council watched him and the screen behind him. Annie could see her empty assigned seat.


    “So do all the teams understand what they’re looking for?” he finally asked. Annie thought it was a pointed dig at the French team, Fabien cringed.


    “Yeah. Ryan, it’s fine. Everyone knows what they’re doing. We have six teams to work six more leads,” Annie said.


    “Her information was good then?”


    “Yes. Sturtagaard convinced her to be honest. Do I still have to bring her back with us?”


    “That’s the deal.” Ryan rolled his eyes. His hands were tied by the 150 people sitting behind him.


    “Okay then. We’ll reconvene in five hours?” Annie asked.


    “We’ll be here.” Ryan sighed as the screen went blank.


    *


    Alone in the conference room, Annie checked her supplies in her field pack. She reordered them a second time before placing her list of morgues inside.


    “Hi.”


    Annie smiled at the sound of Cham’s voice, at his arms as he wrapped them around her.


    “Hi, baby.” She rested her head against his chest. “It seems like I haven’t seen you in weeks.”


    He kissed the top of her forehead. “I’ve missed you.”


    Annie turned in his arms and let him kiss her, unconcerned that they stood in conference room.


    “I’m not allowed to go, so please be careful,” he pleaded. Annie would be leaving soon, heading to her designated morgue.


    “You know I will.” Annie reached up with one more kiss before pulling away. “Let’s get this over with.”


    “Are you sure you want to do this? With Fabien? He’s taking this whole thing a bit… defensively,” Cham said.


    Annie had paired herself with Fabien for no other reason except that he’d been sulking for hours. She hoped it would make him less dour.


    “No. Well, I’m hoping if he’s working with the lead on the case, he’d feel less wounded.”


    “Good luck.” Cham kissed her one last time, then sat back down at the conference room table with a full list of cases and a large map as Annie left the room. With one more glance and wave, Annie headed to the teams.


    She had divided them into pairs. As per Fabien and Marielle, the morgues were spaced throughout each region in France. Each pair was responsible for rummaging through the files and evidence for any vampire attack.


    This better work! Annie sighed as she and Fabien readied to leave.


    They left by pairs through the back entrance, now officially opened again. The French Wizard Guard’s inconsistency and lack of concern for their safety and secrecy infuriated Annie. She said nothing about this as they exited the hall into the empty field and offered no words when Fabien put an arm around her as he teleported them away from Paris.


    *


    Annie guessed incorrectly when assigning Fabien to work with her. It did not soften his demeanor.


    He growled when they reached the first morgue, which was so small and cramped they were in each other’s way, bumping into the other as they perused the single filing cabinet in the records room. After a careful review of the files accumulated over the last eight months, Fabien seemed pleased that there was nothing to discover, almost justified that they were wasting time.


    For the second location, Fabien landed them in an alley behind the morgue, which was dark and difficult to see. He peered around the corner of the building. The single light above the door was dim at best.


    “Any cameras?” Annie asked as she waited for his assessment on their safety.


    He scowled and curtly replied, “No.” He strode to the door without announcing he was leaving, Annie jogged to catch up with him.


    “Don’t you have protocols?” Her voice turned cold and icy, realizing working with him was a big mistake. He was petulant, and she was afraid this could put them in danger—or worse, they’d be discovered breaking into the morgues.


    Fabien ignored her. He held his palm six inches from the door handle, twisted his wrist, and popped the lock. Without waiting for Annie to back him up or look for alarms, Fabien entered the building, his pace quick and angry.


    If he’s not going to wait, I’ll let him find out firsthand what happens.


    When no alarm screeched through the night, Annie entered and followed him down the dark hallway, the only light emanating from the crystal in his hand.


    He peered inside the window on the first door they came to. Without precaution, he threw the door open and peered inside the nearly empty room. A single desk was pushed up against the wall. It was piled with boxes. He walked through, flipped the lid of the first box, looked at the junk inside, and determined nothing was worthwhile in the room. He stormed out and slammed the door before stomping to the next door. The handle slipped from his grip as the door flew open and banged against the wall.


    “Get a damn grip!” Annie’s voice echoed through the empty building. She shoved past him, turned on her flashlight, and took in the sight of the room.


    Four filing cabinets, each four drawers high, lined the back wall. A rectangular table at the center of the room held piles of folders, books, and journals.


    “I thought they handled the entire region,” Annie said.


    “It’s a small region! Not everything is as a big or as good as you have it in the States!” he snapped.


    Annie turned and took a breath, which did nothing to calm the anxiety she felt from working with him. Instead, she took a large step, placed her hand against his chest and pushed him with such force that he tripped on the leg of the table and fell backward into the filing cabinet.


    “Enough! You are nothing but a puffed-up bird. All you do is for show. Either you get a grip and do your job, or you go home. I’m sorry if you think we stepped on your toes, but I need to finish this. If you won’t help or are going to be a pain in the ass, then leave!” She dropped her hand and glared at him before heading to the first filing cabinet.


    She yanked open the first drawer and began shuffling through the folders. As she searched the first name on the list for this morgue, a metal drawer opened on the other end of the cabinets. Fabien was beginning his search.


    “What’s our name?” he asked quietly, as if that were a peace offering.


    “Julienne Blanca, died December 15.” Annie sighed as she continued to search the names on the files.


    A tense silence filled the room as a drawer was slammed shut and reverberated as another squeaked open. Papers rustled.


    With more squeaking and less slamming, they continued in silence as they manually searched for the file they were after. When they each had examined their eight drawers, they met at the center of the wall.


    “She should be here,” Fabien said, dejected.


    Annie surveyed the table behind them. “Maybe on the desk,” she suggested.


    She thumbed through the piles, odds and ends, crime scene and autopsy files. Everything seemed out of order, or in no particular order or subject matter, as if someone had stopped caring about doing a good job.


    Or maybe they’re short-staffed.


    The first pile held nothing important or useful to her, so she moved to the second pile, and pulled up a stack of ten folders wrapped with a thick rubber band. Attached to the top of the file was a paper covered with scribbled notes. She held her flashlight above the note as she read.


    “Oh, crap,” she groaned


    “What?”


    “I think they’ve discovered a link,” Annie said.


    Fabien read the notes from over her shoulder.


     


    10 victims, each with two puncture marks on the neck. Blood completely drained, pooled beneath the victim.


    4 victims in two locations related to the Van Alton family.


    1 victim worked for the Van Altons but found in an abandoned home owned by the royal family of Amborix.


     


    “Amelie went where she knew,” Fabien said as he and Annie took in the notes. Pulling herself away she texted Spencer, placed her phone in her pocket, and continued reading the police notes on several seemingly linked acts of murder.


    “There’s a link between three of the cases. Four victims of the Van Alton family and one who worked for the family. Five other victims have puncture marks and were drained of blood. That’s Amelie. How did we not see so many vampire deaths?” Fabien asked quietly, mostly to himself.


    Annie felt her phone buzz in her pocket. She picked it up, seeing Spencer’s name on the screen.


    “We found something similar. Four cases, all with vampire tracks and blood drained. They haven’t said anything about the Van Altons, but then the names could be different,” Spencer told her.


    “That’s a good point. Someone may have married out of the family. Louis should confirm the names. Have you heard from anyone else?” Annie asked.


    “I haven’t. If you haven’t then I’m guessing no one else has found anything.”


    Annie glanced at Fabien. In the last ten minutes he had visually stopped sulking; he pretended to sort through the folders while eavesdropping.


    “Where are you guys?” Annie asked. Fabien turned over a sheet of paper and glanced at her from the side of his eyes.


    “We’re just a little north of you,” Spencer responded.


    “It sounds like maybe she stayed in conjoining regions. Family locations.” Annie watched as Fabien put a folder on the pile and straightened it. “This isn’t a coincidence. She had a plan. I’m going to call Graham, see what he wants us to do with these.”


    “Call me when you’re done,” Spencer said.


    After hanging up with Spencer, she said, “Anything we missed?”


    “No. I think you’re right. This was a plan. What did Spencer say?” Fabien asked. Annie told him about the similarities.


    “Why the Van Altons? Did Louis Van Alton know this? What was in it for Amelie?”


    “I wonder the same thing. Though he seemed very upset when we found his uncle, aunt, and cousin. He was visibly shaken.”


    “Then why would she target them?” Fabien asked.


    “Whoever helped her… maybe that’s who gave her the targets,” Annie said, staring at her phone.


    After contemplating that, she dialed Graham.


    “Annie, what did you find?” he asked.


    Annie explained the police notes, the link between the cases, and Spencer’s encounter with Amelie’s handiwork.


    “Have everyone who finds this connection mark the folders and give me the locations. We’ll head to each morgue location and take care of what we need to,” Graham said.


    “You sure you don’t want us to help with this?”


    “No. This is why my team and I are here. We’ll take care of the new paper trail. Just send me the info, mark the folders, note their location, and send pictures. I need to see style, verbiage, and such. We’ll handle. Bucky and his team are waiting, and Max White will handle some other aspects for us. If we need more help, I’ll let you know.”


    “It’s all okay?” Fabien asked as Annie sent a text to the entire group, giving them their instructions.


    “Yeah. We have four Vampire Attack Unit members in France. Their department has over twenty other individuals on their way. We have a lot of resources at home that can get what we need. They’ll redo the folders and the evidence. They’ll take care of it so no one will ever know.”


    Annie glanced at her phone, acknowledging each message as it came from the team. “Okay. Let’s magically mark these folders and take a few pictures. Then we can check our next location.”


    “Where shall we start?” Fabien asked with a small grin on his face.

  


  
     Chapter 27


    How did France not see these vampire killings?


    Annie reread the conclusions of two morgues. The mysterious deaths were related to the Van Alton family.


    Why would Louis Van Alton do this? For what, money?


    There was very little Van Alton money. What wealth was left was tied up in the many properties scattered across France. Louis had virtually no family left, and many of them were now dead.


    Was this his plan all along?


    Annie pulled her notes together and headed to the minimum security floor of the prison wing, where Louis Van Alton had been living since they arrived in Paris. Within the last several hours he had been charged as an accessory to murder as he was clearly involved in most or all of Amelie’s murders.


    Who used whom?


    Annie sucked in stale air. She passed a security guard who waved her through without so much more than a cursory smile.


    Louis lay on a wafer-thin mattress, fidgeting with a hole in the side. Pale and gaunt, he appeared at his breaking point. His food lay congealed and untouched on the bedside table, rotten and foul-smelling.


    Annie reached out for the metal bars, cool to her touch. She knocked on the bars to get his attention.


    Louis let go of the mattress and turned away, facing the cement wall.


    Do I feel sorry for him?


    “What was Amelie’s plan?” Annie asked. Louis pulled a very thin blanket around his shoulder and over his head as if that could prevent her from reaching him.


    “I have no control over your trial or your sentence, but if you hope for leniency, you need to cooperate,” Annie warned. With so few soft objects in the room, her voice bounced off the cement floors and walls, harsh and angry.


    Louis’s foot shook, and the bed squeaked.


    “I get you think she loves you and will save you, but she won’t. She’s locked in her own cell here. She’s been killing off Van Altons. Maybe you were using Amelie for your own end. Maybe you wanted the remaining Van Alton money?”


    He stopped bouncing and stared at the wall for a moment while he digested the question. When he turned, his expression was one of surprise and nausea. His skin had turned a putrid shade of green.


    He didn’t know.


    “Who was killed? There aren’t so many of us.”


    Annie slid the list under the cell door. “We have four Van Altons with the locations noted. I need you to verify if the other names belong to family members. The last names are different.”


    The cot whined when Louis pulled himself from the bed. He shuffled over to the list Annie held and read the names. The paper fluttered in his shaking hands.


    “They’re all family. Distant, but all of them. Even these.” He pointed to three names that weren’t Van Alton.


    Married out of the family, Annie guessed.


    “She couldn’t have known this,” Louis whispered.


    “What?” Annie asked.


    “I’ve known Amelie my entire life, we grew up together. But this. These distant relations. She couldn’t have known who they were. I didn’t, she couldn’t have…” The paper slipped from his loosened grip and floated across the floor.


    “Is there any other family that might be helping Amelie? Someone with magical DNA? Maybe they want the money for themselves. This is a plan, Louis, and you could be next.”


    Louis paced nervously across the five-foot-long room. His short strides still took little time to complete a round trip. He quivered.


    “Who, Louis?”


    He stopped. “I don’t know. I don’t know that side of the family. I don’t know.” He plopped back down on the cot, lowered his head, and cried.


    *


    “You arrogant woman! How could you let this happen? Had Amelie been dealt with when she was killed, we would not have this problem on our hands!” This time Annie was taking the berating from Armand Lefebvre, the manager of the Criminal Justice Unit, Fabien’s boss. For all of his trouble, Fabien had been removed as the liaison.


    Armand clearly didn’t like the United States Wizard Guard.


    Annie paced to release the anger and fury that had been rising inside of her since arriving to the French Wizard Hall. She bit her tongue to avoid any further complications with this situation.


    When she had calmed and felt she wouldn’t spit fire, she turned to Armand and said, “Seriously. Have you not heard what I just said or you going to stay focused on my perceived error? The Van Alton family is being targeted by someone who used Amelie as a weapon. The princess was assisted by a witch or wizard, most likely a member of the Van Alton family who is looking for access to the family money. Meaning that Amelie is being used. My error from eight months ago has no relevance to this situation. And for the last time, lay off. I always check for vampirism, you sanctimonious prick!”


    Armand jumped at the attack. “You come here and take over where you don’t belong after you created this mess. You think you are so important, so smart. You are nothing but an arrogant American!” he shouted back.


    “At least we do our jobs,” Annie mumbled before smiling. “Fine. We’ll pull out. We’ll send our Vampire Attack Unit home, along with all of our research and with Amelie, Louis, and Sturtagaard. You then can clean up the vampire deaths that started two months after Amelie died that your team was unable to track. Do you ever clean up the bodies in the morgues or track vampire attacks?” Armand had nothing to say to her verbal barrage. “I didn’t think so. So get off your ass and do your jobs. Stop blaming me for this. I followed proper procedures, and I’m fairly certain that none of your people would have caught that either.”


    She watched Spencer mess with the computer again. The reception in the conference room was awful, and they were due for a meeting with the U.S. Wizard Council any minute.


    “Well?” Annie asked. As if on cue, the computer screen popped up with Milo’s angry face filling the entire screen.


    “Enough with the blaming! My people did their job and yours too. What have you done?” Milo accused. He heard the verbal attack through the computer without the benefit of the screen. He was angry; his loud, gruff voice expressed his desire to no longer keep up the pretense of simple manners between Wizard Guard units.


    Behind him, Ryan Connelly and the entire wizard council looked less than pleased.


    “So we’re still blaming, I see,” Ryan said sardonically. “I think you should reflect a little on why the morgues across France have come up with so many vampire attack victims, rather than blame us for the one that got away. Granted, it’s a large one, but we’re taking care of it. We’re minimizing the consequences. From what my people have told me since they’ve been there, at least ten vampire attack victims have passed through your morgues and weren’t discovered until we found them. DO NOT make this all about us!”


    Fabien cringed, and Armand clenched his jaw. Not willing to be berated by those across the sea, the Criminal Justice manager stormed off.


    “While Graham and his team are busy in the morgues, Annie, you take Spencer, Gibbs and Cham,” Ryan ordered. “Marcus and Phillipe need to return back home immediately. I want you in Amborix to complete the memory modification spell. Graham said they were finished and have the equipment ready for you.”


    “Isn’t that the purview of the VAU?” Annie asked, confused. It wasn’t that they couldn’t do it, but the VAU was always responsible for performing that particular magical spell.


    “Don’t you think they’re busy enough? Just fix this.” Sometimes it didn’t matter that Annie was his goddaughter. Ryan had a job to do and offered no special treatment.


    It wasn’t a long conversation or meeting. Annie had no idea why the entire Wizard Council had been assembled as the computer screen went blank.


    Unless they’re showing force…


    *


    Annie peered at the map as Spencer and Lial Peng marked locations along the Amborix border. They were attempting to space the crystal locations for the memory modification spell evenly around the country, ensuring good spell coverage.


    This is a little overly detailed, Annie thought as Spencer removed one mark and added a second only millimeters away. Then again, in real location the difference was probably miles.


    Elsewhere in the cramped conference room, Cham, Gibbs, Shiff, and Brite sorted through the crystals Graham had provided, separating them for each group.


    While they were busy, Annie began reading the carefully worded spell she would be performing in Amborix.


    “What shall we do?” Marielle asked. Annie glanced up at Marielle, who was quickly followed by Roland and Jory. They entered the conference room with some caution, almost sheepishly.


    Annie had locked them out of the proceedings when Armand stormed away.


    Nothing!


    “You were ordered to not assist,” Annie told Marielle. What had been a chilled relationship only hours ago had turned to ice. Annie returned to the spell.


    Maybe I could have avoided this had I found Amelie was turned. It was a thought that had run through Annie’s head for the last several hours.


    I could have dropped just few drops of water on Amelie. This wouldn’t have happened.


    “We are not tied to this disagreement in any way. What can we do?” Marielle asked again. Annie sucked in a deep breath and blew it out, slowly making eye contact with Marielle; her blue eyes pleaded with Annie to let them help.


    “If you really want to assist, you can help lay crystals across Amborix. Phillipe and Marcus are going with us to meet Guenther. Until we’re ready, there’s nothing we need from you,” Annie said.


    “This isn’t going well, is it? This magical cooperation?” Marielle asked. Her smile was grim, and her bottom lip quivered. Her eyes never stopped darting across the room. Annie wasn’t surprised; most wizard guards would continue to assess the situation until resolution.


    “No. It’s really not.” Annie offered her own smile, which was nothing more than her lips curled upwards. “I realize that we took over, but here, you just don’t have the resources we need. We had no choice and I apologize that we ran you over, but this is serious. Amelie is dangerous. We did what we had to do.” Annie glanced at Spencer, whose concern was palpable. They all felt the pressure to get this right.


    After a later tiring conversation with the Amborix Witches Council, who had finished a heated discussion with representatives of the royal family, Ryan finally ordered Annie to handle it. The once symbiotic relationship was torn beyond repair. Neither the Witches Council nor the royal family wanted to wait any longer with the news of the queen. After a tenuous truce, the royal family agreed to wait for the witches to take care of the situation. That resolution fell to Annie, and she and the team realized they had little time to handle it before the news got out.


    “I have a suggestion to offer.” It was mild-mannered Roland who spoke. Everyone on Annie’s team looked at him with curiosity.


    “What kind of suggestion?” Spencer asked.


    “Place a memory modification spell over the French Wizard Council. We can do it from in here. From the Eiffel Tower. Out at the center.” He pointed out of the conference room toward the center of Wizard Hall.


    Annie wore the same concerned expression as her entire team. She glanced out of the conference room, following the direction that Roland pointed—up to the ceiling where a large metal pin hung.


    It’s perfect! A perfect magical rod!


    Annie realized the spells would be sent upwards and out through the tower and then scattered across France.


    But how?


    “So we cast the spell upwards and out. How do we target the Wizard Council and employees at Wizard Hall?” Annie asked.


    Marielle unpinned the small silver brooch from her lapel and handed it to Annie. It shocked Annie’s palm.


    “This?” Annie asked as she examined the half-inch pin, the one that had been proudly displayed on the lapel of all Wizard Hall employees.


    It’s not for unity! It’s a conduit for spells. Spells performed on their own people?


    Annie grabbed it with her opposite hand and shook out the hand with the small scorch mark. She glanced at Marielle, who offered a piercing look before softening her features. Annie shuddered.


    “We all have this.” Marielle smiled. “This should reach us all. Including the three of us.” She pointed to her team.


    Simple yet powerful.


    Annie placed her hand behind her back and shook it out; the scorch mark tingled across her palm.


    “That would be one way to save this shaky relationship…” Annie stared at the pin.


    But is that ethical? Should one Wizard Guard unit have that much power over the other?


    “No. No. While it’s not illegal to perform the spell, performing it on another unit isn’t ethical. No Wizard Guard unit should have that much influence over another guard unit. No. Definitely not,” Annie said.


    “We think…” Marielle exchanged glances with her team. “We think this war is silly. The rules of engagement between the Wizard Guard units should not be this difficult. We should grant assistance and help regardless. But this, this is an overrated pissing contest as you’ve said. You did nothing wrong.” Marielle held out her a hand for a magical agreement handshake.


    Annie was alarmed by how quickly the suggestion was offered. She was worried about the unforeseen consequences of performing the spell on another Wizard Guard unit. She handed the pin back to Marielle.


    “I do understand what you hope to accomplish by performing the spell. But there is so much that can go wrong. What if someone remembers? Who will take care of memory leaks? One of you or all of you should not be part of the modification.” Annie bit her lower lip. “Before we do any modification of this size we must get permission from our Wizard Council. It is how they keep us from performing modification spells without carefully thinking it through. They gave us permission over Amborix to deal with the queen’s murder. Not this.”


    “We do this whenever necessary to keep our people safe,” Marielle said.


    Again, Annie couldn’t hide the anxiety. She shared it with her entire team. They all watched Marielle with cautious concern.


    “Why would you do that? What could you possibly gain?” Annie asked.


    “We control information. Sometimes it is necessary to keep dangerous information away from our people. It keeps them safe. I think this is the solution to our situation,” Marielle insisted.


    “My first reaction is no. We shouldn’t do this. I don’t see how this would be beneficial to you or to us. It sets a very bad precedent, one unit wiping the memories of another.”


    Why would they offer this? Why would they do this? What are they hiding?


    “This will return the relationship, like a reset. Yes. A reset. We could forget all about Amelie and the damage. But it is up to you,” Marielle said, her eyes wide and eager.


    “Why? Really why would you offer this?” Annie eyed Marielle suspiciously.


    “You might be bossy, but you are good at what you do. You didn’t miss anything with Amelie and your unit. You have resources. We couldn’t have accomplished as much as you did as quickly as you did. You deserve the benefit of the doubt so we can fix the relationship.” Marielle offered a wan smile.


    “And you won’t lose your job if they find out,” Annie said.


    “No, we won’t,” Jory spoke up. “They’ll never know. Not after the spell.” Jory’s smile was wide. Annie almost believed him.


    Maybe we’ll modify his memory too.


    Ignoring the offer, Annie looked at the map. “Are we done?” she asked.


    “It’s ready,” Lial said.


    She bent over the map and examined the locations.


    “Are they serious?” Spencer asked.


    “I think so. Later,” she said and pulled up the map, folding it carefully.


    Still ignoring Marielle, Jory, and Roland, she looked at the baggies filled with crystals. “And we’re all set here?” she asked Cham.


    “We have fifty good rocks,” Cham said.


    Annie counted the proposed locations on the map. “That should be enough. We’re meeting the Amborix guards on Mt. Rinehur, the direct center of Amborix. We’ll break into pairs. Each pair will disperse the crystals in their assigned locations. Spencer and I will remain on the mountain.” Annie pointed to each of the locations on the map. “Lial has the assignments.” She turned and looked at him. He was cross-referencing a more detailed map of the topography of the area, marking a crystal location and a teleportation spot.


    “Almost done, Annie,” Lial murmured as he circled another spot on the map.


    “I’m here to help.” Fabien entered the room, against his boss’s earlier orders. He glanced with puffy, tired eyes at the map on the table and then at Annie.


    Thoughts and pictures flashed in her head. She questioned his motives and the motives of the three wizard guards. They were too eager to help.


    Are they spying on us to ramp up this war?


    “I thought…” she began, but he held his hand up to stop her from saying any more.


    “This is more important than this territorial war of words. You need help to disperse these crystals.”


    Annie glanced at her team; Cham offered a short nod.


    “Fine. But I need you to drop the attitude. Just complete the task at hand,” she said.


    She sorted through her notes before assigning teams: Gibbs with Fabien, Shiff with Marielle, Brite with Roland, and Cham with Jory. Lial would remain with Annie and Spencer on the top of the mountain to handle any issues that might need resolution.


    Each team received a supply of twelve crystals and a marked map with crystal locations.


    They had dispensed spells in this manner before. It was a simple procedure. Crystals were cut from a much larger rock. The smaller crystals would be dispersed around the perimeter of Amborix, evenly spaced. When the spell was cast over the larger rock, the spell would search out the scattered crystals, blanketing the country in magic.


    Annie thought of the spell she had used just the previous week to turn shapeshifters back to their human forms. She shuddered quickly and placed the crystal in her field pack.


    “Any questions?” she asked the group.


    “We’ll see you back here when we’re done,” Marielle said.


    And the teams parted for Amborix.

  


  
     Chapter 28


    The highest point of Mt. Rinehur was a flat narrow surface, leaving them in the path of high winds that whipped and burned any exposed skin. Annie tightened her scarf around her face. She shivered and glanced at her phone, anxious for word that the crystals had all been placed.


