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      Banging uninvited on the door of a ramshackle trailer could be bad for your health. Raven had learned that as a teen in the Appalachian hollers of Maryland. But that was a different world, a different era, and she was no longer a kid afraid of her own shadow.

      She climbed the two steps of the rotted wooden platform, wiped the day’s sweltering heat from her face, and shrugged off the icy sensation crawling up her spine.

      She cast a glance over her shoulder, confirming her first impression of the scene as she and Pat Carpenter, her partner, had approached the isolated home. The trailer was ancient, and the foot-tall grass in the tiny yard had burned to a crispy brown. A faded red zinnia struggled to survive next to the front stoop. No shadows or refuge in sight.

      She stepped to the side of the rust-pocked door and rapped twice. In between the knocks, flickering specks of light the colors of the rainbow danced at the edge of her vision.

      Shit, she thought. Not now.

      The buzz of locusts in the trees bordering the surrounding field faded, along with all other sounds.

      The sensation had first occurred a few weeks earlier and then several times—with increasing frequency—since. The pattern was always the same. Raven checked out for a second, and an irresistible daydream replaced reality with a parade of other-worldly images.

      The dream catapulted her back to her childhood and an imaginary friend long since forgotten. Amethyst. A tall, thin woman with a gentle smile who lived in a dark and rainy woods far away.

      Raven’s mind leaped from the faded whisper of her past to the rainforests of the Pacific Northwest and the reclusive race of Ancients who called it home.

      Which was absurd.

      She’d neither visited a rainforest nor met an Ancient and would never meet one. Federal law, enforced by the U.S. military, prohibited any contact. Rumors said the beings who occupied the forest guarded their isolation by impenetrable wards that would cause humans to sicken and die.

      Ridiculous or not, she believed one of those ghostly creatures was trying to reach out to her.

      Her partner’s derisive sigh broke her reverie. “Hello? You still with me?”

      The lights winked out. “Yeah,” Raven said, “I’m here.” She felt like she’d just tried to run a marathon and exhaustion forced her to quit at mile twenty.

      “We’re here to talk to an eighty-three-year-old woman who’s cashing her dead husband’s Social Security checks. No need for the door safety bullshit.”

      They were in the blistering countryside thirty miles outside of Washington, D.C. The Office of the Inspector General had requested help, and Raven’s boss had agreed as a professional courtesy.

      “Besides, as scrawny and flat-chested as you are, if you turn sideways it would take a marksman to pick you off.”

      Pat Carpenter was a thirty-year veteran of the FBI, a cliché of a used-up cop. She was hostile, sloppy, too lazy to move out of her own way. And who said women couldn’t be misogynists? Carpenter played to her male bosses by trashing female agents at every available opportunity. Her most endearing feature? Chronic onion breath.

      The older agent stepped up to the door and smacked it with the side of her fist. “Watch and learn.”

      “FBI! Open the damn door!”

      Raven flinched and stifled a laugh. She ran her fingers through her spiky black hair, a nervous habit from her childhood.

      Carpenter’s voice belonged to a young girl. High and squeaky. Raven had no doubt the woman’s screech reached the next county over. She bounced down from the rickety two-step platform and away from the unholy noise.

      Carpenter had been assigned as her partner after Raven graduated top of her class at the FBI academy. Their mutual hostility during the six months they’d worked together led Raven to question her new career. She was beginning to think she never should have left the homicide squad on the D.C. police force.

      Carpenter banged the door a second time. “Open up!”

      She sounded like a pissed-off Minnie Mouse with a pack-a-day cigarette habit. Raven pitched her usual contralto to match her partner’s squeal. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. We’re here to talk to an old woman. Quit being such a bitch.”

      Carpenter’s back stiffened like Raven had clubbed her with a two-by-four.

      It occurred to her once again that refusing to accept her junior status and bow down before her alleged superiors wasn’t smart career planning. Neither was poking them with a sharp verbal stick.

      She gave a mental shrug and started to step up and scoot around Carpenter’s bulk. Let the subject see a friendly face, she thought.

      “Stay put,” Carpenter said without turning. “We do this my—”

      A deafening explosion blew the two women off the steps and dropped them on the gravel path. Three things demanded Raven’s attention before she passed out: the foot-wide hole in the trailer door; the screaming demon of pain possessing her body; and the gurgling bloody wound in Carpenter’s chest.
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      Raven woke in darkness, suspended in space, floating on her back. Hot, humid air threatened to smother her. A minuscule circle of white beckoned from far above.

      Somewhere nearby a creature’s high-pitched screams sent shivers up her spine. She struggled to sit up, to find and help the poor thing, but her body refused to move. The cries grew, and the disk of light began to fall toward her, expanding and accelerating like an avenging angel. She knew in her bones that she was going to die as soon as the blinding brilliance wrapped itself around her.

      Her eyes popped open.

      She was tied to a skinny gurney rattling down a narrow cerulean-tiled hallway under a ceiling striped with fluorescent lights. One of the stretcher’s wheels squeaked in protest like an old grocery cart.

      “Where am I?” Her voice sounded like a woodworker’s rasp. She pushed against the restraints, which triggered a sharp pain in the back of her head and a wave of nausea. Her chest stung from the assault of a thousand wasps.

      “Lie still. You're at the Fair Pines Hospital in Manassas Park. My name is Violet, and I‘m taking you for a CT. The docs think you have a concussion.”

      Raven lifted her head to look toward the foot of the transport. Violet was an older black woman with short white hair and a wrinkled, warm smile. Raven gingerly lowered her head.

      “What happened to me? Was I shot?”

      “No, honey, you weren’t shot. But you got a pretty good bump on the head. You don't remember?”

      “The last thing I recall is eating a sausage muffin for breakfast at the drive-thru this—”

      Her memories stormed back with a vengeance that left her mute. The run-down trailer. The shotgun blast. Pat Carpenter’s desperate struggle for air. “Is my partner here? What’s her condition?”

      “Sweetie, I just move people from one place to another,” Violet said. “A doctor would tell you that you need to concentrate on yourself.” She slowed and slapped a metal pad mounted on the wall. Raven heard the whoosh of doors opening.

      “This is a small hospital, right?”

      “Sure, but you don’t need to worry about that. We have good—”

      “I grew up in a small town,” Raven said, “where everyone knew everything about each other. It was one of the reasons I wanted out. I imagine this place is like that. My partner is dead, isn’t she? What was it? A bomb? A shotgun?”

      Violet’s silence was all the answer Raven needed.

      The gurney slid between the open doors and into the imaging room.

      She submitted to the test without any further conversation, her mind consumed by her mixed feelings about Pat’s death. The woman had a husband and two daughters, but she’d concealed her personal life behind an impenetrable wall. Even though Raven had no connection to their private world, her sorrow for what they must be going through was heartfelt.

      Test over, they passed back through the automatic doors and rattled their way along the hallway. “I guess you’ve figured by now that you’re going to be admitted,” Violet said. “We have a room all ready for you.“

      “Hadn’t thought about it,” Raven said, “but I don’t suppose the docs will give me much choice.”

      “Well,” Violet said, “you need to get yourself ready. That grapevine you were talking about told me a couple of local cops and a big shot from the FBI are waiting for you in your room.”

      “Lovely. Thanks for the heads up.”

      Raven had neither respected nor liked Carpenter, but no one should die like that. She wished her last words with her hadn’t been tainted with the poison of their relationship.

      “How about taking me for a Coke before we go to the room?”

      Violet hesitated. “I can’t just roll you into the cafeteria. I don’t know if you’re even allowed something to drink. Best we talk to the nurses after I get you settled.”

      “I understand. I guess my bigger problem is the pile of crap the police and FBI have in store for me.”

      Violet was quiet for a couple of seconds. “I’ll take the scenic route. Can’t delay forever, but maybe it’ll help a bit.”

      “Thanks.”

      Raven needed time to think. Handling the local LEOs and the FBI wasn’t really a problem. She knew what to expect because she’d been on the other side of the conversation more times than she could count. But her guilt was almost more than she could bear. She dissected her feelings as if taking them apart would make them more manageable.

      She should have worked harder to break through Pat’s shitty attitude, to understand her better. That would have done nothing to save her life, but might have improved their time together.

      Raven knew herself. When attacked, she responded in kind without stopping to consider motivations. It was a character flaw she regretted but had never seriously tried to change. Which meant that she and Pat were destined to butt heads and not become best buddies.

      Had she made a mistake that caused Pat’s death? Should she have refused to yield her place in front of the door? Would a kinder approach have avoided whatever the hell had happened? Or would that simply have meant Raven would be in the morgue rather than Pat?

      She had another, scarier, thought. Had her zone-out contributed to her partner’s death? She’d been putting off going to a doctor about the episodes and had said nothing to Moon. Too risky. She replayed the moments before the explosion and couldn’t see how her daydream contributed. Maybe she just didn’t want to face the truth.

      She realized with a start that her strongest emotion was anger; she was pissed at the dead woman for almost getting them both killed. What kind of a depraved person felt anger instead of guilt?

      She sighed.

      I’m kidding myself. A few extra trips up and down the hall aren’t going to sort this out. I’m going to need more time to understand the mess that is me.

      “I’d say I’m ready for the world, Violet, but that would be a lie. Let’s go to my room. Maybe my visitors brought me presents.”

      Violet laughed and stopped in front of a bank of elevators. “Only fools and men think they’re ready for the world.”
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      The only person waiting for Raven in her room was her boss, Special Agent in Charge Frank Moon.

      A SAC was the top of the food chain in most FBI field offices. But not in D.C.; the office was too big. Moon shared power with three other SACs, all reporting to an Assistant Director in Charge, a man Raven had met only once. Field-Office SACs and Assistant Directors answered to one of the bureau’s Deputy Directors, who, along with her other Deputy Director buddies, reported to the FBI Director. That august personage was Martin Zinn. Known privately by his troops as the HMFICC, the Head Motherfucker In Complete Charge.

      Raven was one of the smallest roots in a very tall tree.

      “Where the hell have you been?” Moon asked. “You finished your scan a half hour ago. Can’t this place do anything right?”

      Moon had worked at the bureau for fifteen years, so he was young for a SAC. In his first meeting with Raven, he declared that he intended to become the Director, and Raven had better not screw that up.

      “Good to see you too,” Raven said. “I’m fine, thanks.”

      Moon was an uptight, stick-up-his-ass FBI agent. He waved off the comment like a nettlesome fly. “A concussion is no big deal; ask any football player.”

      Violet shot him a venomous glance and slowed her pace as she helped Raven transfer to the bed. The situation became hilarious, at least from Raven’s perspective. Violet moved in tiny steps, almost like she was positioning her body for a stop-motion film, keeping her back to Moon. She winked at Raven as the SAC did a little dance trying to maintain eye contact with his subordinate.

      Moon was clueless about the game Violet was playing. He finally surrendered and plopped down in a blue vinyl chair at the side of the bed. The bottom cushion farted. Any expectation Moon had of projecting his august power evaporated with the flapping seat cushion.

      Game over. Violet patted Raven on the leg and disappeared.

      “What happened to the local police?” Raven asked. “I thought they were here with you.”

      “This is a bureau matter. I ran them off.”

      Raven nodded and pushed herself up. The pain in her chest stole her breath. She patted herself down for bandages. None.

      “Fill me in on what happened, Moon. The last thing I remember is lying on the ground with Pat half on top of me.” She also recalled the horrifying gurgle that came from Carpenter’s chest.

      Moon, who had no more chin than he did hair on his head, had a habit of sucking on his lower lip when stressed. Raven watched as the lower part of his face disappeared into his mouth.

      “I need to ask you a few questions first.” His face colored when Raven didn’t immediately agree. “You were a D.C. cop for five years before joining the bureau. You understand how this works.”

      Raven shook her head. “I’m not playing that game. I’m not a suspect. I don’t know for sure if Pat is alive or dead. I sure as hell don’t know what happened. Fill me in, or you can talk to my lawyer.”

      More lip sucking. “Agent Carpenter died of a twelve-gauge blast to the chest. A farmer was passing by on the two-lane that runs in front of the trailer and saw you two get blown off the steps. He phoned the cops and the life squad. You were still out when they took you away.” He cocked his head and stared at Raven. “You were out a long time. Seems unusual.”

      “I’m sure the hospital explained the meaning of a concussion to you when you were checking on me.”

      She had no intention of going down the “do you have any other health conditions I’m not aware of” path.

      Moon nodded. “You pukey? Having trouble thinking straight?”

      Raven shook her head. “No. You’re not a doctor, so stop playing the role.”

      He didn’t. “Your scan was ambiguous so the concussion couldn’t be too bad. If you even have one.”

      Raven tried to redirect the conversation, which was usually a breeze with Moon. “Who was the shooter?”

      He stared at her. “The old lady you were there to interview. The cops found her sitting inside on a dinette chair, sipping coffee, the gun across her lap.”

      “She resist?”

      “No. She was perfectly calm. Pleased with herself. She claimed that she shot an intruder and thanked the police for coming out to clean up the mess.

      He stood and began pacing around the room. The chair sighed as though freed of an impossible burden. “Now it’s your turn. Tell me what you remember.”

      Raven reported the morning’s events, omitting only her trippy visual fireworks.

      “Why was Pat so aggressive?” Moon asked. “That’s not like her.”

      Raven snorted and grabbed her aching head. “Bullshit. She didn’t let you see that side of her.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      Raven wanted to tell him that Pat had been an in-your-face bitch. “I’m not going to.”

      “You’re not leaving anything out? Rookies can make mistakes. It’ll go better if you tell me now.”

      “I was a D.C. detective, remember? I saw more gun action in a month than an FBI agent sees in a year. You recruited me for that experience.”

      And because I’m a woman, she thought.

      Moon shrugged, unimpressed. “We’ll talk more later. You’re on leave until our medical staff clears you, then desk duty until the investigation into this mess is complete. I’ll handle the urgent stuff on your desk until you get back.”

      Without another word, he turned and marched out the door.

      Raven scowled. No way she was riding a desk. She’d figure out a way to get back to work in a couple of days. Being away from the office with Moon on the prowl could be bad for her health.
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      Raven was impressed by the hospital’s grapevine. A staff doctor arrived for a visit no more than thirty seconds after Moon had departed for the D.C. field office.

      “I’m Dr. Ishmael Galvin. I was working the emergency room when they brought you in, but I figure you don’t remember much from our brief visit. Call me Ish.”

      Galvin’s light hazel eyes were a startling contrast against his ebony skin. He was about five-eight, trim, and bald as a doorknob. Well-muscled, as best Raven could determine in his purple scrubs, and he looked to be in his late twenties. His voice was soft and smooth with a distinct Virginia tidewater accent. No wedding ring. She wondered about the dating protocol between doctors and newly concussed patients.

      “I’m Raven. Sorry, Ish, but the first thing I remember is Violet pushing me down the hall. Thanks for taking care of me.” Raven decided to test the fraternization protocol. “Not like me to forget someone as easy on the eyes as you.”

      His smile lit up the room. “Violet is my mama. She seems to have taken a liking to you.”

      Raven didn’t know what to make of his response. You tell a man he’s pretty, and he answers with information about his mother?

      “The guy who just left,” Ish said. “He your boyfriend?”

      Raven laughed. Perhaps the protocol allowed a little more room than she first thought. “Give me a break. He’s old enough to be my father. He’s my boss.”

      Ish held up his hands in protest. “I meant no offense. I’m smarter when I don’t make assumptions. As much as I enjoy flirting, we need to talk business. How’s your head?”

      “Pounding in my temples like a bad hangover, but not too bad.”

      “Are you nauseous?”

      “Nope.”

      “Dizzy?”

      Nope

      “Sleepy?”

      Raven hesitated a second. “We’ve just started to get to know each other, and you ask if I want to go to bed? You’re moving fast.”

      Again with the brilliant white smile. “Answer the question as intended, please.”

      “I’m a little tired, but not especially so for such a long day.”

      He didn’t ask about her chest. She let it go, chalking the pain up to the bruising that would be normal from her fall and collision with Pat.

      Ish’s smile fell away. “I’m very sorry about your partner. Small consolation, but her death should have been nearly instantaneous. She likely didn’t experience any pain. How are you doing?” He hesitated. “I mean other than your injuries?”

      Raven recalled hearing Pat Carpenter’s labored breathing and the bloody gurgle of the air whistling from her lungs. Not her idea of a fast death.

      “I’m not sure how to answer that, to tell you the truth. I think I’m okay. Thanks for asking.”

      It was a question Moon had never bothered with.

      “You’re an incredibly lucky person,” Ish said. The witness who called in the shooting thought you had died as well. So did the first responders. You were covered in blood. There were even a few spent pellets on your shirt, but somehow none penetrated. Amazing.”

      “Pat’s body must have shielded mine.” A voice in the back of her head wondered how that was possible. She was stepping around Pat when the gun went off.

      Besides, her chest hurt like she’d taken the hit.

      Ish nodded. “I guess; I don’t know any other way to explain it. But you used up one of your nine lives.”

      “When can I go home?”

      “We need to keep you for another day to be sure there aren’t any surprises.”

      “Shit.” She wanted out. Now. “I’ll rest better at my apartment.”

      Ish shook his head. “Nope. Tomorrow morning at the earliest.”

      “I could check myself out, right?”

      “Yeah, but if you do I’ll write a note to that nice boss who was such a pain in my ass and tell him you shouldn’t be allowed to return to work for a couple of weeks.”

      “You wouldn’t—”

      “Lots of people have lost money calling my bluff,” Ish said. “I don’t recommend it.” He paused like he was struggling with a decision.

      “What?” Raven asked.

      “I tell you what. You stay put, and I’ll come back later with a nice dinner. Tomorrow I’ll release you for a day of rest at home, followed by a week of light duty.”

      “You’re asking me for a date?”

      Ish looked around like the room had eyes and ears. “Yeah, I guess I am. But let’s not spread that around.”

      Raven smiled.

      We’re definitely outside the protocol, she thought. Which was good with her. Her social life had been non-existent since she kicked her last boyfriend to the curb a year earlier.

      “Counter offer,” she said. “Light duty starts tomorrow, and it’s only for two days.”

      “No deals allowed that intrude on my medical turf. I’ll check you in the morning and make a final call then. That’s the best I can do.”

      “Fair enough. How about ribs for dinner?”
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      She worried about her impetuous decision until Ish reappeared late in the day, arms filled with bags of take-out and sporting the same damn smile that had bewitched her.

      The food was great. He brought ribs, greens, and cornbread from a one-smoker shack located in a back alley of the main street in Manassas Park. From the way he described it, the place would never be on the Ladies Junior League circuit. Their loss. Raven ate until she thought her stomach might literally pop.

      Once they’d finished, he cleaned up the debris and shut off the lights. They talked until long past midnight in the glow of the moon streaming through the window next to her bed.

      They moved through the usual tentative getting acquainted crap into an exchange of personal—even intimate—history that Raven had done with few others, men or women.

      She learned he was a surprise baby and that Violet raised him as a single mother after escaping from his physically and emotionally abusive father. They were dirt poor, but his memories of his childhood were untainted by that. He grew up happy and safe. As he got older, Violet had refused to let him work, insisting he focus on school. His eyes filled with tears when he told Raven about their celebration the day he received a letter with an offer of a full ride to the University of Virginia.

      Raven told him about her mother and father, how much they hated each other. The only happy memories she had of her childhood were the infrequent visits to her grandmother, who was the black sheep in the family. She’d gotten pregnant with Raven’s mother and not known the father, or, if she had, was unwilling to tell anyone who it was. Raven remembered her laugh and how she loved saying things that pissed people off.

      Her parents dropped her at her aunt and uncle’s trailer in the Maryland mountains when she was eight, with promises to send for her once they were settled in California. That was the last time she heard from them. The aunt and uncle were no happier than her parents, always criticizing each other and Raven.

      She moved to D.C. to live with another aunt when she was fourteen. School wasn’t easy, but she worked hard and won a Trachtenberg scholarship in criminal justice at George Washington. The day she left to live on campus was the happiest day of her life, and the last time she spoke to any of her relations.

      To see if it would scare him off, she told Ish about her inability to sustain a relationship with men, and how she thought the problem was tied to being abandoned as a child. He didn’t flinch.

      The next morning he didn’t change the conditions of her release: one day at home to be followed by a week of light duty. Then he asked for a real date, his words coming in a rush. In the face of his overpowering smile, she swallowed her knee-jerk reaction to refuse any constraints on how she lived her life.