    While Spencer fought against the strong gusts to start a warming fire, Annie stepped close to the edge where she could see for miles. She looked out over the tiny, ancient villages that lay along the languid, slow river. It was peaceful and dreamy.


    Another place I will never see.


    She shivered against the wind and checked her phone again. Twenty minutes had passed.


    Annie returned to Spencer, knelt beside him. “Too windy,” she said. “I’m going to sit over there.” She hid herself behind the only boulder on the mountaintop and watched the clock on her phone change.


    She placed the phone back in her pocket and warmed her hand.


    Thanks to the whistling wind, Annie couldn’t hear the rush of air that was displaced by the human bodies, but she could see the blurry forms of Phillipe, Marcus, and Guenther land on the mountain. She lunged from behind the boulder to greet them.


    “Hi Marcus, Phillipe.” Annie smiled at them.


    “Any news?” Marcus asked. A strong gust of air hit them, so he jumped up and down for warmth.


    “Nothing yet. Which is good news, we think,” Annie said.


    “We’re actually fascinated by the memory modification spell. We’ve never had the occasion to perform one before,” Phillipe admitted.


    “Well, here’s your chance to see it up close.” Annie handed them a list of locations and a bag of crystals.


    “So how does this work?” Guenther asked. He hadn’t spoken until now. Annie thought he was working too hard to suppress his anger. She bit her tongue to keep from smirking.


    “Place the crystal on the locations marked on the map. When I say the spell, the magic will fly from my crystal and find all of the crystals across the country,” she said with an uneasy smile.


    “Okay. This is doable. We should call when we’ve placed them?” Marcus asked.


    “Yes. Please. As soon as you’re done, text me and we’ll get the spell started. Just stay outside of the perimeter or you’ll be affected.”


    Too bad they’re not all this easy.


    “Good idea. Why aren’t you affected up here?” Phillipe asked.


    Annie pulled a necklace from beneath her jacket, an ugly gold piece with a gargoyle face at the center. “It’s not pretty, but it protects against the spell.”


    “Yeah, that’s scary. So in the future we need those. Good to know. I guess that’s it, then?” Marcus asked.


    “That’s it. Good luck and stay safe,” Annie said.


    Marcus and Phillipe offered a smile and a wave before they teleported from the mountain top.


    “How’s the royal family?” Annie asked Guenther, though she had a general idea—it hadn’t been easy.


    “We have them appeased for now,” he said coolly as he knelt beside the fire to assist Spencer.


    With an extra boost of magic, the fire finally took hold of the wood. When the fire began to roar, Annie scooted over feeling just enough heat to take the edge off. Guenther grunted and stood as he observed his country below.


    “Who is this Cyril Stonewell that turned the princess?” he asked.


    Annie bit her lip, glanced at Spencer, and stood up beside Guenther. “Eight months ago, he sat on the Wizard Council. His rise through the ranks was unremarkable, rather typical. He was eventually passed over for Grand Marksman, and that didn’t sit well with him. He went about a plan to take over the council. Before her murder, Amelie stole an integral part of the plan, and he had her killed. We’re not sure why he had her turned, unless it was Plan B in case the original plan fell through. Which is exactly what happened,” she explained.


    “And he’s dead? Is that correct?”


    “Amelie killed him when he released her from the coffin.” Annie watched as Guenther’s jaw went slack, as he linked his hands behind his back.


    “What do you think is really going on?” he asked.


    “A second round of crystals have been laid and are secure,” Lial announced unaware of Guenther’s question. Lial had linked the crystals to the map and watched patiently as each pair placed their crystals in the assigned locations.


    “Thanks, Lial,” Annie said returning to Guenther. “May I ask why you’re asking?”


    “Amelie running all over France, killing Van Altons… that seems odd to me.”


    “We underestimated the vampire. She’s turning up at locations before we do. I believe she’s being helped by a magical.”


    “Might it be someone in the Wizard Guard?”


    Spencer added magic to the fire. The flames raged against the wind. Annie and Guenther scooted closer, though it wasn’t much warmer.


    “You could very well be correct that someone in the Wizard Guard is helping Amelie,” Spencer agreed.


    “Someone who knows France. Perhaps someone who has a grudge against the family,” Guenther remarked.


    “That’s where to look,” Annie said and dialed Bucky. “Do you have time for a quick search?”


    “Yeah. Something new came up?” Bucky asked.


    “Can you pull up the database for the French Wizard Guard and find out if any of them are related to the Van Alton family?”


    Bucky paused. “Annie, are you sure you want to do that?”


    “Can you find the information?” she asked.


    “If it’s in any database, I’ll find it. But you are looking to connect another Wizard Guard unit to multiple deaths and using a vampire to do it.”


    “And I need proof before I bring these accusations to light. We’ve been thinking a magical is helping Amelie. As Guenther Grimm just pointed out, it seems to be someone who is well familiar with France. Someone who knew where we would be and when.”


    “Do you have an idea who we’re looking at?


    “I do have a theory, but it’s based on a gut feeling. If this person pops up on your list, we’ll dig further. Until then, I just need to know who is related to the family.”


    “I’ll keep it out of the reports. Between you and me,” Bucky said.


    “Thanks, Bucky. I’m very glad you’re on our side.”


    *


    Gibbs grumbled as they reached their third location. It had nothing to do with Fabien; he was by all accounts a model wizard guard as he refused to be used in this war between Wizard Councils. For now, he did whatever Gibbs required. Gibbs simply wanted away from this case and these people in general; he’d rather be at home in his simple life as a simple wizard guard.


    Fabien continued to search for the assigned location to hide the crystal, one that would catch the magic as well as remain undiscovered.


    “Here,” Gibbs said as he knelt beside a tree and cleared a hole for the rock. Fabien dropped the crystal inside, and they covered the rock with loose foliage.


    “Where next?” Fabien asked as they stood.


    Gibbs reviewed the map, held up the location, and they teleported out.


    *


    Shiff and Marielle landed at their fourth location just outside a small town called Brieland. It lay along a fast moving river that flowed through Amborix. The sound of water crashing against the shore roared in their ears.


    Marielle glanced around the tree. The village might be small, but the bar was buzzing. Lights illuminated a large swatch of land surrounding the small building, and the street corner glowed. Music wafted to them.


    “This is awfully close,” Marielle commented. Her eyes darted across the landscape, through the trees, into the small village. Her ears perked up as sounds cracked in the forest. She jumped.


    “Lial is good. We should be safe. You look out. I’m going to find the hiding spot.” Shiff walked along the trees where Lial had marked for the crystal; his flashlight illuminated the ground, the crevices, the holes.


    Another pop echoed in the otherwise silent forest. Marielle trekked toward the sound without benefit of a flashlight. Her eyes took some time to adjust to the darkness inside the trees.


    “Hey, baby,” a man said.


    Marielle jumped.


    The man, with an accent she couldn’t ascertain, leaned against the rough bark. She reached for her flashlight and let the strong light blind his eyes. She noticed a large vomit stain down the bark. Marielle grimaced at the stench that blew to her on the breeze.


    “You really shouldn’t be here,” Marielle warned.


    This tourist left the security of the tree and tripped against her. She could smell him more clearly.


    “Ugh. Awful,” she whispered and pushed the drunken man from her. He stumbled backwards and reached out for a low-hanging branch. He missed and fell.


    Without waiting, Marielle held her palms toward him, casting a jinx. Though too drunk to notice the stink, he wasn’t too wasted to be affected by the spell. He quickly rose and ambled through the trees back to the bar.


    “You’re right. That was close,” whispered Shiff. “Let’s go.” They teleported to their next location, an unseen man watching them disappear into thin air.


    *


    Brite and Roland trekked along the border, not just between countries, but between the forest and a hunting preserve. Since it was midnight, they felt it would be safe to wander the forest.


    Their flashlights roamed across the trees and along the ground in the area where the crystal needed to be placed. It was heavy with foliage and scattered pine needles.


    “There.” Brite pointed and began to clear away enough dead foliage to hide the crystal from anyone who might be traipsing across the landscape.


    SNAP!


    “Fuck!” he screamed. His hand caught in a trap. Blood spurted from the vein, covering his shirt and jacket in warm, sticky blood. He tried to stand but fell back to the ground, dizzy and lightheaded.


    “Shit!” screamed Roland as he examined the metal trap that had hold of Brite’s arms. “I can’t remove this. You’ll bleed out,” he shouted. He reached under Brite’s arms. “I’ll get you to France. Hold on. This will hurt,” he warned.


    Brite dropped the crystal as Roland lifted them off and headed back to the Eiffel Tower.


    *


    “Damn it!” Annie shouted as she read the text from Roland. She paced beside the fire, unable to feel the warmth. Another gust of wind carried across the mountaintop. She shuttered.


    And now this!


    “What?” Spencer asked, worry lining his face. The operation was not going as smoothly as they had hoped.


    “Brite caught his hand in an animal trap. They’re heading to France.”


    “If they didn’t drop that one, they’re a few short,” Lial said and sighed as he watched the map. “Never mind. He did drop it,” he added a moment later.


    Annie texted Cham with the news. She hadn’t lost a step as she wound herself around the fire. She couldn’t help but glance into the darkness, outside the perimeter of the firelight. She waited the sound of air as it popped, as it was pushed from the space it was in and replaced by a human body.


    She wished she could run to him, to have him tell her it would be okay. But for now, just seeing him would have to be enough.


    “Where’s their list?” Cham asked.


    Lial, cold and cramped up, handed Cham his list. Cham was barely able to hold it against the wind. “They had two more to place,” Lial said.


    Cham perused the list with Jory. “Okay. This is easy enough. Any extra crystals?”


    “We have extras.” Annie summoned them from her field pack.


    “Lial, give Spencer your notes, the map whatever you have. You go with Jory and finish for Brite and Roland. I’m heading back to France. I want to make sure Brite’s taken care of. Has anyone finished?” Cham asked.


    Lial reviewed the notes. “Gibbs and Fabien are already back in France. Marielle and Shiff are on their last one. Phillipe and Marcus started late—they should have about five left.” Lial said.


    “When Shiff is, done, tell him what happened. Get Phillipe and Marcus here to Mt. Rinehur to help with the spell. You have the memory story from Graham?” Cham asked Annie.


    “Yes,” she said and patted the pocket of her jacket.


    “When you finish, get the hell out of here.” Cham kissed her with a quick peck on the cheek, took a step backwards, and teleported away. The rush of air boomed as the air took up residence where Cham just stood.


    “Okay. Annie, if you need anything when we’re done, let me know,” Lial said. He glanced back at the map before he and Jory dematerialized in the wind.


    “This isn’t going as well as we hoped,” Guenther commented. He watched Annie causally.


    “No. It’s not. I hope Brite’s okay.” She continued to pace along the fire. The wind blew in rapid gusts, and with it went the heat. She shivered.


    “Good news! The Amborix team is fast. Two left,” Spencer announced.


    “We should be quick. It’s our home, and it’s small,” Guenther said with a softness to his voice. He hadn’t stopped watching Annie. She felt his stare, though there was nothing angry or menacing in his look. He finally glanced away when two blurry visions simultaneously landed beside him.


    “It went smoothly,” Phillipe said.


    “Not so much for the Americans,” Guenther put in as he explained the injury.


    “That is a shame. It’s quite illegal for someone to leave a trap like that. I hope he is okay. Shall we finish for them?” Marcus asked.


    “No. We’re good. I need you here for the spell. We’re now short,” Annie said quickly as she read her phone, which was buzzing nonstop. “The queen’s medical records were adjusted. She now died of an undiscovered heart ailment.” She absently touched her pocket that held the memory modification story.


    “And the rest of the crystals have been laid. Everyone is back in France,” Spencer said. He reduced the fire to only ashes with a wave of his palm and continued until nothing was left, until their presence was removed from the mountaintop.


    “Ready, Annie?” Guenther asked as she sat in the dead grasses. She summoned the memory potion and poured it on the blue crystal laying in the palm of her left hand.


    “I’m ready,” she said. Phillipe, Marcus, Guenther, and Spencer sat around Annie in a circle. She placed her right hand over the crystal and chanted the spell:


     


    Spirits of the wizards in this sacred place


    Remake the memories


    To save what is dear


    Take all memories of this memory maker here.


     


    A spark flew from her hand, lighting the rock. In turn, hot, bright light burst from the crystal and flew through the air as it searched for the hidden crystals placed along the border of Amborix. Light raced across the countryside, blanketing Amborix in magic. Annie glanced up and for a moment was truly in awe of the magic she had carried in herself for her entire life.


    Without wasting any more time, Annie quickly remade history.


    Queen Catriona Maxillian of the Royal Family of Amborix has died in her sleep due to a heart defect that she had lived with her entire life. The military has been stationed at the palace to keep the citizenry calm in the face of this devastating loss to Amborix. The royal family is grateful for all the prayers and well wishes of the people of Amborix. It is at this time that the royal family wishes for privacy, as they are still mourning the death of their beloved Princess Amelie and now are mourning the loss of their beloved queen.


     


    Annie held on long enough to complete the story. When she had told all that she needed to, her hands went limp, and the stone fell to the ground. Spencer caught Annie as she fell into him, exhausted from expending so much magical energy. She shook in his arms.


    “Queen Catriona’s medical records reflect this?” Guenther asked.


    “Our Vampire Attack Unit just completed that part of the modification. She’s had the heart defect since birth,” Spencer said.


    Dizziness overtook Annie; the world spun wildly. She closed her eyes as the wind continued to batter them.


    “Smart choice,” Guenther said. He knelt beside Annie, handing her a small box. “This is for you. Eat when you get back to France. Restore your strength.”


    She placed the box in her pocket and smiled. “Thanks,” she whispered. She leaned against Spencer as he helped her stand.


    “Thanks again for your assist with the magic. We have underestimated your Wizard Guard unit. We apologize for the trouble we caused.” Guenther bowed his head slightly.


    “I’m glad we could resolve this together,” Annie murmured. She shook as the wind rushed against her petite frame.


    “Please keep me apprised of our other conversation.” Guenther wrapped his arms around Annie and kissed both cheeks. He nodded to the group and teleported from the mountain.


    “We should leave, too. Please let us know how we can help with anything else,” Marcus offered.


    Annie gave both of her counterparts warm hugs. They exchanged handshakes with Spencer before heading back to their homes.


    “Well, that’s that,” Spencer said. He left Annie to rest against the large rock as he cleared the mountaintop of their footprints and the remains of the fire until the area looked pristine and uninhabited.


    “Okay, my brave partner. It’s time to go.” He picked her up, and she leaned into his grasp as he teleported her to France.

  


  
     Chapter 29


    “It’s done,” Annie said as she gingerly walked through the empty Wizard Hall. Her phone crackled underground, Ryan seemed so far away. She ran her fingers through her windblown hair.


    “And Guenther?” Ryan asked on the other end of the phone. Annie bit her lip as she pulled her tangled hair apart, winding several strands around her fingers.


    “He thanked me for our help.” Annie glanced behind her and stared at the metal rod hanging from the ceiling at the center of Wizard Hall, so old it was nearly black.


    Should I tell Ryan what they want us to do?


    “As relieved as I am, I’m somewhat surprised,” Ryan said.


    “Are you going to fix this relationship with France or let it be?” Annie asked as she stepped into the hall leading to the hospital wing.


    It would be simple enough to do.


    Annie thought about Marielle, Jory, and Roland, who had offered her a plan that could potentially relieve the tension between the French and American Wizard Guards.


    “We’ll see. For now, I’d rather not think about them or Amelie or the royal family or this case,” Ryan sighed.


    Annie’s footsteps clacked against the cement floor. The dingy walls and dim grayish light seemed anything but comforting and safe.


    “I think that can be arranged. If there’s nothing else, I need to check on Brite,” she said, reaching for the solid metal door. Though it was painted white, it was covered in thick scuff marks, where the door had been kicked in more than once. Annie pushed the doors open and entered the hospital. Bright fluorescent lights, burned her eyes. She squinted as she came to the empty reception desk.


    “Go do that. I’m glad it’s done and you’re okay. Keep me posted on the next step when you get a chance,” Ryan ordered.


    “Will do,” Annie said as she headed down the hallway for Brite’s room.


    *


    “Hey.” Annie was the last in to see Brite. He wasn’t alone; his longtime Wizard Guard partner, Shiff, was sitting in a hard chair beside him. “How’s he doing?” she asked and reached for Brite’s good hand.


    “He’s heavily medicated,” Shiff said. “I’m taking him home in the morning. It looks like it’ll require surgery, and I’d rather it happens at home.” His face was drawn, and his eyes crinkled with worry.


    Brite’s eyes fluttered open. “Hey, Annie.” His voice had a dreamy, sleepy quality about it.


    “I’m glad you’re safe. You had me worried,” Annie said. She moved her hand to his upper arm. It twitched and shook.


    “Good meds,” he murmured with slurred speech. He smiled with a light, goofy grin.


    “I’m glad for your help, always. I just wanted you to know.”


    “Just doing my job…” He let out air and his smile waned. Brite’s eyes flickered closed. His breathing steady, he fell into a deep sleep.


    Annie kissed his cheek.


    “You staying the night?” Annie asked Shiff.


    “Yeah. I’ll keep you posted. Let me know if there’s anything you need from me,” he said.


    “You’re off the clock. Try to get some sleep.” Annie touched his arm and headed back to Wizard Hall.


    *


    “Any changes?” Cham asked when Annie entered the conference room.


    “Sleeping. Shiff’s staying with him. He’ll bring him home tomorrow.”


    Tension seeped into Annie’s muscles. All she wanted at that moment was to lose herself in Cham. She wrapped her arms around him and nuzzled into his curly hair, mussed from constantly running his hands through it.


    He always does that when he’s stressed.


    Cham pulled her into his arms and down to his lap. She rested against his chest and listened to his heart beat.


    “It’s quiet. Is anyone still here?” she questioned.


    “Gibbs, Lial, and I. Spencer’s going home as soon as he talks to you. I have no problem with him going home to the family.”


    “You’re the boss,” she murmured and closed her eyes.


    Spencer, suited up and ready to return home, entered the room, looking anxious. “You sure it’s okay for me to leave? I don’t have to go.”


    “Go home. Shiff’s staying. We’re staying. It’ll be fine,” Annie said.


    “I don’t want to leave my partner to clean up the rest of the mess.” He smiled wanly as if trying to make a joke, but he was just as tired as she was.


    “Spencer. Go home. Be with Melinda and the boys. You were shot. We have this,” Annie said.


    “You were injured too,” he reminded her.


    “Your wife is pregnant. Go.” She kissed his cheek and touched his arm. “Go,” she said again.


    “If you need me—” Spencer began.


    “We’ll manage.” Annie smiled and watched him walked from the room.


    *


    A small bunk room was housed at the end of a little-used, darkened hallway. It was so old that whichever electric lights still worked could only buzz and flicker as they struggled to light the narrow passage.


    It’s claustrophobic down here.


    As Annie and Cham passed the paint-chipped walls stained with something she didn’t want to know about, she took out her flashlight and followed the path to the small room with only two single beds. Her remaining team—Gibbs, Lial, and Shiff—filled the crowded space.


    Gibbs and Lial, unfazed by the cramped quarters, rolled out sleeping bags and lay out on the floor. While Gibbs broke into his food; Lial put his arm across his face and closed his eyes for much-needed rest.


    “He’s still okay?” Annie asked Shiff. He tapped his foot on the floor. The cot squeaked.


    “Yeah. I need to get back, though. What do you have for us?” Shiff fidgeted on the bed.


    Cham placed his hand on the wall. Light flew from his hands and flashed across the walls, enveloping them in the hazy perimeter of the muffle spell.


    When it was certain the spell blocked their conversation from being heard, Gibbs asked, “Plan?” He took a bite of a sandwich.


    “The memory modification spell,” Annie said. Summoning her field pack, she tossed it on the bed and searched inside for a crisp apple. They hadn’t yet discussed the possibility of it or the consequences of performing it.


    “It’s not illegal,” Gibbs asked.


    Annie shrugged. “That’s not my issue. Why would you, a wizard guard, give permission to another Wizard Guard unit to wipe your memory? Yeah I admit, it would make this all go away. While it’s not illegal, it is unethical, don’t you think?”


    “That guard, Roland? He suggested it,” Gibbs reiterated before taking a bite of his sandwich.


    Annie strode across the small room and turned. “They do it. They admitted they control the masses.”


    “Have we ever done this?” Shiff asked. He glanced at his watch, anxious to return to his partner.


    “No. No one ever thought to do that. We only perform the spell when it’s a matter of security, or to limit our exposure risk,” Annie said. “I don’t feel comfortable with this at all,” she admitted and laid her apple on a napkin. She was no longer hungry.


    “Say we do this,” Lial said. “We wipe their memories of us, Bucky removes the tapes, Graham removes the files. What’s really the harm?”


    “Do we want to set this precedent?” Gibbs answered with a question.


    “Marielle doesn’t know I’m uncomfortable with it, though I’ve ignored the situation as best I can.” Annie glanced at her phone. An email from Marielle asking if they should be there early in the morning to perform the spell. “She’s asking again. Left me a text message.”


    “So run through this. What would be the benefit to performing the spell? We end this bad relationship with France. It could be a good thing,” Cham said. He stood up and leaned against the wall. “But then, what does France gain?”


    “What are they hiding?” Annie suggested.


    “They weren’t aware of all of the vampire attacks. Were they hiding those?” Gibbs offered.


    Annie glanced at him. “I wondered the same thing. Why else would they modify the memories of their own people? So easily without asking permission. I just don’t want to be…” she sighed.


    “The group to set precedent?” Gibbs asked


    “Yeah. I don’t want to open this can of worms. But it does bother me. What are they hiding, who’s helping the princess? Is that person in the Wizard Guard?” Annie thought out loud.


    “Did the person helping the princess make the suggestion?” Lial asked.


    They all glanced at him.


    “I’ve been suspicious of her for a while. The way she looked at Louis when we first arrived. She’s been fighting us all along, and then she is pushing the memory modification spell. It doesn’t make sense, unless she’s the one who’s doing this,” Annie said.


    “Get us to wipe their memories, along with it any proof in France. It’s a brilliant plan,” Gibbs said.


    “I’m still not sure it’s the right thing to do, but say we perform the spell on their group. We need a few things to happen prior to Marielle’s arrival,” Annie began.


    “I’ll need help getting Brite out of here. It’ll have to be earlier than Marielle’s arrival,” Shiff said.


    “I can’t technically work with Annie. That’ll have to be with you. I say we need to be moving by five fifteen, just in case there are early arrivals to the unit,” Cham said.


    Annie leaned against the cold cement wall and closed her eyes. For a brief moment, she thought of the metal rod hanging from the ceiling.


    When she opened her eyes, she glanced at her phone, checking the clock. She looked at Gibbs. “We need to get Brite, Sturtagaard, and Van Alton out of here before any one gets to work. It’ll be hard to explain our presence after the spell.”


    “And Amelie?” Cham asked. He took a swig of warm pop from a can.


    “I’ll stake her tonight,” Annie said.


    “You’re leaning toward doing the memory modification,” Gibbs said.


    “Why would Marielle suggest this? As we’ve already surmised, someone is hiding something. If it’s the vampire attacks, we need to outline when those attacks were, and determine when the modification spells were completed. We don’t have time tonight; we only have a few hours to sleep. Business hours are over in the States. If anything, I can buy time. If whoever is helping the princess forgets about the princess, that can buy us a little time to find out what’s going on.”


    “It’s not without permission. They did offer this solution,” Gibbs reminded her.


    “If we do this, if we modify their memories, we still have Amborix to contend with. What do we do with them? What if they tell someone? Do we modify their memories too? When does it end?” Annie asked.


    “We keep an eye on her, gather the proof. Trap her. If she was killing Van Alton’s for money, wiping our presence won’t change that,” Gibbs argued.


    “Do you believe Marielle was helping the princess?” Cham asked.


    “It’s just my gut that it’s her. I just…” Annie sighed and closed her eyes as she felt the cold cement wall against her back. She shivered. “It seems so plausible that it’s her. She looked at Louis Van Alton as though she knew him. Someone named ‘M’ wrote a letter to the Van Altons at the summer house. She disappeared while tracking the princess. If it’s not her, if it’s someone else, where are we then? We’re the group that modified the memories of another unit.” Her voice was high and anxious.


    “Listen, Annie,” Cham said. “I don’t like this choice either. But I agree with Gibbs. We can use this time to get proof. Marielle’s expecting an answer. Tell her yes. We need to buy time and this gives you a few hours. If we change our mind, we’ll call it off.”