      She wanted more time with the guy.
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      Their second date passed much like the first. Good food at The American Diner in northwest D.C. and a long, winding conversation on the couch in Raven’s apartment.

      The longer they talked, the more it seemed odd to her that neither of them had made a move to get physical. Raven was no prude when it came to enjoying sex with men or even the occasional experiment with a woman. She was unsure of herself with Ish and had no idea why.

      She interrupted him. “Why haven’t you tried to kiss me or take me to bed?” She nodded toward the closed bedroom door.

      He stared at her for several long seconds before answering. “I’m gay.”

      “What?”

      “I like men over sixty. Preferably bald.”

      Raven tried and failed to process what she heard. How could she have missed that? “Bald? What the hell are—”

      Ish’s laugh was a deep bass celebration of delight. He rolled off the couch onto the floor and pulled her down with him. “The look on your face is priceless.” Again a roar of laughter. “I’m kidding, for god’s sake.”

      She sat facing him and punched him in the chest. He grunted. “Clever man. I’m a trained investigator and not thrown off the track so easily. Why haven’t you tried for second base? Or first, for that matter.”

      “The truth is, I didn’t think you wanted me to kiss you and I was a little afraid to try. I’m not sure what’s going on between us, but I don’t want to take any chances with it. Sex too soon might mess it up.”

      For a change, Raven thought before she responded. “Much better answer.” She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “I agree with you. Cuddling, but no sex until we figure this out or we can’t stand it. Then, watch out.”

      A thought surfaced that had been in the back of her mind for the last couple of days. “Change of subject. I have something medical going on that I don’t understand. Will you keep it confidential if I tell you about it and ask for help?”

      “Absolutely. From a professional and personal standpoint, I’ll never divulge anything you tell me without your approval. What’s going on?”

      She told him about the sparkles and the vision that often accompanied it. How she zoned out and that it had happened just before the shooting. “I’m certain it didn’t affect what went down with Pat, but I’m worried it might be a problem in the future.”

      “No shit,” Ish said. “There are two things I’m concerned about. Your health and your ability to perform your job. What you’re describing could be minor or something more serious, but whatever it is, it isn’t normal.”

      He asked her a series of questions about the manifestation—whether she heard voices, if she was tired afterward, and more.

      He was frowning by the time he ran out of questions. “I’m an emergency room doc, not a neurologist. I’ll set you up with a consult with someone I trust. Meanwhile, take a vacation from work.”

      “A consult, yes,” Raven said. “But no fucking way am I taking time off. If my boss gets a whiff of this, I’m done in law enforcement.”

      Ish glared at her and shook his head. “What if this was a seizure? What if you had another one, only worse, while you were driving? Or when you’re confronting some asshole with a gun? You belong at home until we know what we’re dealing with.”

      Raven shook her head and stood. “Whatever is going on is rare. The sparklies have never—never—lasted more than a second or two, and nothing happens after. I’m not tired, or distracted, or drooling, or peeing on myself. I can live with them just fine.”

      “Then why did you mention it? Why do you want to see a doctor?”

      “Call it curiosity.”

      Ish looked up at her. “You’re kidding yourself, and you know it.”

      She stomped to the door of her flat, opened it, and pointed toward the stairs outside. “Out.”
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      As soon as she walked into the office the next morning and tossed her release paperwork on Moon’s desk, he hit her with one of his standard questions. “Who’d you have to screw for that favor?”

      Raven was embarrassed by the question. Not because it was sexist. The idiot assumed men and women traded sex for favors as a matter of course. No, her face turned red because she immediately thought about Ish.

      She shot Moon double birds. “You’re a third-rate asshole. You know that, right?”

      He brayed like a crazed donkey. “I don’t give a goddamn what you think or what kind of permissions you have from the med staff. I’m still your boss, and you’re on desk duty until I say otherwise. I’ve shifted a shit-ton of closed cases to your ID. Run an audit on each one of them and give me a report on anything we need to tie up before we archive them.”

      Raven thought about fighting him and decided against it. It would take too long to find someone with the authority and balls to override his orders. Besides, their case overload would force him to put her back in the field.

      She slammed his door, walked to her desk, sat, and looked around. The room was empty. Six gray metal desks, scarred gray walls, worn gray carpet and her solitary self, invisible in her gray standard-agent suit.

      She took out her phone and dialed Ish’s cell. Voicemail.

      “I think we need another date to see if we can stand each other. Tell me where you’ll be at seven this evening. I’ll pick you up and you can take me to the BBQ joint.”

      She took a deep breath. Careful what you say, she thought. The tired old walls of the FBI office could have ears. “By the way, could you take care of that other matter we discussed? I need to know what’s going on.”

      She hung up. Maybe the good doctor had a point.
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      Raven turned on her phone and stuffed it into her suit pocket as soon as she cleared the medical building lobby on the Georgetown campus.

      She was lost in her thoughts and nearly jumped out of her skin when the theme from Nightmare On Elm Street sliced through the air. Her ringtone for Moon. She shivered and glanced around. Had the son of a bitch been following her? She shook her head at her paranoia. He probably wouldn't be calling if he was waiting in the parking lot.

      “Just because I put you on a desk doesn’t mean you’re on vacation,” Moon said. “You can’t just leave any time you feel like it. Where the hell are you?”

      Raven blew a raspberry into the phone. She’d just finished a six pm appointment with the neurologist Ish recommended. “The work day for desk jockeys is long over. Besides, what do you care? Me out of the office is your dream come true.”

      “Some researcher at the Smithsonian Museum of Natural History was found dead. I need you to check it out.”

      Her pulse raced. “I’m back on regular duty?”

      Raven wasn’t sure what she wanted Moon to say. The doctor had asked her a thousand questions; an encephalogram showed nothing unusual. Apparently certain conditions took time to manifest themselves. Next steps were a second visit and an appointment with a shrink to “cover all the bases.”

      Raven had lied her way out of the office, promising to return and to see the recommended psychiatrist. She left thinking she was experiencing seizures that were likely to get worse. That, or she was crazy as a homeless junkie. Neither alternative made her good FBI agent material, and she was wondering if she should accept the facts and ask for leave.

      “No,” Moon said. “This is a special one-off that even you can handle without screwing up. I’d send someone else, but we’re swamped with cases that need real FBI agents, and I don’t have anyone I can cut loose right now. The D.C. police are waiting for you as a courtesy since the death went down in a federal building. Go check it out and kick it back to them. Then get your butt back into the office.”

      His insult pissed her off. She wasn’t taking a damn leave of absence until she knew more. “You’re a peach. Who’s my partner?”

      Moon snorted. “No one wants to get near you. Do you think you can handle a grip and grin over a dead body without getting someone else killed? Please tell me you’re not up to it and I’ll get a transfer started to a more appropriate department.”

      Raven was torn between anger and relief. Even a crazy person prone to seizures could handle the assignment. “Give me the address.”
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        * * *

      

      Her first inkling that the case wasn’t as trivial as Moon had made it sound came when she met the D.C. detectives. She decided to call them Ichabod and Stumpy. She liked to assign nicknames.

      They were both jumpy as hell and kept mumbling about terrorism. She understood why when they showed her the body. The dead man’s face looked like a century-old prune.

      Raven looked around. “Taking your crime scene team a while to get here.”

      “We haven’t called them,” Stumpy said.

      “Yeah? Why?”

      “We decided to wait for you.

      Ichabod cleared his throat. “The Vic’s name is Jeffrey Allen Crane. Age eighty-three.”

      “Looks more like one hundred eighty three,” Raven said. “His wrinkles have wrinkles.”

      “I’m guessing that’s not his usual look,” Stumpy said. “The two guys outside,” he nodded toward the hallway door, “claim that he didn’t look well, but nothing like this.”

      “And check this out,” Ichabod said. He walked over and pointed at the victim’s neck. “Look close. See those fingerprints? They’re mine. I was checking for a pulse.”

      Raven walked over and squatted next to the body. The prints in question stood in sharp relief against the skin around it.

      “I just barely touched the corpse. It’s like the guy’s tissue is soft plastic. I’ve been on the job for twenty-eight years, and I’ve never seen anything like it. I’m thinking a nerve agent. That’s why I called the bureau.”

      She stood, trying not to wince from the lingering effects of the trailer shooting. The impressions were unusual, but they hardly seemed worthy of the fear in Ichabod’s voice.

      “Back up and tell me who he is and what he was doing here.”

      They told her what they knew, which wasn’t much at this point in their investigation. Crane was a well-known academic working on a research project for the museum. The head of the department had found the body when Crane didn’t respond to his phone calls.

      “Estimated time of death?” Raven asked.

      “Sometime between seven this morning and four this afternoon,” Stumpy said. “The guy’s boss, who’s the head of the department, went for a walk with the vic around sunrise. Came looking for him at four.”

      “You said research. What kind?” Raven asked.

      Ichabod looked at his notebook. “Examining an artifact that was found by one of the museum’s field teams." He pointed at several pieces of rock lying on the floor next to the wall on the other side of the room. “There’s no sign of it in the room. I’m guessing that’s what’s left of it.”

      “A broken rock isn’t a likely explanation for the condition of the body,” Raven said. “This room and the building is secured with an electronic system, right?” She’d noticed the lock pad on the door as she’d entered.

      Stumpy nodded. “The building is locked down during closed hours, private spaces like this one twenty-four seven.”

      “You had time to check the lock records for this lab?” Raven asked.

      Ichabod nodded. “The only people logged are Crane and his boss, who was the last one to open the door. That was at three-forty-five this afternoon, which matches with the guy’s story.”

      She nodded at the A-V gear aimed at the table. “Looks like the guy recorded himself. You check it?”

      “Yeah, but we only had time for a quick look. Crane must have recorded for hours. Ichabod nodded at a small table near the door. There are a dozen discs. I used the gear to look at the first one and the one that was still in the machine. The first one shows Crane describing the rock. He seems to be by himself.”

      “And the last one?” Raven asked.

      Ichabod shook his head. “Something went wrong with it. One minute the vic is doing his thing, and then it looks like the room filled with smoke. He’s still talking, but his voice is unintelligible.”

      “No image or voice of someone else in the room?” Raven asked.

      “Nope.”

      She nodded, strode to the wall, and bent down to inspect the broken pieces of what appeared to have been a flat stone. She mulled what she’d heard. On the face of it, they were looking at a natural death. Old guy gets too excited for his ticker and kicks off from a heart attack. Or, worst case, the reluctant D.C. police had themselves a locked room mystery.

      Either way, she should follow Moon’s orders and refuse any role for the FBI. But Moon wanted her gone, of that she had no doubt. This case might be her only chance to get back into the field. All she needed was a good reason for the FBI’s involvement.

      She walked back across the room and stared at the body. She had no clue what might have caused the apparent desiccation, but something had. A chemical agent wasn’t out of the question. She knew that was a stretch, but no member of the FBI hierarchy would dare overrule an agent who raised the specter of terrorism. Not after the fallout from nine-eleven.

      She looked at Ichabod. “There’s a reasonable chance that you’re right about a terrorism connection. The FBI will take over the case.”

      She pulled her creds wallet from the inside pocket of her suit coat, extracted a card, and handed it to him. “Call your people off and secure the site. I’ll get an Evidence Response Team here as fast as I can. We good?”

      Ichabod nodded. “You just made our day.”
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      It took ninety minutes for the FBI crime techs to arrive. Raven had requested Alejandra Lòpez as the lead for the case, even if it meant waking the woman up, which it had. Lòpez was smart, educated, and a touch cynical. They got along well and had closed several difficult cases together. She asked Lòpez to make reviewing the disks a priority, second only to finding out what had killed the guy.

      She interviewed the museum hierarchy and then hung around for another hour watching the experts do their thing. What she was really doing was trying to figure out how to break the news to Moon that she’d taken the case.

      She finally decided that she’d delayed as long as she could and headed for Badass, her rusted ’63 Dodge Dart. She was reaching for the driver’s door when her phone chirped with a curt text:

      
        
        D.C. police must be afraid of dead people. Similar deaths at Laurel Oaks nursing home, half-mile from your location. Check it out. Will expect your report first thing tomorrow.

        

      

      Raven smiled. The last sentence was code for “don’t call me in the middle of the damn night with your worthless bullshit.” It would be worth a late-night trip to a nursing home to avoid the tempest of a pissed-off boss for a few more hours.
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        * * *

      

      To her surprise, she found Ichabod and Stumpy standing on a concrete pad outside the main entrance to Laurel Oaks. The place looked like it had been built in the 50s and had never seen a refresh—one floor, flat roof, blond bricks, threadbare grass, and overgrown shrubs.

      The two cops watched Raven park in a reserved spot on the busy commercial street. A funeral home wagon, engine running, sat a couple of spots in front of her. The two cops stared at Badass like they’d never seen a car before.

      Ichabod called to her in a hoarse whisper as she marched up the front walk. “Did you save that poor car from the crusher? I don’t believe that’s the best you can afford as a Feeb, so it must be a personal choice. Which makes me wonder about your judgment.”

      Raven reached double glass doors, turned to face her new best friends, and nodded. “You’re both old men. You should know by now that looks can be deceiving. Who’s to say that my baby’s ugly exterior doesn’t hide a Porsche power plant?”

      “Late-forties ain’t old,” Stumpy said. “By the sound of it, your POS is a four-cylinder, running on two. Porsche my ass.”

      Raven looked past him at a trim gray-haired woman standing on the other side of the doors. She wore a wrinkled black pants suit and a grimace. “The Administrator?”

      Ichabod nodded.

      “You want to tell me why I’m seeing the two of you again?”

      “We received a call from this place about ninety minutes ago,” Ichabod said, “reporting an unusual death. The administrator insisted the police come take a look before the local crematory hauled the body away. We’re on our Captain’s shit list, so we were assigned the pleasure. Turns out we’ve seen something similar and thought we should share the joy. And look who shows up—our favorite FBI agent.”

      “You’re too kind. Show me the way.” Raven said.

      The Administrator buzzed them in and disappeared into the warren of offices behind the lobby that fronted the building. The entry felt like a meat locker, in sharp contrast to the hot and humid conditions outside.

      Raven followed Ichabod and Stumpy down a wide hallway. The temperature jumped twenty degrees as soon as they left the lobby. She wondered if the warmth was for the residents or because the owners were saving money. The air smelled of antiseptic laced with a hint of urine.

      Stumpy conducted an orientation tour as they walked, like a social worker with an attitude. “The place holds a hundred and twenty-five people when it’s full. About a hundred are here now. It’s laid out like a giant “X” with a central nursing station at the intersection.”

      The interior of the place was in better shape than the exterior. The walls were a relaxing cream color, and newish brown Berber carpet covered the floors.

      Stumpy led them to the nurses’ station and down the hallway that formed the upper-left part of the “X” layout. “The woman who died just turned ninety-eight. The head of nursing says that she was in pretty good shape.”

      “Must not have been too good,” Raven said. “I gotta believe this happens all the time in nursing homes. What prompted the call to the police?”

      “Hang on,” Ichabod said.

      “Not my strongest asset.”

      Ichabod snorted. “I’m beginning to understand just how true that is.”

      Stumpy stopped outside the door of the last room on the left side of the hallway and held a hand out. “Federal agents first.”

      Raven swept into the room. A door to the single bathroom opened to her left. On the other side of the hot, stuffy room two beds projected from the left and right walls, facing a floor-to-ceiling partition with built-in nooks for dressers and TVs. Each bed area had its own metal-framed and curtained window with a thru-wall heating and air conditioning unit. The bed on her left was empty. A sheet was draped over a body on the right-hand side.

      Ichabod walked over and pull the sheet back to reveal the creased face and wild hair of a heavy-set woman. “Now you know why they called us. And why we called you.”

      Raven pulled the sheet down to the woman’s waist. She was wearing a short-sleeved house dress with a red and blue Hawaiian floral pattern. The skin on the woman’s arms was collapsed and shrunken in deep furrows as if all the moisture had been sucked from them. Her eyes were sunken into her head, open and horrified. The same as the museum researcher.

      “What did the staff have to say?” She pulled the sheet back over the woman’s head.

      Ichabod looked uncomfortable. “Nothing. An aide was in the room an hour before they found her. Everything was fine.”

      “How about the condition of her skin?” Raven asked.

      “Thin and wrinkled, typical for her age. Her current condition spooked the hell out of them. Spooks the hell out of me.”

      “Was the other bed occupied?” Raven asked.

      “Yeah, but with a comatose resident. They moved her out when they found the body. They claim they didn’t touch anything else, except to cover her with the sheet.”

      A look that Raven couldn’t parse passed between the D.C. cops.

      “What?”

      Stumpy glanced at Ichabod, shrugged, and spoke for the first time since they’d entered the room. “The aide that discovered her said there was this smoky cloud over the body.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Raven asked.

      “That’s not all,” Stumpy said. “She claimed that electrical sparks were jumping from the body into the cloud.”

      “Clouds and lightning? In the room?”

      “Before you get too excited,” Ichabod said. “You should know a couple of things. A nurse and two other aides ran to the room when the aide who found her started screaming. They got there within a few seconds. No one saw the cloud. And the aide who found her is an unreliable witness. She was stoned out of her gourd when we got here; said she’d been stoned since the start of her shift.”

      “I’ll want to talk to her,” Raven said. “And anyone else who was in here.”

      “Good luck with that,” Ichabod said. “The stoner has recanted. Denies she saw anything unusual.”

      “And you guys saw nothing unusual?”

      “Other than a funky-looking corpse? No.”

      “So we have two bodies in the same weird condition,” Raven said, “turning up within hours of each other. Hard to believe this death and the one at the museum aren’t related.”

      Neither of the detectives responded.

      Raven thought about the aide’s report of the cloud. She normally laugh it off, but couldn’t, not with Ichabod’s earlier comment about smoke disrupting the last recording at the museum.

      Smoke or no smoke, the deaths are related.

      “We’ll take both cases,” she said.

      Moon was going to go apeshit. The thought almost made the long day worthwhile.

      She turned to Ichabod. “We’ll treat the scene as a murder. Same drill as in the museum. You’re guys will hold the fort until my team arrives. Do me a favor and tell the funeral home driver that we won’t be needing his services. I’ll catch up with you out front as soon as I get things rolling.”

      “That works for us,” Ichabod said. “It’s been a pleasure doing business with you.”
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        * * *

      

      After she sent Ichabod and Stumpy on their way, Raven stood next to the bed, staring sightlessly at the body and thinking about what she had done. Her plan to leverage the cases as a way to make sure she wasn’t sidelined by Moon—or booted out of the agency—wasn’t feeling like such a good idea. How was she going to make a credible argument for a possible terrorist connection in the deaths of an obscure museum academic and an old lady in a nursing home?

      She called Lòpez and gave her the address, walked from the room, and started down the hall toward the main entrance. A feeling of desperate hunger chased any other thoughts from her mind.

      She checked her watch. It was two-thirty in the morning, eight hours since she’d eaten. Not enough time to explain the desperate feeling that she must eat or die. “Eat” wasn’t right. “Feed” was the word that crowded her mind. Then the emotion faded, supplanted by delirious joy.

      She heard a moan a couple of doors behind her. Pivoting, she followed the sound to a room on her right.

      She peered into the darkened space, illuminated only by a couple of wall-socket night lights. A half-dozen shadows, smudges of black on black, surrounded the solitary bed. She noticed that the shadow on the far side of the room appeared less transparent than the others, like a real-life zombie cloaked in darkness.

      As she stood frozen, the creature nearest the door turned its head and stared at her. A dirty crimson light pulsed deep within the hood that concealed its face. If it had a face. Unbidden, her mind assigned a nickname for the horror: SF. Scary Fucker.

      Raven pulled her weapon and forced herself to step inside the room. There was a smell of ozone in the air. “Who are you? What are you?”

      Shepherds.

      Somehow she knew the message was coming from SF. “What the hell does that mean?”

      A series of images filled Raven’s vision, like an antique kinescope. A herd of naked old men and women cowered in a vast cemetery, their faces distorted by confusion and terror. It was night, but the outlines of nearby monuments were visible from the light of a full moon. Heavy black clouds scudded across the sky, while the wind whipped the nearby trees into a frenzy.

      A cluster of the smoke-things tightened around the terrified people. Streaks of crimson light streaked and crackled like chain lightning between the people and the nightmares that assailed them. When the light ended in a blinding flash, the humans lay dead. Ash drifted from the sky.