    Annie looked at her phone screen and sighed before typing her answer.


    Tomorrow. 6 a.m.?


     


    Oui.


     


    Annie sighed. “Marielle’s in for tomorrow at six a.m.” She put her phone down and closed her eyes.


    It still doesn’t feel right.


    “What if the spell doesn’t work and someone remembers? They could blackmail us. Or worse, turn us in to the International Witches Tribunal.”


    “Annie. We have a plan. They wouldn’t dare turn us in if we can prove what they’ve done. Get a grip girl. Stick with one plan or another, don’t waffle,” Gibbs said.


    “Amborix knows. What do we do with them?” Her voice rose higher as she spoke.


    “Tell them what the French suggested. They don’t trust France either. This gives you time to figure out who was working with the vampire,” Gibbs responded. “Just stick with the plan. It’s a good plan.” He took a bite of his sandwich, leaving half behind.


    And that’s the issue. Who did all of this?


    “If that’s it, I’m going to leave,” Shiff announced. “I don’t trust any of them.”


    “Of course. Keep us posted,” Cham said.


    “If you need anything, let me know,” Shiff said. He gathered the garbage, held his hand against the wall, and removed the muffle spell. When he was clear, he left the room. His footsteps grew softer until they could no longer hear them.


    “Anyone want to help with Amelie?” Annie asked sardonically.


    “You ain’t going by yourself girl. Never know what those damn vampires colluded to,” Gibbs advised. “You coming, boy?”


    “And see the show? With pleasure.” Cham smiled.

  


  
     Chapter 30


    Feeling as if she were sneaking out after curfew, Annie peered down the hallway, which was eerily quiet in the semidarkness. Uneven pinpoints of light led them down this seldom used wing. Any door they passed was locked and a quick peek through the vertical windows showed unused, empty rooms.


    As Annie exited the hallway, her eyes darted across the empty Wizard Hall, finding any known video cameras.


    Not that it matters.


    She knew Bucky Hart would remove their presence from the tapes. Still, she noted the half-round bubbles containing the video camera that recorded their movements.


    Annie, Cham, and Gibbs slunk through the cubicles to the prison wing entering through the first set of doors. The long hallway wound them around several curves leading them directly under Paris, or perhaps it was merely magic that made it appear as though they were.


    “Good evening,” the prison guard said with a smile. Though he attempted warmth, Annie felt a chill.


    Maybe I’m imagining it.


    “Take your time with the vampires. I think the prison is affecting the princess,” he advised.


    “That’s always good news,” Annie said. She caught a view of the small pin attached to his lapel. Shiny and still appearing new, it sparkled in the light. “Have you worked here long?” Annie casually inquired.


    “I’ve been here five years,” he answered promptly.


    “When did they start passing out those pins? I find them fascinating,” Annie said as she bent closer to his lapel.


    “Oh, this? About a year ago. A gift for all the employees. They are handsome,” he said proudly.


    “Yes. They are very nice,” she said as he buzzed them inside.


    “Did you answer your concerns?” Gibbs asked as they stepped through the door, which slammed behind them.


    “No,” Annie responded, leading them a short distance to the four vampire cells. If Annie had to guess, they had been that way for some time.


    They stepped in front of cell doors and froze in shock. No one had warned them. The scene was gruesome to say the least.


    A large pool of blood stretched across the floor with Amelie at the center, drenched in her own blood. It covered her hands, her face, and matted her hair. Small handprints climbed the walls—some full, some smudged.


    The stench was overpowering.


    “Oh, hell,” Annie whispered.


    “I’ve never seen this before,” Gibbs said.


    “She’ll be easy. Don’t wait,” Cham advised.


    Annie waved her hand across the cell door. The metal bars slid through the blood, smearing it across the cement floor and splattering their pants.


    Amelie groaned softly. Her shaky hand reached outward and her fingers stretched out, coating her hand in her own blood. She licked her palm and each finger; it wouldn’t be enough to sustain her. She had no life left. Annie looked away.


    “And you’re just watching, amused, I suppose,” Annie sneered at Sturtagaard. He shrugged, seemingly disinterested in the princess and her final demise.


    Gibbs followed Annie into the cell. He tossed a bag of blood to the vampire and stood beside Sturtagaard like a sentry, with the stake above his heart.


    Sturtagaard frowned as he opened the blood pouch. “Is that necessary?” he asked and took a cautious sip of the cold liquid. “I see you brought your boy. Much better,” he quipped before he sucked down the bag.


    Annie skidded through the sticky wetness before kneeling beside Amelie. “Anything else you care to confess?” She held the stake above Amelie’s heart.


    Amelie Maxillian, former princess of Amborix, spoiled brat, evil vampire, stared at Annie through eyes that were no longer black with fury and hate. They were soft and gray, almost human. The princess glanced at the stake and back to Annie. “Just do it,” she croaked in a raspy, weak whisper.


    Annie twirled the stake in her hand for a moment before plunging the wood into Amelie’s breast plate. She bore down with all her strength until she was through the bone and muscle. The stake gave and plunged into Amelie’s unbeating heart.


    The vampire shuddered and jerked before exploding into multicolored flames. Orange, blue, gold, and red burst from the vampire, roaring and dancing across her taut body. The rancid smell of burnt flesh quickly filled the small cell. Annie turned and coughed.


    She expected a blood-curdling scream to escape Amelie’s lips, as most vampires often do once the cursed fire began to eat them alive. But Amelie remained silent. Either she had no will or fight, or she was stoically facing her death.


    Her tired body slumped against the wall and slid down; her eyes were focused only on Annie.


    When Annie could no longer handle the heat of the fire, she skidded away.


    The fire traveled across the blood-soaked princess, down to the blood on the floor. It danced and stretched upwards, finding her handprints, settling in her hair.


    Amelie reached inside her pocket, and Annie’s hands flew upwards in a protective stance.


    Their eyes locked. As the fire burned away the vampire’s flesh and bone, her eyes lightened from gray to blue. Her human eyes stared back at Annie. Confused, Annie blinked several times, unsure of what she was witnessing.


    “What the hell?” Annie asked out loud to no one in particular.


    “Annie?” Cham asked, but Annie, was focused only on the vampire, on the transformation that seemed to be taking place inside the fire, as if the demon was being burned away and leaving behind the human princess, raw and afraid.


    Amelie reached for Annie, holding her hand out as if giving something to her. Annie braved the heat of the fire and reached out.


    “Thank you,” Amelie whispered and dropped a charred black object in her waiting palm.


    “Amelie?” Annie whispered.


    Fire roared, the heat so intense, Annie finally backed away from the princess. The fire consumed the entire blood pool, the wall, and the princess herself. No longer stoic, wholly fearful of her impending death, the princess let out the scream Annie had expected. It was filled with fear, fury, and a great deal of pain.


    The flames swirled at Annie’s feet, roaring and growing, twirling inwards, stretching and reaching for anything that had been the princess. Ash swirled and floated, covering them all.


    Amelie continued to scream, ensuring her voice would never be forgotten; Annie didn’t think she would ever get Amelie’s last moments purged from her memory. She reached for Cham as Amelie’s final moment passed.


    Her scream lingered, bouncing across the cement, until finally disappearing.


    “Enjoy your privacy,” Gibbs remarked.


    “I think I will,” Sturtagaard responded.


    “Did you see that? Did you see Amelie? Her eyes, they turned blue. Deep blue. And she said thank you. It’s like she was no longer the vampire but her human self,” Annie said excitedly.


    “Amelie escaped the demon’s hold? I’ve never seen that before,” Cham said.


    “You sure, girl? That doesn’t happen,” Gibbs said.


    “I’m not mistaking it. I didn’t imagine it. She broke free. It was her in the end,” Annie argued.


    She stepped away from pile of ash that had once been Princess Amelie, shaking.


    “We need to clean up. Girl, you go back to the room. We’ll get this,” Gibbs said.


    “I’m not making this up,” Annie insisted. “She said ‘thank you.’ I’m not imagining it!”


    “Okay. Baby. She did. We just didn’t hear.” Cham led her from the cell to the warmer air of the hallway.


    “As much as I hate to admit it, she’s not making it up,” Sturtagaard said.


    “What?” Annie glared at him.


    Sturtagaard shrugged.


    “You turn human when you’re staked?” Annie asked again.


    Gibbs kicked the vampire in the leg with his steel-toed boot. Sturtagaard flinched and dropped the half-empty blood bag in his lap. The blood leaked to his pants, saturating his leg.


    “What the hell?” Sturtagaard shouted at Gibbs.


    Gibbs responded with a shrug. “Amelie came back. It’s true then?” he asked.


    “Yes, yes.” Sturtagaard picked up the rest of the blood bag.


    “So what do you know about it?” Annie lunged at the vampire and pinched the skin above his heart with her stake.


    “Drop the stake, girl. I’m gonna talk. I want back in, remember?”


    Annie flipped the stake in her hand. As always, the smacking against her palm made Sturtagaard jump. “The fire burns away the demon, leaves you raw and your old self. You live in the intense heat and remember all that you did as a demon. Some ask forgiveness from whatever god they believe in, others cry or plead for life. Amelie thanked you for saving her.”


    “So why haven’t any of us seen this before?” Cham asked.


    Sturtagaard looked thoughtfully and said, “You humans are weak. Once the demon infects you, it takes over immediately completely. You can’t control it. Slowly, your remaining soul dies until you’re an empty shell of who you were. But Amelie and some others with the strength can fight to share the body with the demon as they work to control it.”


    “So how did I see Amelie when I normally can’t see the human in the fire?” Annie asked.


    “The fire burns them so fast that you can’t see it, even though we live in that fire for long minutes, reflecting on our past. But the ones who have some humanity left are still fighting, still hoping to win. They can stall. You can see that.”


    Annie looked at the vampire with some doubt, though she didn’t have a better answer. She merely asked, “And what will you do when I finally have permission to stake you?” She poked him with the stake.


    “That won’t be so easy. At least I still have time.” Sturtagaard winked.


    It was a gesture she hadn’t ever seen from him. It caught her off guard, and yet…


    Time for what?


    *


    A light misty, glow shrouded the bunk room.


    Gibbs snored.


    Lial fidgeted while he slept; the cot squeaked with each toss and turn.


    Cham enveloped her in his arms while he slept. Annie felt the rise and fall of his chest against her. His breath was warm against her neck. She reached for his hand, intertwining their fingers, but she felt no comfort in his embrace.


    She thought of what Amelie had given to her before she died.


    Her phone.


    Though fatigued, Annie just couldn’t sleep. Her thoughts were a jumble, and her stomach roiled with confusion.


    Should I, shouldn’t I?


    Unable to shut down her thoughts, concerned about performing a memory modification without permission of the Wizard Council, she finally pulled away from Cham and sat up.


    She read her own phone: 3:15 a.m.


    Marielle will be here in three hours.


    What they had suggested was akin to spying on your government allies, conspiring against them. And yet the French Wizard Guard did it all the time.


    Restless, she skirted around Gibbs, who lay sleeping at the center of the room, taking up most of the floor space between the two beds.


    She lowered the muffle spell and stepped into the hallway. Her flashlight cut through the darkness, creating elongated shadows across the floor and up the walls.


    This place is creepy.


    Annie marched through the maze of cubicles. A fan whirled above her. Any sound was loud in the empty space, and she jumped at each one.


    Unsure of her purpose, she found Fabien’s cubicle and sat in his seat. It was much like Milo’s cubicle at home: stuffed with artifacts, folders piled high on his desk, books in piles lined against the walls.


    Where do I start?


    Annie rummaged through folders labeled with dates and names and case numbers. Everything seemed normal, nothing sinister.


    Above her, a small light flickered and blinked. The video camera taped her presence. She pulled out her phone and texted Bucky to remove the video files of their stay. Her list of chores for him was growing longer.


    With nothing in Fabien’s cubicle that made her suspicious she moved on to Marielle’s cubicle two spaces down. It was larger than the others in this section, though smaller than Fabien’s.


    Maybe she’s an assistant manager or team lead.


    Annie sat in the desk chair and stared at the clean, neatly organized desktop. Pen holders, file organizers and an unused blotter were squarely placed on the desktop. Annie touched the blotter and a large calendar, which was empty, and several months behind.


    She ran her hand across the paper, searching for indentations, as if Marielle had written on another paper. It was clean.


    What do they do here?


    Annie ran her fingers under the edge of the desktop, feeling for hidden buttons. Finding nothing hidden or magical, she slid open the top drawer. It was filled with rubber bands, paper clips, and sticky note pads neatly stored in various sized organizers.


    She’s obsessively neat and tidy.


    Searching for hidden pockets, she pulled the storage bowls out, touched the sides of the drawer, and placed the bowls back.


    The middle drawer was much of the same: pads of note paper and spiral notebooks were neatly stacked. She opened them and saw that they were unused. Her flashlight revealed nothing.


    From the outside, the bottom drawer looked large, but when Annie opened it, she saw that it appeared more shallow than it should have been.


    Annie smiled and pulled out the folders that hung neatly inside. Her fingers grazed the bottom of the drawer, finding the smallest of latches at the front of the drawer. She grabbed the small metal handle and pulled up the false bottom. Inside was a large stash of thousands of Wizard Council pins that gleamed in the light from her flashlight.


    Everyone has one, Marielle said.


    Annie grabbed one.


    It was half the size of a fingernail, silver plated, the witches mark etched at the center. She hadn’t noticed previously, but the pin vibrated and buzzed against her skin.


    As she held it to her ears, the magic hummed softly. Summoning a pink translucent crystal, Annie held it above the pin, collecting any magic inside. The rock lit up a bright grayish white light.


    “Huh?” she said.


    Not exactly good magic, not exactly bad magic.


    She pulled out a second pin from deeper inside the pile and tested it; the magic was the same.


    “What are you?” Annie whispered to herself.


    Though Roland had made the initial suggestion to perform the spell, it was Marielle who was so insistent that they do. They had both told Annie of how they had done this before, using the Eiffel tower to broadcast the spell to anyone who wore this pin.


    How often do they cast spells on their people?


    Annie pocketed the pin and closed the desk.


    With sleep no longer an option, Annie summoned the phone Amelie gave her and switched it on. Surprisingly, even in its charred state, it easily powered up. She scrolled through the call list. All calls came from a single number, but any contact information had been left out of the phone. Annie texted Bucky the number and asked for the name and location of the owner.


    It’s probably a burner phone.


    While she waited for any answer, Annie summoned the papers she had stolen from the seaside cottage. She safely tucked away most of the stack in her field pack and settled on a short, handwritten note to read. With a swipe of her palm, she translated the note to English and began to read.


     


    Dear Auntie Marguerite and Uncle Louis,


    It has been so long and I am so glad that I found you at your new location. The seaside cottage was always such a lovely place. I would very much like to take a holiday there. But I know this location is so very important to you. Would you consider letting me stay for a little while?


    Please let me know. It’s been so long and I would so like to see you again.


     


    M


     


    M for Marielle?


    She placed the letter in the folder and pulled out what she though looked like a contract. With a swipe of her palm, she translated the words, they shimmered from French to English.


    Yeah, this is a contract!


    It was plain and clear; this contract transferred the title of the house by the sea from Marguerite and Louis Van Alton to Marielle Beauchamp.


    She tricked them? Threatened them? How did she do this?


    The pin vibrated against Annie’s leg and rustled her pants. Annie gently touched it.


    “Gibbs is right. I need time to build a case against Marielle,” she whispered to herself and bit her lip. With all she could get from Marielle’s desk, she walked to the front entrance of Wizard Hall, leaving through the security door where a guard named Francois was reading a thick book. Beside him, the monitors swept through the hall.


    “Hi,” Annie said causally.


    “Hello. It’s awfully early. How can I help you?” he asked. He made no mention of her riffling through Fabien and Marielle’s desks.


    Maybe he didn’t see me.


    “Can I ask to see your pin? The one on your lapel.”


    Confused, he nodded, and pulled the pin from his jacket. “Is everything okay?” he asked.


    “I was speaking with Marielle about something, I find these pins fascinating. Thanks.” She took the pin from him and waved her crystal over it capturing the magic inside. The crystal glowed, several shades of white, gray and black.


    “What is that doing?” Francois asked.


    “It’s collecting magic. I’m not sure why, but it’s very interesting.” Annie closed her fist around the pin, before handing it back to Francois. He stared at it still confused by her ardent interest in the small pin that everyone wore. He thought for a moment before placing it back on his lapel.


    “Is it safe?” he asked.


    “Oh, yeah. You’re fine. Mind letting me back in?”


    “No problem.” He opened the door and Annie strolled back through the hall toward the sleeping quarters.


     

  


  
     Chapter 31


    He should have had surgery the night before. Instead, Michael Brite lay heavily sedated and sleeping in the hospital wing of the French Wizard Hall, carefully observed by his Wizard Guard partner and best friend, Sebastian Shiff. While Shiff tossed and turned on a hard metal chair watching the clock, the rest of the American wizard guards raced against time, preparing to return him home.


    The heat roared on as the building rolled awake to receive employees. Annie and the team skirted through the cubicles toward the hospital.


    While the rest of Wizard Hall was under dim lights, the hallway to the hospital was blinding. Annie, Cham, and Gibbs stopped short of the reception desk; nurses were scarce. Glancing around the corner and ensuring they were alone in the hallway, they entered Brite’s room unseen.


    “How’s he doing today?” Annie asked.


    Well medicated, Brite slept peacefully. His hand was wrapped in thick gauze. Specks of blood dotted the bandage where it had soaked through.


    “He slept… better than I did, I think,” Shiff said with a deep yawn. He stretched his arms above his head and rubbed the rest of the sleep from his bloodshot eyes.


    The clock on the wall read 4:35 a.m. “Yeah. You look like hell. Get some sleep once you get him to the hospital.” Annie offered a wan smile.


    In turn, Shiff offered her a smirk. “Thanks.”


    “You ready? I think it’s time to get moving.” Annie dropped her phone in her pocket.


    Shiff glanced quickly at Brite’s bandaged wrist before gently waking his partner. Heavily sedated, he was difficult to rouse from sleep. Shiff shook him a little harder, finally waking him. Brite’s dopey grin grew larger when his eyes fluttered open and he noticed his team waiting for him.


    “’s time?” he asked and closed his eyes again.


    “Come on, Michael. We need to get moving,” Shiff said as he gently slapped Brite’s chilled cheeks. “I need to get you ready.”


    Brite’s eyes fluttered opened once again. Dazed and unfocused he said, “Okay,” and held his breath as Shiff helped him sit.


    As his arm was stabilized in the sling, he held his breath, wincing at the pain.


    “I’m going to wrap your arm to keep it from moving during teleport,” Shiff announced. The stretchy wrap spread across Brite’s back, his chest, and his forearm, securing his arm to his torso. “Ready?” Shiff asked. Without waiting for an answer, Shiff and Cham helped him from bed.


    “Won’t miss it here,” Brite mumbled as he was guided from the hospital wing. Dizzy from the drugs, he stumbled against his partner as they entered the main wizard hall room.


    “I’m going to teleport him down the hallway. He’s never gonna make it at this rate,” Shiff said.


    “You need help?” Cham glanced through the darkened hall toward the hidden back door where they would make their escape.


    “I’m good,” Shiff said as he wrapped long arms around Brite. “Good luck,” he said to Annie. She offered him a weary hug and kiss on the cheek.


    “Be safe,” she said and kissed Brite’s cheek. “Get well. I’ll see you when we’re done here.” She watched as Shiff teleported Brite away.


    “Text me when you make it back,” Annie said to Cham.


    He kissed her goodbye. She in turn put all of her exhaustion, worry, and anxiety into the kiss, searching his mouth with her tongue, letting him wrap his arms around her. Eventually, he reluctantly pulled away from her.


    “Be careful,” she whispered.


    “You too. Nothing fancy.” His lips grazed her forehead before he teleported away, the unmistakable sound of air rushing into the space he just vacated.


    Annie and Gibbs watched into the darkness as the door squeaked open and slammed shut with a vibrating thud.


    *


    “Are you comfortable completing the spell?” Gibbs followed her through the cubicles, dodging the cameras that blinked and flashed.


    “After going through Marielle’s desk and reading the papers from the sea side cottage, I realized you were right. I need to build a case against her, and this will give me time,” she replied and pushed open the door to their sleeping quarters. It swung wildly, banging into the wall.


    “They’re off okay?” Lial asked. Sitting on the floor cross-legged, he was wrapping up his supplies and shoving them in his bag.


    “On their way home,” Annie said. Her palm rested against the cold, rough cement wall; the spell flew from her palms, enveloping them in a shimmering glow. She plopped down on the empty cot, then jumped when her phone buzzed in her back pocket.


    “Hey, Bucky. What’s the word?”


    “First of all, the phone number you gave me,” he started.


    “A burner phone?” Annie asked.


    “You would think so, but no. The number belongs to Marielle Beauchamp.”


    Annie smiled.


    So why use her own phone to call Amelie?


    “I’m grateful she’s an incompetent criminal, but she’s a wizard guard. You’d think she’d know better,” she said.


    “Agreed. And that leads me to the other goody I have for you. There are two magicals in French Wizard Council who are related to the Van Alton family. The first a woman named Antoinette Van Alton who’s married to a third cousin.”


    “And the other?” Annie’s heart pounded wildly in anticipation.


    “You need to be careful because it’s Marielle Beauchamp. She’s a first cousin once removed and does have claim to the remaining money and property.”


    Annie’s hand shook. “I thought that might be the case.”


    “Girl. You need to walk lightly with this one,” Gibbs warned.


    Lial’s eyebrows raised in surprise.


    “Yeah,” Annie admitted and shifted on the bed. “Did you get my other texts this morning?” she asked Bucky. Gibbs glanced at her, quizzically.


    “I did. I’m in the French Wizard Guard server now. We’re adjusting the tapes directly. You’ve all been scrubbed from the tapes. By the way what were you doing this morning?” he asked.


    “Let’s leave it at plausible deniability, Bucky.” Annie chuckled lightly.


    “I know nothing. Just be careful, Annie. Marielle is dangerous.”


    “I will. Thanks, Bucky,” Annie said and clicked off the phone.


    She relayed her story quickly, regaling them with her early morning adventures through Wizard Hall. She finished by saying, “So I’m prepared to erase their memories of our time here and buy us time. When we have enough proof to put her away, we give them back their memories,” She glanced at her phone. “We don’t have much time before Marielle gets here.” She handed Gibbs a crystal.


    He ran a palm over the rock, reading the magical trace she had stored in it.


    “What is this?”


    “I captured the magic in the security guard’s pin.” She summoned the pin and held it in her palm. “This pin, actually. I switched them out when he wasn’t looking. Marielle, Roland, Jory—they’ve admitted to doing this before. And the magic corroborates it.”


    Gibbs took the pin, which vibrated against his skin.


    “There’s a stash of pins in Marielle’s desk. Hundreds of them. They already contain a grayish white magic. These pins, I think, were designed for this,” she said excitedly.


    “You think she’s hiding the vampire killings?” Lial asked.


    “I can’t be sure, but it is so weird that there were so many unidentified vampire deaths throughout France. How does a Wizard Guard unit not search and track that better?” Annie asked. Both Gibbs and Lial let that thought sink in.


    “Memory modification seems like overkill,” Lial noted.


    “It’s definitely a plan,” Gibbs grumbled.


    “I thought from the beginning Amelie was being helped. And now with Bucky confirming Marielle’s related to the Van Altons, it all seems to fit. She’s systematically killing off the remaining family for whatever money or property is left.”


    “You need substantial proof to go through with the international wizard tribunal,” Gibbs pointed out. His steel blue eyes were intense and icy; Annie felt them burn through her.


    He’s not wrong.


    “If she hadn’t been insistent on the memory modification, I might not have pursued it so strongly,” Annie admitted.


    Gibbs maneuvered the crystal over Annie, searching for any magic. “I’m not sure if it’s because we’re here or you’ve been using a lot of magic, but there’s residual energy around you.” He glanced at the crystal, grayish, beige and dirty.


    “What is it?” She looked at the crystal and couldn’t make out what magical energy was attached to her.


    “Not sure. Work this like any other case, girl. Be extra careful. That guard is not to be trusted.”


    “I believe that to be true.”


    Annie returned the favor, siphoning any magic from Gibbs and Lial. As of now, there were no memory modification spells or other magic attached to them.


    And what did she do to me?


    “So now what?” Lial asked.


    “Wait for Marielle and perform a memory modification spell and hope this will be the last death attributed to Marielle.”


    Annie looked at her phone.


    It’s time!


    “Keep an eye on Marielle,” Gibbs ordered.


    Annie nodded, placed one hand on the wall, and removed the muffle spell. The hazy perimeter dispersed immediately, just as Marielle strolled down the hall to their sleeping quarters.


    “Good morning,” Marielle said with a wide smile.


    It doesn’t fit her mood or her face today!


    “Good morning,” Annie replied curtly. She found it difficult to pretend to be friendly with the wizard guard.


    Somewhat unnerved by Marielle, Annie let her lead them back to Wizard Hall and remained several feet from her. Gibbs maneuvered himself closer to Annie, glared at Marielle and remained his normal grumpy self. She wouldn’t have known there was any change in his demeanor.


    Lial followed behind as they entered the large hall, still blanketed in darkness. Marielle led them to the direct center of the room, just below the brass rod. It hadn’t been there prior; Marielle had set up a four-foot-high, two-foot-wide square altar. The ancient, very well-used piece of furniture held a battered, gold-plated bowl on the flat surface.


    I’m sure it’s been used often, Annie thought as she summoned one of the pins from Marielle’s desk. With it between her fingers, she slipped the pin inside the folds of Marielle’s shirt and stuck it there with a basic sticking spell.


    “I will watch for other cases to make sure that there is nothing suspicious. Okay?” Marielle asked.


    “Yes. We need to make sure no one ever finds the connection between the cases,” Annie said. Knowing what she knew made Annie more restless and eager to return home.


    Marielle hummed softly as she tossed ingredients into the bowl.


    It only served to make Annie angry.


    When the ingredients were emptied from a plastic bag, they filled the entire circumference of the bowl.


    “Ready?” Marielle asked and lit the foliage. The combination of herbs smoked as the fire consumed them; smoke billowed out of the bowl. “Say this spell.” Marielle ordered.


    Reluctantly, Annie grabbed the spell, which was written neatly in French on a well-used card.


    Word flew through her lips; her hand hovered above the bowl. Smoke grew thicker and rose higher, snaking its way toward the rod.


    A bright gray light formed at the base of the rod. The magic traveled upwards through the ceiling and up the Eiffel Tower, finally shooting out of the antennae where it searched for the pins scattered across France and, in some cases, across Europe itself. Marielle’s eyes fluttered closed, and she dropped against Annie.


    Unable to stop the spell, Lial and Gibbs raced to Marielle, pulling her away as Annie murmured the new reality, one in which the American Wizard Guard hadn’t been to France the last few days, nor had the French Wizard Guard had been cleaning up an exceptionally large amount of vampire deaths.


    When Annie finished with the memory modification, they carried the limp guard to her cubicle where they sat her in the chair and rested her head on the desk.


    Exhausted after performing two memory modifications so close together, Annie stumbled after them and leaned herself against the flimsy wall. “We have very little time if we’re going to leave without being seen,” Annie whispered.


    “You okay, girl?” Gibbs asked.


    “Yeah. I’m fine. Let’s just go,” she said as she pushed away his effort to assist her.


    “Next stop,” Lial quipped. Gibbs wrapped his arms around Annie, propelling her through space and landing her beside the prison wing door.


    The security desk was manned by a sleeping guard who lay with his pin on his cheek. Annie and Gibbs exchanged glances. Lial shrugged as Annie checked the guard’s pulse. It was strong, his breathing even.


    “He okay?” Gibbs impatiently asked.


    “Yeah.” Annie donned a glove and felt under the desk for the button to let them in.


    The door quickly shot inside the thick stone wall. While Lial waited to let them back through, Annie and Gibbs ran down the corridor, felt the pulse of the second security guard slumped across the desk, and pushed the next button. The doors clattered and clanged as they slid through the wall.


    For his assistance in the case, Sturtagaard had been granted a small amount of freedom and was no longer tethered to the wall or required to wear the collar around his neck, though Annie could see the flashing of the ankle bracelet he still wore under his blood-soaked black pants.


    Sturtagaard glared when they reached his cell. “Everything done?” the vampire inquired. Gibbs ran his palm against the cell lock. It clicked open and slid into the groove that ran into the stone wall. Sturtagaard strolled from the cell; he grimaced as he turned away from Gibbs. The vampire held his hands behind his back as Gibbs tied his hands together with a magical rope, so tight that if Sturtagaard had circulation, it would have stopped.


    “So I’m going to the States?” Sturtagaard asked.


    “Yeah. You’re going to the States.” Gibbs’s grip on the vampire’s upper arm was tight. Though the vampire cringed, he let himself be dragged down the hall.


    “Lial come with me,” Annie ordered. They left Gibbs at the prison entrance, and traversed the staircase up to the minimum security wing. There, the security guard had fallen near his desk, slumped against the wooden side with his head rolled forward. They raced to the fallen man. Lial felt for a pulse, opened an eyelid, and searched for a concussion.


    “I think he’s fine. You get Louis.”


    Annie ran for the nonmagical’s cell. When she arrived, Louis Van Alton was tossing fitfully in his sleep.


    She waved her palm at the door. It rattled as it flew inside the wall.


    Louis jerked awake, his eyes wide and scared.


    “You’re free to go,” Annie said.


    “Just like that?” he yawned.


    “We’re making it so the French Wizard Guard won’t remember us or you. Amelie is dust, and we need you out of here for this to work. Mess with vampires again or reveal this secret, and we will deal with you,” Annie warned.


    Though I really don’t care what happens to Louis Van Alton.


    “We’ll take you out and then you go where you want,” she added as he cautiously pulled himself from the cot.


    Annie didn’t wait for him to make a decision; she turned and headed out. Louis stumbled after her, trying to match her speed.


    “What will I do? Where will I go?” Louis whined.


    “It doesn’t matter. Just stay far away from here and you’ll be fine,” Annie responded.


    Lial received them at the entrance to the prison wing, where the security guard now lay across his desk. Louis, not privy to the plan, seemed terrified by the sight. He glanced from the security guard to Annie and Lial and back again.


    “What did you do?” he asked and backed away.


    “They’re alive and fine. I told you we made it so no one will know any of us were here,” Annie assured him.


    “Will you do that to me?” he asked cautiously.


    “Only if you make problems for us,” Annie responded. They entered the hall.


    “I want to verify the security guard in the front is okay. We’ll leave by the elevator,” Annie ordered. They struggled to catch up to her as she ran to the front entrance, opened the door, and peered into the reception area.


    Francois was splayed across his desk, saliva dribbling from his open mouth to the desktop.


    She slipped inside and checked for a pulse. “He’s good. Let’s go,” Annie said and pulled on Louis’s arm, leading him from the reception area and into the final hallway.


    “Everything else okay?” Gibbs asked as he pushed the elevator button.


    As it was now 6:30 a.m., the elevator came quickly when summoned. The doors squeaked open and Annie nudged Louis inside. They were followed by Lial, who maintained a tight grip on the vampire.


    When they were all inside, Gibbs smacked the button. Annie opened the window beside them just enough to teleport through. She wrapped her arms around Louis Van Alton, and when she saw the light of day, she teleported the nonmagical home.

  


  
     Chapter 32


    When Annie woke, it was with a soft flutter in a semi darkened room; the sunlight poked around the shades like a halo.


    She let herself wake slowly, without the pressure to be somewhere or to track something or be responsible for anything other than herself. She had one day before she had to return to work to wrap up her case, to determine who was responsible for Princess Amelie’s murderous trek through Europe.


    But laughter and very distinct voices came from the den, giving Annie more reasons for pulling herself out of bed.


    The house smelled good. After all the vacation food, she was looking forward to something else.


    “Hi,” she said quietly to Zola, who was whipping up something that looked like an omelet. Annie’s mouth watered. She pulled her arms around Zola and sunk her face against the back of her hair.


    “Hi, dear. Janie and Dave are in the den,” Zola said as she poured the eggs in the sizzling pan.


    “I can’t come and say hi?” Annie joked. She took a light whiff of Zola’s golden blonde hair. It smelled fresh like flowers. It was warm and cozy.


    “Go rest,” Zola persuaded. “I’m fine.” She turned and showed Annie her newly restored wings. They fluttered wildly, creating a fresh breeze.


    “I just want to make sure you’re better,” Annie said. She kissed her friend on the cheek and headed toward the sound of laughter.


    “Well, there she is,” Dave said. His grin was wan and worried.


    Janie hoped up from the sofa. “We’ve been so worried. How do you feel?” She hugged Annie and led her to the sofa where Cham sat.


    “You know I’ve been walking for over twenty years. I’m really good,” Annie chided. She reached for a roll and took a bite before sliding against the sofa back.


    “So you finally got the vampire. We heard you had to go in. There’s still things to do?” Janie asked.


    Annie closed her eyes as she chewed. She wanted very much to lie still in bed, tucked in Cham’s arms. Instead, she felt his arm slide around her shoulders, protectively, lovingly. He kissed the top of her head.


    “Just wrap-up,” Annie said simply. She opened her eyes and stared at her friends. Sometimes she envied them, merely on the edge of the danger, looking in. Annie wished she had the luxury to only know some things.


    “That’s ridiculous. Make Spencer finish,” Janie said.


    Annie chuckled.


    “We thought if you were free we could go out this weekend. It’s been awhile,” Dave suggested. Annie’s eyes popped open.


    “If I’m not asleep, we’ll talk,” she said.


    *


    The familiar clacking of the keyboard was comforting to Annie. As exhaustion gripped her, she leaned against Bucky’s desk for support.


    Always the multitasker, Bucky typed while he summoned a chair for her; the wheels squealed as it rolled across the floor. Annie grabbed the back before it hit the metal desk. All through this action, Bucky hadn’t lost his focus while he loaded a USB drive for her.


    “Thanks, Bucky.” Annie slumped in the chair and watched as he finished downloading tapes.


    “I rearranged the tapes from your stay. Everyone’s been removed. With a little hocus pocus, it looks like a normal day in Wizard Hall.” If he was tired from the extra hours, it didn’t show in his face or his demeanor.


    He probably enjoyed this!


    “So about the other thing?” Annie asked. Before leaving France, she had managed to text him a special request. Bucky smiled.


    “Well, as you requested, here’s a combined tape of Marielle. She’s directly under that rod. It looks like she’s performing several spells. I ran the dates from the tapes to the dates of the deaths for all of Amelie’s murders. You were right, Annie; she hid her activities. Marielle was the mastermind.” Bucky handed Annie the USB drive. “You going forward with the case?”


    “If I can amass enough data, yeah. I will. Marielle isn’t fit to be a guard. Thanks again for all of this.”


    “Eh. You always give me the greatest projects. No problem. Oh, I’m still scrubbing the internet for the newest pictures of Amelie. She really did a good job hiding herself. I think she just happened to get caught that once.” Bucky added.


    “Fair enough. Let me know if anything else weird pops up.” Annie waved goodbye and headed home for a few hours of sleep.


    *


    The American Wizard Hall buzzed with news of Amelie’s resurrection and the death of the queen. Little did they know that Annie had more for them.


    “Hey, Manny,” she said to the day shift security guard.


    “You’re the talk of the hall,” he exclaimed.


    “Awesome.” Annie grimaced. The memory modification spell still weighed on her; she wished to avoid people and the questions that would come when she revealed her secret.


    After saying goodbye to Manny, she turned into the first stairwell after the reception checkpoint and took the little-used back hallways and staircase to the fifth floor.


    The Wizard Guard department was in the middle of a maze of cubicles; she had no choice but to trek through the crowded passageways. Even in hushed tones, the conversations were unmistakable; employees discussed and debated expected procedural changes on all magical deaths, Amelie’s resurrection, and her murdering her mother. If they caught a glance at Annie, they stopped speaking or started whispering, as if that would keep Annie from knowing what and whom they were discussing. It wasn’t the first time this happened to her, and she knew it wouldn’t be the last. She did her best to ignore them and their talk and was grateful for the safety of her cubicle.


    It was electric in the hall today as if they all knew something big was coming. The din buzzed around Annie’s cubicle. She sighed and glanced at the wall where her Wizard Council robe hung, neatly cleaned and pressed. The heavy black wool was lined in green velvet; a Wizard Council crest was secured in the upper left side above her heart. Though it was soft to the touch, it was incredibly hot inside.


    And only good for wearing in a blizzard.


    She patted the robe in anticipation.


    Annie was a member of the Wizard Council, the government body which oversaw the wizard community. It consisted of wizards from all walks of wizard life, who came to the Council in a variety of ways. Some were appointed to the council after promotions to department manager or a higher rank within Wizard Hall. Others were invited to the Council after achieving a high rank in their field of study. For Annie, that was her path to the council: she had been invited after earning the title of Potion Master, a distinction she’d achieved after years of study and passing an incredibly difficult test.


    She draped the robe over her close-fitting suit and zipped it up, hiding the zipper under the fancy flap. She pulled out the rich, green collar and fit it around her neck, tucking it inside.


    Glancing at herself in the small mirror on the wall, she straightened the collar and smoothed down her hair as she placed a thin, conical hat on her head. It was so stereotypical, something you might see on a Halloween costume. The very image of her in the hat made her gag. However, she understood the significance of the traditional hat; the conical shape represented grounding to the magic.


    “Ready?” Cham asked. He wiped his sweaty palms against the newly pressed and received robes. This would be his first Wizard Council meeting, as he had just been promoted to assistant manager and received admittance to the council.


    Maybe he’s just extremely warm.


    “All set.” Annie chuckled. She took his hand and led him to the staircase to the private Wizard Council Sanctuary on the third floor.


    Only one room took up the entire third floor of the Executive Wing, and it was only accessible by the appropriate security clearance.


    Cham had never been to the sanctuary, and Annie had been unable to describe it, let alone speak of it because of the many secret rules and codes that came with Wizard Council membership, much to Cham’s chagrin. He let her lead him to the stairwell, where a log jam of wizards waited for admittance.


    “It’s busy,” Cham whispered, though others wouldn’t have heard him. Voices grew loud with anticipation, anxious to enter the chamber.


    “It takes time to, you know, read everyone’s magic,” she joked as the next wizard cast a spell into the security box beside the door. The magical box interpreted the magic, and those with the proper clearance were admitted when the door swung open.


    After several slow-moving minutes, Annie held her palm to the hand-carved box to the right of the door. After so many meetings in this special place, she was well familiar with the ancient Viking symbol at the center of the box. The Valknut—three interlocking triangles with nine points—represented rebirth, pregnancy, and cycles of reincarnation. For the original Viking/English coven that started the Wizard Council, the Valknut represented their rebirth after a war that nearly decimated their numbers. In that, they had come to America to start over.


    Annie cast her spell; the box took less than a second to recognize her magic and the door slid open letting her through and closing immediately after her. She waited patiently in the foyer for Cham to join her. He appeared almost immediately.


    “So this is what you couldn’t tell me?” Cham asked. She shrugged and led him from the antechamber into a large theater.


    Awestruck, Cham’s eyes darted from one end of the hall to the other. Large, cushioned seats rose upwards. The highest seats were hidden in the shadows as the low, dim light concentrated on the square floor at the bottom of the auditorium.


    Permanent thin tables sat in front of the chairs, nameplates gleaming at the edge of the tables, visible only to those who sat in the row below them.


    Every member had assigned seats, designated by their rank but in most cases determined by the department in which the wizard worked. Cham followed Annie to the far side of the auditorium, where the Wizard Guard resided.


    Today, but not always, three wooden podiums were placed on the hardwood floor at the west end of the stadium. Several feet behind the podiums, a large screen hung from the ceiling. In between the two, a large chair was framed by the screen. The throne like chair of heavy dark wood cradled a soft cushion at the center, waiting for Ryan to take his place.


    “Wow!” Cham said.


    “Sorry. It’s the oath,” Annie said, though she knew he knew this. She stepped up on the first stair. “This way.”


    Milo, already at his seat, was perusing an ancient Wizard Council book, one of the hundreds of identical books that had been placed at each seat and never removed. The thick tome rested in his lap and lay opened to page 1455, today’s agenda. “Gibbs with you?” he asked without looking up.


    “No. Sorry.” Annie took her seat at the end of the row. Cham found his seat beside Milo. Gibbs scooted in behind the chairs, finding his chair between Annie and Cham. Gibbs pulled his long, stringy hair into a ponytail before placing the conical hat on his head and securing his green collar around his neck.


    The stadium, less than half full when they arrived, filled quickly, from the newest members to the oldest. Many members had been there for over fifty years—once you were admitted to the Wizard Council, the only way you left was by death.


    Tonight, the room was subdued, the council members lost in their own thoughts, the gravity of the case weighting on everyone


    The meeting, set for 7:00 p.m., started at exactly 7:00 p.m., when Ryan entered the room and took a seat.


    The microphone buzzed and cracked when Ryan switched it on. The speakers blared the sound across the large space. He cleared his throat. “Thank you for your attendance this evening. As you know, the American Wizard Guard has been in contact with the Amborix Witches Council and the French Wizard Guard for the purposes of catching Princess Amelie, who, to our dismay, was turned to a vampire. With that in mind, Milo Rawley and Anne Pearce will offer an update on the situation. Anne, Milo, please.” He motioned for them to come to the central floor where the podiums faced Ryan and the Executive Council that flanked Ryan on either side.


    Milo shuffled papers in the folder he placed on the podium, lowered the microphone, and began. “Anne Pearce received a package from, at the time, an unknown source, informing her that Princess Amelie was still alive. After reviewing the case records, Anne Pearce and her team verified that the death was caused by the magical death jinx. As part of standard procedure, they examined the body for the obvious signs of a vampire attack. During that investigation, vampire tracks were not discovered, and it was determined that Amelie was killed by a magical jinx. We believe she probably received a bite inside the hairline under the hair. This simple nondetection will change the procedure for all magical deaths. We are instituting a policy to verify all magical deaths with the use of holy water. This will detect any sleeping vampires before they can wake. The policy is on the board for review and approval tonight.”


    Paper rustled as the entire Wizard Council opened the ancient tomes. These books stayed at each assigned seat and belonged to the current owner of the chair. When necessary, pages could be added or deleted with a well-placed spell over the control book that was kept by the Wizard Council secretary Mrs. Cuttlebrink, the manager of library services.


    Pages flipped as the members read the evidence, the police reports, the autopsy report—the entire case file had been inserted into the books. As they read, pens scratched against the ancient paper as some members scratched feverishly; whether their answer was yay or nay, they wanted their thoughts read and noted.


    The books were all linked to a second book, one that remained on the table beside Ryan. He touched the leather-bound book, felt the cracking leather, and ran his fingers across the rough covering. When votes were entered into the book, the book glowed a bright light before diminishing to nothing. Ryan flicked open the book and began reading what the Wizard Council noted. He in turn counted their votes, noted several comments, and chuckled at a few.


    Within minutes, the policy change was approved.


    “Approved,” Ryan confirmed. Books scratched along the wooden tables that were placed to side as the council waited for the next meeting agenda.


    Mopping his face of sweat as the spotlights blinded him, Milo stared into the blackness that blanketed the audience. He shuffled more papers until he found the one he wanted, then said into the microphone, “As the chase continued, Anne Pearce and Spencer Ray followed the vampire to her former home, in Brieland, Amborix. Princess Amelie entered the castle unencumbered, where she was able to murder her mother, Queen Catriona. In an attempt to ensure that the means of her death were not revealed, we executed a memory modification spell over Amborix, per the request of the Amborix Witches Council. The good people of Amborix now believe the queen died from a genetic heart defect. As of now, the country of Amborix and the Witches Council all believe this story to be true. We hope this will resolve any further conflict between the United States and Amborix, both in the magical and nonmagical world. Are there any questions?”


    Annie waited as she heard another rustle of paper, the low murmurs, the shifting of the seats. There were no questions.


    “Is that all?” Ryan asked.


    Annie looked at Ryan and shook her head. He was unaware there was more.


    “Very well. Please continue,” he said as formally as he could, hiding the surprise in his voice.


    “While we were in France, there was high tension between us, and the French Wizard Guard. We stepped on toes. I don’t apologize for that; we had a job to do, and we are far better equipped, quite possibly even more arrogant than we think. As a resolution to this, a French wizard guard approached us with a solution to the problem. Marielle Beauchamp and her team suggested we put a memory modification over the wizard council in France.” Annie paused and waited for the gasps that didn’t come. This was the wizard council. They’d heard pretty much everything.


    “After careful debate over the course of the night and a little snooping, I discovered this,” Annie waved her hand toward the screen on the wall, which displayed a picture of the pin Annie had brought from France.


    “This pin is worn by every employee of the French Wizard Hall. I was intrigued because of the suggestion to modify their memories. Here in America, the decision to perform a memory modification requires Wizard Council approval. But in France, it’s done with some regularity. You don’t offer that as a solution so easily.”


    Annie flipped her wrist, starting a video on the large screen. With rapt attention, every pair of eyes watched the video of Annie’s hands as they scrolled through the magic housed in her crystal. “What you’re seeing in this video is the magic I found in this pin belonging to one of the security guards in the Wizard Hall.”


    A crystal glowed in the row of spectators. A voice called out in the darkness.


    “If I’m watching those spells carefully, they aren’t all memory modification spells.” The voice belonged to a wizard named Bertie Miranda, a 98-year-old witch who had sat on the Council since she was younger than Annie was right now.


    “You’re right, Ms. Miranda. I’ve been examining these spells. And they’re not all memory modification spells. I’m reading behavior modification spells as well. I can only guess that the French Wizard Guard is controlling the populous with the help of these pins.”


    The auditorium broke into surprised voices, growing louder at the news, concerned that a council would allow such a thing. Annie felt the buzz of emotions reach her on the floor. She hesitated before telling them what she did. Her stomach roiled as she looked into the crowd, even though she couldn’t see them with the overhead light bright in her eyes.


    “Before leaving France, I made the decision to go ahead and perform the memory modification spell to remove all memory of princess Amelie and our presence in France.” The din that followed wasn’t as loud or chaotic as she expected. “Originally, I wasn’t going to perform the spell on Marielle Beauchamp, but I discovered some things while I was there. I believe we need time in order to prove what the Wizard Guard and particularly Marielle Beauchamp are doing to the wizard council.”


    The din broke out across the auditorium one that Annie couldn’t control. All eyes watched the daughter of Jason Pearce stand before the crowd. She pulled on her heavy robes and searched for Cham in the crowd, but she couldn’t see him as she fanned herself.


    A crystal glowed. Annie pointed to the wizard with the glowing rock.


    “So France has no idea we were there? Video cameras, are they taken care of?”


    “Bucky Hart in telecommunications scrubbed their security tapes. There wasn’t much. The French Wizard Council doesn’t have the sophisticated systems we have. Bucky’s watching them for anything new.”


    A loud voice broke out in the dark, “You completely disregarded this Wizard Council’s procedures. If the magic goes wrong and dissipates and they find out what we did, what you did, this could lead to a wizard war. Did you think of that?” a short, balding wizard bellowed.


    Annie turned to Milo. He frowned as he spoke. “We have the very best in computer hackers in the world working for us. Bucky Hart trained his staff, and they can handle what we need them to handle. No one outside of this room knows what Annie did, and no one in this room will share this information with anyone. Not your bosses or spouses or children. We need to keep this out of the public and keep it with the smallest number of people as possible.” Milo, stern with resolve, didn’t back down as two hundred and fifty people watched him.


    “What if there is a problem?” the man asked.


    “There won’t be,” Milo warned strongly.


    Annie and Milo stared at Ryan. “What else?” Ryan asked.


    “I am formally advising the Wizard Council that I’m building a case against Marielle Beauchamp. We think Marielle was the wizard guard directing Amelie to murder the Van Alton family. I plan to prove these modification spells were used to hide several vampire killings across France.”


    Again, the room broke into a chaotic swell of voices. It wasn’t often that one Wizard Guard unit charged another with wrongful behavior. A crystal in Row 20 East lit up.


    Annie pointed.


    “I accept the premise that this wizard guard was in the wrong. If you are to pursue this, I assume you will follow international rules and laws to accomplish this?”


    “I’m working with the law department on this. I want to make sure that it’s handled with the proper care. But I think we have enough evidence to be concerned about the behavior. I think that the French Wizard Guard is doing this on multiple occasions, not just what Marielle is doing. This is a serious problem,” Annie advised.


    She glanced at Ryan who, through his exhaustion, offered her a well-deserved smile.


    “Anything else?” Ryan asked.


    “That’s all,” they answered in unison.


    “Meeting adjourned,” he said.

  


  
     Chapter 33


    “I took my oath this morning,” Cham announced as he entered Annie’s cubicle. After the short meeting last night, they went home and were both asleep by the time their heads touched the pillow.


    “It was supposed to be a big thing at your first meeting. I guess a possible wizard war pushed it aside,” Annie replied as she stacked her notes on Marielle into a folder.


    “It’s always that weird?” Cham asked, sitting in her comfortable chair across from her desk; better suited for home than work. He leaned against the pillow.