      The creatures had become less ephemeral, like the one she noticed when she first peered into the room. They merged into a tornado of darkness that pulsed with the same bloody light that had taken the life from their victims. The pulse grew; faster and faster until a blinding flash blew the evil meld apart. Sparkling ash fell to the ground. Raven realized that she was looking at their spawn.

      The shadows returned to their usual size and substance. Hunger replaced lust, and the cycle began again.

      The vision vanished as if it had never existed.

      We feed. We mate. We nourish our young.

      Raven felt as if her sanity was nearing the breaking point. “You feed on humans? On our old?”

      We are shepherds. We feed as we like, but the old yield their life force with less struggle. It has always been thus.

      The crackle of an electrical discharge passed between one of the shadows on the other side of the bed and the victim. She jumped and pointed her Glock at SF.

      “Victim” was the right word. There was no doubt in her mind that these creatures—whatever they were—had already killed twice that night and were now claiming another life.

      “Get the hell out of here!” She didn’t want the attackers up against the wall. She didn’t want them on the floor. She wanted them gone.

      SF began to drift toward her, its central eye pulsing like a slow heartbeat.

      We feed. We mate. We nourish our young.

      Raven’s courage broke, and she ran from the room. She felt as if she was trying to scream in a vacuum. The only sound she could make was a grunt of terror. Nothing that would disturb the quiet of a nursing home in the middle of the night.

      A dozen steps down the hall, her shame at leaving the patient to her tormentors overcame her fear. She turned and ran back, ready to do battle.

      The creatures stood where they had been when she broke and ran as if waiting for her to return. SF began moving toward her again.

      You harbor within you an abomination. You must be destroyed.

      She couldn’t shoot at SF without the risk of hitting and penetrating an interior wall. She pointed her gun at the two demons standing on the far side of the room, in front of an outside wall. Those she could shoot. One looked like vapor, the other was the more substantial one she’d noticed when she first entered the room.

      “FBI! Down on the floor or I’ll fire.”

      The dirty vapor moved forward, like it was going to join SF. Raven aimed at the middle of its shape and fired. It kept coming.

      Shit.

      She aimed at the now-almost-human creature and fired again. The terror exploded into obsidian dust and the room filled with screams that drove her to the floor. Then deafening silence.

      When she pushed herself to her knees, the only thing she found was a dried-up old lady in the middle of the bed. That and a parting message from SF.

      You are an abomination. You shall be destroyed.

      Raven slumped to the floor, wondering if she’d just had a different kind of seizure.
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      Raven camped at the office, waiting for Moon.

      She’d been up for more than twenty-four hours, the last couple of which she’d spent trying to construct a report that Moon would believe. She didn’t think her briefing would go well. How could she expect him to accept something she struggled with?

      At seven a.m. sharp Moon climbed off the elevator. He stopped abruptly and stared at Raven. Rather than offering his usual abuse about her appearance, he walked past her to his office, went inside, and slammed the door.

      Fifteen minutes later, his authority reinforced by making her wait, the door opened. “I can tell I’m going to enjoy this. Let’s get it over with.”

      He strode to one of the interview rooms. “In here.”

      Another power play. Raven was worthy of no more respect than a suspect. On any other day, she would have refused to play his game, but she was consumed by more troubling problems than a bureaucratic pissing contest. She got up from her desk, stalked to the room, closed the door, and sat in the chair used by suspects.

      Moon ran his fingers over the half-dozen strands of greasy hair that crisscrossed the top of his head. “I read your email on the train. Three bodies. All old, probably ready to die. Nothing suspicious. That about it?”

      “Except for a couple of details.”

      He was tall, which gave him the opportunity to literally look down at just about everyone he talked to, even when sitting. His face sagged under the weight of a nose that would embarrass Cyrano de Bergerac. Sensing a trap, his lower lip vanished into his mouth.

      “The police think we’re dealing with a terrorist,” she said. “Some kind of a trial run of a neurotoxin. I don’t agree.”

      Moon relaxed, smiled, and nodded. Raven supposed he was now expecting her to say that the FBI had no role in the investigations.

      “I’m going to tell you a story,” she said. “All I ask is that you wait until I finish before you start screaming.”

      As she talked, Moon’s face turned scarlet. He started to speak, but Raven interrupted before he could get a word out. She described the scene and the condition of the body at the museum, then segued into the deaths at the nursing home. Told him about the desiccated state of all the corpses. Told him what the witness at the nursing home had said but recanted.

      He couldn’t sit still any longer. “Your witness is shit. They’re making up fairy tales to avoid being fired for negligence.”

      “Hold on. There was a third death at the nursing home. One I witnessed.”

      She described what she’d seen and done, including the brief period when she’d bolted from the room. She could only hope that Moon wouldn’t get distracted by her cowardliness.

      “I can’t believe this,” he said. “You fired two shots at ghosts? Is that what you’re telling me?”

      Raven nodded. “Like I said, the first bullet passed through one of the creatures without causing so much as a hiccup. I killed the second one, at least I think I did. And that’s when they all disappeared.”

      “What recreational substance were you abusing before I contacted you?”

      Raven gave him the finger. “I know, there’s nothing about this that makes sense, but it happened, I swear to God.

      “Did anyone else see your so-called monsters? You have any reliable support for this crap story? The D.C. police? Anybody?”

      “No.”

      “Agent Devlin, please tell me you didn’t share this bullshit with the LEOs.”

      Raven hesitated. Moon’s first response was always to protect the bureau’s ass. In this case he might be right. “I had to tell them something. So I gave them a summary, played the national security card, and sent them away.”

      “And they went?”

      “I didn’t give them much choice. They had to either believe in monsters or arrest a crazy FBI agent. “They accepted the national security claim like a shield and took off.”

      He sighed, as if she was the dumbest person walking on two legs. “They should’ve hauled your ass in. If I were their boss, I’d have their badges.”

      “They were having a bad night.”

      “That’s a bullshit excuse. Any other evidence that your boogeymen existed?”

      “No.”

      “How about our crime techs? How’d you explain the shots fired?”

      “I didn’t. I told them it was a national security case. Everything was need to know and they didn’t need to know.”

      He stared at her, saying nothing. Raven waited him out. A couple of excruciating minutes crawled by.

      “I’m inclined to advise you to take the same approach as the nurse’s aide. To grant you a leave of absence or disability or whatever until you get your head fixed or we fire your ass.”

      Raven started to respond, but he held his hand up and stopped her. “You know what makes me consider the minute possibility that you haven’t lost your wits? Your admission that you ran from the room. That had to cost you. You don’t run from anything. It’s not in your nature. It’s one of the reasons you were an effective detective and have the potential to be an outstanding agent. It’s one of the reasons I asked for you.”

      While she’d sat in the dark and empty office waiting for Moon, Raven gamed out all the ways her conversation with him might go. Tried to anticipate every possible direction and her response. This reaction wasn’t on her list, and she didn’t know what to do with it. He’d never complimented her. Never. And the idea that he’d asked for her was almost as strange as SF and his ethereal killers.

      “Hold that happy thought,” Raven said. “I used the terrorism angle to take over the cases from the D.C. police. Solving this mess is on us.”

      “Yeah,” Moon said. “I caught the drift early in your report. It’s why I started to stroke out.”

      She watched him think. FBI managers were trained to find ways out of impossible situations while avoiding political blame.

      “You’ve put me in a hell of a box. I either boot your ass out of here for incompetence, declare you unfit and send you to the shrinks, or waste time on a terrorism case that doesn’t exist. Because I’m telling you right now, I don’t believe the supernatural crap. I don’t know what happened, but I’m a big boy, and I don’t believe in monsters.”

      “I have a suggestion,” Raven said.

      “Of course you do.”

      “Assign a couple of other agents to pursue the cases as possible terrorism. Maybe I am nuts, and they’ll find something. Worst case, they conclude the victims died of natural causes, and you’re off the hook.”

      “What’s the other shoe?” Moon asked. “What are you going to be doing while I send a couple of expensive agents on a wild-goose chase?”

      “You put me on special assignment, reporting only to you. I chase the demons. The case is classified, and I get the full support of the agency. If I can’t find proof to satisfy you, I resign. Or you fire me, whatever you prefer.”

      “What the hell do I tell my bosses?”

      “Nothing.”

      He shook his head. “First rule of federal bureaucracy: cover your ass. I’m finished if I agree to this little arrangement and it goes south, but I’ve not told anyone. You recall me telling you I’m going to be the Director one of these days?”

      She nodded.

      “Right,” Moon said. “Put it another way: I’m not going to risk my career for you.”

      “I don’t expect you to,” Raven said. “Officially you assign me to some shit field detail. This conversation and your agreement are off the books. If it goes bad, I get canned and you get promoted for protecting your bosses from the actions of a rogue agent.”

      Raven waited for a response, leaning over the table, rigid with tension. She tried to force herself back into the chair, to relax, but she couldn’t move. Could barely breathe. This was the crux of the conversation. If things went horribly, national-news-level bad, Moon’s precious career would evaporate. He knew that. The question was whether the mere possibility of impossible demons was enough to turn her loose.

      “The national security umbrella was the only good idea you had. I’ll open a file on the bioterrorism angle and take care of the D.C. police. I can’t give you a partner and have any reasonable expectation this will remain between the two of us,” Moon said. “You’ll have to work alone.”

      Raven laughed out loud in relief. She’d just hung herself out to dry for something that could be no more than seizure-related delusions. “No human partner, anyway.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “I’m trying to catch creatures that aren’t human and figure out a way of dealing with them. I need help. The only non-humans on the planet that I knew existed until last night were the Ancients. Maybe I can convince them to give me a hand.”

      “Hell,” Moon said. “You are crazy. Ignoring for the moment that it is impossible to even communicate with them, what makes you think they can help you?”

      Raven wasn’t about to tell Moon that she believed one of the Ancients was trying to communicate with her. “Like I said, we’re dealing with non-humans. We need non-human help. Maybe they have something in their history about the Malum.”

      “Malum? What the hell does that mean?” Moon’s voice was a whisper like he was exhausted.

      “It’s Latin. Means evil. My buddies and I at Johns Hopkins used it for profs that sucked. It describes what I saw to a ‘T.’”

      “Whatever. Leave the Ancients alone. They’re aggressively reclusive. You get close to them, and your mind turns to mush, makes you run away. And once they’ve made you piss yourself, a complaint mysteriously appears at the United Nations. You’ll trigger a global incident.”

      “I’ll be creative. Diplomatic.”

      Moon slammed his fist on the table, rattling the bolts that held it to the floor. “Bullshit. I agree to let you pursue this case, but leave the Ancients the hell alone. Ignore me and I’ll arrest you for violating the Humanity-Ancients Covenant. You’ll die of old age in prison. Stay in D.C. and close these cases without the supernatural bullshit.”

      He stood, tried to kick his chair over, failed because it was also bolted, and stormed from the room.

      That was fine with Raven. She had a full day in front of her and hadn’t planned on telling him about her plane reservation anyway.
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      Her first stop was going to be the FBI Crime Laboratory, located at Marine Corps Base Quantico, about forty miles from D.C. Raven left the interrogation room and hurried to BadAss. The car had more rust than paint, and its exhaust system had gone missing a year earlier. It growled and belched smoke like a pissed-off dragon, which is why Raven had bought it. She liked being underestimated; it lulled people into saying more than they should. BadAss was part of the misdirection.

      Forty miles took a little more than an hour, and she counted herself lucky, given the D.C. traffic and the number of cars queued up to enter the base. Her creds got her through the main gate and into the massive lab complex. The Lab was comprised of three glass-clad stories with a dark-tan stone surround sitting on a parking and service floor. The buildings were connected by short, enclosed walkways on each level.

      Raven took the stairs to the second floor of the Center building, counting the exertion as her exercise for the day. She found Lòpez with her feet up on her desk, staring at a monitor. Her eyes were red and swollen, as if she’d been up all night.

      Raven settled into the bureaucrat’s special on the other side of the desk. “Well?”

      “I’ve noticed a pattern with you,” Lòpez said. “Your cases are always weird. A pain in my ass.”

      “Keeps you from falling asleep in the middle of the day, getting keyboard imprints on your forehead. What’ve you learned?”

      “Smithsonian first. We’re still waiting for tox results, but there’s nothing yet to say the death wasn’t from natural causes.”

      “Oh, come on,” Raven said. “He—”

      “Except for the fact that your guy died from old age. Like a hundred-plus years old, which his colleagues say wasn’t the case. And, of course there’s the video.”

      “It’s a lot of hours. How much have you gotten through?”

      Lòpez rubbed her eyes. “All of it. I assigned four people to each disc. They divided it all up and had at it. We’ve been working all night.”

      Raven straightened and leaned forward. “And?”

      “Several things. The victim is alive and well through virtually all the material. He looked eighty, not a hundred and eighty. Until the very end, he’s documenting his analysis of the artifact.” She rotated her monitor so she that she and Raven could both see the screen and tapped a few keys.

      A clear recording of Crane appeared. He was muttering something Raven didn’t understand and making gestures over the artifact. An inset in the lower-right corner of the video showed a closeup of the stone. There was nothing remarkable about it until hieroglyphs began appearing at the top and rolling off the bottom, like some sort of e-reader.

      “What the hell?” Raven said.

      “It goes on like that for ninety-five percent of the total recordings.”

      “And? What’s going on?”

      “Beats the hell out of us. We would try to duplicate the gestures and see what happens, but the thingy is busted, which you know already.”

      “What’s it made of?

      “It’s a mix of inorganic and organic material.”

      “Rocks and leaves?” Raven asked. “Is that what you’re saying?”

      “That’s as good a description as any. Thin layers of granite interspersed with chlorophyll-containing plant matter.”

      “How old is it?”

      “This is preliminary, but around 20,000 years. We’ll get final data in a couple of days.”

      “Holy shit,” Raven said. “It’s manmade, right?”

      “Yeah, except there weren’t any humans 20,000 years ago that could have made anything like that. At least none that we’re aware of.”

      Raven thought about the Ancients. Had they made it?

      “What are the glyphs on the surface?”

      “Beats me,” Lòpez said. “The top layer is organic, that’s all we know.”

      “If it’s made of rock and lasted all this time, how’d it get broken?”

      “First, as I said, it’s not all rock. We tested one of the pieces. Compression, shear, that kind of thing. It’s actually fragile. Banging it up against a hard wall would break it.”

      Raven shook her head. “Which implies it’s been carefully cared for all these years or it wouldn’t have made it.”

      “Yes.”

      “Stranger and stranger. Let’s change gears. Crane is speaking to it, but I couldn’t understand what was saying. What language is it?”

      “Beats the hell out of me.”

      “Quit saying that.”

      “We’re researching it. Nothing yet.”

      “You said ninety-five percent of the tape is him talking to the stone. The other five percent comes at the end?”

      Lòpez tapped a few keys. “This also beats the hell out of me.”

      Raven watched as Crane stared at the far wall. His voice was weak and whatever he was saying was unintelligible. The video was fuzzy and jittery, as if the camera was being subjected to electronic interference.

      Lòpez tapped a few more keys. Crane grabbed the camera and turned it from the area around the table to point it at the far wall. “The electronics are failing, but we don’t know why. He must have been hallucinating.” Video and audio both stop after a couple more minutes of this.” She tapped the keyboard and the image froze on the screen.

      Raven’s blood ran cold. Lòpez didn’t see anything because she didn’t know what she was looking at. But Raven knew. The camera revealed the same shadowy figures that she’d encountered in the nursing home.

      She considered telling Lòpez about the creatures and decided against it. The fewer people who knew about this the better.

      Raven sat back in her chair. “So what are your preliminary conclusions about the nursing home deaths?”

      Lòpez turned from the screen and stared at Raven. “Impossibly old dead people. Death from natural causes.”

      “So nothing unusual, other than apparent age?”

      “No,” Lòpez said. “Now I have a question. Who were you shooting at?”

      Raven had been waiting for the question. She’d decided on her coverup during the drive to the Laboratory. It was weak, especially with someone as sharp as Lòpez, but it would have to do. “A guy in the room ran at me with a knife.” I missed, and he got past me.”

      “You missed? Twice?” Lòpez shook her head, her face betraying her skepticism. “Why did you play the national security card?”

      Raven bristled. “The national security label is real. Don’t believe me, talk to Moon. Keep these investigations compartmentalized. I mean it; lock them down tight.”

      “Now you’re telling me my job, wrapped in an implied threat?

      “Of course not. I just wanted to be clear.”

      Lòpez’s smile was grim. “We collected trace that put you in the room. Not to mention the bullets. And trace from the nursing staff. But nothing on your knife guy, which isn’t possible.”

      “Not impossible,” Raven said. “Unusual.”

      They stared at each other for a long minute.

      Raven stood, “I’ve got to go. Let me know when you get any new results.” She hurried toward the door.

      Lòpez called after her. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Raven left without looking back.
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      Raven drove to her flat in Great Falls, twenty miles northeast of the District. She kept replaying the conversation with Lòpez and growing more anxious. There would come a point when she would demand answers. If Raven tried to stonewall again, Lòpez would blow the whistle.

      She pushed those worries to the side and shifted her focus to what she needed to do next. Her early morning rumination had produced a plan for approaching the Ancients. It was time to see if she could get past the first step. But she had one thing to do first, and it was tying her in knots. She took her phone off the passenger seat and speed-dialed Ish.

      He answered immediately. “Can’t get enough of me, huh?”

      Why couldn’t he have just said hello, she thought. This is going to be hard enough.

      “Hey,” she said. “I’ve got a hot case, and I’m going to be out of town for a while. Don’t know how long.”

      “Okay. Stay in touch when you have a chance, and I’ll see you when you surface.”

      “Um, I’ve been thinking,” Raven said. “This is going to happen a lot. It’s the way my job is. I don’t think—"

      “You’re doing it again.” He sounded disappointed.

      “What?”

      “Breaking off a relationship. Running away from commitment.”

      Her temper flared. “That’s not true! I’m just being realistic.”

      “Well, I can’t say you didn’t warn me,” Ish said. “You’re so afraid that you’ll torpedo any chance at a real relationship.” He sighed. “I must be crazy, but I don’t want to let you go. Call me when you get back from—"

      “Bullshit. You’re not letting me go. Pay attention. I’m saying goodbye.”

      He disconnected.

      She threw the phone into the back seat and wondered how many times she was doomed to have conversations like this.

      She didn’t cry or yell or whine on her drive home. Ish was a great guy, but they were over and she was relieved. Most of all, she was excited about giving her wise-ass idea a try.
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        * * *

      

      She lived in a finished attic in a once-stately home on a quiet, tree-lined street. She’d found the place three years earlier by tapping the network of female cops that formed a loose association with a global reach. The nonagenarian homeowner, Mildred Leiden, had been a feminist before the word was coined. Millie had been delighted to find a boarder who was both female and an FBI agent.

      Raven parked in the carriage building that was tucked in the back corner of the estate, rushed to her private entrance of the twenty-room home, and ran up the four flights of steps.

      Chéz Raven was a forty-by-sixty-foot rectangle. The home’s mansard roof formed the outside walls, which were punctuated by four dormer windows on each of the long sides.

      The interior was open, except for a bedroom-bathroom suite that filled the east end. The chef’s kitchen filled the west side, facing a walnut table that served as a divider. In between was a glorious living area with walls, ceiling, and floor covered with polished cherry planks.

      The dormers were combination reading nooks and bookcases that she’d stuffed with tomes on criminal procedure, forensics, urban fantasy, and post-apocalyptic nonsense.

      Raven felt as if she was living inside a gigantic tree. She loved it.

      Twenty minutes later, she’d showered and changed into a pair of shorts and a tee. She crashed on the sofa and flipped on the TV, which she used for background noise when she needed a dive deep into a troublesome case. She started streaming an ancient episode of Sex and the City. Big and Carrie were discussing commitment issues. She ignored them and turned her attention to the Ancients.

      Her flight to Seattle left a little after midnight. SeaTac was the closest major airport to the temperate rainforest enclave of the mysterious race, which stretched from the western edge of the Olympic National Park to the Pacific.

      That untracked wilderness was her first problem, which she needed to solve before leaving Washington. Flying to Seattle and driving west until an Ancient flagged her down with an offer of help wasn’t going to work. Moon was right. Those folk didn’t like humans and had ways that no one understood to protect their privacy.