    “Just one item on the agenda and an update about an international incident. I expected more discussion and debate. We acted on our own. We’re not supposed to do the memory modification without permission AND on another Wizard Guard unit. They accepted that too easily. It’s a little disturbing.”


    “What if Amborix wasn’t modified enough?” Cham asked. Annie sat in the second chair, pulled her legs under her body, and cuddled against the back.


    “We shouldn’t have done it.” Annie sighed.


    “Too late now,” Cham reminded her.


    Annie’s eyes fluttered open and closed again. She hadn’t slept well since before the Black Market was eviscerated, and chasing Amelie took much of her energy. Last night hadn’t been enough to cure her of her exhaustion.


    Footsteps shuffled across the carpeting. A hollow knock sounded against her cubicle wall. Annie jumped and opened her eyes. A man from the mail room, Malcolm McMahon, stood before them holding an envelope.


    “Hey Mal, what’s up?” she asked.


    “Sorry to interrupt. But this came for Ryan.” He held up the envelope with gloved hands: a letter addressed to Ryan Connelly and nothing else.


    From a mysterious sender. I bet I know who!


    Annie summoned a rubber glove and took the envelope from him. “Thanks, Mal. Did anything else suspicious come?”


    “Just that. We’re on alert for anything else odd. We’re scanning everything,” he promised.


    “No return envelope. No stamps. It didn’t go through the postal service,” Cham noted.


    “It came through the international mail chute, magically sent. We just can’t find the trace,” Mal said. “I figured it might have something to do with the princess. I didn’t think Ryan should get an unmarked package without having the Wizard Guard verify,” he added sheepishly.


    Annie gently patted the thick envelope, which was stuffed with padding. Pressing against the package, she felt a hard nodule inside the plastic bubbles.


    “Any idea what’s inside?” Mal asked while she perused her credenza drawer and pulled out a small kit.


    “Not sure.” Annie turned to the mailroom employee. “Be very careful handling the mail. I’m positive this is from the French Wizard Guard. I’m just not sure why.”


    “If you think so, that will help us find the trace. When we find something I’ll let you know.” He bowed slightly. “If there’s anything else?”


    “No. We have it from here.” She smiled wanly and watched him back out of her cubicle. She waited for his footsteps to fade into the large expanse of Wizard Hall.


    “I don’t like this,” Annie said as she pulled out a small brush and dark powder. After dipping the brush and shaking off the excess, she brushed the envelope. “There’s no fingerprints,” she said incredulously.


    “Be careful with that,” Cham warned as Annie ran a finger under the flap and opened the thick packing envelope.


    It’s empty, except…


    Annie turned the opening downwards and let the object fall in her palm.


    “What the hell?” she asked as she stared at the wizard pin from France. It was new and shiny; the light sparkled against her hand.


    “That’s ominous,” Cham remarked.


    “Marielle knows what we did. She must have faked passing out, knowing we were going to wipe her memory too. But I stuck one of these on the back of her shirt before we did,” Annie remarked.


    “A magical amulet. Something to block the magic,” Cham suggested.


    Annie slipped the new pin inside a plastic bag and marked it. She attached it to the envelope it came in.


    With the evidence safely processed, Annie summoned the pin she switched out from the security guard named Francois, at French Wizard Hall. “Good thing I kept this.” She summoned a second bag and dropped that one inside, with the label:


    FRENCH SECRET PIN FRANCOIS


    “I know the mailroom has this under control, but I’m taking this to Bucky. I want him to find the tape proving Marielle sent this.” She banged her hand against her desk, Cham jumped. “I knew this would happen. I can see the French Wizard Guard or their council blackmailing us. With all that animosity between our groups.”


    Annie bit her lip while she thought.


    I never should have done the spell.


    “At least Marielle doesn’t know we know about these,” Annie remarked as her fingers grazed the evidence bag with the pin inside.


    “Unless she saw the security tapes before Bucky erased them,” Cham suggested.


    “Thanks for that,” Annie said. “What are you doing today?”


    “Working with you. Spencer and Gibbs are out and about handling some demons that were seen along Damen Avenue. Ready?”


    *


    The telecommunications department was one of the many departments housed in the large expanse of the basement, much of which sprawled under the city of Chicago, with the nonmagical community unaware they existed. This particular room was a bit odd to those coming in for the first time. It had been designed as a joke of sorts, with the walls encased in thick stone and lined with several wall sconces lit with only thick waxy candles. The door had been created from thick oak and was carved with ancient runes and pictures of Viking ancestors. But the oddest of all were the rows and rows of tables that held computers, monitors, printers, fax machines, and photocopy machines. They buzzed and whirred, blinked and flashed.


    Though that seemed out of sorts, the farthest corner of the room contained a large thick tube. Every few minutes, an envelope or box slid down the tube and landed in a large pile of mail.


    Bucky was the best telecommunication specialist in the American Wizard Hall and, therefore, they all believed the best in the world. That stature made him always available to the Wizard Guard. Annie and Cham followed the path of the overhead fluorescent lamps toward Bucky’s cubicle, winding through the tables, machines, and people busy with their computers, phones, and other machines.


    His work area was covered with posters and artifacts from nonmagical television shows and movies; his favorites seemed to be someone named Buffy. Sticky notes papered his cubicle walls, and his printer continuously spat out pages of paper.


    Annie knocked on his wall.


    “Annie, Cham, what can I do for you?” He offered them a seat by removing several stacks of folders from the metal chairs along the wall. When he smiled, he exposed his gold tooth that sparkled in the light.


    “We’re not done with the French,” Annie whispered.


    Bucky held his hand against the cubicle wall, a white light flew around his cluttered walls, casting them under the muffle spell. As he held his arm out, his AC/DC shirt rose up, exposing his belly. When he was finished, he lowered it and glanced at them with a serious, drawn expression. “What happened?” He bent forward ready to listen.


    “Ryan received this,” Annie said and pulled out the envelope with the pin attached.


    “This is that famous pin,” Bucky said and took the package.


    “Yeah. Every employee who works at the French Wizard Hall is given one and they all wear it. From my first investigation, they’ve placed several memory modification spells on their own people using that pin,” Annie told him.


    “Someone knows what you did,” Bucky said. “Did you test this one?” He examined the pin under a magnifying glass.


    “Not yet. I’m assuming it’s one of the hundreds I found in Marielle’s desk.”


    “She runs the program,” Bucky said as if it were the truth.


    “That’s my guess. She probably sent this.”


    “And you need to know for sure,” Bucky said.


    Annie and Cham had worked with Bucky on almost every case that passed either of their desks for the last five years. He knew them well enough to know what they would want before they asked.


    “Yes. And only the Wizard Council knows we did a memory modification on the entire French Wizard Hall.”


    “What exactly do you need?” Bucky asked though he was already tapping on his keyboard, pulling up a window.


    Annie glanced at Cham. “I know you scrubbed the tapes. You also said you have the originals. There are two things we need to know: Did she send this package, and does she wear an amulet? If so, does she take it off and when? I want to know if she’s protecting herself from the pin and how. It’s the distribution point for the spells.”


    Bucky was already in the security system of the French Wizard Hall and clicking on several windows. “I’ll pull tapes from the mailroom see if this was sent from there, and then I’ll check the tapes from the main hall. If her desk is anywhere on this tape, we can see what she’s done over the last twenty-four to forty-eight hours.”


    “How long do you think?” Cham asked as he intently watched the screen.


    “Give me a sec. It won’t take long.”


    His fingers grazed the keys, words scrolled down the screen. He clicked enter and the screen adjusted, all the tapes appeared.


    Finding the one he wanted, he clicked again and panned the room.


    “There.” Annie pointed to Marielle. “That’s her.”


    Bucky sped the tape up, watching Marielle’s movements. There were no envelopes.


    She left her desk. Bucky slowed down the tape. They watched her as her hips sashayed when she walked.


    “Around her neck,” Cham noted. Bucky tightened the shot on the screen until they could see the amulet hanging around her neck.


    “Yeah. I remember that. Can you print this?” Annie asked.


    Bucky blew up the necklace and drew a line around it. The printer whirled to life and spat out the picture. He handed it to Annie.


    “Standard amulet. Could protect her from the magic,” Cham said.


    “Let’s see more tapes, please,” Annie requested.


    “On it.” He was already pulling up the following hours, watching the Wizard Guard team as it went about it business, watching Annie and Spencer, Cham and Gibbs doing their jobs.


    Vampires were taken to the prison wing, and Brite was rushed to the hospital wing.


    “Here, Annie,” Bucky said. It was the night before the memory modification spell. Marielle, after they had gone to their room, placed a pin inside the envelope and sealed it before leaving. They followed the tape of Marielle on her way through Wizard Hall to the mailroom, where she sent the package to Ryan Connelly in America. Bucky copied this section of the tape to a flash drive.


    Without missing a keystroke, he fast-forwarded through the tapes, finding Annie searching through Marielle’s desk and deleting Annie’s presence on the tape. He continued forward to the morning, 5:00 a.m., where Cham and Shiff retrieved Brite and helped him home. He stopped the tape when Marielle entered and zoomed in on her.


    “She’s wearing the amulet,” Bucky said.


    “Same one?” Cham asked.


    Bucky blew up the size as much as he could and printed it, handing it to Cham.


    “Yeah. I think we can assume for now that this is how she avoided the spell.”


    “You think she’ll tell Amborix?” Bucky asked.


    “That would be my play if I wanted to achieve something, though Amborix for now is thankful for our help,” Annie answered.


    Bucky continued through the recordings, finding Annie and Gibbs working on the memory modification spell. “I see you placing the pin on her,” Bucky commented as he copied this portion to the flash drive and handed it to Annie. When the tape was finished, he deleted their presence and the deed.


    “Do you think she’s got copies?” Bucky asked.


    “Maybe. They’re not as computer savvy. You can check her computer, but if she’s smart she’ll take it home with her, make additional copies,” Cham said.


    Bucky pulled up the French Wizard Hall network and searched for the computer belonging to Marielle. So familiar was he with the inner workings of the computer system, he easily broke into her computer and took the files he wanted.


    “That was too easy,” Annie said.


    Bucky entered the human resources server and printed Marielle’s employee file for Annie. When the computer finished spitting out the information, Annie grabbed the stack and perused it quickly.


    “Have Graham take care of it from here. She purposely set you up,” Bucky said.


    “Yeah. Thinking back on it, she was insistent we do the spell. Was very apologetic for her boss’s behavior. See if there’s a connection to any one person. She’s got to be working with someone. Her emails, maybe?” Annie asked. But Bucky was already back inside Marielle’s computer and pulling up her emails.


    “What will you do if we find something?” Bucky asked as he typed.


    “Not sure yet. If they’re doing this to their own people, who knows what other units they’ve done it to.”


    “Why don’t you guys head out? I’ll call you when I find something.”


    “Thanks, Bucky,” Annie said with a sigh.


    *


    Annie had learned her lesson—never let a threat linger; take care of it immediately. It had almost been too late with Rebekah Stoner, the television reporter who had found out too much about Annie and magic. They hadn’t been able to risk the exposure. As a result, Graham performed a memory modification spell on the reporter at the last minute. Annie didn’t want that to happen again.


    She knocked on Graham’s cubicle. He was hunched over his desk, writing something in his notebook.


    “Hey, Annie, Cham. What’s up?” He waved them in. Annie plopped down the folder and passed it over.


    “Marielle Beauchamp,” Annie said.


    “You’ve discovered something since last night’s Wizard Council meeting?” Graham asked as he perused the file.


    “Yeah,” Cham said.


    “We’re having Bucky looking for a partner. But that memory modification spell, she blocked herself from it. She sent this pin to Ryan,” Annie said and held up the evidence.


    “She can blackmail you with this,” Graham said. “We’ll take over from here. Are you going to test the pin she sent?”


    “Yeah. We’re heading to the lab next. I’ll give it to you when we’re done. In the meantime, you can take this one I swapped out from the security guard. And you have the notes from Bucky.” She handed him the pin.


    “At least you didn’t wait this time,” Graham said and offered a wink.


    “Yeah, yeah, you’re a funny man,” Annie said.

  


  
     Chapter 34


    The Wizard Hall laboratory consisted of two large spaces, the first being the morgue. It contained three gleaming tables that shone under the intense light above. They were laid three in a row at the center of the room. Above each table, a large mirror was tilted for easy viewing. The walls were lined with cabinets and drawers that stored equipment for autopsies, storage containers, beakers, test tubes, cauldrons, mortar and pestles, herbs, and crystals.


    To the right of the entrance was the door to the changing room and showers. And just outside the door was a thick plastic chute that lead to the incinerators. The roaring fire could be heard from the tube.


    When Annie and Cham entered the empty morgue, the bell above them chimed softly. Perkins Abernathy, the lab manager, exited his office.


    “Hey, Annie and Cham,” Perkins greeted them with a warm smile. “How can I help the Wizard Guard?”


    “Well…” Annie pulled out the plastic bag containing the pin. “We need to figure out what this does.”


    Perkins strolled to them and took the plastic bag. “I thought you tracked the magic in this already. Did something change?” As lab manager, Perkins, just like Graham Lightner, sat on the Wizard Council and was privy to not only the memory modification spell but also to the pin that Annie held.


    “Actually, this one was sent to Ryan this morning,” Annie informed him.


    Perkins Abernathy’s eyes rose in surprise. He stared at the pin, felt it hum and vibrate inside the plastic bag.


    “That’s disconcerting. Someone wasn’t affected by that memory modification. Do you think it’s a warning?” He handed the pin back to Annie.


    “Possibly. As we said in the council meeting, we’re tracking Marielle Beauchamp. She strongly suggested we do the memory modification. After reviewing French Wizard Hall security tapes, it appears she was wearing a protection amulet the day we performed the spell,” Cham said.


    “She can’t possibly be acting alone,” Perkins surmised.


    “That’s the assumption. Bucky’s searching her computer for a link to anyone else. I can’t imagine she could get away with so many memory modification spells without assistance from someone either at her level or above.” Annie took the pin back and glanced inside the evidence bag. The pin bounced and vibrated as if excited. “I have an idea of what magic should be in this. What we want to know is: Did Marielle alter the magic, add something, change something? Is she tracking us, does she want to harm us? We know she sent it, but we want to know if it’s blackmail or something else.”


    “Well, let’s see if this pin does something or not, shall we?” Perkins asked.


    He led them into the second lab space, a large room behind a thick, magic-infused pane of glass. The large gym was empty except for large mats that covered the walls. Whatever wasn’t attached to the wall lay in a tall pile against the right wall.


    Perkins switched on the overhead lights, which flickered and hummed as they came to life. He summoned a folding table stored along the wall and set it up at the center of the room.


    “You know, if you’re busy we can do this on our own,” Annie said as he lowered the legs and righted the table.


    Perkins chuckled. “You could, but Annie, you always bring in the most unusual items. I’d hate to miss this.”


    When the table was set at the center of the room, Perkins walked to the window where cabinets stretched the length of the wall, removing several crystals to collect any magic that may be stored inside the pin.


    Annie placed the pin on the smooth surface of the table. It vibrated against the hard top, bouncing and jumping a few centimeters from its starting point.


    “The magic is powerful,” Perkins said and handed Annie a crystal.


    “Yeah, it is. The pins I found in Marielle’s desk didn’t do this. She definitely added something.” Annie held the crystal above the pin, summoning the magic inside. The crystal glowed immediately, illuminating the table, her hand, and her arm in a bright, white light.


    “It’s not black magic?” Annie asked quizzically. But within seconds, the light flipped and changed to a dull beige before glowing white and flipping to red.


    “What the hell?” she asked. Cham and Perkins watched intently, unable to take their eyes from the crystal as it burned through colors at a dizzying pace. Red, orange, green, blue, and back to white. The colors gained speed, twirling in front of their eyes.


    The crystal vibrated and hummed in Annie’s palm, shaking her arm. A spark flew from the crystal cracking the stone.


    “Run!” Cham screamed. Annie dropped the crystal on the table; he grabbed her arm and pulled her through the doorway into the morgue. Perkins, following close behind, slammed the door shut. They poked their heads up watching the crystal continue to flip through thousands of colors without stopping. Colorful sparks shot into the air. The table shook under the vibrations of the crystal. The double-thick pane of glass rattled in its frame. As the crystal quivered and leapt in the air, the colors changed so frequently that Annie could no longer make out individual colors.


    Even through the thick glass and closed door, they heard the wheezing buzz emanating from the crystal.


    “It’s gonna blow!” Annie shouted. They ducked below the window. Magical energy burst from the rock as the crystal exploded.


    Energy pounded the wall, sending Annie, Cham, and Perkins across the smooth floor. Annie hit her head against the leg of the autopsy table. Cham flew into a cabinet door, leaving a large crack. Perkins skidded across the floor, crashing into the incinerator pipe and knocking it off the hole. Steam from the incinerators billowed out. Perkins rolled over as steam burned through his pants, singeing his leg.


    “Damn it!” Perkins shouted. He ran his hand across his pant leg, ripping the drenched fabric. A large, red welt covered his shin and calf.


    Cham scrambled to the lab manager, summoned a bottle of water, and poured the water into his palm where he warmed the liquid. He placed the heated water over the burnt flesh to heal the wound.


    “There’s been an explosion in lab services,” Annie shouted into her cell phone. The incinerators popped and hissed as heat from the roaring fire rose and filled the morgue with hot air and rancid smoke. “Sound the alarm!” she ordered.


    She rose slowly, her head throbbing from the bump at her temple. She glanced at the window, and her jaw dropped. The glass was melting. The door hung loose from the jamb.


    Annie rushed to the door and stared in disbelief. The gym had been eviscerated. Mats melted against the walls. The floor where the table had stood was covered in a dark char mark that had spread like a starburst across the floor and up the walls to the ceiling. The explosion had blown out so much energy and heat that the ceiling just above the table had melted. Its tiles dripped to the floor. A fog billowed from the point of the explosion and hung in the air.


    Through the fog, Annie could see that the wall between the gym and the maintenance office had been blown apart. The manager of maintenance, Joey Sampson, stuck his head through the hole. His face was covered in soot.


    “Joey, go back! Evacuate your office!” Annie shouted across the gym.


    He nodded in understanding and ducked back into his demolished office. When he was gone, she slammed the door but it still hung loosely.


    Through the window, the white smoke or fog began to stretch toward maintenance.


    Back into the phone Annie shouted. “Yes. Maintenance is being evacuated. Just get a team down here now! There’s something blowing out of the impact!”


    The sirens began to wail through Wizard Hall.


    “You okay, Perkins?” Annie asked. She knelt beside him. He was pale, and sweat gathered at his temple. Though his leg was beginning to heal, he grimaced in pain.


    “Been better,” he said through gritted teeth.


    “We’ll get you to the hospital. Where is the rest of your staff?” she asked.


    “They’re…” he took a breath as Cham stopped healing the burn. It was expending too much energy. “They’re… Roscoe should be in Wizard Hall. He can help secure the lab. And Minka, she’s at a market in India, researching some eggs we had come across.”


    “Their phone numbers in your office?” she asked.


    He nodded as Cham helped him up. “I’ll get him to the hospital,” Cham said as the morgue door flew open.


    Milo, Lial, Spencer, and Gibbs sprinted in the room, their mouths agape as they laid eyes on the melted window for the first time.


    “It’s gone!” Lial gasped.


    “Lial. Help Cham get Perkins out of here!” Milo ordered.


    Holding the lab manager up, Cham said, “We’ll be back.” They assisted the injured Perkins from the lab, teleporting him through the building to the hospital.


    “Start securing the lab. I need to get the staff back here.” Annie ran for the list and texted both lab assistants, notifying them of the attack on Wizard Hall and the lab.


    “What else do we need?” Annie asked as she re-entered the morgue. Spencer and Gibbs were covering the cracks around the door with a thick duct tape.


    “What the hell happened?” Milo asked. He leaned against the wall, his hands shaking more than they had earlier in the week.


    “That pin. Marielle… she sent one to Ryan in an unmarked envelope. We came here to test the magic. I ran a crystal over it, and the magic… it did something. Colors flipped. So fast I couldn’t distinguish the individual colors anymore. The crystal buzzed, hummed, jumped in my hand and it sparked.” She took a deep breath, her hand shaking now that she had a moment to think it through and remember what had just happened. “Cham yelled for us to run. I dropped the crystal and it exploded. A huge energy burst and exploded.” Behind the melted window, the smoke or mist was so thick they couldn’t see anything in the room. “Someone needs to block the wall in maintenance. That mist is going to escape.”


    “She sent us a bomb.” Milo ran his hand across his chin. “You sure it’s her?” he asked.


    “We had Bucky find her on the French security tapes. We saw her do it on the tape,” Annie said. Spencer and Gibbs taped the last of the cracks around the door and turned to the melted mirror.


    “The French Wizard Hall is small. Maybe the size of one floor here. Five hallways branch off from the main floor. The prison, the hospital, the executive government wings, the front entrance. She… Marielle knows we’re bigger, but she maybe didn’t realize how much bigger. Maybe she thought we’d examine it at our desks.”


    Annie looked back through the melted window as the glass rolled downward pooling at the sill. “The lab is secure, but had this gone another way, it could have killed hundreds of us.” Her voice choked up.


    “Annie. I need you to get a hold of yourself. This is clearly an assault on one wizard guard by another,” Milo said. He glanced at his phone, dialing a number. “Ryan. Annie was examining that pin that was sent to you. It’s definitely a bomb. The entire gym is destroyed,” he said.


    Ryan’s voice shouted through the phone.


    “Was he evacuated yet?” Annie asked. Milo held up a finger; he was almost done.


    “Yeah. Perkins was burnt by the incinerator steam. He’s on his way to the hospital.” Milo explained into the phone. On the other end, Ryan’s voice continued to drip with a fury Annie had never heard before.


    Roscoe, the first of the lab employees to return, burst in the morgue. A pale stare fell to his face when he saw the destruction through the window.


    “What the hell?” Roscoe asked.


    Annie explained the pin, the explosion.


    “Damn.” He walked to the window and glanced out at the space that once was the gym. “Someone’s out there,” he said.


    “That’s Jimmy Chamsky. Damn, they were supposed to evacuate,” Annie said as she dialed his number. “Jimmy, get the hell out of there! What the hell are you doing?” she shouted into the phone.


    “I’m preparing to deal with the explosion,” he replied. She could hear him packing items into a box, or moving them around.


    She watched in horror as the mist grew thicker, rolling toward the ceiling and toward the maintenance office.


    “Look outside the wall and get the hell out!” she bellowed.


    “What’s the…” The mist wafted through the hole in the wall. “I see it now. Thanks.” Jimmy hung up. Annie hoped he was leaving the building with the others.


    Roscoe ran for the changing rooms. The sirens continued to blare through the building, screeching in their ears. When Roscoe returned, he held four sets of gas masks and protective clothing. “Who’s going in?”


    “I’m going to direct traffic,” Milo shouted over the deafening siren. “Annie, you come with me. We need to call an emergency meeting. Spencer, Gibbs, help Roscoe secure the maintenance room and keep that mist out. If you feel queasy, sick, or odd, get out.”


    Before the door between the rooms were reopened, Annie followed Milo from the morgue and headed back upstairs.


     

  


  
     Chapter 35


    While the sirens blasted a repetitive, annoying cadence that shook the walls and reverberated through the Hall, Wizard Hall employees evacuated the breeched government building. The elevators were stuffed with people. The lines for them were so long, employees began to panic and push. Others descended the stairs, becoming trapped in the clogged stairwells. The hallways between the cubicles were filled with people heading toward the only safe exit in the wing.


    “Have the security team direct them at the elevators and stairwells. There’s a jam of people!” Milo shouted.


    The wailing siren drowned out the panicked voices. The horde began to push against itself.


    Milo tripped his way up the stairs from the basement. “Outta the way!” he barked, pushing people from his path until he positioned himself at the troublesome junction.


    Emerson Donaldson, Wizard Guard researcher, was doing her best to lead the crowd out safely. “Everyone will get out. Just move this way. One at a time. Stop pushing.” She directed an employee from human resources toward the door. “That way, Hilda. Follow this crowd.”


    “One at a time, out that way through to the courtyard,” Milo said. “Emerson, grab a gas mask and coveralls. Start clearing floors,” he ordered.


    “No problem,” she said and ran off against the flow of scared people.


    Annie broke free from the throngs that were deadlocked in the back hallway. “You’ll all get out. One at a time!” Annie shouted, but her voice was no match for the siren. She jumped up above the bodies where was Milo directing groups. She pushed her way between a row of cubicles and jogged over.


    “I sent Emerson to clear the floors. Annie, call Graham and Joey Sampson in Maintenance and Bucky Hart. Set up a makeshift conference room in the education wing. Ryan, his staff, and members of the Wizard Council will be gathering there now per protocol.”