      Somehow she had to wrangle an invitation from the Ancients so they wouldn’t use their mojo against her. The good news, she hoped, was that an Ancient was trying to communicate with her during her seizures. At least that’s how she interpreted what she saw during those brief and dangerous interruptions in the flow of her life.

      Her idea was simple. Trigger an episode, make a connection, and land an invite. Trouble was, she had no clue how to produce a seizure. Until a few days ago she was doing everything she could to deny their existence. The neurologist had asked a shit ton of questions but provided no useful information.

      She pulled her phone off the coffee table and started searching. After forty-five minutes of wandering the far reaches of the Internet, she’d found a couple of things that appeared in many of the articles. No mention of Sex and the City as a trigger. Go figure, she thought.

      Virtually every semi-reputable article cautioned that its particular results might be crap. That said, the most common conclusion was that being tired and stressed made at least some people prone to certain kinds of neural overloads.

      “Got that one covered,” she muttered. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so fried, and her conversation with Moon hadn’t helped. She should be having non-stop episodes if being maxed out was a trigger.

      She was confident that the next several possibilities—low blood sugar, missing a dose of certain meds, or alcohol consumption—hadn’t played a role in her episodes. But something else caught her attention.

      Apparently flashing lights could trigger a seizure in three percent of people with epilepsy. Like in the seventies movie The Andromeda Strain. An image of Kate Reid, zoned out from a flashing alert, popped into her head.

      Except for the most recent event, Raven had been working under bright fluorescent lights every time she’d gone to Neverland. Fluorescents were known triggers for a small number of people.

      As for what happened at the trailer, the sun had been bright as hell and bouncing off the metal when she knocked on the old lady’s door. Maybe not exactly flashing lights, but at least photons.

      “How the hell do I create some flashing lights?” She asked herself. “Is there an app for that?”

      She searched the app store and got nothing, which figured since it was probably bad business to crash your customers. She wondered if one of the flashlight apps would work. Or a car emergency beacon. She looked up at the ceiling.

      “Hang on. Those damn things have always bugged me. Time to make them do something useful.”

      Three ceiling fans hung on long extensions from the peak of the roof, about fifteen feet overhead. They were high-end monsters called Big Ass Fans and offered precise speed control with a remote that was more complex than the one for her TV.

      The original designer of the space must not have anticipated the fan goodness, because they’d had an array of LEDs buried in the ceiling. Each one could be controlled individually. Raven seldom used them because the fan paddles, being in front of the lights—duh—created a strobe effect.

      Exactly what she needed.

      She rolled off the couch, killed the TV, turned on a floor lamp, and worked her way around the room, pulling shades down over the windows in the dormers until the room was as black as the inside of a dog. She’d paid for the shades herself since she often worked nights and had to sleep during the day.

      The next hour was consumed by an increasingly frantic search for the fan and lighting remotes. Someone—couldn’t have been her—had stuffed them under one of the chair cushions.

      Devices clutched in her sweaty palms, she turned on the lights behind the fans to full intensity, turned off the floor lamp, and lay on the floor below the fans. The research seemed to agree that a light flashing at from five to thirty hertz was the most dangerous. She had no clue if she could create that many flashes a second with steady lights and rotating three-blade fans.

      She shrugged. Something her grandmother always said came to mind. “Start slow, give it some time, and ramp it up if nothing happens.” Those weren’t her exact words, and she was talking about sex, but the principle made sense.

      Another piece of sex-related advice floated to the forefront. Lie back and think of England.

      “I’ve got to quit watching so much trash.”

      Thinking about the Ancients seemed like a good place to begin. Raven already knew telepathy worked, at least in close quarters; SF had proven that beyond any doubt. A shiver cascaded down her back. Someone walking over a grave, her grandmother would say.

      She pushed thoughts of graves and grandmothers out of her mind, started a five-minute timer on her watch, and turned the fans on their lowest speed.

      The lights pulsed as the blades passed in front of them. She suspected the fans weren't moving fast enough, but she had to start somewhere. She began her plea for help while replaying the nursing home scene in her mind.

      “Demons have come.” Her voice was low, intense, and pleading. “We need your help. Show me how to find you.”

      She kept it up until her watch buzzed. Nothing.

      She reset her watch, bumped the fan speed using the smallest possible increment and went again. Nothing.

      A half-hour later she’d almost convinced herself that maybe driving east from Seattle until something weird happened wasn’t such a bad idea. The fans were clipping around at a pretty good rate, and the lights were strobing. She would have fallen asleep except for the cold from the air-conditioned gale that was washing over her.

      She decided to go one more time and give it up. No response.

      She sat up.

      “Shit.”

      Which was when the dancing rainbow of sparkles appeared at the corner of her vision and the now-familiar daydream settled over her. She restarted her mantra.

      “Demons have come. We need your help. Show me how to find you.”

      The scenes from the nursing home were obliterated by a chart of the northwestern U.S. and Canada. A line, like in the maps in the Raiders of the Lost Ark movies, began in Washington D.C. and arced to Vancouver. From there it hopped to a place labeled Tahsis in the middle of Vancouver Island, and again to a small dot on the western side of the island. Yaquot, it was called.

      The sense of déjà vu was intense, creating the feeling that she’d traveled this road before. But Raven was confident that she hadn’t.

      She grabbed her phone from the couch and wrote the destinations down.

      The mini travel movie faded to black. She felt calm and safe. She couldn’t recall the list of questions she’d constructed while the images were cascading through her mind, but that didn’t cause her any concern. She was waiting for something. Something magnificent.

      Do you understand?

      A soft, masculine voice echoed in her head. A question mark the color of rusted steel pulsed against the vast blackness of her mind.

      “You want me to follow these directions?”

      The question mark persisted. Raven realized that she’d responded with her voice, not her mind. She formed the sentence in her mind.

      The question mark disappeared.

      Two days from now, as the sun sets.

      The connection broke. She was sitting in the middle of her living room floor, shivering, her mouth hanging open and wet with drool. Now that’s a first-class seizure, she thought.

      She grabbed the remotes, turned the lights down, and switched off the tornado that was whirling over her head.

      The last thing she could recall was being stretched out on the floor and repeatedly spouting the silly nonsense about needing help. The whole thing had been a bust.

      Raven had an overwhelming sense that she was late for an appointment and had a long way to go with not much time. No clue when or where or with whom.

      She stood, her knees popping, and jumped sideways when she stepped on the edge of her phone. What the hell was it doing on the floor? She’d put it on the couch when she began the flashy-light business.

      She picked the phone up and turned it on. The notes app was open, displaying a list she’d not seen before. As she read each line, an image of a place or a sign popped into her head, as if linked to the list. At the bottom was a bolded item in all caps.

      
        
        SUNSET. DAY AFTER TOMORROW.

        

      

      She let out a yip and ran to her bedroom to pack.
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      Raven exited the jetway in the Vancouver airport, set her wheelie bag on the floor, yanked its handle up, and headed toward the car rental booth.

      She stretched and yawned.

      Leg one of our intrepid agent’s journey is complete.

      She’d caught a red-eye Air Canada flight out of Baltimore that connected in Minneapolis. She'd planned to catch up on sleep and get an early start on her rendezvous with the Ancients.

      Good idea. In theory. But she’d slept a couple of hours and spent the rest of the trip wondering if she wasn’t on a fool’s errand, following the directions of a delusional crazy woman. Her notes made no sense.

      The Ancients inhabited the Hoh temperate rain forest, which was only a few hours east of Seattle. But the notes she’d captured on her phone took her to Vancouver, then to Vancouver Island, and from there to a tiny indigenous community on the western edge of the island. Where she’d presumably catch a ferry south, back to the U.S.

      Good times, she thought. Two ferry rides and lots of driving through a tree-filled wilderness.

      The only conceivable reason for such a path, other than the possibility that the route was the product of a seizure, was misdirection. From what she’d read, all known approaches triggered nausea and an irresistible urge to flee. Perhaps the Ancients had crafted a hidden way into their area to prevent unwanted company.

      A girl could hope, right?
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        * * *

      

      She was in an Uber heading to the Vancouver ferry terminal when her phone vibrated. She grabbed it, checked the time—eight-thirty Pacific—and glanced at the display. Moon. She was tempted to ignore him but decided that would only invite suspicion.

      “Morning.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Why do you want to know?”

      He was quiet for a couple of seconds before answering. “Easiest thing in the world to find your location, you know.”

      “Do it,” Raven said. “I’ve got nothing to hide. But you need an expectations reset if you think I’m going to let you track my every move.”

      “I’ve been thinking,” he said.

      “Is that a good thing, or should I be worried?”

      “I’ve got Roberts and O’Toole working on the three deaths, but they’re not looking for more. Old people die all the time; how would we know if some sort of orchestrated murders are going on?”

      “Orchestrated?”

      “Maybe someone has it in for geriatrics. I don’t have to believe in your demons to worry about an unidentified serial killer targeting people who are about to die anyway.”

      “The desiccated condition of the bodies is pretty distinctive,” Raven said. “It’ll get reported.”

      “I doubt it. Stranger things than a dried-up corpse get ignored or missed every day.”

      Even Moon could have a good thought. Any deaths from SF and his band would be missed unless a bunch of them happened at once.

      “No doubt in my mind that more deaths are coming,” Raven said. “A lot more. In fact, they’ve probably already happened. O’Toole is a numbers guy. Get him to pull death records from the D.C. region and look for statistical upticks that are outside the actuarial norms. Have them follow up any anomalies and see if the bodies were unusually dried out.”

      “That means we’ll always be playing catch-up,” Moon said. “Death reports take time to get into the system. Besides, you’re talking about a ton of work. There has to be a better way.”

      “So you called me to discuss our investigative procedures? If there’s a better way, do it and leave me alone.”

      “Why don’t you come in and help? You don’t have anything better to do.”

      Now we’re getting to the real reason for his call, she thought.

      “Nope. I’m busy.” Raven hung up before he could start ranting about leaving the Ancients alone.
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        * * *

      

      The ferry arrived in Nanaimo on Vancouver Island about three hours after she’d landed in mainland Canada. She picked up a rental Jeep for the two-hundred-mile drive to Tahsis. Her adventure was starting to feel like an endurance challenge. The rental guy warned that it would take her at least five hours, so she stopped for provisions—bottles of water and egg salad sandwiches—before leaving civilization.

      Raven had googled her route, so she thought she knew what to expect. Tahsis was a small town that was apparently popular with eco-tourists and hikers in general. The gravel road followed active logging routes and was well maintained. Winter snowfall could be a problem, but four-wheel drive vehicles could handle it. Not an issue for her. It was August, and she’d rented a Jeep just in case.

      She hadn’t gone more than five miles when she started mentally composing an e-mail rant to the Google Map people about their piss-poor information. They must have used The Tahsis Chamber of Commerce propaganda.

      The road crossed one mountain after another. Not mountains in the Rockies sense, but still high enough to produce steeper grades than she’d ever driven on. The road was an unbroken series of ruts and never more than a single fat lane. Which might have been okay, except for the logging trucks. Their drivers must have trained by watching old World War II movies. Specifically, the techniques of suicidal Japanese pilots.

      The maniacs bounced down the steep grades at a crazy speed, driving Raven to seek shelter at the side of the road. Except there wasn’t much of a berm because a dense evergreen forest crowded right up to the edge, as if the trees were pissed at the human incursion and determined to take back every square inch.

      The sun was diving toward the horizon by the time she got to Tahsis, her arms palsied from her death grip on the steering wheel. She pulled to the side of the road and breathed easy for the first time since she’d left the harbor.

      The next leg of her adventure was a float plane to Yuquot at eight the following morning. She pulled back on the road and cruised around town until she found her motel. She checked in, went to her room, and had a dinner of stale egg salad sandwiches washed down with bottles of warm water. Sleep came fast and easy.

      The next morning she went looking for her plane. When she asked for directions, the motel desk clerk helpfully pointed toward Moutcha Bay, which was hard to miss. She guessed he was assuming that pontoons needed water. It was good advice. She found the vintage plane in five minutes. Small town.

      She was the only passenger. The pilot was older than the mountains around them and gave taciturn a bad name. He dipped his head in a tight nod when she said hello and asked if she had the right outfitter, then ignored her for the rest of the thirty-minute trip.
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        * * *

      

      According to Google, Yuquot was home to fewer than twenty-five souls, all descendants of Mowachaht people. The few images Raven found during her search showed a handful of neat cottage houses, a long-abandoned but maintained Catholic church, and a small building she presumed was a motel.

      That small building was about a hundred yards from the pier that served as the community’s only gateway to the outside world. A narrow gravel trail linked the two. She wondered why anyone would think a motel was a good idea in such an isolated place. Perhaps the isolation and natural beauty of the surrounding area were the point.

      The structure’s bricks were crumbling and so old that it appeared more black than red. A faded Esso Gas station sign, painted over with the words “Yuquot Inn” stood out front.

      Raven walked inside the office to the sound of a tinkling bell. A small desk with a computer separated the entry from the sitting area behind it. There was a closed door on the opposite wall. The matronly woman who was dusting the living room furniture looked up with a smile when the bell rang.

      “May I help you?”

      “Hi. I’m Raven Devlin. I’m supposed to meet someone here later today. Did anyone tell you to expect me?”

      The smile broadened. “I’m Miriam. You wouldn’t be able to pronounce my tribal name, so I pick whatever English name I want when we have guests. This is the first time I’ve been a Miriam.”

      Miriam’s voice was unaccented. Raven felt her face redden. She’d been expecting to communicate by gestures and nods and was embarrassed by her racist assumptions.

      “Miriam is a lovely choice. You weren’t given my name?”

      “No. Are you feeling nauseous by any chance?”

      Raven stared at her. “No. What kind of question is that? Why do you ask?”

      “You looked a little green around the edges. Would you like to sign in?”

      “Probably the float plane. I’m fine.” Raven moved to the counter and filled out a standard registration form. She paused over the field indicating how many days she’d be there. The ferry would leave before her anticipated meeting, and the float plane pilot wasn’t scheduled to return. She shrugged and put a “2” in the box. “Do you get many guests where you don’t know their names?”

      The woman’s laugh was gentle and teasing. “All of them, dear.”

      “I see,” Raven said. She didn’t, not at all, and was a little creeped out by the situation she’d dropped herself into.

      Miriam took the card. “You’re in room number three. We don’t bother with keys, so feel free to settle in whenever you want.”

      Raven was beginning to think she was living a horror movie. “If you don’t mind my saying so, how do you manage to keep your business going? Surely you don’t get many guests.”

      “Thanks for your concern. We do just fine.”

      Which tells me nothing, Raven thought.

      “Will you be taking the ferry to the States?”

      “I think so. I have to meet someone first. Has anyone arrived that might be looking for me? Someone who’s not part of the community?”

      “It’s so very mysterious, isn’t it dear?” Miriam said. “I’m sure that must be unsettling. Don’t worry. You couldn’t be safer. The ferry arrives at five-thirty and leaves fifteen minutes after that.”

      “What time is sunset?”

      “About six-thirty.”

      “So the person I’m meeting has to be on the ferry if they’re not already here.”

      Miriam smiled again. “You should feel comfortable walking around exploring a bit while you wait. We’re an amiable people. Ask anyone if you need any assistance. They’ll be happy to help. I prepare a bit of lunch at noon and a nice dinner at seven.”

      With that, she returned to her dusting.

      Raven was getting strong vibes of killer clowns and was starting to wish she’d brought her weapon. But leaving it behind had felt like the best course since she was on a one-woman diplomatic mission.
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      Her room was small and basic, but it was a delightful surprise—as nice inside as the building exterior was run-down. Instead of the filthy and threadbare carpet she’d expected, the floors were made of polished pine dotted with woven area rugs. The walls and ceiling were painted a soft sunrise yellow. An overstuffed wing chair sat to the left of a king-size bed, which was covered by what appeared to be a handmade quilt. A lamp sat on the table next to the bed.

      A wrought iron loop next to the fireplace held a stack of fragrant pine logs. Raven wondered how cold the place must get in the winter if a fire was sometimes welcome in the peak of summer.

      Her first instinct was to flip on the TV to supply a little company, but there wasn’t one. She glanced at her phone, expecting to find no signal. It proudly displayed four bars, better than downtown D.C. Weird. Must be part of the generator setup, she thought.

      She spent the day walking the network of trails that laced their way through the surrounding mountains. The area was beautiful and serene with a constant wind singing in the tops of what Google claimed were Douglas fir and western Cedar.

      As she hiked, she thought about the Malum and wondered how she’d find them if the Ancients agreed to help. And what the hell she’d do if she could find them. After a while she got tired of spinning her wheels and tried to enjoy the surroundings.

      By three she’d had enough of wandering and headed back to the motel. She may have been raised in the mountains, but now she was a city girl. Spaces with more trees than people made her uncomfortable. She’d seen no one the entire day and the apparent emptiness of the island was beginning to get to her.

      Worse, the walk had yielded no epiphanies on how she’d proceed if she got stiffed by the Ancients.

      She was ravenous. The roast beef lunch Miriam had provided was long gone. She circled the motel, looking for a snack or soft drink machine and came up dry. She went to the office and found the desk and sitting room empty. Raven wondered if there anyone on the damn island but her.

      “Hello? Miriam?”

      A muffled voice came from behind the closed door. “In here, dear.”

      Raven opened the door and walked in. Miriam was cutting carrots on a food-prep island that separated a small but complete kitchen from a four-person walnut table. A grandfather clock stood against a wall in the dining area, ticking softly as its pendulum swung back and forth. The air carried a hint of cookie goodness.

      “I’m just starting dinner,” Miriam said. “But I expect you’re a bit too hungry to wait. Take a seat and I’ll bring you a snack.”

      Miriam produced a saucer filled with white-chocolate-chip cookies, along with a bottle of chilled water.

      Raven ate like it was her last meal. She felt safe and warm, as if she was back in her grandmother’s house.

      Miriam seemed to be in no hurry for her to leave. They talked comfortably and easily for the better part of an hour. Raven had a natural talent for talking with people and getting them to share things they wouldn’t tell anyone else. But she met her match in the friendly older woman, who filled the air with laughter and words. All fluff.

      When Raven got up to return to her room, she realized ruefully that she’d learned nothing about Miriam, the other people who allegedly lived on the island, or the Ancients. Whomever had put this woman in charge had selected wisely.

      She showered and dressed in a clean pair of jeans with a starched white shirt. Munching a cookie that Miriam had insisted she take, she strode to the pier and camped out on the grassy berm, waiting for the ferry. She sat there staring at Nootka Sound, letting her mind wander.

      No one climbed off the small boat when it landed, and no one got on. The two-person crew carried several boxes of supplies to the motel. The ferry left pretty much on time, at five-fifty.

      Maybe whoever it is that I’m meeting is coming by plane or another boat, she thought. Too soon to give up.

      She stood, stretched, and looked around. For all she could tell, she was the only living being in Yuquot. She decided to take a stroll and figure out what she was going to do next. She encountered and spoke with half the community’s population on her tour, but no one appeared that was looking for her.

      The generator kicked in as twilight faded into darkness, and settled into a low, distant rumble. Minutes later windows in the houses and the motel office filled with soft golden light. Raven turned toward the motel for dinner.

      The meeting she’d conjured up in her apartment had been a mirage. She’d call the float pilot first thing in the morning and get out of this godforsaken place.

      She returned to the motel, where Miriam had left a meal of baked ham, caramelized carrots, fresh bread, and blueberry cobbler. There was a single place setting at the dining-room table.

      She knew I’d be alone. Figures. Everyone knows what’s going on but me.

      When she returned to her room, she found that Miriam had been busy. The bedside light was on, the bed turned back, and a small fire was burning in the wood stove. It felt good against the chill of the night air.

      She didn’t expect to rest—too many worries about why no one met her and what that implied—but she kicked off her shoes and flopped on the bed. She was asleep within minutes.
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        * * *

      

      Nightmare on Elm Street blasted her awake. She sat up and reached for her non-existent Glock, chest pounding. It took her a second to remember where she was. The only light in the room came from the glowing coals of the near-dead fire. She listened for the hum of the generator and heard nothing.

      Must only run a few hours a day, she thought. Calm the hell down.

      She grabbed the phone and checked the time as she accepted the call. Only then did she remember the ringtone.

      Shit.

      It was nine-fifteen; past midnight in D.C.