    An elderly employee, with difficulty walking neared Milo. “Here you go, Sylvia. Now!” he shouted to Annie as he offered his arm to Sylvia, helping her from the building.


    Annie ran to the nearest cubicle in the deserted human resources department to begin her calls. Employees streamed out of the Law Department at the far back wall. Annie’s throat tightened at the thought of her sister Samantha, brother-in-law John and best friend Janie trapped inside.


    “Hey, Joey. We need you on the fifth floor of the education building. Emergency meeting,”


    Annie glanced up just in time to see Janie run from the law department. Noticing Annie at the reception cubicle, she changed directions for her friend.


    “No problem, Annie. On my way,” Joey said.


    “Annie!” Janie screamed through the noise.


    “Thanks, Joey.” Annie replied. She nearly lost her phone when Janie grabbed her. Her long, dark arms wrapped around her friend.


    “What the hell happened?” Janie said as she held Annie close.


    Pulling away, Annie said, “I can’t get into it now, but a bomb was sent to the Hall and eviscerated the lab. Have you seen Samantha and John?” Annie peered around Janie. As if on cue, Samantha and John came streaming out of the Law Department with the rest of their coworkers. Spotting her sister, Samantha ran.


    “Annie! Oh good, you’re okay. We thought it might be one of your cases.” Samantha reached for her sister and quivered against her. Annie caught John’s fearful glance.


    “Cham’s helping Perkins to the hospital. And Jimmy got out too. The blast destroyed the wall between the gym and Maintenance but he’s fine,” Annie said.


    “Thanks,” John said as he squeezed Annie’s shoulder.


    “You guys need to get out of here now,” Annie advised.


    “What about you?” Deep lines etched along Samantha’s mouth and forehead; her worry was palpable.


    “I’ll be careful. Just go!”


    With the siren screaming above them and final glances, Janie, Samantha, and John held hands and followed the flow of the crowd from the building. Annie watched them leave and smiled when Janie took one last look back. She, too, worried as the crowd swallowed them.


    Returning to her work, Annie dialed another number. Graham answered on the first ring. “Hey. Fifth floor education building,” Annie said quickly.


    “On my way.”


    She didn’t have to call Bucky. When she looked up he was running from the basement, sweat pouring from his forehead. She flagged him down.


    “I’m glad you’re here. Emergency meeting, fifth floor educational building.” She took a good look at Bucky, flushed from running from the basement. “Are you okay?” she asked.


    “Yeah,” he said through shortened breaths. “We had to lock down the systems, take them offline per protocol for an attack on Wizard Hall.” He took a deep breath while bent over.


    “You sure you’re okay?” Annie asked as she helped him stand. His shirt was drenched.


    “Yeah. Just high on adrenaline. Listen, we moved everything. I’ll still be able to access what you need from the fifth floor.” Bucky said. He wiped his face with the bottom of his shirt. His downturned mouth revealed that he wasn’t his usual confident and arrogant self.


    “That was quick,” Annie admired.


    “Yeah. It worked as planned. You heading over?” Bucky asked.


    “I need to talk to Milo first, and then I’ll be over. You have everything you need?”


    “Got out what I needed. I’ll set up over there. See you soon.” Bucky ran off for the doors, down an emptier hallway as most of the employees had evacuated the building and were lingering in the courtyard. Annie and Milo were the last people on the first floor.


    “I’m going over, unless you need me,” Annie said as she carefully observed her boss.


    “Start without me. I’ll wait for Emerson, Gibbs, and Spencer. Everyone coming?” He held the edge of the cubicle wall. His hand shook.


    “They should be there now. I’ll see you soon.”


    Milo watched as Annie ran from the building.


    *


    She entered the conference room in the educational building, across the courtyard from Wizard Hall. Bucky had set up his computer and was pulling what he needed for the meeting. Ryan paced the front of the room while his second-in-command, James Macintosh, sat patiently scrolling through screens on his phone. Their security details stood behind them.


    “Milo will be here soon. He’s helping evacuate stragglers and the rest of the Wizard Guard. I’m glad everyone’s here.” Annie summoned a stack of folders and lay them on the table; her phone beeped. After reading the message, she typed a reply and continued sorting through the files of evidence collected since they had started working with the French Wizard Guard.


    “Everything okay?” Ryan asked as he watched his goddaughter prepare for the emergency meeting.


    “Yeah. Just getting the rest of the team together. I want Roscoe and Minka from lab services to join us. They’ve been securing the basement with Spencer and Gibbs,” Annie said. With a deep breath, she finally sat. Her hands shook from adrenaline.


    It was something that had never happened: an attack on Wizard Hall. The best-trained wizard guards always assumed their safety precautions worked. This time, something had gone very wrong.


    It was that damn memory modification spell.


    Annie couldn’t stop the images that replayed in her head. She saw Amelie as a vampire rolling around in the dirty alley, Queen Catriona taking her last breath, poisoning the man in the forest so that he could die in peace, the memory modification spell, the explosion. Her stomach roiled at the pictures; she wished to have that moment back.


    The memory modification spell! Why have video cameras if you don’t do something about what you see? Or doesn’t Marielle need to worry about it?


    Annie glanced at Bucky as he typed. His fingers flew across the keyboard rapidly, rarely stopping, never backtracking or starting again.


    “Annie, is something wrong?” Ryan asked.


    “Bucky, does France have any computer department at all? Marielle and Fabien claimed they didn’t.”


    “What are you looking for exactly?” Ryan asked.


    “We saw what Marielle did. You were on the security tapes along with everything you did in France. Either she didn’t realize there were video recorders or there’s no one in France who holds them accountable,” Bucky commented. He pulled up the French security and computer system. “Why have security cameras if you don’t monitor what’s recorded?” he asked.


    He stopped for a moment, and read the window that popped up. “They have a security team made up of five members. That doesn’t seem like full coverage for an entire Wizard Hall.” Bucky scrolled through the list of employees, broken into departments. “Okay. They do have a computer lab with… huh. One employee. A man named… Remy St. James.”


    As Bucky typed, windows popped up on the screen with new information. He maximized some windows and minimized others as he organized the data. He stopped when he found what he was looking for and turned the computer monitor. Remy’s employee file filled the screen.


    “There’s not much on him. It looks like your Chicago Police Department file that we found in Rebekah Stoner’s house last year,” he quipped and offered a feeble smile.


    “Is it real?” Annie asked. All wizard guards had fabricated police employee files placed on the Chicago Police Department servers, a safeguard should their credentials be questioned. Only recently, they had learned how Annie’s police file was sorely lacking key information and needed updating.


    Is it real or is it like mine?


    “It looks real.” Bucky closed one window and opened a second. Code scrolled quickly; Annie, watching from behind him, couldn’t keep up.


    Remy’s personal information and driver’s license identification appeared on the screen. Bucky printed the file on his portable printer, then pulled up another window until he finally found what he was looking for.


    “I think this Remy is a little like me. All this here.” Bucky pointed to dates and times. “He set up the system, but after this date here”—he pointed again— “he hasn’t signed in. Not at work or at home. It’s like he’s not really working for them even though he’s in here.”


    “So the French Wizard Hall hired him to set the system up but doesn’t use it?” Ryan asked perplexed. “That would give culpability to the Wizard Council if it was done with a purpose.”


    “Or it was done by Marielle for appearances. He was paid—is he still being paid? That would explain why they had all those security tapes and why no one is being held accountable for all the memory modification spells and whatever else she’s doing,” Annie said. “Was he paid a lump sum or is he getting a salary?”


    “Already looking for it,” Bucky said. Annie continued to watch as the screen updated and scrolled.


    How does he do this?


    Remy’s bank account appeared before them. “He gets paid roughly ten grand once a year in bonuses and a small salary equivalent to thirty grand a year. Not much, just enough to make it seem like he’s actually getting paid,” Bucky informed them.


    “When did he start?” Ryan asked as a stream of footsteps entered the conference room. Annie glanced behind her and saw Milo, Spencer, Gibbs, Roscoe, Minka, and Emerson flow in and quietly take their seats.


    Bucky continued to type and pulled up the employee file. “Five months ago.”


    “How long ago did Amelie start her spree on Van Alton family members?” Annie asked, summoning her files.


    Although he hadn’t heard the entire conversation, Gibbs had heard enough to pull open his bag and begin sorting through his own notes and folders.


    “I pulled for the last eight months but the murders we were looking at started…”


    “Six months ago,” Gibbs said.


    Annie paced behind Bucky.


    “Marielle Beauchamp, member of the Van Alton family, meets her cousin Louis Van Alton and finds him with the princess turned vampire. An idea forms. She’ll use the vampire to kill family members for money and property. I found letters and a contract stating she had an uncle and aunt turn over their property to her.” She summoned the folder and held it for Ryan. “So let’s say the vampire killings are piling up, and she needs to make sure that no one learns of the connection to her family. She hires Remy to mess with the computer system, freeing her up to do what she wants—in other words, to safely perform memory modifications every time a murder occurs. Therefore, no one in the Hall is tracking vampire deaths.” Annie took a deep breath.


    “Do we know if she had money problems? That speaks to motive,” Gibbs said as Cham entered the room, taking a place at the table.


    Bucky pulled up Marielle’s bank account, and a grin broke across his face. He printed the screen shot. “She has an equivalent to $66 in her bank account.” He pulled up her employee file. “She’s a wizard guard. She should make enough if they pay them in France like they do here. Maybe she has a spending problem or a gambling problem. Either way, if she has no money in this account…” He continued to type, searching for any other account linked to Marielle Beauchamp. “It would be an intriguing plan. The Van Altons still have plenty of property and very little family left.” Bucky summoned his own stack of folders and pulled out a sheet of paper. “I found this. It looks like her partner is named Armand Lefebvre.”


    Annie exchanged glances with Cham, Gibbs, and Spencer.


    “He’s equivalent to the vice president of criminal justice for the French Wizard Council.” Annie choked as she remembered his incompetence, as he let emotions get the better of him when he stormed off and ordered his people to offer no assistance to the Americans.


    “Fabien Arnault is the manager of the Wizard Guard. Armand is his boss,” Spencer reiterated.


    Ryan until now had listened intently and said very little. Now he stood. “This is all good and well. I say we have enough information against Marielle Beauchamp. If Bucky has proof she was working with someone, we can go after both. We have proof Marielle sent the package to me. As I see it, a member of the French Wizard Guard clearly planned an attack on the U.S. Wizard Guard. Call in the law department. If I’m up on who’s who in there, Samantha Chamsky handles international law. Yes?”


    “Yeah, she does. Give me a second.” Annie typed a short text, asking Samantha and anyone else with international law knowledge to join them. A reply came immediately.


    “She’s on her way. Actually, Kathy is also an expert in international law.” Annie said, though she knew Ryan knew what his wife specialized in. “They’re coming now.”


    “This is grounds for an international tribunal,” Graham said. “There’s plenty evidence with what we’ve already discovered.”


    “We’ll deal with that soon enough. This meeting actually is about securing Wizard Hall so we can get back to business. I assume the gas masks worked well enough. No one grew a tail or horns. Everyone okay?” Milo asked.


    All wizard guards held up their hands for examination.


    “Fabulous. We need a clean-up team. Which in this case will be headed by maintenance with Lab services, the VAU and the Wizard Guard to assist. Set up access points to enter and exit the hall safely.”


    “Assess the damage to the lab, make sure that white mist, whatever it is, is gone. Test what you can so we know what we’re dealing with,” Milo ordered. “Emerson, grab Mrs. Cuttlebrink and work with the test team. Cham, did you let the hospital know there might be casualties?”


    The door to the room squeaked open. Kathy and Samantha walked in, offered smiles, and took seats.


    “Yeah. They’re aware,” Cham said.


    Milo nodded. “Annie, you and Spencer will work with law—though, Annie, when the lab is deemed safe, go back and help figure out what happened since you and Cham were there with Perkins. We need to figure out what the hell that spell was that exploded the building. Gibbs go with them. Since most of us weren’t there, Annie, please explain?”


    “Perkins set us up in the gym. We laid the pin sent to Ryan on the table. It was a simple magic collection using a brand new crystal. I ran it over the pin, which already seemed different than the other pin I took from France. It buzzed and hummed much more.” Annie shuddered as she remembered the moments just before the crystal exploded. “The crystal collected the magical trace and glowed, first white and then every color you could imagine. I dropped the crystal and we ran for the morgue. It exploded just as the door was slammed shut. There was so much energy that the blast knocked us off of our feet. Perkins slid into the incinerator tube, Cham flew into a cabinet, I slid into a table.” Annie took a long, deep breath and rubbed the bump on the top of her head.


    Milo glanced at Roscoe and Minka. “And these crystals—you said it was new. But Roscoe, Minka, do you know where the crystals came from? When they were purchased? Is the supplier to be trusted?”


    “I would have to go back through our records to verify when they were purchased, but we always use the same supplier. The rocks always come in clean, no magic,” Minka stated.


    “Just to be sure, when you clean up the gym, do a test on the remaining crystals if they haven’t been destroyed. I don’t want there to be any reason for doubt,” Milo said.


    “Do you all think there’s enough for an international tribunal?” Ryan asked.


    Kathy and Samantha exchanged glances and reviewed the notes Kathy had already taken the night before, showing it to Samantha. “We’ll review the rest of the evidence, and have an answer for you this afternoon,” Kathy said after a moment. “If there’s a case, we’ll put together the presentation.”


    “Cham, Annie, Milo, this is yours,” Ryan said.


    “After Annie gives the case to the law department, I think we should move forward and present the case in front of the Wizard Council,” Cham agreed.


    “Ryan, Marielle, and Armand were definitely the most difficult to work with. Looking back on their behavior now, I can see they felt they might get caught. So the attack on us… yes, we should move forward. I think it will be a very interesting moment in time when the rest of the French Wizard Council learns what they did to their own people,” Spencer added.


    “We’ll need to do something with the spell I performed before we do. But I think we’ve got enough on Marielle to move forward,” Annie said.


    “Then we all know what to do,” Ryan said, dismissing the group.

  


  
     Chapter 36


    Annie handed the last folder to Samantha and Kathy.


    “You gave us all we need. You don’t need to sit with us. We’ll write up the tribunal lawsuits. One against Marielle Beauchamp, one against Armand Lefebvre, and one against the French Wizard Guard for performing the memory modification spells against their own people. With what you and the team gathered, we have more than enough to go after them. The bomb is the final evidence. You go. We’ll be fine,” Kathy reiterated.


    “What we did… the memory modification spell. I knew we shouldn’t have done it. I shouldn’t have done it.” Annie sighed and sat in a chair beside her godmother. Kathy reached around Annie’s shoulder, holding her tightly.


    “How much will that hurt the case?” Annie rested her head on Kathy’s shoulder and shuddered.


    “Graham and his department will take care of it. We have so much more against them that I think we can sweep away what you and the team did while there. Don’t worry about it, okay?” Kathy removed a stray hair from Annie’s face, placing it behind her ear.


    “I screwed up. Really badly. This is all my fault. If I only knew Amelie was a vampire,” Annie said through tears.


    Samantha shifted and hugged Annie from behind. “Annie. Stop beating yourself up. Marielle would have found a way to do what she did without Amelie. The princess was convenient,” Samantha said, offering Kathy a worried glanced.


    Annie cried harder, her body heaving and shaking in their embraces. “This is all my fault!” she hiccoughed.


    “No, dear. It’s not,” Kathy whispered in her ear.


    “I can’t do this anymore. I can’t fight this fight; it never gets better. It just gets deeper and darker. I’m supposed to be resting. I’m still injured. My head hurts, my arm is weak and tired. Amelie was buried eight months ago, and she came back. The Black Market died. And now this. It doesn’t end,” Annie sobbed. “I caused this. I couldn’t let it go.”


    Annie cried against Kathy’s shoulder until she had nothing left. Still held by Samantha and Kathy, she finally pulled away. With the tears done, Annie wiped her eyes and cheeks, blew her nose, and sat back against the chair.


    “Sorry,” she said sheepishly, embarrassed by her outburst, even in the presence of only family.


    “You never have to apologize around us,” Samantha said and kissed her wet cheek. “You’re right though. It’s a lot. Amelie’s murder, the Black Market falling. You’re tired. It will get better.”


    Annie bent forward. Her head fell into her hands as her elbows rested on her knees. “I’m so tired,” she admitted as her phone buzzed in her pocket. She glanced at the screen and sighed. Wiping her eyes again, she said, “I have to go. They think they’ve found something in the lab. Something about the mist.”


    Samantha squeezed her sister’s shoulder and kissed her cheek again. “Be careful. And don’t come back here. We’re good.”


    Annie nodded, kissed her godmother and left them alone in the unused classroom as she headed to the lab.


    *


    The mist had cleared, leaving behind a white film coating everything in the basement and the first floor of Wizard Hall. No one without clearance was permitted inside.


    Sitting inside a makeshift office just outside the entrance to Wizard Hall, Manny Ramirez sat at his temporary security counter and watched over the sign in form on his desk. “Hey, Annie.” He pushed the form to her. She bent over and scrawled her name on the form and held out her Wizard Guard ID. “It’s a mess in there,” Manny commented as he initialed the spot beside her name.


    “Yeah. Hopefully cleanup won’t be horrible. This is a little cramped in here,” she added as she glanced around the small trailer.


    “Not so bad. Just sign back out when you leave. The first room is the changing room; you’ll get the coverings before you enter. When you exit, there’s a shower room leading to the incinerators. If you need anything, let me know,” Manny said with a warm smile.


    “Thanks.” She waved as she entered the first changing room and found her protective suit and headgear. When she was completely covered, she entered the front hallway and met Lial, who was already geared up.


    “Annie. Milo wanted me to escort you. If you have an issue, let him know,” Lial said.


    “Overly cautious. Just lead the way,” she said and followed him down the front hallway into the larger office space where rows and rows of cubicles were covered in thick powder. It covered everything that had been out: chairs, computers, printers. It looked as though a snow storm had rolled through Wizard Hall.


    Annie and Lial followed the trail entering the stairwell, where the powder had settled in the cracks in the walls and in the stairs. The handrails were covered with the substance.


    The library was the first room when exiting the stairs. The doors had been open when the explosion occurred. Hundreds of books had been shaken from their shelves and had fallen in haphazard piles in the stacks. Mrs. Cuttlebrink, the head of library services and the longtime librarian, had recently completed a sophisticated cleaning of the centuries old library, and now it was covered with something possibly dangerous.


    “What a mess,” Annie said as they passed the library and turned down the hallway toward the lab.


    The cafeteria, the maintenance office, and the records chambers had all been rocked by the explosion. Food, folders, and equipment lay in piles on the floor, all covered in the white substance.


    “It’s gonna be a mess for a while,” Lial said as they entered the morgue.


    Several wizard guards were traversing the gym, assessing the damage and collecting evidence. The middle table was covered by several samples in evidence bags, pieces of the crystal that exploded, and the melted pin. With the thick gloves covering her hands, Annie had difficulty picking up the bag with the pin. When she finally grasped it, she held it close, but it was difficult to examine while she was under the hood. What she was able to see was a melted, burnt piece of metal. If she didn’t know what it had been, she would never had guessed what it was.


    “Hey,” Cham said as he re-entered the morgue from the gym.


    “Hi. I’m surprised the pin survived at all,” Annie said and placed the bag back on the table. “I heard there’s news. You know what this is?” she asked Cham, who was leading the collection and investigation of the explosion.


    “Thankfully we have Mrs. Cuttlebrink and Emerson Donaldson on our team. You won’t believe what they’ve discovered.” He wiped his gloved hand against the table and picked up a small amount of the powder. “This is an airborne poison called chrysaloxide. It’s a byproduct of overheated crystals.”


    “Really? I didn’t know the crystals did that.” She glanced around the room. “Where are Emerson and Mrs. Cuttlebrink working?”


    “Fifth floor education.” Cham said. “There’s more. This poison, when inhaled, attaches to the bronchial tubes, crystalizing the liquid in the lungs. Blocking the passageways.”


    Annie’s stomach lurched. “That would kill someone by… suffocating?” She noticed his face had grown pale under his mask.


    “Not exactly. They think the crystals melt and turn back to liquid. They’d actually die by drowning,” Cham said.


    Marielle attempted to take down the entire Wizard Hall.


    Annie assumed Marielle thought the pin would be tested in the Wizard Guard department. Hundreds of people would have been affected by the explosion if they had done so.


    “I feel sick,” Annie said. “How did she think she’d get away with destroying the entire Wizard Hall?”


    “It doesn’t matter anymore. Law will take care of that. Mrs. Cuttlebrink told the hospital to expect possible pneumonia symptoms. So far, no one has complained of respiratory issues.” Cham’s voice was shaky.


    “How did they find this?” Annie asked.


    “Emerson found a link to an ancient sect in Greece. They used it often.”


    “So it’s been around. Is there an antidote?”


    “Yeah. The hospital was able to create the antidote. They’re standing ready should anyone come in with breathing issues. The notice is going out to all Wizard Hall employees now. The funny thing is, we could’ve used a potion master to make the potion,” he said.


    “Well, good thing you have Gibbs, then,” Annie joked.


    “I’d rather have you.”


    “I wish…” Annie felt the phone buzz again. “It doesn’t matter. Keep me posted. My phone is ringing again. I need to go.” She held up her hands, which were covered in thick gloves.


    “You go. I’ll talk to you later.” He waved as Annie headed back out of Wizard Hall.


    *


    After stripping off the garb in the second dressing room, she tossed the protective gear in the incinerator tube leading to the fire beneath her feet. The room led to a shower-like contraption that blew off any particles that might still be covering her. The strong gust of air blew against her clothes and her skin; her hair rose up above her head. After the whirling above her stopped, a soft mist of the antidote spell covered her.


    She turned as instructed.


    When the machine finished, a green light beeped on and the door opened. Annie had never felt so free after leaving Wizard Hall. She glanced at her phone and headed back to the education building.


    She found Graham watching over Bucky’s shoulder. Both stared at the screen, reading a police file.


    “What’s that?” Annie asked as she looked at a crime scene photo of a victim. There were no vampire tracks on the neck, no bruises, defensive marks, no cause of death.


    Bucky typed again. “This is Gwyneth Van Alton.” He scrolled through the file. “Huh… Gwyneth Van Alton, Beauchamp. Age fifty-four. And guess who her daughter is?”


    “Where did you find this?” Annie asked.


    “I cross-referenced the list I had given you with recent deaths in France. I didn’t make the connection as first; she was listed as a Van Alton. On my second review, I found her married name.”


    “It’s not a vampire death. Do they have suspects, cause of death?” Annie asked as she moved closer to read the file on the screen.


    Bucky pulled up the autopsy report. “According to this, it was an accidental drowning. She had too much alcohol in her system and fell asleep in the bathtub.” Bucky said.


    “Oh, crap.” Annie stood up and ran a hand through her knotted hair.


    “Annie. What is it?” Graham asked.


    “That’s not what happened.” Annie explained the mist and the film in Wizard Hall and what they believed it did.


    Bucky cleared out of the screen he was in and pulled up the autopsy report. “Here. It’s definitely drowning. At least, that was the result of the autopsy.”


    “When did Gwyneth die?” Annie asked.


    Bucky searched the file again and found the date of death. “Four months ago.”


    “I’m guessing she tested this ancient poison on her mother and made sure it worked as a backup in case she was discovered,” Annie said.


    “And there you came, so close to discovering her. She needed to end us. She knew when we got there we’d figure it out,” Graham said.


    “Get all of this evidence to Law. They’re just down the hall. We need to add this to the timeline that they use to create the case against Marielle,” Annie said.


    For the first time in several hours, Annie plopped herself in one of the chairs and placed her head on the table.


    Her mind raced through evidence, going backwards through the timeline. It had all started when Sturtagaard sent her the newspaper article.


    Sturtagaard!


    If he had wanted to come back to the United States, he could have. It was never part of the agreement they made with him when they let him out of Tartarus Prison. They had just let him go; the only caveat was that he had to have the atomie bean placed in his shoulder.


    He made such a big deal out of helping us!


    She bolted upright and summoned the atomie bean she carried in her field pack. With a map of the United States, Annie scried for the vampire.


    “Annie. Who are you looking for?” Graham asked, watching her scry.


    “Why? Why did Sturtagaard help us? He didn’t have to in order to come back here. It was never part of the agreement. He could have just come back here, started business, staked himself. It didn’t matter. He made a point of sending that article. That ass doesn’t do anything without a reason.” Her voice rose several octaves the angrier she became. But then, it could have been the lack of sleep catching up with her.


    “He’s involved somehow and is trying to hide it?” Bucky surmised.