      “I’m on a hot date, Moon. Why the hell are you bothering me?”

      “On Vancouver Island?” Moon asked. “Have a boyfriend up there, do you?”

      Raven’s embarrassment at being tracked so easily was wiped out by white-hot anger. “You fucking traced me?”

      She was shrieking so loud that she was sure every resident in the community could hear her.

      “As well as we could,” Moon said. Can’t pinpoint your signal exactly for some reason, but close enough. You’re trying to go through a back door to the Ancients. Don’t bother denying it.”

      “I’m on vacation. Spent my own money to get here. I plan to do a little hiking, then come back to D.C. You can’t prove otherwise.”

      “Did I or did I not give you a direct order to leave the Ancients alone?”

      “No, you didn’t. Besides, I haven’t seen or talked to any Ancients.”

      Sadly true, she thought.

      “The shitstorm you’re about to trigger will cost me my job!”

      His voice quavered, as much from fear as anger, Raven thought. “Calm down. We talked about this. Say I’ve gone rogue. You’ll be fine.”

      “Bullshit,” Moon said. “I agreed to give you some rope because I didn’t think you’d be dumb enough to do something this crazy. The minute the Ancients enter the picture, we’re both toast.”

      Raven was surprised to realize that she felt a little guilty. Any other boss would have fired her before she got to the end of her report, at the first mention of the Ancients.

      He came at her a different way. “You violated my trust, Raven. Even if I could work my way through this minefield, how could I believe you after this? You’re a liar, plain and simple.”

      The accusation stung. Raven’s anger vaporized any thoughts of guilt. “I never said I wouldn’t try to contact the Ancients. You left the room before I had a chance to say anything at all. This isn’t about a lack of trust. You’re afraid you’re going to lose your shot at Director. And you’re pissed about losing control. You won’t tolerate anyone who doesn’t knuckle under and kiss your ass.”

      Moon was quiet for several long seconds. “I’ll offer you one last chance.” His voice was hard and quiet, like a sword cutting through the air. “Come back to Washington, or I’ll have you hunted down and caged for the rest of your miserable life.”

      “Leave me the hell alone. I’ll come home when I’m back on the clock.”

      There was a soft knock on the door.

      Perfect. I’ve pissed off Miriam for making too much noise.

      “You leave me no choice. You’re fired for insubordination. Pick up your stuff within twenty-four hours, or I’m throwing it out on the street.”

      Her phone vibrated. She glanced at the screen. Lòpez. She dropped Moon and answered the call. “What?”

      “Pleased to talk with you, as always,” Lòpez said.

      “Alex, I just got fired, and someone’s knocking on my door. I need to go.”

      “This will be quick. Crane was speaking the Ancients’ language. Turns out he had a Ph.D. in it. What’s going on, Raven? When are you going to start being straight with me about this case?”

      What the hell. The Ancients?

      “I’m sorry, Alex. Things have gotten complicated. I’ve told you all I can, for both our sakes. File your report with what you know.”

      Another knock.

      “Just a sec!” Raven yelled. “I’m coming.”

      “You realize the report as is will raise questions. Like who you were shooting at.”

      “Yeah. Sorry but I really have to run.”

      She disconnected, got up, and hurried to the door, which had no peephole. The window was too far away to be useful. But she figured it wasn’t likely to be an ax-murderer.

      She grabbed the handle and opened the door.

      A thin man, about six feet tall, with a concerned look on his beautiful face, stood on the other side. He carried a small travel bag.

      Raven leaned forward and examined his face. His eyes were glowing in the dark. Glowing and green. All green, no iris. The color of emeralds. She knew she was staring at an Ancient, even though the only feature that matched her expectations were his incredible eyes.

      “My human name is Rust,” he said. “I apologize for being late. May we talk?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      Raven stepped back and steadied herself. “Rust?” Then she realized that he was still standing outside. “Come in, please. The power’s off, but we can definitely talk.”

      The Ancient moved inside with the grace of a dancer.

      “I can help a little with the lighting problem. Don’t be startled.”

      He might as well have said he was going to jump over the moon. As she watched in the dim light of the dying fire, he curled the fingers of his right hand into a graceful bowl shape. He passed his left hand over the right and muttered something unintelligible.

      A ball of flame appeared in his palm. He extended his arm toward the middle of the room and withdrew his hand. The ball hung in mid-air, defying gravity and lighting the room.

      “Am I having another seizure?” Raven asked and then realized she’d said the thought aloud. She reached over and put her hand near the ball. It danced away from her fingertips. “It’s not hot.”

      Rust’s laugh was musical and filled with air with delight. “Not in that form, no.” He stared at her.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Forgive me. I’ve seen only a few humans, and none of them had an Ancient’s eye color. Your eyes almost glow.”

      “You’ve got me beat,” Raven said. “Yours actually do. And they’re emerald. Mine are a pale imitation, and the color doesn’t fill my entire eye like yours.”

      If her eyes were a little unusual, his were magnetic. She thought she would fall into them and never be heard from again.

      He kept staring.

      “Now what?” She asked.

      “Humans are usually afraid of Fire. They either faint or piss themselves when they see it for the first time.”

      Raven loved that he’d said “piss themselves” and wondered how he learned English. “So you showed it to me anyway, even though I might—”

      “I was pretty sure you could handle it, Raven.”

      She stumbled toward the bed and sat. “This is a seizure. I know it is. But I’m going to be sad when it goes away.”

      He sat in the chair and turned to face her. The flame drifted closer. He was wearing a black, short-sleeved T-shirt, jeans, and what looked to be new moccasins.

      “You’re not having a seizure. You never have been.”

      If it weren’t for his eyes, Raven would have thought he was just another guy. A pretty guy with a bald head covered by white fuzz.

      “You’re supposed to be seven-feet tall and naked,” she said. “That’s what the Internet says, anyway.

      He smiled. “I can’t do much about my height, but I can remove my clothes if you wish.”

      Heat flooded Raven’s face. She probably matched the ball of Fire. “Not necessary. How about mind control? Should I be afraid of that?”

      Words formed in the center of her head.

      All I can do with my mind is talk. As can you, which should be impossible.

      “Shit,” she said. “What the hell are you doing?”

      He ignored the question but reverted to using spoken language. “We have much to discuss.”

      She corrected her first impression. No one would ever mistake Rust for a human. His hands were different with long and slender fingers with an extra joint. And his face and arms were covered by the same hair as his head. Hair that shimmered in the light. It looked as soft as a kitten’s belly.

      She reached out to touch his arm and stopped when he stiffened in response.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “That was rude.”

      He didn’t respond for a few moments. “You must understand that my people are no more used to humans than you are to us. We’re conditioned to fear you.”

      “Not a problem,” Raven said. “Let’s change the subject. What did you mean, no seizures?”

      “Am I correct that you started experiencing these events five weeks ago?”

      She nodded.

      “And that you’ve experienced six of them?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Each of those times, I felt your presence in my mind. The first two times, I ignored the feeling. Then I sought the counsel of the oldest among us.”

      “You’re telepathic?”

      “We communicate by sharing thoughts. But that’s usually limited to others who are physically close to us. Which is why I was so interested when I felt your presence.”

      “Humans aren’t telepathic. It’s impossible for my mind to contact you or anyone.”

      “Yet here we are.”

      “What did your counselors tell you?”

      “That your mind was ill, even dangerous. That I must ignore you.”

      “Really?” Raven asked. “What would happen if you didn’t do what they said?”

      Rust smiled. “If I didn’t comply, I would be isolated. You must understand. We live as a collective. Being alone is abhorrent; wanting to be alone is unimaginable.”

      “Abhorrent” and “piss.” Raven’s curiosity about how he’d learned English grew. “I don’t respond well to orders.”

      “Nor do I. I started trying to reach out to you each time I felt your contact. The effort was tiring, but I wanted to understand what was going on.”

      “Why? I mean if isolation is so dreadful, why take the risk?”

      He shrugged, like any human might do. “Because I was intrigued. Especially by what I saw in your mind during our last contact. The creatures you call the Malum.”

      “You recognized them? They’re why I asked for help.”

      “Humans use tales of mythical creatures to scare their children into behaving,” Rust said. “In English cultures, I believe the creature is called the boogeyman.”

      Raven nodded.

      “The creatures I saw in your mind are our race’s boogeyman.”

      “But they’re not mythical, they’re real. Horrible beyond words. They’re killers.”

      The hair on his body changed from white to a faint yellow and pulsed in a slow, steady rhythm.

      Raven squeaked. “You’re yellow. I mean the hair on your..." For some reason she didn’t want to say “body.” She tried again. “Your hair is yellow.”

      Rust’s fur changed to pale teal. He looked as embarrassed as a boy who just tried to kiss a girl for the first time and was rebuffed.

      “I apologize. Our body hair color changes with our emotions. The more intense the color, the stronger the emotion. I should be able to control it at my age, but I can’t. Yellow indicates fear.”

      “You apologize too much.”

      “Sorry.”

      They laughed. Raven felt like a braying donkey next to the music of his laughter.

      “So,” she said. “Why do you fear the myth of the Malum?”

      “They’re not a myth. We call them—he said something she couldn’t understand, much less pronounce—and they once roamed the earth along with our race and eight others. This was thousands of years before humans evolved.”

      “Wait,” Raven said. “There were nine races before humans? Why haven’t we seen any archeological evidence of them? Why are you the only ones we know about?”

      “Mostly probability. Nearly all have died out, but there were never very many of us, and we were widely scattered. We also don’t have skeletons that persist like those of humans. That’s a story for another time.”

      “I’m about to explode trying to hold back questions for another time. Go on.”

      “The creatures you saw were held in check by each race’s unique Power. For millennia the races battled each other and struggled with the Malum individually. But the demons’ Power inexorably grew. In a final act of desperation, the other races formed a grand pact, combined their strengths, and banished the creatures for all time.”

      “I killed one of them with my gun.” She told him about the incident at the nursing home.

      He listened, but the skepticism on his face grew as she talked. “I don’t understand. They are almost impossible to kill.

      Yeah, well it happened,” Raven said. “I think.”

      “I fear they’ve been released, and there’s not enough Power left in the world to stop them.” His yellow fur faded as he talked.

      Raven wasn’t going to argue with him. She’d been so shaken at the time that she could’ve missed with both shots. But if her shot hadn’t killed the bastard, she wondered what had really happened.

      “I’m glad you believe the threat is real,” she said. I’m sure as hell convinced that it is. Now we need to talk with your elders and get the help of your people.”

      Rust was shaking his head before she finished. “They will never believe me. Not until it’s too late. They’ll conclude that the sickness in your mind has infected me.”

      “Well, I’ve got news for you. I can’t even convince my boss. Humans aren’t going to be any help until thousands of people have died. And I have the funny feeling that the Malum are going to be pretty good at covering their tracks.”

      “I understand. That’s why I’m here.”

      “I say this with all respect since we just met, and we’re two different races, but maybe you are crazy. You can’t seriously think the two of us can take on the Malum. Creatures that nine races could barely defeat?”

      “We have little choice.” He nodded at the rotating ball of flame. “I have the Power granted to my race, and you have powers of which you are unaware.”

      Raven shook her head. “Aside from hearing voices in my head, I don’t have any powers.”

      Focus on the big picture, she thought. Don’t get distracted by nonsense. “We need to at least attempt to convince our leaders. You add credibility for my people. Perhaps I will do the same with yours. We have to try. Take me to them.”

      “No. I’d be shunned, and you wouldn’t get within five miles of my people before you’d be puking and begging me to let you go.”

      “I’m not puking now, and we’re closer to the Olympic coast than any five miles. And how about the people who live in this community? They seem fine to me.”

      “The First People of Yuquot work with my kind, as do the humans who run the plane, the ferry service, and the boat that brought me here. We subsidize this settlement and the operations of these and various other services.”

      “I thought you were recluses,” Raven said.

      “Recluses that live for hundreds of years and accumulate human wealth for use when it’s needed. This is the only gateway we permit, and only authorized people are allowed to be here.”

      “Then why am I not rolling around on the ground?” Raven asked.

      Rust’s body hair glowed a dull red, like the coals in the wood stove. “Because I’m shielding you. And I’m growing weary of the task. Are you humans always this stubborn and willful?”

      Raven snorted. “No more than Ancient renegades. Let me guess, red is anger.”

      There was no embarrassment on Rust’s face this time. Just a curt nod.

      They sat and glared at each other, waiting to see who would break first.

      Raven continued to ignore the whole “you have hidden powers” bullshit. Guys—even Ancients, apparently—would say just about anything to get their way. Ask any teenage girl who’s been in the back seat of a car on a summer night. Some girls were that way, too. Like herself.

      She had a harder time ignoring his assertion that the leaders of both races would reject a fired FBI agent and a rebel Ancient who came screaming that the sky was falling. The more she thought about it, the more she believed that Rust was right. Which left only one approach.

      “Can you read my mind?” she asked.

      “No. Not unless you open yourself to me.”

      Raven fought to suppress the rush of blood to her face; Rust’s hair changed to a deep teal.

      “Embarrassment, huh?” she said. “Gotta be a pain in the ass not being able to conceal that.”

      “You’re as embarrassed as I am,” Rust said.

      “And you know that how? Thought you couldn’t read my mind unless I opened myself. Nice to know that your English includes double entendres, by the way.”

      The teal intensified.

      “Your pulse just spiked. I can hear it.”

      “Another thing that’s nice to know,” Raven said.

      “I imagine many discoveries are waiting to be made. By both of us.”

      “Since you aren’t in my head, you don’t realize that I got fired this evening. I no longer work for the FBI.”

      “That could be a problem. We’d need some sort of human authority if we wish to pursue the Malum.”

      “Yeah,” Raven said. She paused. “Here’s what I’m thinking. We partner and collect the evidence we need to convince your people and mine that the threat is real. We start by convincing my boss to take me back. Getting a look at you should do the trick.”

      Rust looked like he’d swallowed a cat. He paused for a moment and then nodded slowly. “Sometimes I don’t think about the consequences of my actions. If we fail and my people learn what I’ve done, I’ll be kicked out of our community. I’m not sure I could live with that.” He sighed. “But your logic is sound. We have no choice but to try.”

      “I’m sorry,” Raven said. “I’ll do everything I can to help keep that from happening.”

      The fur on Rust’s face was as gray as the color of a summer storm. Raven felt his overwhelming sadness as if it were her own.

      “Forgive my skepticism,” he said, ”but I think you’re naive.

      “And you’re still willing to proceed?”

      He nodded. “Let’s start by getting your job back.”
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      Raven called Moon on his cell. It was one-thirty in the morning in D.C., so it took a while for him to answer, and his mood had not improved from when she’d hung up on him.

      “Unless there’s blood on the ground, I don’t want to hear from you.”

      “Thanks for picking up. I wasn’t sure that you would.”

      “I’m regretting it already. Be quick or be gone.”

      “I need to meet with you privately the day after tomorrow. You know the little park a couple of blocks from the office? I’ll see you there at six-thirty in the morning.”

      “I have no interest in meeting with you. I definitely have no interest in meeting with you at that hour. You no longer work for the bureau.”

      “Shut up,” Raven said. “You’re just dragging this out. I’ll have two items on my agenda. The first is to convince you to change your mind about my employment status and to review some new grounds rules for my investigation into the Malum.”

      “No.”

      “The second will be to introduce my new partner. Moon, please say hello to Rust.”

      She turned her phone to the Ancient, who was smiling for the camera and juggling three orbs of blue flame the size of Ping-Pong balls.

      “Pleased to meet you,” Rust said. “I look forward to seeing you in person the day after tomorrow.”

      Raven would have given just about anything to see the look on Moon’s face. She took the phone back. “Well?”

      “Bullshit,” Moon said. “Fake if I ever saw fake.”

      “Right,” Raven said. “See you in a couple of days. And fair warning—I’ll kill you if you file an alien contact report.”

      She hung up and turned to Rust. “Nicely done. Especially the Fire thing. Wish I could do that.”

      He stood. “As if you can’t.”

      He left the room before she realized what he’d said.
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        * * *

      

      She and Rust had breakfast in the motel office at sunrise the following morning. Miriam hovered over the Ancient as if she was his mother.

      “I’ve arranged for a plane to take us to Vancouver,” Rust said.

      “Vancouver? What about Tahsis and my Jeep and the hairy-ass ride to the coast? And the ferry ride from there to the mainland?”

      He smiled. “I thought you might enjoy the scenic route. I prefer non-stops. I’ll have someone return your car.”

      “You put me through all that crap for the fun of it? If I had your body hair, it would be flaming red right now. And don’t make some wisecrack about that being one of my hidden powers.”

      Miriam looked at Rust in alarm. “She knows?”

      “Knows,” he said, “but doesn’t believe. Same thing as not knowing.”

      He turned to Raven. “The circuitous route serves as an opportunity to weed out unauthorized visitors. Now that we’re lawbreakers in both our societies, we don’t need to worry about it.”
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        * * *

      

      When they arrived at the Vancouver airport, Raven learned that traveling with an Ancient had its challenges. She didn’t think Rust looked all that different from a pale-skinned human male, but the people around them seemed to feel otherwise.

      If you searched on the Internet for an image of an Ancient, you could retrieve a handful of fuzzy “photos.” There were better pictures of Sasquatch than the Ancients. It didn’t matter. The most polite people simply stopped whatever they were doing, stared, pointed, and whispered. More aggressive folks and young children barraged Rust with questions. Raven had had enough by the fourth confrontation.

      “You need a makeover, or we’ll never get anywhere on time.” She led him to an airport gift shop, which was another mistake. Rust seemed mesmerized by the tourist crap that filled every available square inch.

      “We don’t have these in the forest.”

      Raven laughed out loud at the absurdity that had become her life. “No shit, Sherlock. You know Sherlock?”

      “And shit. You’ll find that Ancients are very well read. We have plenty of time to study our potential adversaries. I’ve read pretty much all the classics, but I prefer Nordic noir mysteries.”

      That explained his slightly formal but earthy English. She gave him a pair of sunglasses, did a quick check, and searched for ones with darker lenses. His eyes were hard to conceal. “Humans are adversaries?”

      “Not yet.”

      “I’ve meant to ask. How old are you? I hope that's not a rude question.”

      The third pair of glasses made him look like a stoner, but they did the job on his eyes. She handed him a green cap that had the letters “ASS” on the bill with the explanatory “Avocado Shit Storm Band” embroidered on the back.

      He nodded and smiled. Raven would have sworn that the lights in the shop brightened in response.

      “I had begun to think that you don’t worry so much about rudeness.”

      “That’s me being polite,” Raven said. “All bets are off once I get to know you.”

      “You don’t need to modify your behavior for me. I’ll let you know if I’m offended by sending a ball of Fire up your ass.”

      Raven laughed. “Ancients have a sense of humor? Like human humor?”

      “You think I’m kidding?”

      “Cute. Quit distracting me. How old are you?”

      “I’m young. Born the same year as Galileo Galilei.”

      “Enough with the jokes.”

      He shrugged and walked outside the store while she paid. She joined him and offered up the purchases.

      She nodded at his travel bag. “I’ve been planning to get us through security with my FBI creds, but you wouldn’t happen to have any ID in there that would help, would you?”

      He nodded, withdrew a large folding travel wallet, and extracted a Washington State driver’s license.

      Raven examined it carefully. If it was bogus, it was an excellent job. “Says here you are Rust Smith, twenty-seven, from an address I never heard of.”

      He nodded.

      “Twenty-seven, not four-hundred-plus”

      He smiled and nodded again.

      “You drive?” Raven asked.

      “No, but how hard could it be?”

      “This will make things a lot easier.” She returned the license. “Your flannel shirt will work in Vancouver, but not D.C. We’ll go clothes shopping as soon as we land. I’m starving. Let’s find something to eat.”

      To her relief, interest in him dropped as soon as he put on sunglasses and hat.

      Ancients were enthusiastic vegans, she learned. She promised not to eat meat in front of him and to avoid restaurants that celebrated burned flesh.

      They landed in D.C. at midnight. She picked up her car, drove to her place in the boonies, and explained the pleasure of couch surfing. He acted as if couches were a luxury.

      He started to remove his shirt, then stopped. “I forgot. Humans are embarrassed by nudity. I’ll wait until you leave the room.” He looked around. “Am I incorrect? There’s not much opportunity for privacy in here.”

      “No, you’re correct,” Raven said. She was embarrassed. Again. “All I ask is that you don’t wander around naked and that you make noise before you come near my bedroom or the bathroom.” During the trip he’d explained that the Ancients’ digestive and elimination systems were similar to those of humans, even though the specific chemistry was different.

      “I can do that.”

      Raven got little sleep. Too many mental gymnastics wondering what Rust looked like naked while trying to figure out how to save two races from nightmarish demons.
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        * * *

      

      It was August in D.C., and Raven had been sweating since they got out of the car in the nearby parking garage.

      She glanced at Rust, complete with sunglasses and cap. With sunglasses and cap, Rust looked like any other D.C. tourist. “Do Ancients sweat?”

      “Sure. Through our feet. And we pant like birds and dogs.”

      “I have a hard time knowing when you’re serious,” Raven said.

      “I know what you mean,” he said. “We do sweat through our skin, but not as efficiently as humans. Plus our fur doesn’t help. It’s why we like the rainforest. I wasn’t kidding about panting, but that’s only in extremis. At that point I will only have minutes to live unless my temperature is reduced.”

      “Good to know. Fur? You use that word?”

      “Of course. So would humans if they weren’t so obsessed with demonstrating superiority over other animals.”

      Rust’s former boss was waiting for them on the single bench in the postage-stamp park a few hundred yards from the FBI building. Leaves from a live oak big enough to have been there since the city was founded floated to the ground in the slight breeze. The park was otherwise empty.

      Moon stood and extended his hand.

      Rust shook it as if handshakes were as natural as breathing. “Thank you for meeting with us, Special Agent. I realize we’ve put you in a difficult position, but we had no choice. Have you contacted my elders?”

      Nice suck-up, Raven thought. She held her breath for Moon’s answer. All federal employees were required by law to report any contacts with an Ancient through an intermediary based in Seattle.

      “No,” Moon said. He looked at Raven. “I decided that a video from a former agent with a grudge didn’t count as a contact.”

      Rust removed his sunglasses and cap for a moment then put them back on. “Do you believe I’m an Ancient?”

      “Oh yeah. I definitely do now.” Moon was staring at the sunglasses.

      Probably trying to see Rust’s eyes, Raven thought. They have that effect.

      “And will you report this contact?” she asked.

      Moon thought for several seconds. “I don’t know.” He turned to face her. “I’m not even going to try and guess how you managed this. But what in holy hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “I didn’t arrange anything; he did,” she said, nodding at Rust. “For which I will be eternally thankful. As for what we’re doing, bring me up to speed on the deaths. Have there been any more reports?”

      Moon shook his head. “Let’s get a couple of things straight before we get both our asses in a sling by talking about an investigation. First, you’re still an agent. The paperwork terminating you never made it off my desk.”

      “Not a big surprise,” Raven said. “You’re such a bullshitter.”

      “Second,” Moon continued, “I can’t discuss an investigation with civilians, even or maybe especially with civilians who are Ancients.” He looked at Rust. “No offense intended.”

      “Humans spend too much time apologizing for being offensive,” Rust said. “Wouldn’t it be easier not to offend in the first place?” He turned to Raven. “Do you wish me to wait elsewhere?”

      “Nope,” Raven said. “I thought the conversation might go this way.” She reached into her pocket, withdrew a dollar bill, and handed it to the puzzled Ancient. “You are now officially a contractor for the FBI. Moon will take care of the paperwork. I’ll explain the powers and limitations of what you can do later.”

      Rust accepted the bill and nodded. “The two of you are beginning to test the patience of an Ancient, which is remarkable. Can we now discuss what we came here to discuss?”

      “We haven't uncovered any new deaths using statistical analysis,” Moon said, “but the guys just got going. I’m adding a half-dozen agents to speed things along. But we do have this.”

      He picked up a sealed folder, tore it open, and handed Raven several photographs. “There were five deaths in a Charlottesville nursing home, which the police were treating as possible homicides. One of my bright young analysts who is screening for unexplained deaths saw the headlines and got the cops to send us a copy of their file. The bodies were in the same condition as the earlier ones.”

      Raven nodded and showed the prints to Rust. His fur turned an intense yellow, which seemed to scare the hell out of Moon. Raven didn’t bother explaining the color change.

      “They’re the same,” she said. “How are these bastards getting around?”

      “I don’t know,” Rust said. “Where are the bodies of the victims? I need to see one.”

      “Why?” Raven and Moon asked simultaneously.

      “Forgive me,” Rust said, “but I can’t just accept a photograph as proof. This is too important.”

      Raven snorted. “My ass. What you really mean is that humans are unreliable and deceitful.”

      “Now children,” Moon said, “I’m going to have to separate you if you don’t play nice. The bodies are in Charlottesville. I couldn’t play the terrorism card and have them brought to D.C. without risking a media leak that would end up on national news. But the first vic had no relatives to raise a stink, so I slammed a national security lid on his death. He’s at the FBI morgue.”

      “Will you permit me access?”

      Moon stared at him for a few seconds. “Yeah. But understand something, both of you. I’ve gone as far as I can without telling my hierarchy. No promises about what will hit the fan when I do that.”

      “I understand,” Rust said. “Just let us get out of town first.”

      “Where we going?” Raven asked.

      “Seattle. I need to force a meeting of my elders.”

      “I thought you said you believed me when we talked in Yuquot,” Raven said.

      This time Rust’s shrug was not quite human. More like that of a gifted dancer, with a slight drop of one shoulder, then the other. “I held a small hope that you were mistaken. I had to be sure.”

      She smacked him on his flannel shoulder; he jumped like he’d been shot. “We need to talk about truth and trust if we’re going to be partners.”

      “You two work that out,” Moon said. “I’ll wait until you’re gone to tell my boss. But be quick. I don’t like where I think we’re headed. I need you to tell me how you’re going to stop these creatures.”

      Raven ignored him and glared at Rust. “I’m not done with you. I thought you said your elders wouldn’t listen. Or if they did, they’d call you crazy and force you into isolation.”

      “That’s still the likely outcome. I need to surprise my leaders. Enough to open minds.”

      “And how will you do that?” Moon asked.

      Rust pointed at Raven. “By taking the photos, my personal observations of a body, and by taking my employer with me to the meeting.”
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      She and Rust were sitting in a private waiting area reserved at Reagan’s general aviation terminal. Moon had gotten their trip classified as an emergency and approval to use one of the Department of Justice’s sixty-plus jets.

      Raven was excited. She’d never seen the inside of a charter, much less flown in an FBI Gulfstream.

      “I just had a disturbing thought,” she said. “I get why your elders might be pissed at you and want their pound of flesh. What are the odds they’ll want a similar donation from your human companion?”

      The lights in the room flickered.

      “In the park when you assaulted me, you said that I should always speak the truth to you,” Rust said “Are you certain that’s what you want?”

      “Yeah,” Raven said. “And that wasn’t an assault. It was a bonding gesture between friends. Human men do that a lot.”

      “Human men are driven by hormones, have a tendency toward violence, and can be idiots.”

      “I suppose Ancients are perfectly rational,” Raven said. “Angels, even.”

      “Unless we’re angered.”

      “That brings me back to my question, which you’ve deftly avoided answering. What happens to me if your elders get pissed?”

      “The truth? I don’t know. I believe you’ll be fine unless they interpret your involvement as a threat to the—”

      The lights flickered and died. A couple of weak emergency beacons kicked in, throwing the room into shadows.

      “I hope the plane is better maintained than this,” Raven said. She looked up at the ceiling and cast a glance around the room.

      Rust leaped from his seat and stared at the darkest corner of the room. “We’ve got trouble.”

      Raven followed his gaze, and her blood froze. A half-dozen Malum had materialized and were floating toward them. She flashed back to the nursing home. A hot mix of shame and anger flushed through her body.

      Thank you, human, for delivering our ancient enemy. You shall die together.

      “Did you hear that?” she asked. “That’s the same voice I heard in the nursing home. I call him SF. Scary Fucker.

      Rust grunted.

      “What?”

      “They know what I am,” he said. “And they still hate my kind. I’m afraid our existence will only inflame their passion for destruction and enslavement.”

      “Fantastic. This wasn’t something you thought you should tell me? For the record, you should conceal nothing from your partner.”

      One of the creatures separated from the others and took the lead. Their approach was slow, inexorable.

      Rust grabbed her arm. His hand was soft as down. Hot. “Move away from me.”

      Feed our hunger.

      She refused to budge. “Hell no.”

      A wave of exhaustion drove her to her knees. She could barely hold up her head. Images of a vast, barren plain filled her mind. Storm clouds roiled overhead, illuminated by chains of scarlet lightning. The Malum were there, floating among mounds of writhing bodies.

      A globe of intense Fire rotated above Rust’s cupped hands, mere inches from her head. Weird. It doesn’t give off any heat.

      She studiously avoided the temptation to reach out and touch it.

      You die if you use Fire to kill. Or we kill you. Either way, you die. Then the human.

      Rust ignored the threat and continued manipulating the ball of flame. Flares erupted from the surface as it grew. He dropped to his knees.

      “I don’t know of any Ancient living who has used Fire as a weapon.” His voice was a harsh whisper. “My Power is too weak. I don’t think I can stop them.”

      The Malum circled like wolves stalking a lamb. Raven grew weaker, gasping for a full breath and failing.

      Pain racked her body, torture so fierce that it triggered a hot spark of anger. The fury intensified, manifesting in a black-red bubble that spread beyond her body.

      Distant screams of fear and frustration roused her. She forced her head up. Rust lay on the floor, unmoving; his Fire had vanished. The sphere generated by her anger surrounded the two of them. SF—the demon she thought was SF—had backed away to the dark corner from which he’d appeared.

      The bubble expanded until it touched the three nearest demons. They disintegrated in a flash of blinding light. SF and the remaining two creatures recoiled and vanished.

      Raven lay unmoving, eyes closed, thinking of nothing but the delicious joy of the air that flooded her lungs. It took her a minute to realize that she’d survived. Death had been so close. As soon as she could collect herself, she pushed to her knees and looked for Rust. He stood next to her, smiling, hand extended. She took it and stood.

      “What did you do to them?” she asked.

      “Nothing. I failed. My Fire died before I could wield it.”

      “I don’t understand. What saved us?”

      “You did.”

      The door to the hangar opened and one of the ground crew techs stuck his head in, looking around. “Waiting in the dark? I don’t want to know why. The jet’s ready when you are.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      Raven argued non-stop with Rust for the first half hour of the flight. He kept insisting she’d saved them with her Power, even though he admitted humans didn’t have Powers and that he didn’t know what she’d done.

      She countered that he was the only being in the room other than the Malum with a Power. He’d somehow managed to use it to save them. That was the only rational explanation. If he didn’t know how, it was because he was stupid. Or ignorant. Or, more likely, both.

      She ended the argument by turning away from him and closing her eyes.

      She found him looking at her when she woke. “What? Was I snoring?

      “I think I know how I want to approach the elders. But we need to discuss a few things just in case.”

      “In case what?” Raven asked. She was famished.

      She rose, walked to the front of the plane and pulled a couple of vegan sandwiches from the bulkhead refrigerator, along with two bottles of water. She walked back and shared the results of her hunting expedition.

      “I have no idea when my people will react to your presence. It could happen when we’re miles away, or they may wait until we’re in the forest. But they’ll know you’re with me. That’s why we might as well take the direct route.”

      They were flying to Seattle and would drive from there to the Hoh forest. It was the same general approach that Raven considered before Rust contacted with her, except he knew the actual roads that would lead them to his people.

      Raven nodded. “I get that they’ll know you’re coming. I guess. But how will they know I’m with you?”

      “Audentes fortuna iuvat,” He said. “Fortune favors the bold.” I’ll be broadcasting my own presence. And I’ll be shielding you, which the elders will perceive as soon as they notice me.”

      “I need shielding?” Raven asked.

      “Oh yeah. Unless you want to puke all the way there and become a whimpering simp begging me to let you go.”

      She sat down, leaned back, and put her feet up. The jet had been a disappointment. The seats were leather and twice the size of those on commercial airplanes. But there were no couches or beds or full bars, all of which she’d seen when she searched social media. She was a little surprised that the FBI hadn’t outfitted the plane with standard airline seats and dirty industrial carpet.

      “I don’t do simp. Though I have been known to puke every now and then.”

      Rust managed a smirk.

      He was getting pretty good at mimicking human expressions, Raven thought.

      “Right. The only tricky bit is that shielding you from the wards that protect our community is a big energy suck.”

      “You enjoy using words like suck, don’t you?”

      He ignored her. “I’ll need my people to lift the approach protections quickly, or we’ll have a big problem. Or you will, anyway. That’s why I want to alert them early—to give them time to consider their options.”

      “Anything else? Everyone going to be naked?”

      He laughed. “Our clothing is not all that different from that of humans. We typically wear gowns at formal ceremonies, but otherwise our usual jeans and flannel. We’ll be fine the way we are.”

      “No naked rituals under a blood moon? That’s a disappointment.”

      “That’s a different ceremony. One thing though. No electronic devices or weapons. You’ll have to leave your gear in the car. Purity of purpose and all that.”

      She nodded, finished her sandwich, curled her legs up on the seat, and fell asleep.
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      Once they reached the eastern part of the Olympic Peninsula, Rust guided her to a two-lane road gravel road that connected with State Route 101 a mile north of Triton State Park. A dense fog hid the tops of towering Sitka spruce that loomed over them.

      After twenty minutes of dodging potholes, Raven noticed the first stirrings of nausea. She didn’t say anything, determined to tough it out. Fifteen minutes later she surrendered, pulled to the side of the road, and opened the door.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      “Peeing or puking?” Rust asked.

      “Puking. And I’ll do better if we don’t discuss it.”

      “You should’ve told me.”

      He performed a few hand contortions and muttered a couple of words. The nausea vanished.

      She closed the door. “Nice trick. So that was your people’s shield that made me sick?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So if I made the same motions and said the same words, would that work?”

      “You can’t do the movements.” He held up his hands. “You’d need another joint and longer fingers, although the forms aren’t essential if your Power is strong enough. Plus the incantations won’t work unless you’re an Ancient.”

      Rain started pinging off the roof of the car.

      She pulled back onto the road. “I keep expecting to see Norman Bates lurking in the bushes.”

      “You’re safe,” Rust said. “We’re a long way from the nearest motel.”

      “Have you been broadcasting our presence?”

      “Yeah, since we left SeaTac.”

      “Any response?”

      “You felt like puking, right? That means no reaction; the wards are still in place.”

      “Now what?” Raven asked.

      “I don’t know. I’ve never done this before. Keep driving until something happens.”

      “How long can you sustain the energy drain?”

      “We’re about to find out.”

      Rain and daylight faded as she drove. The road ended fifteen minutes later. No pull-out, no trailhead, not even a warning that they were trespassing.

      “We have company,” Rust said, pointing through the windshield.

      An Ancient stood fifteen feet into the woods, arms at his side, as still as death. Raven would never have noticed him. She doubted she would have seen him if she’d walked within two feet of him.

      “Who’s he?” she asked.

      “Jade. She prefers a human name that matches her eyes.”

      Raven peered through the mist-filled air. The Ancient looked like a short, skinnier version of Rust.

      “Oh,” Raven said. “Sorry. She. Her hair’s not much longer than yours.”

      Maybe two-inches long and spikey. Compared to Rust, she had a full head of hair that seemed to have no color at all. It was almost invisible in the dim light.

      Rust smiled. “Let’s do a little test. I’m going reduce the shield around you a bit. Let me know if you feel ill.”

      “Maybe we should do your little experiment outside in case I heave all over the place.”

      “Good idea.” He opened his door, walked to the front of the car, and waited for Raven to join him.

      “Go for it.”

      He watched her. “Nothing?”

      “I feel fine.”

      “Now?”

      “Still fine.”

      “I’ve dropped my shield. The wards must have been dropped.”

      “That’s a good sign,” Raven said.

      “We’ll see. Wait here for a moment.” He walked into the woods, hugged Jade, and spoke with her in hushed tones before beckoning Raven to join them.

      Raven said hello and grinned at Rust. “I guess some amount of touching is okay.”

      He didn’t laugh. “Keep your hands to yourself unless you want to start an inter-species incident.”

      Jade was watching the two of them with a frown. She wore sweats that were unlike any Raven had ever seen. The colors were shades of deep green that shifted with the light to match the forest. Raindrops seemed to dance around her.

      “Besides,” Rust said. “She would hurt you if you tried to touch her. Might be interesting to watch.”

      “Now there’s something universal,” Raven said. “Men of any species like to see women fight. I’ll never understand it.”

      Jade laughed, her birdsong melody an octave lower than Rust’s. “This way.”

      She turned and led them a hundred yards deeper into the forest to where a four-person all-terrain vehicle waited.

      “You use ATVs?” Raven asked.

      “For supplies,” Jade said. “We’re not primitives.” She pulled three baskets from the short trailer that was hitched to the back of the four-wheeler. “Eat. We’ll be traveling until after dark.”

      She reached back into the trailer, withdrew a Cattleman hat made from the same material as her clothes, and put it on her head.

      Raven squashed a smile. When she turned around, she found Rust frowning, staring at her. He relaxed when she didn’t comment on the hat.

      “Where’re we going?” Rust asked. “Certainly not the longhouses.” He looked at Raven. “We live in structures that resemble your indigenous people’s dwellings, but our homes and the area around them are forbidden to any but our kind.”

      Jade’s face filled with fury, and she growled at Rust. “You speak of such things to a human? Many of our people are angry with you. I’m beginning to believe their fears are well founded.”
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      Jade didn’t speak again for three hours, until she shut down the ATV, climbed off, and glared at Rust. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      “As do I,” Rust said. He turned to Raven. “The elders are waiting in a clearing about a hundred yards that way.”

      The woods were so dark that Raven had difficulty seeing which way he was pointing. She hadn’t been able to see anything of the forest during the long, bumpy ride. But she smelled it—wet, green, and sweet with a sharp evergreen edge. Her butt screamed for mercy when walked.

      “How big is this place?” she asked. “I feel like we’ve come a hundred miles.”

      “It’s not that big,” Rust said, “and I won’t tell you where we are. But I will say that Jade took the long way.”

      Raven looked up. Clouds were either floating at treetop level, or fog was descending. “Hell, I don’t even know which way is north.”

      “Lead the way, Jade,” Rust said.

      “I’m not invited. Good luck. I hope I see you again.” She turned away and stomped into the woods.

      “Unless I’m misreading her,” Raven said, “she’s still pissed.”

      “You’re reading her just fine,” Rust said. His eyes were faint green lights in the night. “We might as well get this over with.”

      “Hang on. I can’t see shit. You could lead me off a cliff, and I wouldn’t know it until I hit bottom.”

      He floated a small ball of orange Fire a couple of feet above his head, and walked to a covered rubber tub like the ones found at Home Depot. Even with the light, Raven would have walked past it without noticing. He popped the lid and pulled out a wrapped package.

      “I guess our meeting is more formal than I thought.” He ripped the package apart and handed her a gown that shimmered in the soft light of the Fire. “Please put this on.”

      Raven thought about arguing and decided against it. “Look the other way.” She turned, stripped, and dropped the gown over her head. She took a deep breath and turned around. “Consider this a sign of respect from an unworthy human.”

      Rust had changed while she had her back turned. “The Council will appreciate it.” He took their clothes and put them in the tub.

      “You’ve communicated with them? That’s how you knew where to find the gowns?”

      “Obviously.”

      A fine mist seemed to materialize around them. Beads of water formed on the surface of the gown. Raven felt the fabric. It was warm, as soft as silk, and shed water like a duck.

      “There are hooded rain jackets in the saddlebags.”

      “Would you wear one if I weren’t here?”

      “No. I like rain.”

      “As does your Council.”

      “Sure.”

      “Leave the jackets. I like rain too.”

      Rust looked at her with his head cocked. “I think you mean that. We need to go.”

      Raven’s heart was pounding so hard in anticipation of the meeting that she was sure Rust could hear it.

      “Lead the way.”

      “There’ll be a fire at the gathering if you’re cold.”

      “Spooky Fire?”

      “Real fire, made from dead trees and shit.”