    The crystal dropped over Chicago. A sinking feeling grew in her stomach as she unfurled a detailed map of Chicago only and scried again for the vampire. As she expected, he had gone somewhere familiar, somewhere she had found him before: the abandoned warehouse where he had killed the streetwalker, the same location Sturtagaard first met Jordan Wellington.


    “Need me for anything else?” Annie asked as she gathered her items and shoved them in her field pack.


    “No. We’re good. We’ll let you know if we need you,” Bucky said.


    “I have to go and stake a vampire!” Annie said.


    “Take backup!” shouted Graham.


    “Yes, Dad!”


    *


    Annie explained a theory to Spencer. He raised his eyebrows at hearing her impulsive thoughts


    “That vampire needs a good staking,” Spencer said.


    “He’s a loose end. I just want him to tell me what his role was. If it’s big enough, maybe it will be enough to dissolve the proclamation and finally allow us to stake him.”


    “Lead the way,” Spencer said.


    Annie landed them in a familiar alley beside the abandoned warehouse. Though it was the middle of the day during traditional business hours, the street was empty. Even the bar located at the end of the street was now abandoned, its once-festive sign hanging askew.


    Annie poked her head around the wall. Seeing no one on the street this warm spring day, the two partners strolled to the sidewalk and headed for the warehouse.


    As he had done previously, Sturtagaard had hacked through the thick chain holding the doors together; the discarded chain lay on the ground. He wasn’t trying to hide from her—or, for that matter, anyone else. In turn, Annie didn’t hide from him as she pulled the creaky doors open and entered the warehouse.


    The last time Annie had been here, boxes, used junk, and old machine parts had cluttered the floor. She’d had to climb a mountain of junk to reach the back of the warehouse. Today, the space was open. The pile of junk had been removed. She had a clear view of the living space in the back of the room, including the kitchenette against the far wall. Sturtagaard stood over the kitchen sink, sucking blood from a plastic bag.


    Annie cleared her throat.


    “I wondered when you’d show up,” he said and tossed the bag in the sink.


    “Nice digs,” she said and stepped forward with a stake in her hand.


    Just in case.


    “It’s safe. No one comes here.” Sturtagaard shrugged. “Would you care to sit? I’d offer you food but, well…”


    “No. No, thanks. I just have a question for you. What deal did you have with Marielle Beauchamp?”


    Sturtagaard smirked. “Took you long enough to figure it out.” The vampire walked from the sink and began pacing with his hands behind his back. His smile never left his face, as if the memory was a good one.


    “She knows vampires like you know vampires. She sought me out—well, not me exactly. She sought out a vampire who might know things.”


    “And you know things. Even in Europe?” Annie jeered.


    Sturtagaard returned her scowl. “Yes. I do.”


    Annie smirked while Spencer bit his tongue. “Fine. You know stuff. She finds you five or six months ago. What did she want?”


    “It wasn’t what you’d think. Though I must admit, when she threatened the usual Wizard Guard threats, I was intrigued. She simply wanted a protection amulet. Asked me to go to the Black Market. She even gave me the name of the vendor she wanted me to use.”


    Annie couldn’t hold back the laughter. It came on so strongly, she had difficulty breathing.


    Six months ago, the Black Market still existed.


    “Stop laughing!” Sturtagaard shouted. It made Annie laugh harder. Spencer realizing what she did, soon joined her.


    “Sturtagaard. You moron. You’re nothing but an errand boy. And yet you talk big. What the hell is your problem?” Spencer asked.


    “She paid well. It was a very powerful amulet.” He strolled along the kitchenette.


    Annie scrolled through her phone. “This one?” He glared at the phone screen. “Yeah. That’s the one.”


    “She didn’t want to be seen in the Black Market. She didn’t want her behavior, her movements to be noted. She could get away with contacting you—we always do—looking for information. But the market. That’s something different,” Annie said with a satisfied smile on her face.


    “Did she say what she needed it for?” Spencer interjected.


    “No. And that bitch didn’t pay me the full amount. I went to find her, and that’s when I saw her with the brat princess. I thought I’d use that to my advantage. Blackmail her into getting things. But that newspaper article, that changed things. It could ruin everything.”


    “So you thought to send it to me. Let me clean it up. Gee, thanks, Sturtagaard.”


    “And you came to me because you couldn’t do it yourself. Why’s that, girl?”


    Annie flipped the stake in her hand. The slap, as expected, made Sturtagaard jump.


    “Okay, fine, you’re the most smartest, bestest wizard guard in the world.” Sturtagaard sneered before turning slightly more serious. “Actually, and I will kick myself for saying this, you are the best. They’re dolts overseas.”


    Annie and Spencer exchanged glances.


    “What did she do with the amulet?” Sturtagaard asked, as he observed the Wizard Guard partners.


    “Not important. We just wanted to verify that this was your deal and how deep you were in the murders. I was so looking forward to finally staking you,” she said.


    “I told you, girl, it’s not time,” he said. He didn’t sound like he was cajoling or jeering, just stating the fact.


    “What the hell does that mean?” she asked.


    “When it’s time, you’ll know.”


    Spencer gently tugged Annie’s sleeve and led her from the warehouse, leaving the vampire staring after them.


    *


    “You sure, Graham?” Annie asked. She paced the makeshift cubicle, which was stuffed with chairs and other equipment. Her knees were bruised from bumping into the stuff scattered about. She stifled a cry and sat in the empty chair beside Graham instead.


    “Yes. October is the first memory modification. So Sturtagaard sold her the amulet?”


    “Damn asshole vampire. How he winds up in so many cases just makes me want to stake his ass. What agreement does he have with the council?” she asked.


    “Not sure. Executive council hasn’t shared in millennium,” he answered.


    “It doesn’t much matter now. He probably just handed over Amelie because he was bored,” Annie said.


    “Yeah, well, Sturtagaard always has some reason for doing what he does.” Graham chuckled.


    “Do you think the Wizard Council will vote to proceed with the tribunal?” Graham asked.


    “I think they will. There’s too much evidence. I think that’s the only agenda item with the Wizard Council tonight.” Annie, still anxious, played with a loose thread on her sweater. She sighed. “And the rest of the memory modification spells. Do they line up with the murders?” Annie asked.


    Graham handed her the timeline, which showed three lines across the paper. One was green, one was red. The top line consisted of the dates all of the vampire victims died. The line below gave the date the memory modification spells were conducted.


    “Marielle was consistent. The day after the murders, she performed the spell,” Annie noted. “What are these purple dates?” she asked, pointing at the third line.


    “Those are the ones presumably performed by other members of the French Wizard Guard. Bucky is reviewing the security tapes for those just to verify the dates. They have everything on tape—which, by the way, no one seemed to monitor,” Graham said.


    “Good thing for us,” Annie said and slipped the timeline back to him. “If there’s nothing else, I’ll see you tonight.”


    “I’ll keep you posted if anything changes,” Graham said as he stood to leave.

  


  
     Chapter 37


    With Wizard Hall uninhabitable, the Wizard Council meeting was moved to a large auditorium on the fourth floor of the education building, which was generally used for college lectures.


    Annie cast her spell into the makeshift security box, entered through the security doors, and found her place on the stage at the head of the room.


    Here the lights were turned on full brightness, not set up for the protocols of Wizard Council.


    Or Ryan wants everyone to take responsibility for their vote like no other vote before this, Annie thought to herself as she stood at the podium under the hot lights. She blinked rapidly to keep her eyes moist as she watched the seats fill as she held on to the podium with wet hands.


    Milo sweat more profusely than she did. He wiped his brow with shaky hands and stared out into the crowd that watched them intently.


    An additional podium was added to the floor, and Cham took his turn at the front of the crowd. For only his second-ever Wizard Council meeting, his outer appearance was one of cool, calm confidence. Still, Annie knew him well enough to know he was nervous. He kept rubbing the wool of his council cloak; his thumb was red from chafing.


    In front of them, a long table was covered in a black, floor-length tablecloth. File folders lay across the table, containing evidence, pictures, emails. Beside the piles of growing evidence lay a thick tome, containing the entire case against Marielle Beauchamp and Armand Lefebvre. Copies of all documents, photos, pictures from the security cameras, and all the rest of the evidence compiled in the case was contained in the leather-bound book. The official scrolls, the grievances against the Marielle Beauchamp and Armand Lefebvre, and the final complaint against the French Wizard Guard and Council for the attack against the United States Wizard Hall lay under the harsh light.


    Kathy Connelly, Samantha Chamsky, and James MacIntosh sat at the table guarding the documents.


    Will they declare war on France? Or listen to reason?


    When a Wizard Council member took their seat, they sent a spell to a crystal at their temporary spot. Their magical trace registered into a book beside Ryan, alerting him that everyone was seated and ready to begin. When he was certain, Ryan banged the gavel against the table.


    “Please review the agenda for tonight. There you will find the case against two wizard guards in the French Wizard Council. First complaint,” Milo began. Though he was shaky, sweaty, and held tightly to the podium to steady himself, he spoke with conviction, asserting the American Wizard Guard’s case against Marielle Beauchamp and Armand Lefebvre.


    When he had finished with the first complaint, he explained the second: the case against the French Wizard Council, who had knowingly used the memory modification on their own people on more than one occasion.


    Though it had been explained once before, the idea of going before the international tribunal caused a din to erupt in the hall.


    “People, please,” Milo shouted.


    The room buzzed with this revelation. They all knew the Wizard Guard, VAU, and Telecommunications had the proof or they wouldn’t be here. The idea that a governing body could control their subjects so easily was a concern to all of them.


    “How did they do that?” asked a wizard Annie didn’t recognize.


    “See the evidence list,” Annie advised. “It’s the pins, the same pin that was sent here with the magic that blew apart the lab. One is issued to every employee at the French Wizard Hall, and they use a metal rod in their ceiling to send the memory modification spell up through the Eiffel Tower. The spell is spread through that.”


    Each member of the Wizard Council scrawled in large tomes in front of them, making notes on the emergency meeting, writing down their thoughts. In a second notebook, linked to a large tome sitting beside Ryan, they could ask questions, or make statement for the Grand Marksman First in Command to read. Ryan’s assistant, Marjorie Hammels, sorted the statements quickly and gave the list to Annie, Cham, and Milo to answer.


    A hand went up, Marjorie pointed, and Harry Oxford stood. “We’re sure that it’s not the entire Wizard Guard or Council involved with explosion?” he asked.


    Annie took a deep breath. “Yes. We’re basing that conclusion on the computer trace and the many hours of security tape we reviewed. The only proof we have is against Marielle Beauchamp and her activities are linked to Armand Lefebvre, the criminal justice vice president.”


    Another voice broke through the din. “How long has the French Wizard Guard been using those pins?”


    “We only collected evidence as far back as October as it related to the case involving the use of Princess Amelie to commit murders. We do know the pins were issued about a year ago, but we don’t know how many times they were used prior to October. For that we would have to do a more in depth study of the pin I switched out from the security officer,” Annie responded. “But we do have proof that they have used the pins four times since October.”


    Another witch said, “Whatever we decide could bring a worldwide wizard war. The community could ill afford that to happen.”


    Crystals continued to flicker on with requests to speak. Sabrina Cuttlebrink floated across the room, tapping wizards on the shoulder as permission, banging her gavel on the table, and maintaining order. The room eventually quieted.


    “We want consensus in this tricky case. Acts were committed using French Wizard Guard property in an attack against us. This Wizard Council needs to be amenable to the plan before we act,” Ryan reminded them.


    “Then what is the plan?” a wizard asked out of turn.


    Voices whispered amongst themselves until Mrs. Cuttlebrink restored order. As time slipped from them, Ryan grew impatient. In response, he shot a jinx to the ceiling; white sparks cascaded down on the auditorium. Soft hushing sounds and motions to settle rippled through the room.


    “People, please. We don’t want to declare war on the French Wizard Guard or the French Wizard Council even though we have prepared complaints against each unit. If you give us a moment to explain the plan, it will all become clear.” Ryan sighed and waited again for the chatter to stop. Both gavels banged against wood tables. Milo grew impatient and strode to the center of the stage. With what little energy he had left after this case, he waved his palms above his head, flashing the lights.


    “People. We only need a few more moments of your time. And then you can vote.” He wiped his brow, glanced around the very large auditorium and began again. “What we want to do is bring in Fabien Arnault, the manager of the French Wizard Guard, to our unit here. We’ll lay out the case, all the videos, the case files, the employee files, the remnants of the exploded crystal bomb, the destroyed gym. We hope to force him to agree to one final memory modification spell, or we’ll move forward with the International Tribunal. The fact that his wizard guard murdered an innocent individual and then conspired with a vampire to continue the spree, all in the effort to obtain family wealth—that should be enough to get Fabien to agree.”


    Hands flew up.


    “So they go free working their jobs, with no punishment?” a wizard named Myra asked.


    “No. Absolutely not. The memory will consist of two wizard guards turned serial killers. Marielle and Armand will be caught, their powers bound and turned over to the nonmagical authorities. They’ll both rot in jail for several lifetimes. You have the condensed version of the memory in your books,” Annie said. She glanced at Cham. He flipped through his own book, reviewing what the rest of the wizard council was studying. When he didn’t look up, she turned her attention to the council members as they spoke amongst their neighbors in hushed whispers and cautious debate about the implications of what Annie and the Wizard Guard were planning to do. She turned and glanced at Ryan. He, too, was worried; his lips were drawn when he looked at her. He quickly looked away as he took additional time to review the case file.


    Paper fluttered as the Wizard Council took time to read the notes, examine the evidence.


    It took only ten minutes of debate, whether with themselves or with their neighbors, before a lone hand rose in the air.


    “I motion to vote yes on this plan,” Jason Aragon, an elderly member of the council, announced. Annie took a deep breath and held it.


    “I second,” another voice came.


    “All in favor of approving the Wizard Guard plan?” Ryan asked.


    A unanimous “Aye” resounded and reverberated against wood walls. With the passed motion, the plan was in play.


    *


    Fabien Arnault nervously strode along the large window of the conference room on the fifth floor of the educational wing in Wizard Hall, where he towered over the city. He wrung his hands together in this unfamiliar building, in this unfamiliar country.


    He felt he had no choice but to accept their cautiously worded summons. He was at first curious, then anxious, and now scared. They insisted he tell no one where he was going or whom he was meeting with.


    Why does the American Wizard Guard want to see me? We haven’t had business in a year!


    But as he grew accustomed to the room, he began to examine the pictures taped to the wall. He stared in horror at the crime scene photos of vampire attack victims he didn’t recognize. He frowned and glanced at the grainy security camera images. Even in their low quality, he could see Marielle clearly mailing something to Ryan Connelly; the American Grand Marksman’s name was scrawled on the envelope in large clear letters.


    There were so many pictures—of death, of crime scenes, of a necklace.


    Isn’t that Marielle’s necklace?


    A computer screen in the corner, beeped and flickered on. Security camera tapes ran on a loop.


    Is that our Wizard Hall? What is Marielle doing?


    The room spun in front of his eyes, and he grabbed the back of the chair until it settled before him. The door opened and Annie Pearce, Spencer Ray, and Cham Chamsky stepped in with a man Fabien didn’t know. The man appeared ill and shaky as he took a seat at the front of the room.


    “Hi, Fabien. Thanks for coming,” Annie said and sat down across from him.


    “What is all this?” he demanded. His eyes darted across the room.


    “Do you remember my visit to France?” Annie asked. When they modified his memory, they added a friendly memory that took place not long ago. Though it was fake, it was all Fabien would remember.


    “Yes. It was a year ago. I was surprised to hear from you.”


    Annie walked to the computer screen that still looped the video from their recent trip. She fast-forwarded the tape until it showed Annie at Marielle’s desk.


    “What is this?” Fabien asked.


    “We were in France two days ago. These are your security tapes. What you don’t remember is the tension between our units because we worked a case in your jurisdiction.”


    Fabien thought for a moment of the implication of her story. His eyes grew wide. “That’s illegal!”


    “Why we did it isn’t important. What is important is the fact that Roland suggested we do a memory modification on your Wizard Council and Marielle strongly convinced us we should do so as a way to forget the unpleasantness.”


    He grimaced. “That’s illegal,” he said again.


    “No it’s actually not. Maybe unethical, but it’s not illegal. You’ve been doing for months.” Annie slid him a picture of the pin.


    “What’s that? That is our pin. We all wear those.”


    “Yes. Marielle informed us we could perform a memory modification using the Eiffel Tower and these pins. And it occurred to us that if she was so willing to offer up your entire Wizard Hall for a modification spell, it was most likely something that you had done before.” Annie waited for this to sink in. His eyes grew wide in understanding; he nodded slowly. “This pin—we tested it, and we know for a fact that several memory modification spells have been performed over your wizards. Four since October. Am I correct?” Annie asked.


    Fabien covered his mouth with his hands and closed his eyes. “Yes. We’ve been modifying memories. Testing theories for a year.” He sat quietly, his lips tightly pursed and his jaw tensed. When he opened his eyes, he stared at the case file. Annie pushed the lengthy complaint toward him. With a shaky hand, he opened the cover and read the first page.


    A complaint against Marielle, Armand, and the entire French Wizard Guard.


    Armand?


    He read the complaint. Stared at the email between Armand and Marielle. He turned the paper over and read the second complaint against the Wizard Council for the memory modifications. His face grew slack and pale. He shut the folder and pushed it away. “These are lies,” he argued.


    “Shall I show you more footage? Or these crime scene photos? All of these deaths occurred under your watch. Did you know there were so many? Did you know Marielle performed memory modification spells on your council after she had a vampire kill these victims?”


    He shook his head. Annie walked to Fabien. His eyes wide with fear, he glanced at the crystal in her hand and shook his head. But he was no match for Cham’s hands securing his head as Annie said, “Reverse,” and removed the memory modification spell from his mind.


    Memories flashed back to Fabien. His eyes grew wider and his lips quivered as each memory revealed itself, crystal clear in their images and voices. His hands shook violently. When Annie was finished, she stepped away.


    “May I have water please?” he whispered. Cham summoned a bottle and slid it toward him. The bottle shook in Fabien’s trembling hands. He took a long swig, then placed the bottle down.


    Annie pushed the file back to Fabien. “Now review the information again,” she ordered.


    “I don’t need to see any more. What do you want from me?” Fabien finally said.


    “I want to first apologize for using a memory modification spell against you. We knew—I knew it was wrong. Unnecessary. I’ve regretted it ever since.”


    Fabien glanced at her. “I will reserve judgement after I hear what you need me to hear. It appears that you are no better than we are,” he sneered, then changed his mind, softening his tense jaw.


    “We’ve been through Marielle’s computer. She’s been covering up something for months.” Annie gave him the file.


    Fabien opened the thick paper and stared at the pictures. Finding the summary, he read the first three lines and closed the file. A headache formed at his temple and he rubbed it as if that would be enough to ease the pain.


    “Marielle is a member of the Van Alton family through her mother. We believe she murdered Gwyneth Van Alton Beauchamp for her inheritance. Sometime after that murder, Marielle discovered Princess Amelie was a vampire. We believe she used the princess to commit the murders of several members of the Van Alton family.” Annie stopped again, pulled out the timeline Graham had provided for her, and slid it across the table.


    “We compared the death date of each family member to the memory modification date. We believe Marielle performed the modification spell to hide the vampire murders so that a connection to the family couldn’t be made. As a result, Marielle is due to inherit a lot of property and some money.”


    Fabien’s face turned ashen. “This isn’t happening,” he whispered.


    Annie pulled out her computer files and handed them to Fabien. He pushed the folder away and folded his trembling hands, not bothering to hide them.


    “She sent a pin to our Grand Marksman. Anytime an unmarked envelope is sent, especially to someone in power, it’s immediately sent to the Wizard Guard for investigation. I tracked the magical trace, and my crystal went nuts until it exploded. It eviscerated our gym. We’re lucky I didn’t examine it in our Wizard Hall.” She shoved a picture of the lab in his face. “She attacked another Wizard Hall unit!”


    Fabien pushed himself away from the table and strode against the long window wall. He quaked with anger.


    “You noticed things. How much did you know?” Annie asked.


    “Not this. I had no idea she did this? Armand was her accomplice?”


    “Yes. We have several more emails between the two. This is serious. We were attacked. We can take this to the international tribunal.”


    As more memories returned to Fabien, he pulled himself away from the window and pulled a folder to him. He opened the cover and sifted through the papers glancing the evidence. Finding several of interest, he read them efficiently and moved to the next, his keen mind keeping track of the new information. “Actually, I expected they were having an affair. Not this. Definitely not this. I…” He grabbed the timeline again. “I remember now, being surprised how many vampire deaths there had been in such a short period. We track those, look for them, deal with the bodies and paperwork. I was surprised how many there were that we missed.” His voice faded in that dreamy quality as he read the timeline and saw all of the memory modification spells that Marielle had completed.


    “That’s why you were huffy in the morgues?” Annie inquired.


    “Yes. We tracked them. Never noticed a pattern. But there were so many when your people pulled that list,” he admitted. He put down the folders. “What do you need from me?”


    Milo pushed a box to Annie. She opened the lid and pulled out two vials. “We need access to your wizard hall. We will first remove the memory spell we created. We want to create another one mostly to help with effectiveness of the plan. We want to remove Marielle and Armand’s powers. We will then hand them over to the appropriate authorities along with the evidence. They will spend the rest of their lives in a nonmagical jail.”


    Fabien grazed the folders neatly stacked on the table as he contemplated their plan of action. His grimace turned to a sneer, his anger at Marielle growing inside. “You can have what you need,” he said.


     

  


  
     Chapter 38


    The French Wizard Hall was silent.


    Annie slid into the conference room followed by Spencer and Gibbs acting as her bodyguards, prepared for Marielle should she panic and attack.


    Or run.


    The far wall was blank, a perfect view from the door. Annie began by setting up the computer, which ran months and months of video footage: Marielle in the mail room sending the pin, Marielle creating memory modification spells, pictures of victims laying a pool of their own blood, copies of emails between Armand and Marielle, the entire plan rotating across the screen.


    “Okay, Bucky are you in?” Annie asked.


    “Yeah. I’m in.” It was a comfort hearing his fingers tap against the keyboard as he set up the loop. Annie stepped outside of the conference room and smiled as all the computers in French Wizard Hall flickered on with the same video looping on each screen.


    Fabien caught Annie’s glance. He was no longer confused, saddened, or mopey; anger and fury had taken hold instead. He had become a fighting wizard guard once again, and he wanted to bring Marielle and Armand to justice.


    “She should be here soon,” Fabien said. They stood under the large metal pin, just below the Eiffel Tower. Annie held a crystal in the palm of her hand, the same crystal she had used when she cast the first memory modification.


    Finding the spell she had used, she swiped across the crystal that lit up with a bright, intense light. She simply said, “Reverse.” As the spell flew from her crystal, she murmured the new memories. When she finished, she watched the spell slide up the rod and out of Wizard Hall.


    “It’s good,” Fabien said as the last of the spell flew up the metal rod and out through the Eiffel Tower. Within minutes, the magic would find every pin on every wizard hall employee, setting the plan in motion. “Okay, Annie. Let’s get you in place.” He led Annie and Spencer to an unused cubicle beside his, placed a hiding spell on the space, and waited for Marielle to arrive.


    *


    A steady stream of employees entered Wizard Hall, beginning at 8:45 a.m. On a normal day, they would head to the coffee shop for coffee and croissants and to chat and catch up with their coworkers. But this morning, the flickering of the computers with the flashing pictures and videos drew their attention to the cubicles.


    “What is that?” The questions began as they saw the pictures of Marielle, the recognition of the memory modification spell crossing her lips.


    “What the hell? She’s performing a memory modification!”


    Outrage, horror, disbelief, and then quiet.


    Employees scattered to their cubicles, hiding from Marielle when she arrived. And as she walked through Wizard Hall to her cubicle, the whispers followed.


    “Good morning,” she said cheerfully, as she passed her coworkers. Her face fell when they turned away, avoiding her.


    She grimaced before smiling again—and stopped short as she finally took notice of her computer screen.


    “Oh no,” she whispered.


    Her coworkers aimed glares, glances, and sneers at her when she stepped out of her cubicle to escape the hall, but she couldn’t move; Fabien blocked her way.


    “I know what you did!” he accused.


    “No. It is all a mistake. This is not real,” Marielle pleaded. She glanced to the side. Her face grew pale as her personal emails flashed on the screen, the plan she created with Armand revealed on the computer for all to see.


    Her eyes darted around the hall, looking for her escape.


    She turned and ran from Fabien right into Annie, who was waiting for her in the hallway.


    Marielle twisted to teleport away. Annie knew the look and lunged for the rogue wizard guard, grabbing her around the waist and pulling her to the floor in the middle of the cubicles.