      She laughed and followed his lead through the forest, the ball of Fire floating overhead and illuminating their path. The drizzle formed into a light rain, which sizzled softly when it hit the Fire. She shivered, but it had nothing to do with being cold.
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      Six gowned Ancients were waiting for them. They stood as a group about twenty feet from a central bonfire that snapped in the rain. The round clearing was maybe fifty feet across, lit by a dozen balls of scarlet flame that floated twenty feet above them. Raven felt as if she was standing in a sunset.

      Rust led her to within an arm’s reach of the group and stopped, saying nothing. Or nothing that Raven could hear.

      Long minutes later, one of the elders came forward and embraced Rust, greeting him in their melodic language.

      Seems friendly enough, Raven thought.

      The Elder released Rust and stepped toward Raven. “You may call me Ivory. You are the first human to attend such a gathering in more than three hundred years. I would welcome you in the name of my people, but that would be dishonest. We do not know what to make of you. ”

      Raven didn’t much care for the “what to make of you” comment. It seemed to carry a hidden threat. What would they do to her if they decided she was an enemy and had corrupted one of their own? It didn’t help her sense of vulnerability that she was naked under her magic gown.

      Ivory returned to the group, turned, and faced the two visitors.

      Rust is as much a stranger as I am, Raven thought. He’s cast himself out by his behavior. An ineffable sadness settled over her at the thought.

      Rust leaned over and whispered in her ear. “Ivory is the second oldest among us. He has great influence among the others.”

      “Second oldest? Why isn’t the most senior here?”

      “I can’t even guess. But I doubt that the Elder's absence is good news.”

      “What are they waiting for?”

      “For me to justify my actions.”

      “You don’t seem to be in a hurry to do that.”

      “I’ll wait a bit. By their silence, they presume my guilt. By speaking first, I’d be accepting their accusations and forced into a defensive posture.”

      Raven nodded. “Our races have much in common. Screw it. I say we give them five minutes and then leave.”

      Rust’s laughter was absorbed by the moss-laden trees that surrounded the clearing. The laugh was louder than it needed to be, Raven thought. He’s sending an implicit message of his own.

      The staring contest continued for several minutes.

      Raven looked at Rust. “I wasn’t kidding about leaving. I think it’s time we go.” Another message sent in what was shaping up to be a disaster.

      Ivory took a step forward before Rust could respond.

      Raven thought that if a frown meant the same thing among Ancients, their number-two guy wasn’t a happy camper.

      “Why did you violate our laws and reach out to this human?”

      “Her name is Raven.”

      “With your every word you demonstrate just how far you’ve distanced yourself from your people. Did you sense the demons? Is that why you reached out to this Raven?”

      “I didn’t sense their presence until my last contact with her, when she asked for our help. We call them the Malum.”

      “Then why did you initially respond? Why did you risk isolation?”

      “Let me answer that with a question of my own,” Rust said. “Have you or any of the elders gathered here tonight experienced a mental connection with a human?”

      Raven was surprised by Rust’s question. What did their momentary mental connections have to do with SF and the Malum?

      Ivory glanced back at the group before answering. “No.”

      “In our history is there a record of such a connection?”

      Ivory hesitated for several seconds. “It’s possible.”

      “Why do you evade my question?”

      “We shall not speak of such things in front of the human. Send her away.”

      “No,” Rust said. “She’s earned the right to be here. Your non-answers dishonor our people. You are concealing knowledge of the Malum. Yet I hid nothing from you. I reported my contact with Raven. Only to be dismissed. Threatened, as you’ve done again this evening.”

      The Ancient standing to Ivory’s right stepped forward. “We would ask the human to describe what she thinks she’s seen.”

      Raven shook her head. “Not until you quit acting like pissed-off parents talking to three year olds. Or whatever the equivalent is among Ancients.” She felt Rust stiffen at her side and guessed the elders weren’t accustomed to a direct challenge. “Address me with respect, and I’ll do the same with you.”

      The Ancient’s eyes pulsed in the gloom. He or she actually smiled. “Tell us what you’ve seen that caused you such alarm. Please.”

      Raven described the deaths and her interaction with the Malum in the nursing home. Rust would handle the Malum attack in D.C. in the hope underscoring his personal involvement would carry more weight.

      “That’s all?” Ivory asked. “Some shadows in the night?”

      Perfect segue, Raven thought. Thank you.

      “Not quite all,” Rust said. “We were attacked while we were waiting to leave D.C.” He described the assault, what he and Raven felt while being assaulted, and the death of three of the creatures before the remainder fled.

      Ivory gave no indication he was surprised by anything they’d said. He led the group of Ancients away from the fire and into the darkness without a word.

      Raven turned and stared into the fire. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Why did you press Ivory about their knowledge of the Malum?”

      Rust pivoted at her side. “Withholding information is taboo. Ours is very nearly a hive culture. We share everything, which is why I reported my contact with you and why everyone in our community knows about it—even those like Jade, who have no involvement in this matter.”

      “So?” Raven asked. “It’s bad they lied to you, but I’m missing something.”

      “It’s not just bad. It’s a violation. Something is very wrong here. Lies, threats, and the absence of our most venerated leader at a critical time in our history. We might as well be human.”

      “Hey! That’s not fair. I mean, maybe it’s accurate, sometimes anyway, but it’s impolite to point it out.”

      His teal fur communicated his embarrassment. Raven was thankful for his inability to conceal his emotions. “I apologize for my bluntness. But you’re the one who insisted on the truth, which was very much like an Ancient.”

      She smiled. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      Ivory’s voice came from directly behind them. “One question we would have answered.”

      Raven whirled to find him and the others crowding her personal space. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end. Rust turned slowly as though their presence wasn’t a surprise.

      “I’m getting tired of questions that tell us nothing,” she said. “Ask.”

      “How is it that you and Rust are still alive?” Our Power is Fire. Fire can kill the Malum. But the one who wields the full fury of Fire inevitably dies also. Rust’s ability to use Fire is limited, and that saved him from himself. But it also means he is unable to kill the Malum.”

      “Raven is an unusual, perhaps unique, human,” Rust said. “There’s only one possible answer to your question. She killed the Malum.”

      “Bullshit,” Raven said. “I barely have the power to get out of bed in the morning. Something else must have happened. Rust must have more control over Fire than you believe.”

      Ivory frowned. “Two who shouldn’t be alive stand before us, each saying the other was their savior. We can only conclude that you’re both lying. The human’s motivations are impenetrable to us, as always with her race.” He nodded at Rust. “You are trying to justify violating our laws, for which you are henceforth banished.”

      “Isolation?” Rust asked. “We ask for your help, and you give us deceit?”

      “Not isolation,” Ivory said. “Banishment. Go live among the humans you so admire. You are no longer one of us.”

      The group turned as one and disappeared into the night.

      Raven’s head pounded as if it was going to explode. “You are fools! The Malum know you exist, and you are the only threat to them. You have condemned your race!”
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      Jade reappeared and led Raven and Rust to separate tents so that they could sleep for a few hours before they were booted out of the rainforest. They might as well have not gone to the trouble. When Rust scratched at the nylon to wake her up, Raven was still awake and desperate to get the hell out.

      Her anger at the Council’s decision had not diminished with time, and her body was complaining about the way she’d been treating it. Rust and Jade seemed to sense her mood; they changed clothes and climbed back on the ATV in silence.

      The night sky had yielded to daylight by the time Jade got them back to their car. She and Rust hugged briefly before separating.

      Raven climbed behind the wheel, turned the car, and sped down the gravel one-laner toward Seattle. Neither spoke. Ten miles outside the city she slowed and turned into the parking lot of a motel.

      “Do Ancients sleep?”

      Rust looked at her. “What? Of course we do. What kind of a question is that?”

      “I didn’t rest on the plane, and I sure as hell didn’t at the Council site. I’m nearly dead, but you look as fresh as the first time I saw you. Can we grab a few hours sleep and then try to figure out what we do next?”

      “That would be good.” His voice was distant as if he wasn’t really in the car with her.

      Raven went in to register. A few minutes later, she got back in the car and parked outside the next-to-last unit on the back side of the one-story block building. “I just got one room. Figured we were used to the couch-bed arrangement.”

      “I’ve never been in a motel except at Yuquot, but I’m sure it will be fine.”

      Raven laughed. “Yuquot was a palace compared to old 1940s motels. But it’ll do.”

      She was right. Grease-covered sheets of dark wall paneling bumped up against a stained popcorn ceiling. A single forty-watt bulb cast its gloom over the room. Splotches of cement peeked through the green outdoor carpeting. There were no bugs. That she could see. She decided to sleep with her clothes and shoes on.

      She changed in the bathroom and came out to find Rust still dressed, sitting in the one threadbare chair and staring into nothing.

      “You said you need sleep. Now would be a good time.”

      He smiled, stood, and started unbuttoning his shirt.

      “I can’t imagine how you feel about the banishment. But I’ll help you. We’ll find a way to deal with it.”

      He shrugged. “I’m not sure there is a way to deal—”

      There was a knock at the door. Raven strode to the bedside table and picked up her Glock, happy that she’d decided to bring it along. “You order room service?”

      “It’s Jade; you don’t need the gun,” Rust said.

      “And you know this how?” Raven asked. Then she thought about it and waved off her question. “Of course, the mind thingy.”

      She walked to the door and opened it. Jade, complete with cowboy hat and a scowl that creeped Raven out.

      Rust joined Raven at the door. “You told me you were coming, but refused to say why. What’s going on?”

      “I got lonely,” Jade said. “And I brought you a visitor.”

      Jade nodded in the direction of the parking lot, toward an old Studebaker that looked like it had just been driven off the showroom floor. BadAss would have been in automotive lust.

      A tall, emaciated Ancient dressed in a red flannel hoodie, jeans, and sandals                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         emerged from the front passenger seat and glided to the motel room door. “I’m a bit conspicuous out here. May I come in?”

      Conspicuous doesn’t begin to cover it, Raven thought. She’s six-and-a-half-feet tall if she’s an inch.

      Rust stared for a moment, then dipped his head. “Of course, Elder. We are honored.”

      Raven was looking at the oldest living Ancient. The one who hadn’t been at the gathering. She stepped forward and extended her hand. “I’m Raven.”

      “I cannot stay long,” the Elder said. Her eyes were green, but the color of spring leaves rather than the emeralds of the other Ancients. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you since Rust reported his first contact. It’s been a generation since I talked with a human. And I want to thank you for saving our wayward son.”

      Jade disappeared back into the parking lot, a trick that Raven was beginning to appreciate.

      Raven was getting tired of hearing that she had hidden superpowers. She dealt with it in the time-honored way of dealing with something one didn’t like: she ignored the comment. “I’m delighted to meet you.”

      The Ancients’ leader turned her intense gaze on Rust.

      “I regret that you had to face that group in the clearing without my assistance. I was unaware of the meeting.”

      “How is that possible?” Rust asked.

      The Elder shrugged with the same elegance Raven had noticed with Rust.

      “Our council has been ruptured by your contact with Raven. The rupture has been worsened by your news of the Malum. Most don’t believe your account because they’re afraid of the implications. A few, including me, believe otherwise. The group you met with was comprised of non-believers. They concealed the meeting.”

      “It seems to me,” Raven said, “that some of your people have lost their way on the full disclosure front.”

      The Elder pulled her hoodie back. Smile lines creased the skin beside her eyes and mouth, but the rest of her face was flawless. She was as bald as Rust and covered with the same downy fur.

      “Long life is no protection against losing your way.”

      “I’m curious,” Raven said. “How did you learn about the meeting if it was concealed?”

      “You are wise to be skeptical, child. But if we are to survive, you need to learn who to trust. Jade shares my beliefs. She was in the shadows, watching.”

      Raven was embarrassed by the Elder’s rebuke. “Fair enough.”

      “May we ask you a few questions about the Malum?” Rust asked.

      The Elder nodded.

      “Something really basic,” Raven said. “How do they get around? Can they just float to wherever they want to go? Do they use some kind of magical teleportation?”

      “No. They can float from one place to another, but it’s slow and consumes vast amounts of energy. They will use conventional transportation, concealing themselves in shadows or closed compartments. You would never notice them.”

      “That includes planes?”

      “Certainly.”

      “That means we’ll soon be facing a global infestation,” Rust said.

      “Yes, if that’s not already the case,” the Elder said.

      “How do we kill them?” Raven asked.

      “Our Fire can destroy them, but we must be working as a group, or the energy drain will cost our lives.”

      “No,” Raven said. “I meant how do I—how do humans—kill them? She told the Elder about the nursing home.

      “The only time the Malum are vulnerable to a weak species like humans is after they feed. The vulnerability persists until they spawn, which is soon after they satiate themselves. When one of them dies, all the spawn of that one die also.”

      Raved recalled the images she’d seen in her mind when she first peered into the room. The cluster of Malum feeding and generating the glittering ash. Their spawn.

      “The one you describe as more substantial had satisfied itself on the woman in the bed, but had not spawned. You were lucky.”

      “Didn’t feel lucky,” Raven said. She thought about the Elder’s answer. “I’m guessing they don’t feed if anyone who can hurt them is nearby.”

      The Elder nodded. “Humanity cannot defeat them in battle. They will expand until they number in the tens of millions, limited only by their food supply.”

      She startled Raven by embracing her. It was like being hugged by a furnace. “Humanity’s weapons are useless. But you are the exception to your race’s weakness. Rust will contact me when you’re ready to discuss your Power. Do try to stay alive until you can learn properly.”

      “I don’t have any Powers,” Raven said.

      “Of course, dear.”

      Raven discounted the Elder’s assertion the same way she’d ignored Rust earlier. If she had some sort of special Power, she would know it. Wouldn’t she?

      “Is there any other way to kill them without asking Ancients to commit suicide?” she asked.

      Even if we agreed to pay the price,” the Elder said, “we are too few. If we fight alone, we will be lose.”

      “So we’re doomed to be cattle for those horrors?” Rust asked.

      “I hope not. You must go to Kingley Vale in West Sussex, England. Approach the oldest part of the forest, the oldest oak. There you will find those who may have knowledge that we do not, if they are willing to communicate with you at all. It has been more than two hundred years since we have spoken.”

      “Are you talking about Ancients?” Raven asked. “I thought the last existing population was in the Washington rain forest.”

      The Elder paused. She seemed to age before Raven’s eyes. “The burden of violating our species’ vows is tiring. I’m sending you to a group of Ancients that humanity knows nothing about. The North American colony sprang from these venerable beings, as did others around the world.”

      Every time Raven thought she’d started to adjust to the situation in which she found herself, her universe exploded yet again. “Colonies, plural? How many are—”

      “I will say only this. Our English progenitors are the most respected among us. If you can convince them of our collective peril, they may be able to rally all our kind to do battle with these monsters from our history.”

      “But I don’t understand,” Raven said. “Why don’t you communicate with them and plead our case? Or, better yet, come with us. They’d be much more likely to listen to you than us.”

      “Our parting for the new world was not amicable. Our distant relatives would reject any appeal from me out of hand. You must carry the message, Raven. They will be curious about you. A human who deals with them as peers. The novelty of the situation will surprise them. Rust will introduce you, but you have to make the case for humanity and for my people.”

      The Elder focused on Rust. “It falls to you to convey my regards and introduce Raven in the old language. They will regard that as a sign of deep respect.”

      “But I don’t know the old—”

      “I know you do not. This is another area where the Council and I have disagreed. Repeat after me.”

      What followed sounded like distant rumbling thunder to Raven’s ear.

      Rust shook his head and replayed the verbal storm. “Is that sufficient?”

      “You have a good ear,” the Elder said. “If they assign points for effort, that will be close enough.”

      Raven was frustrated by the vague directions. “We just walk up and say hi? Where exactly?”

      “The Vale is a small meadow, surrounded by an old-growth forest. Stand in the clearing before the oldest tree. Rust will do his introduction. Then you wait and see if anyone appears.”

      “How—”

      The Elder’s impatience bubbled over. “I must go.” She turned to Rust. “Walk me to the car. I have a couple of last thoughts for you.”

      Raven wasn’t bothered by being excluded. She had to respect private time between an Ancient and his leader.

      She sat in the sad little motel chair and waited. Rust was only gone a few minutes, but she could hardly contain herself when he returned to the room. “Well? Anything you want to share?”

      “She agrees that you are unique. My bad habit of sharing with humans should be restricted to you, or she’ll turn me into a toad.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Partly,” Rust said.

      “Which part?”

      “She can’t really turn me into a toad. I think she enjoyed making the threat, though.”

      “Anything about the banishment?” Raven asked.

      “She urged me to go back with her to plead my case to the full council. Doing that would be consistent with our way of handling things. She said she’d help me.”

      “You should go if that’s the best way to clear yourself. I don’t want—”

      “I wouldn’t prevail, even with her help. She agreed with me when I pressed her a bit.”

      “That must have been awkward. Anything else?”

      “She’ll try to delay a final council decision on my banishment and their involvement with the Malum as long as she can. Maybe we’ll learn something in England that will help our case.”

      “I’ll get the plane tickets lined up,” Raven said.

      “Jade has already taken care of the tickets, along with a car and hotel.”

      “Great. Do you have a passport in that bag that’s as good as the license?”

      “Yes.”

      “Let me take a look, just in case. Technology has gotten a lot better at detecting forged documents.”

      “That’s not necessary. It’ll be fine.” He made no move to open the bag.

      “Yeah, but—”

      “It’s authentic, don’t worry so much.”

      She let the issue go. You have to start trusting somewhere, she thought. “We need to get going.”

      Rust shook his head. “I’ve lived my life believing that my kind are the only non-humans on earth. In the last few days, I’ve learned that the Malum still exist and that there are more of my people elsewhere in the world.”

      “How do you think I feel?” Raven asked. “We just have to suck it up and move on.”

      “I need time to integrate what I’ve learned. And I need rest, as do you. We sleep, then we go.”
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      They managed to sleep for a few hours—Raven in the bed, fully clothed and praying that the motel didn’t have bed bugs; Rust in his jeans on the couch. She’d avoided looking at his chest. When they climbed back into the rental for the drive to the Seattle-Tacoma airport, Raven felt worse than she had before she slept. One glance at Rust's pale face and she didn’t bother asking if he agreed.

      The SeaTac airport security agents stared at Rust like he belonged in a zoo, but his passport did the job. A little voice in the back of Raven’s head reminded her that getting on the plane was the easy part. Security would be a whole lot tighter getting into the UK.

      They were ambling toward their gate when Nightmare on Elm Street sang out from her phone. She’d called Moon earlier with an update but had gotten his voice mail.

      “Hey. What’s up?”

      “I guess it’s good news that I haven’t heard anything about a major interspecies incident involving the Ancients. What happened at your meeting?”

      “I’m not sure.” She summarized the reaction of the council and the visit by the senior Elder at the motel.

      Moon was quiet for a couple of moments. “I want to make sure I understand. You’re mixed up in a political kerfuffle among the Ancients. They didn’t believe you about the so-called Malum and kicked your partner out of the sandbox. And their leader, who has no real power, believes you but can’t help. She’s sent you to England to confer with a group that we don’t even know exists.”

      “I can see why you’re the up-and-coming FBI director,” Raven said. “That was a stellar summary.”

      “You can take my summary and shove it up—”

      “Now, now. Did you tell the top floor about what’s going on?”

      “Oh yeah,” Moon said. “The director is aligned with the Ancient faction who wants to pretend that you’re a nutso liar.”

      “Shit. He want to close us down?”

      “Of course he wants to, but he can’t. The senior Elder contacted the director and made it clear that she’ll scream bloody hell if the bureau doesn’t take this seriously.”

      “Huh,” Raven said. “That’s getting close to meddling in human affairs. I’m surprised she did that and even more surprised the director paid attention to it.”

      “He was speechless. He thinks he should brief the president because of the inter-species implications.”

      “The president? I don’t swim in such exalted, shark-infested waters, but would that help or hurt?”

      “I don’t see how the president can help, at least not yet,” Moon said. “What can he do? Send the military to kill the Malum? But we don’t know how to kill the bastards. So then what? Drop a nuke? Where? Would it even work?”

      “You’re not making me feel any better,” Raven said.

      “That’s not part of my job description. I convinced the director that taking a problem like this to the president without a solution is a career-ender.”

      “Will he stay convinced?”

      “Not for long,” Moon said. “As soon as he thinks this pot of shit is about to blow, he’ll start talking to anyone who will listen to him. The only thing worse than not having a solution is having things go to shit and surprise everybody. Unfortunately, I got a report an hour ago that’s going to wobble the lid.”