    “Don’t even think about it!” Annie straddled Marielle. Her fingers wrapped around the gaudy, ugly amulet and yanked the necklace from her neck.


    “It was all Armand!” Marielle screamed.


    “I’m sure it was,” Annie said.


    Marielle teleported, and Annie fell forward.


    “Shit! Where did she go?” Annie shouted. Fabien ran, with Gibbs following quickly after him, heading to the back of the hall.


    The hidden door!


    Annie took up the chase, following them past the rest of the Wizard Guard, the human resources department, the maintenance department, until they all crammed in to the much smaller Wizard Hall.


    Everyone in the hall wore confused expressions. Some were scared, others curious, but all peered over the wall of their cubicles watching.


    Fabien grabbed Marielle and began to wrap a strong silken rope around her wrists, but he underestimated her strength and will. She pulled an arm free and shot a spell toward the pin in the ceiling. The spell swirled and traveled upwards before exploding outward, all of Wizard Hall in darkness.


    Chaos emerged as the wizards began shouting. Lights flickered on and small crystals were activated, their soft glow like a trail throughout the hall.


    Hearing footsteps, Annie and the others turned. In the low light, they could see the shadow of Marielle as she ran for the front door.


    Gibbs, Annie and Fabien followed after as more lights switched on. The computers still flashed.


    Marielle reached the tall, thick wooden doors leading outside. They had been locked shut.


    When Gibbs, Annie, and Fabien reached Marielle, she was frenzied and scared; her eyes darted across the still dim space as if she were planning her escape.


    “There are no more doors, Marielle,” Fabien said. “You could keep teleporting, but it will tire you, and for that you will not be granted any kindness. Not for all of this.” The icy chill in his voice made Annie shutter.


    Marielle, alone and caught, hung her head and slid to the floor.


    Annie pulled on Marielle’s arm, yanking her upwards. She wrapped her arms around her back and tied her hands together with her palms facing inward, using the magical rope that the disgraced wizard guard couldn’t escape.


    “I think she’s all yours,” Annie said, handing her to Fabien.


    “It was all Armand,” Marielle murmured. Fabien sent a lighting spell towards the ceiling, throwing the entire space into a bright light. Marielle shrunk at the glares from Jory and Roland, who followed as Fabien led her to the prison wing.


    *


    Annie took pleasure in watching Marielle tossed into the cell specially created for witches and wizards who had committed crimes. She bit her lip to keep from smiling when the door slid shut.


    “Fabien! You cannot do this. You know I didn’t do it. Armand. It was Armand. He told me I would lose my job if I didn’t do what he wanted me to do.”


    “Armand killed your mother, your family members? Not likely,” Annie said.


    “But I didn’t. I couldn’t,” Marielle pleaded.


    Annie pulled out a charred phone. “Amelie gave this to me before she was dusted. We expected it to be a burner phone. You know, pay as you go, no contract. But funny thing, it wasn’t. It’s actually yours. Also strange, you are the only phone number that ever called this phone. You’re just stupid, blinded by greed, yes?” Annie asked.


    “Armand. He did this!” Marielle rattled the bars and wiped her hands across the lock, but it didn’t unlock. She shook the bars again.


    “You see Marielle. We figured it out, the memory modification spells you performed on your people. Four were with the consent of Fabien, and the rest you performed after you or Amelie committed the murders. That’s why Fabien wasn’t aware of how many vampire kills there were. It was a complex plan. When did you first meet Amelie? Did the plan form then?”


    Marielle sneered.


    “See, we figure you killed your mother for the money. You had money issues. Gambling, was it? Or a spending habit out of control?”


    Annie watched Marielle for changes in her demeanor or expression. Marielle looked down at her hands.


    “So the killing was easy, the money quick. But how to do it and get away with it without getting caught. And then what? You met Louis and discovered who he was with and the plan formed? Is that how it went?” Annie moved close to the cell doors, inches from Marielle’s face. She reached inside and pulled Marielle’s face upwards.


    Marielle pulled away. “It was all Armand,” she murmured.


    “No, it wasn’t Armand. Your words are all over those emails. You weren’t aware enough to use a fake email address or avoid writing the emails at work? You left a paper trail everywhere you went. Even Remy. You hired him to work in computer security, and yet he doesn’t really work here. Does he?”


    Marielle paced like a caged animal. She threw a spell, but only a weak spark flew from her hand to land on the floor. She lunged for the bars, her arms reaching through them, swiping at Annie, who remained just out of her reach.


    “You blew up our lab with that pin. Interesting spell,” Annie said.


    “You were supposed to investigate in your cubicle like we do,” Marielle sneered.


    “Did you not research your enemy? Had you done that, you would realize that we are so much larger than you, and we have facilities—many of them—that allow us options. You only destroyed our lab. Thankfully, no one was injured.”


    “That’s a shame. I was hoping to kill your entire Wizard Guard. You know too much,” Marielle said.


    “You got too greedy.” Annie summoned a chair.


    Marielle looked on, her face drawn and confused. Gibbs and Spencer entered the hallway as Annie waved her hand at the cell door. When it slid open, Marielle attempted to run but was grabbed by Gibbs and Spencer, who held her arms behind her.


    “What? What are you doing? Let go of me!” She kicked out her legs as they lifted her up, as Annie dropped the metal chair. The wizard guards slammed Marielle into the seat.


    While they held her down, Annie tied Marielle around the chest to the back of the chair. When she was secure, they tied her arms behind her. She squirmed against the restraints, unable to move. Spencer and Gibbs held each leg as Annie tied both of them secure. Once Marielle was completely incapacitated, Annie showed her a vial containing a purple liquid.


    “What’s that?” Marielle asked as she pulled against the restraints. The chair jumped up and landed against the stone floor.


    “Binding potion. You see, all the evidence is neatly organized in a police file for the Département de la Sûreté/Sécurité Territoriale. We will be handing over the evidence to them. You left a lot of dead nonmagicals. We need to produce a murderer for all of these victims. I think there have been too many memory modification spells performed recently. And this”—she waved the vial in front of Marielle— “this potion will take away your powers so you can’t hurt anyone or escape from the nonmagical prison you will spend the rest of your life in.” Annie smiled as she popped the cork on the vial.


    Marielle clamped her lips together so tightly her jaw tensed. She shook her head roughly. Annie understood the look, the fear of what was about to happen. No magical ever wanted to be without magic. It was who they were, it was what they did, and to lose the power was like losing a limb.


    To dump a magical into a nonmagical prison without their magic was the worst possible punishment. It rendered them vulnerable. and alone. If they tried speak their truth, they would at best be locked away in an asylum. It wouldn’t be an easy path.


    As a punishment, it was used sparingly. Your crimes had to be great, to have something that would endanger all of magic. Marielle did, as did Rathbone eight months ago.


    There was much shame in the punishment, and it came with the loss of friends and families who wanted nothing more to do with the disgraced wizard.


    Annie grabbed Marielle’s chin and held it steady. Using a freeze potion, she pulled on Marielle’s jaw and opened it. Unable to move her head, Marielle tried to jerk her body from Annie. Annie climbed on her lap and held her legs in place as she poured the binding potion down Marielle’s mouth.


    When the liquid was gone, Annie clamped Marielle’s jaw together and held her head backwards.


    “Swallow it or I will make you swallow it!” Annie said through gritted teeth. Her arm shook as she continued to hold Marielle’s jaw closed. Marielle’s eyes darted across the room. She was still unable to move her head.


    Annie pushed up on her jaw, jerking her head backwards. Weakening, Marielle swallowed and slumped.


    With one last measure, Annie summoned Marielle’s phone and shoved it in her back pocket.


    Stepping off of the other woman’s lap, Annie exited the cell and slammed the door shut.


    *


    With Marielle in prison, Bucky took the loop down, and the Wizard Hall employees grudgingly went back to work, fearful they were being watched. Anxious, eyes darted across the office space and rested on the hallways as the French wizard guards waited for Armand to come to work. He was forty minutes late.


    “Is he here yet?” Annie whispered to Fabien when she returned from the prison.


    “He’s late. I’ve been watching,” Fabien said.


    “You think he knows?” she asked.


    “I can’t be sure of that. What I do know is that she hadn’t had time to contact him without us knowing,” Fabien replied.


    Annie reached for Marielle’s phone, switched it on, and sorted through her texts. “There’s nothing here from this morning. Last night, she told him to lay low, no celebrating. She said to wait until next week, to give it time to blow over. And… she couldn’t wait to hear about the sad loss of the American Wizard Guard. Ugh.”


    “I think we should scry for him.” Fabien said.


    He led Annie, Spencer, and Gibbs to Armand’s cubicle, pulled down a map of France stored in a basket behind his desk, and unfurled it across the tabletop. Using a large blue crystal that barely fit his palm, he summoned an item belonging to his boss: a piece of leather from a bracelet.


    “Where did you get that?” Annie asked.


    “He kept this in his cubicle. I don’t know why,” Fabien admitted as he pushed the crystal across the map. “He lives in Paris, so it should be… yes, he’s home. Odd, I think.” Fabien pulled down a second map of Paris only and scried over the area of Armand’s home. The crystal glowed bright, hot light. “Yes. He is home,” Fabien confirmed. “This way.”


    Fabien had taken charge of the situation, of his department, and of the plan as he led them out of Wizard Hall through the back entrance. After finding the latch, he opened the door and led them into the dark tunnel.


    “Let’s go,” he said with little emotion in his exhausted voice.


    Annie, Gibbs, and Spencer followed him into an empty field. Though it was midmorning, the sky was gray, the sun hidden behind thick, dark clouds.


    “Here are the coordinates,” Fabien said. “I will see you there.” His face was stern and determined as he teleported away.


    “He’s fightin’ mad,” Gibbs said as he glanced at the coordinates and teleported out.


    “Ready?” Spencer asked. He wrapped his arms around Annie and teleported his weary partner to downtown Paris.


    They landed in the garden outside Armand’s three-story townhouse. Small but well-maintained rose bushes lined the stucco wall. The gate to the garden was covered by a growing vine, which climbed up and over the trellis.


    He’s well paid, Annie thought.


    The house was decorated with gargoyle carvings at each corner. Morning rainwater gently sprinkled from the grotesque mouths.


    Annie turned the corner to the front porch. Looking up, she saw sturdy iron balconies that hung outside each of the six windows. The crosshatch design matched the heavy leaded glass window on the front door, which was slightly ajar.


    “That can’t be good,” Fabien commented. He cautiously pushed the door open and listened before entering with his palms open and ready. He waved them inside, and they followed into the unlit house.


    Four sets of boots clicked against the stone floor, the only sounds of life in the eerily quiet house.


    Ominous.


    “Annie, you come with me upstairs,” Fabien ordered. “Gibbs, Spencer, if you head down this hallway, turn right and you’ll enter the rest of the downstairs. Call out if you find him.” On a mission, he turned and took the stairs two at a time. Annie glanced at her team, shrugged, and followed.


    Her hands grazed lovely wooden hand rails that curved at the end. The newel posts made of iron were decorated with a familiar bird cage design; they were cool to the touch.


    Fabien had been to this house before. Without hesitating, he turned at the top of the stairs and made his way to the front of the house, to a wide open door where light escaped into the otherwise darkened hallway. He did little to hide their presence, and he didn’t wait to give the owner privacy as he entered the room without knocking.


    Annie nearly bumped into Fabien when he stopped suddenly, staring at the bed with disbelief. Armand Lefebvre lay sprawled across his unmade four-poster bed. His eyes roamed the room, settling on Fabien and Annie. If he was happy or relieved, he was unable to show the emotion on his sunken face.


    He’s dying.


    Fabien rushed to his boss, who bled from two puncture wounds in his neck. As with the other victims, he had been sucked of much of his blood, with the rest left to pool beneath him. The stain stretched under his six-foot-long frame and covered most of the king size bed.


    “His pulse is thready and weak,” Fabien said after checking his wrist. He summoned a pillow to place under Armand’s head and glanced at Annie. A tear rolled down Armand’s cheek.


    He knows he’s dying.


    She reached for Armand’s hand, no longer angry, only deeply saddened by his last moments on earth.


    “Was it Marielle?” Fabien asked as he examined the marks on Armand’s neck.


    “Vampire,” Armand could barely speak above a rough, raw whisper. Speaking took energy he couldn’t spare; he closed his eyes and shuddered, then pointed to the back wall.


    To tie a loose end.


    As she texted, Annie’s hands were so shaky she could barely type the words. It took little time before she heard the sound of feet shuffle up the stairs and stop just outside the bedroom door, where Spencer and Gibbs waited respectfully as the French Wizard Council member died slowly.


    “It was”—he coughed from the strain of speaking— “Marielle,” Armand admitted.


    She must have promised a lot of money or property for him to do this.


    Annie refrained from speaking out against the man as he took his final breaths. He had bled out for some time, and there was nothing any of them could do for him.


    Annie rested her hand inside the pocket of her pants and felt the cool, smooth glass vial that sat at the bottom of the long pocket. It contained the potion Graham Lightner had given her to assist in this situation.


    “We can’t do anything for him,” Annie whispered to Fabien. His face grew paler, and his jaw clenched. He wiped away a tear and nodded.


    “I need you to…” Armand took a difficult breath.


    “We know what you did. You don’t have to say anything else,” Annie said.


    His hand shook violently in hers. “Sorry,” he said and closed his eyes. “So cold. I’m cold.” Shaking and shivering, he reached out for someone, any human touch. She gently squeezed his hand; it slipped from her fingers and fell to the bed with a thud.


    She pulled out the vial filled with the untraceable potion.


    “I can help,” she whispered and uncorked the stopper, dropping only two drops onto Armand’s lips. “Lick your lips, Armand,” she whispered. “This will help.” He did as she ordered and licked the poison from his dry lips with an equally dry tongue.


    His body jerked once before he went still; his chest stopped rising with breath.


    A soft cry escaped Annie’s lips. She reached for Fabien, “I’m so sorry,” she said.


    “She fooled us all,” Fabien admitted. “This must be dealt with. We will need evidence for this as well. Can this be done?” He stood erect, his jaw square and tight.


    “Yes,” Annie said. She expected she would have to text Graham with an update, but turned and saw he had joined Spencer and Gibbs and was waiting patiently at the door.


    “I was just going to call…” Annie said, weary and tired.


    “Gibbs,” he said and glanced down at Marielle Beauchamp’s last victim with a heavy heart. He offered Annie a wan smile as a tear rolled down her cheek. “Did you use the potion I gave you?” Graham asked.


    Annie handed him the vial with only two drops missing. “I don’t…”


    “None of us like this, but looking at the amount of blood, he didn’t have much time anyway. You just ended it quicker for him.” To be certain, Graham dropped holy water on Armand’s exposed arm and watched as it rolled to the bed. The man hadn’t been turned. Annie breathed a sigh of relief.


    “I have this, Annie. You go home. Rest,” Graham said.


    Annie backed from the room, directing Fabien, who was temporarily scattered as he left the home of Armand Lefebvre for the last time.


     


     

  


  
     Chapter 38


    Ten boxes of real and manufactured evidence for ten different cases sat in the back seat of the car. Unfamiliar with the streets of Paris, Annie sat on the passenger side and rested her head against the window, looking out at the tourists who flooded the streets, shops, and cafes.


    Maybe one day I can come back.


    She sighed and glanced at Special Agent Jack Ramsey, her contact at the FBI, as he drove through the busy midday traffic in their rented car.


    “You okay?” he asked as he pulled the car into the parking structure beside the DST, The Département de la Sûreté/Sécurité Territoriale, otherwise known as the Department of Territorial Safety/Security in France. He found a spot near the elevator, guided the car in between the lines, and shut it off.


    “I’ll be fine. It’s just…” Annie didn’t have the words to express what she was feeling. Jack knew; he had seen the crime scene photos and heard Annie’s side. It would be enough for him.


    “You know; some cases stay with you long after you solve them. Give it time. You will be able to move on from this.”


    She appreciated his effort and offered a wan smile. “I know. It’s just, this. It’s different this time. The people who died, the attack. It’s just…”


    “Different. I get it.” He squeezed her hand and opened his door, stepping into the warm, gas-tinged air.


    “Thanks for arranging this meeting. I appreciate the help,” Annie said as she exited the car and waited for Jack to pop the trunk.


    “Annie, this case affected the entire world. Amelie…” He opened the trunk where ten boxes of evidence were stored. “Not to mention, I’m glad you and your team are safe. Anything to help put criminals behind bars.”


    A large dolly waited for them near the elevator. Jack grabbed it, and together he and Annie loaded the boxes for the trip inside.


    *


    “Yes. That’s correct. We’ve been following Marielle Beauchamp for months. She’s been importing stolen artifacts into the U.S., and in the course of our investigation, we became aware that she was connected to several murders. We think that’s where these stolen goods came from. Kill the owner, take their items. These will help you prosecute her.” Annie slid the first box to Fergus Bergeron, agent with the DST. It contained all of the case files.


    “I thank you for your assistance in bringing this to us. Sad, unsolved cases,” Fergus said through an accent so thick, Annie had to pay careful attention to each word. He smiled, and Annie returned with one of her own. “And you will not prosecute in the U.S.?” he asked.


    “No. We feel the murders are far more important. The owners are grateful the perpetrator was caught,” Annie said. “I just hope the evidence is enough for you. It’s horrible what this woman was able to do.”


    “Thank you, Jack Ramsey,” Fergus said. “And should we have questions, I can refer to you, Ms. Pearce?”


    “Anything you need, please let me know.”


    “I will follow up with you in a few days to extradite her back to France. The paperwork will be ready?”


    “Yes, Fergus. We’re preparing everything for you as we speak.”


    *


    It was a shorter meeting than Annie had expected. She knew this had something to do with Jack and his ability to handle any situation she dragged him into. He had deftly contacted Fergus, explained the situation, and was straight and to the point during their meeting. When they had concluded business and handed off all of the evidence, they had shaken hands and left.


    Jack led Annie on a stroll through Paris, ending their trek along the Seine River. Annie was grateful. She wasn’t so keen on leaving just yet.


    “This was one hell of case for you,” he commented. He caught sight of a tour boat as it was guided down a bend in the river. Annie followed his glance and watched the boat slash through the water.


    “A lot of entities had a hand in this. I’m just very glad it’s over.” Annie found a dry spot in the grass and sat herself down. The tour boat was getting closer, and she watched with interest.


    I’ll have to remember to do that when I come back.


    Jack joined Annie in the grass.


    “What’s the condition of your relationship with the French Wizard Guard?” he asked.


    “For now it’s shaky. Their Wizard Council is horrified at what their Wizard Guard had been doing. With Marielle in prison and Armand dead, they’ve offered their sincerest apologies. Which is fine. They had nothing to do with the attack. It’s the memory modification… that’s serious.”


    Annie plucked a blade of grass and wrapped it around her finger. As the tour boat passed, several passengers waved to the tourists along the banks. Annie absently waved back.


    “And?” Jack asked.


    “And we distrust them. Their Wizard Hall is in turmoil. Employees are disillusioned, unsatisfied, and pissed off that their memories were tampered with.” Annie continued to watch the boat as it slid easily along the water toward Notre Dame Cathedral.


    “And Fabien?”


    Annie had given Jack the detailed story from the beginning. He was well familiar with all of the players, places, and events.


    And he remembers everything.


    “Fabien was let go because he approved the memory modification program. The pins were all melted and destroyed, and the rod they used to disperse the spells was taken down and destroyed.”


    “I bet it’s a mess,” Jack commented.


    “It’ll take some time for everyone there to trust that department again. I get it. We are often allowed to step on the line and almost cross it.”


    “Really? You?” Jack joked, as he attempted to elicit a smile from Annie.


    She offered him a halfhearted one. She really didn’t feel like laughing.


    “You wouldn’t really modify the memories of your people unless it was of the upmost importance. Would you?” Jack asked.


    There’s still something’s he doesn’t understand about magic.


    “I did it to the French Wizard Hall on their insistence to buy some time. I debated the entire night before we performed the spell. It never felt right to me and, honestly, I regretted it immediately. But in some cases, with the queen’s death, I was okay with it. Better off safe than open to exposure,” Annie admitted.


    “You take time to think about it before you do it, though,” Jack defended her.


    “Yes. We need special approval. They made it into a regular program.” She pulled her knees up and rested her head on them.


    The sun was hot against her hair. She pulled it into a thick ponytail. “You about ready to go home?”


    “Do we need to do anything else for anyone else?”


    “All done.” Annie smiled.


    “Then let’s do this.”


    *


    It had been a week since Annie had been home. If it hadn’t been for Amelie turning up as a vampire, Annie would have spent the week deliriously resting from her recent injuries, watching television, baking, or doing something else mindless to take her mind off of the loss of the Black Market and the recent brush with her father’s eight-year-old murder case.


    Exhausted, she moved the heating pad to a new location and snuggled in to the corner of her sectional sofa. She wrapped herself in a thick, warm blanket and settled in for a long overdue nap. It didn’t take her long to find sleep, which overtook her for most of the afternoon.


    When she woke, she was enveloped in Cham’s arms. He was sound asleep.


    Of course, and I’m not anymore.


    She slid out of his embrace and left him sleeping in the corner.


    Entering the kitchen, she immediately noticed the dusty box that had been sitting on her kitchen table since before she left for France. She had found it hidden in the crawl space in the basement and had placed it there moments before receiving the newspaper from Sturtagaard. As Annie stared at the box, still sturdy only dusty, the pull of curiosity was more than she could stand.


    Cham lay sleeping, his chest rising and falling peacefully. Sure he was comfortable, Annie lifted the lid and peered inside.


    The missing file!


    From the dusty box, Annie pulled out the fourth file, the missing file she had searched for in Records Hall when she was investigating the Fraternitatem of Solomon. She pulled it from its tomb and placed it on the table.


    With a tentative sigh, Annie opened the folder.


    “What the hell?” she asked no one as she unclipped a note attached to the folder. It was addressed to her.


     


    My dearest Annie,


    If you are reading this, I am dead. And as I write this, that realization hits me hard with the things I will miss or have already missed. For that, my angel, I am so very sorry.


    But sometimes as a wizard guard, there are cases so challenging that you are forced to do things that you otherwise would not do. Sometimes the rules can no longer apply. There is too much at stake to risk our way of life and the lives of our family.


    I have to make a choice. I have to choose being with you and Samantha for as long as I can, or I can save the world from ourselves. It’s a choice that I deeply regret that I have to make. Sometimes our choices lead us to this very place and time.


    I came across Wolfgange Rathbone in the course of this case. The Chintamani Stones that once belonged to King Solomon have been stolen and are sold in the Black Market. They are a danger to our people, and to the nonmagicals that we share this world with.


    So sorry my love, but they asked me to stop. They asked me to hand over the stones that I was able to retrieve. They belonged to the Wizard Guard, to the Wizard Council but I did as they requested because they threatened my child. They threatened you, Annie.


    My dear, sweet Annie. It wasn’t the first time that your very existence has been threatened. I regret that I will not physically be there for you at any time to protect you. But there is a reason why I so diligently trained you, my dear. Because there will be a time in your future when you need to know what to do, how to keep yourself alive. I gave you all that I could in the short time that I had with you.


    I promise you, Annie, that I gave them back all of the stones I had in my possession. But when you deal with secret societies such as the Fraternitatem of Solomon, which hide themselves away and don’t participate in the world as it is, you find that you can’t trust them. They are paranoid, distrustful, and have many secrets I wish I could have shared with you.


    They had Rathbone in their employ, and it’s him I fear the most. Not because I can’t defend myself against his weaknesses, but because I have you in my head, and your safety blinds me. I will die before I let them get to you. Because there is a prophecy my love. You are at the center, and I will do whatever I can in life and death to ensure that the prophecy doesn’t come true.


    This might seem to be the ramblings of a man who knows his death is eminent, but I assure you this is real. If I am dead, it was at the hands of Rathbone on the orders of the Fraternitatem of Solomon. They will still be after the stones that I promise I no longer have.


    Please believe me that I will do everything in my power to keep myself safe, to keep my friends and my children away from this difficult case. I do this for all of you because it was I who dug myself into this mess.


    You deserved so much better than what I gave you. I wish that I could have raised you more like I did Samantha, but I couldn’t. I had to protect you.


    Rathbone knows this prophecy, and he is using it against me to get what he wants. Be wary of him.


    I didn’t die in vain. I died to protect you and the powers you will someday have.


    You are so very special, my love, so strong, so beautiful. I wish you happiness, security, and safety. May you remember all that I taught you. Be safe, my darling. I love you always.


    Dad


     


    Shaking, Annie placed the folder inside her blood-lock cabinet and slammed the door shut. As she reread the letter from her father, she slid herself to the floor, lowered her head, and cried.


     


    The End
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