      “Let me guess. More bodies.”

      “Yeah, but not in the U.S. The statistics guys have identified a half-dozen cities in central Europe with a surge in deaths way above the norm. All were in nursing homes. No one over there is seeing a pattern yet, but our guys made a few calls, and the condition of the bodies fits with what we’ve seen.”

      “The Malum have gone international? Already?”

      “Isn’t that what the Elder said would happen?” Moon asked.

      “Yeah, but I didn’t think they’d be able to move so fast.”

      “Never underestimate your enemy, Raven. It’ll get you killed.”

      “Any other good news?”

      “No. Oh, there is one thing. Your boyfriend from the hospital stopped by.”

      “Ish? Why?”

      “How the hell would I know? Maybe he was checking to see if you’re okay. Any reason I should worry about your health?”

      Ish and the neurologist were a distant memory. “Other than I’m hunting a race of killers?”

      Moon grunted and hung up.
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      Their non-stop flight left Seattle a little before six, with a scheduled arrival at London’s Heathrow about ten the next morning.

      Jade had booked first class seats, complete with fully reclining modules. Raven sent a mental thanks to the Elder and was a little disappointed when she didn’t get anything back. No seizure, no chat line.

      She’d just drifted off to sleep when a flight attendant tapped her on the shoulder. “The FBI routed a call from your boss to our operations center. The captain has patched it into the bulkhead phone.”

      “Thanks.”

      She slipped past a sleeping Rust in the aisle cubicle and scurried to the galley at the front of the plane. Three attendants were standing and talking in whispers a couple of feet from the phone.

      “Sorry, but I’m going to need privacy for this. I’ll be as fast as I can.”

      The three vanished like put-upon spirits.

      She put the phone to her ear. “What’s happened?”

      “Keep in mind this isn’t a secure line,” Moon said.

      “Understood.”

      “We have another incident.”

      Raven thought about how to phrase her questions. “Like the others?”

      “No. A London daycare an hour from Heathrow. Three babies. It’s hit the international wire services. They’re saying a caretaker ran amok.”

      “But you don’t buy it,” Raven said.

      “We managed to get copies of the autopsy photos. They’re in the same condition. I’d bet my left testicle our quarry is responsible.”

      So much for worrying about an open line.

      “From my, uh, interview in the nursing home,” she said, “I understood our perps, uh, targeted old people.”

      Because it was easier to rip the life force out of old people, she thought but was careful not to say.

      “Yeah,” Moon said. “You said that.”

      “So if this is real, I’ve got to believe it’s some sort of message.”

      “This situation is about to get out of control. Go to the scene and see what you can learn. Scotland Yard is waiting for you.”

      “Will do.”

      “Fair warning, Raven. I’ve got to turn the director loose so he can bring the president up to speed. You’ve got a couple of days at most before this gets ripped away from me. Find a way to kill them. Do it fast.” He hung up.

      Raven returned to her seat. She expected sleep to be impossible, but even an exhausted mind in turmoil needed rest.

      She woke in a sweat, lost and confused. Rust had been charged with terrorism, beaten unconscious, and taken into British custody.

      She bolted upright, recalled where she was, and glanced at the sleeping Ancient. Nightmare, she told herself. Only a nightmare. Or a premonition.

      She glanced at her watch. Forty minutes until they landed. She returned the bed-seat to its chair configuration and tried to calm her pounding heart.

      Panicking solves nothing, she repeated to herself in a silent mantra. How are you going to get Rust through customs and avoid the damn nightmare?

      The Ancients were a vague, distant fantasy outside the U.S. Hell, that was true inside the U.S. as well. She doubted that Rust’s passport would explain his emerald eyes and technicolor body hair. In the current geopolitical climate, anything a security agent didn’t understand was considered hostile.

      She found herself staring at her partner, whose soft snores sounded like a cat’s purr. His new gray hoodie would conceal his fur, but customs would force him to remove the sunglasses. They needed a strategy. “Hope for the best” wasn’t going to cut it.

      She was tired of worrying by herself.

      She poked Rust, waited for him to focus, and briefed him on Moon’s call.

      He rubbed his face, yanked the hood back, and ran his fingers through the soft yellow fur on his head.

      Good, she thought. They were both scared.

      “Why would they risk letting us know where they are?” he asked.

      “Arrogance. Do shepherds worry about their sheep knowing where they are? We’re harmless. They know it.”

      “Bullshit; they’re not shepherds. They’re hunters. And, for what it’s worth, you killed three of them. That’s not harmless. That’s what they know.”

      She sighed. “Three of them disappeared, that’s all we know. Could be they just left the scene.”

      He shook his head. “Quit trying to make the facts fit what you want to believe rather than what happened. I was down. I didn’t have the strength to light a campfire. You were weak and getting weaker. Then three of the Malum turned to ash. We both saw it. The others screamed and took off. Why would they risk that again?”

      She was about to push back on the idea that she’d killed anything, but the concept of the Malum as hunters resonated. “We’re not talking about lambs and hunters with an insurmountable advantage. Say you’re forced to hunt to survive, but your target is a threat. Can even kill you. Maybe the odds are too close for comfort. What do you do?”

      Rust thought for a moment before answering. “You don’t go straight at your quarry, that’s for sure. You mess with its head, force it to make mistakes. You use traps and drive your prey toward them.”

      Raven nodded. “I don’t know how the Malum are getting their information, but they’re tracking us. And they want us dead. We need to see the scene of the most recent deaths, but we shouldn’t be surprised if SF and his buddies are waiting for us.”

      He nodded his agreement.

      “We have a more immediate problem. I don’t see how we can get you through customs.”

      He laughed. “Can’t let it go, huh?”

      “Yuk it up, fur baby. But Heathrow’s security agents are going to freak when they see your eyes. You need to tell them the green is due to the treatments for an eye problem. They’ll ask what kind of problem. Say you have a detached macula.”

      His laugh settled into a smile. “There’s no such thing. Isn’t lying a bigger problem than explaining who I am?”

      “So I made it up. But I’ve got to tell you, if you sashay up to a gate agent and say, ‘Hi, I’m an Ancient, and I’ve come to see a member of a race that’s living unknown among you,’ they’re going to cart you off.”

      The smile expanded. “I don’t sashay. I glide. And you still worry too much.”

      Raven’s heart sank. They were never going to get past the airport police, and the Malum would be free to take over the planet.

      Rust yawned and closed his eyes, a trace of the maddening smile still on his face. “Wake me when we land.”
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      It turned out he was right; she needn’t have been so concerned.

      She’d queued up behind him, ready to step in and flash her FBI creds when things went south. Not much of a plan, but it was all she had.

      Raven leaned forward, ready to leap to his defense as the desk agent scanned Rust’s credentials, did a double-take at his monitor, mouthed a “welcome to England,” and waved him through.

      She, on the other hand, had to answer a series of probing questions about why an FBI agent was visiting the not-so-sunny United Kingdom with only a small carry-on bag. They scanned and searched her bag twice, examining the seams, then gave it over to a German shepherd for a thorough sniffing.

      When she finally got permission to enter the country, she found Rust waiting for her just outside the security door wearing the same smirky smile he’d offered her on the plane.

      Her hours of concern transformed into irritation. “You want to explain to me what just happened?”

      He handed her his passport. “Perhaps this will help.”

      The cover was the same color as his eyes, rather than the usual dark blue for U.S. citizens. An embossed illustration of a tree—a beautifully rendered piece of art—claimed the center. Above the tree were the words “Diplomatic Passport,” below it the phrase “The Dominion of Ancients.”

      Raven flipped it open. The interior contained the same information as any other passport she’d ever seen. Except for a sentence under Rust’s picture. “The authorized bearer of this document is a citizen of Earth and shall be afforded every courtesy and assistance without restriction.”

      She looked up and saw her surprised face in Rust’s sunglasses. “You’re a diplomat?”

      “Few of our people travel, but all who do carry credentials like these.”

      “The agent seemed startled by something on his monitor,” Raven said. “What was that about?”

      “A message from the Queen with a standing order that I am to be cleared without hesitation or question. It’s a standard form that’s generated when the barcode is scanned. It’s not always from the Queen, of course. Depends on the country.”

      “You might have said something, asshole. Or let me see the passport.”

      The smile on his face grew. “You should trust me when I tell you that you worry too much.”

      She stomped away and started the trek to the airport exit.
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      Raven had been between jobs the last time she was in the vast Heathrow complex. She’d quit the D.C. police but not yet reported to the FBI training academy, deciding to take her first vacation in ten years in the land of her mother’s ancestors. There was no direct flight from Dulles to Prague, so she found herself with four hours to kill when she landed in the British airport that everyone seemed to hate. And for good reason. It was impossible to walk ten feet without having to dodge a clutch of travelers, all of whom were bumbling around in a sort of human Brownian motion.

      She glanced at Rust. “You up for a shortcut?”

      “Absolutely. I thought I could handle crowds when I left the rainforest, but this place is getting to me.”

      “Yeah,” Raven said, “that's not just a problem for woodsy types. Freaks me out too.”

      They were scooting along the right side of the concourse, staying close to the scarred, white-tiled wall. Even so, people streamed around them like they were rocks in a roaring stream.

      “Cut your way across,” she said. “Turn left at the wall and take the first door you come to.”

      Rust studied the far side of the hall. “You mean where the door says No Admittance?” Won’t it be alarmed and locked?”

      “It wasn’t when I tried it before. Get going. This is like swimming across a river. You have to go in upstream, and if you wait too long, you’re done for.”

      Rust slid into the jostling traffic. Raven followed closely, drafting in the slipstream behind him. Somehow he seemed to find a series of holes between the groups of travelers, sliding from one gap to another without making contact or breaking stride.

      I need to get him to teach me that trick, she thought. If I tried it, I’d be squashed.

      In seconds they were standing in front of the battered beige metal door. It had a horizontal tubular push bar that looked like it belonged to a 1960’s school. There was no apparent lock or alarm.

      “You sure this is okay?” Rust asked.

      She answered by slamming on the bar with her hip. The door popped open to reveal an empty corridor that ran about fifty feet before making a right turn. She sighed in relief. Opening the door hadn’t triggered an alert. At least not one she could hear.

      The hallway was wide enough for two people and dimly lit by a couple of fluorescent strip fixtures. A thin layer of dust covered the terrazzo floor, undisturbed for who knew how long.

      “It’s a bit twisty with lots of doors along the sides,” Raven said, “but it empties across from the exit in the main hall. Kinda cool, huh?”

      She nodded for him to go first, followed, and shoved the door closed. The noise of the surging crowd was replaced by silence.

      “Should I ask how you know about this?” Rust asked. He was whispering.

      “FBI agents have to memorize every passage in every major airport in the world. It’s a security thing.” Now they both were whispering.

      He stared at her. “I don’t believe you.”

      “Good. And quit whispering. You’re creeping me out.” Her voice bounced off the gray cement floors and walls. “I went spelunking the last time I was in this airport. There are lots of interesting, abandoned places when you get off the beaten path. I’ll show you one up ahead.”

      They’d just made the turn to the right when Raven heard a long sibilant sigh behind her. She tried to place the sound, one she’d heard before. A shiver raced through her. In the nursing home where this craziness had begun. She whirled around. The corridor was empty.

      “Stop.” She issued the command so softly that she didn’t expect Rust to hear it. But he stopped and turned to her with a question on his face, his fur glowing a soft yellow.

      She crept to the corner, hugged the left wall, and peeked around the bend. Nothing. She was about to turn away when a group of smudges formed in mid-air about forty feet down the corridor. She did a quick count; there were at least a dozen of them. The demons moved toward them like a slow-motion tsunami of evil.

      One of the smudges separated itself from the group. A hideous laugh filled Raven's mind.

      You were to die next to the babies of your kind.

      She recognized the foul taste of the words. SF was the group’s leader, as he had been in Washington.

      She glanced over her shoulder at Rust. His facial down made it clear that he heard the voice also.

      But you now isolate yourselves. Are you so eager to perish?

      Raven turned, screamed “Run!” and bolted down the hallway as fast as she could. Rust hesitated a second before bolting after her.

      She didn’t dare look back, but she felt the creatures closing rapidly. She yelled back at Rust, “Catch up! Can you use your Fire to kill them?”

      “I doubt it. But for sure I can’t while I’m running.”

      “Then we turn and fight.”

      She slid to a stop and whirled around. Rust stood six feet behind her, arms stretched toward the Malum. Two sputtering balls of Fire formed above each of his palms.

      The Malum had halted in a dirty scrum about twenty feet beyond Rust as if collecting themselves before they attacked.

      Destroy them both. First the human female.

      She wondered whether the others would flee or disintegrate if she killed SF.

      The creatures swarmed around Rust and rushed toward her in a cloud of poison darkness. Raven shuffled away, put her back to the wall. She’d killed them before when they touched her but didn't know how or what she did. She felt no surge of her own Power and the Malum appeared to have no fear.

      I’m a dead woman.

      Feel death claim your soul.

      SF had remained behind, apparently content to watch the slaughter from a distance.

      The corridor seemed to dim as if the Malum were swallowing the light. Her strength fled her body. She staggered. They could kill without touching her. She gathered what little energy she had remaining to make a desperate charge at the bastards.

      “No!’ Rust screamed. “You can’t have her!” He lunged toward Raven, a single ball of golden Fire about the size of a basketball whirling in front of him. He threw the flame in her direction and three of the creatures dissolved into greasy dust.

      Four of the Malum wrapped themselves around him. He collapsed and slid on the floor in a silent heap, his hat and shattered sunglasses scattered behind him.

      Raven felt a surge of energy unlike anything she’d ever experienced. She shoved herself off the wall and into the middle of the remaining Malum. Hellish images of a devastated earth, dark with ash-filled storms and piled high with bodies, crowded her mind. Hot threads of urine traced their way down her legs.

      Her body was frightened beyond her control, but her mind was gripped by a wave of anger. She saw herself in the torn landscape, standing tall, wielding a sword of coruscating brilliance.

      Horrifying screams emanated from the creatures surrounding her. They exploded into dust in a series of concussions that crushed the tiles of the walls around her but left her untouched.

      Her only thought was for Rust.

      She scrambled on her hands and knees to his prone form, ignoring the foul monsters that covered him, and threw herself onto his body. A blinding white light exploded over them both and blasted the nearby demons into nothingness.

      Another time, human. Soon.

      She looked up to see SF slide through the wall as if it didn’t exist.

      She turned back to Rust. He wasn’t breathing. Raven rolled him onto his back and began chest compressions. A voice deep in her mind told her that her efforts were wasted—she didn’t know if he had lungs or a heart or, if he did, where they were located. She could just as well be killing him.

      She kept working. His organs couldn’t be that different. She wasn’t going to let him go without a fight.

      Her inner voice mocked her. You’ve failed. He’s gone. The Malum may return. Give it up. Save yourself.

      She persisted. Sweat plastered her short hair to her head, and dripped onto Rust’s plaid shirt. The smell of her piss covered her like a foul blanket.

      Eventually—she had no idea how much time had passed as she pressed and grunted and prayed—she had to accept reality. He was dead. She stopped, sat back, and sobbed.
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      Raven placed her head on Rust’s still chest, curled up beside him, and closed her eyes. She hadn’t known him well; didn’t know his kind at all. But she’d lost a piece of herself with his death and was certain that humanity had lost its chance to defeat the Malum. Her grief and the depth of her loss surprised and puzzled her, but she had no time to sort out her feelings. SF could regroup and mount another attack at any moment.

      She needed to leave his corpse behind. The idea revulsed her, but she had no choice. If she stayed with the body, she’d be detained, possibly for days. The Malum would gain an even stronger advantage than they already possessed.

      Move, she told herself. Now, unless you’re giving up.

      Maybe I should give up. The Malum are too powerful. She thought about the light that destroyed their attackers. I may have Power, but I can only protect myself. I should return to the Ancients and beg for help.

      She almost laughed.

      Why would they listen to me? Hell, I’d be lucky if they didn’t kill me. Jade would be delighted to take revenge, I’d bet on it.

      She felt a ripple of pressure against her cheek, the one resting on Rust’s chest. She lurched upright, sat back on her heels, and stared at his body, looking for any sign of movement. Nothing.

      She had started to turn away when a susurration slipped from his mouth, like a small breath of wind through the leaves of a tree. His chest heaved, and he sucked air into his lungs in whistling rush.

      His eyes opened.

      Raven whooped in surprise and joy.

      Rust grimaced, coughed, seized two more deep breaths, and sighed. His breathing settled into a strong, steady rhythm.

      A slight smile displaced the grimace. “You followed us. Good. We could use the help.”

      A spike of fear raced up Raven’s spine. Maybe confusion was normal after being attacked by demon spawn. But what if he had brain damage from prolonged lack of oxygen?

      She leaned over him and whispered. “No one followed us. We were together. We were attacked. Don’t you—”

      “Not you,” Rust said. “Her.” His focus shifted to somewhere behind Raven.

      Raven turned and looked toward the concourse door through which they’d entered the corridor. The bizarre sight caused her heart to stutter and pound against her chest. Jade and her hat were sprinting toward them like an avenging angel.

      A dozen balls of Fire orbited around her head and two more formed in the air above her outstretched palms as Raven watched. The orbs were three times the size of the one Rust had created. All were shades of blue, from Montana sky to indigo, and the light that streamed from them was so intense that it hurt to look at them. They winked out of existence with a soft pop as she slowed to a stop and knelt beside Rust.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you,” she said. “I should’ve made a noise to warn you I was here. I keep forgetting that your mind isn’t sensitive to our presence.”

      “Not a problem,” Raven said. “People don’t really drop dead from shock. What are you doing here?”

      Jade smiled. “Of course they do. It happens all the time to humans. The Elder ordered me to follow you in case you needed help.”

      Raven noticed that Jade’s smile mirrored Rust’s. It looked good on her.

      “I read about the attack from Rust’s mind, but there are large gaps. You need to fill me in. Later, after we get out of here.”

      Raven looked down at Rust. His eyes were closed, his body relaxed. Too relaxed. Like he was dead.

      She put her hand on his chest and shook him. “You need to stay awake until we get you to a doctor.”

      “He can’t hear you,” Jade said. “He’s entered a healing sleep and won’t wake again until his body has sufficiently repaired itself. If it can. A human doctor can’t help. And the nearest Healer is five thousand of miles away.”

      “Are you saying he may still die?”

      Raven had never seen an Ancient cry. Their tears matched the glistening emerald of their eyes.

      “Yes. He’s slipping away.”

      Raven pushed herself to her feet. She felt dizzy and weak. “I’ll go find a wheelchair.”

      The glittering lights that foretold a seizure danced at the edge of Raven’s vision. She reached out for Jade’s mind.

      We can’t let him die.

      Jade froze, shock and surprise written on her face.

      Rust said you can communicate with us directly. I never believed him.

      Raven caught a glimmer of another thought in Jade’s mind. A deeper meaning to the words “he” and “him.”

      Rust is your brother, isn’t he?

      The down on Jade’s face flashed scarlet and then returned to its normal transparency as if she was struggling to control her display of emotion.

      Stop that. You can’t just go poking around in other minds. It’s rude. Worse than that. An unspeakable violation.

      Raven broke the connection. “I apologize. This is all new to me, and I don’t know how to control it. I’ll stick to talking until I can.”

      Jade squatted on the floor and brushed the hair off Rust’s forehead. “He’s my younger brother. We’re just fifty years apart, but I’ve always given him a hard time.”

      Raven was dumbfounded. Just fifty years? How old were these beings? She had so many questions, but there was no time. She hoped she lived long enough to get some answers.

      “Stay put,” she said. I’m going to find a wheelchair. We need to get out of here before the bastards come back.”

      “I don’t think they will,” Jade said. “You killed seven of them. That’s Old World Power, from before they were cast down. It had to scare them.”

      “How do you know how many I killed?”

      “While you were focused on Rust I picked out some of the details from your mind.”

      “You hypocritical ass,” Raven said. “Didn’t you just say that was unspeakable?”

      “It is, at least between two of our kind. The issue doesn’t come up with humans.”

      “Is that supposed to be some sort of a lame-ass apology?”

      Jade squirmed. “I haven’t had much practice. I’ve never apologized to a human. Forgive me. I will stay out of your mind unbidden. You have my word.”

      I don’t know how much I can trust your word, Raven thought. But it’s probably best to keep that to myself.

      “We’re wasting time we don’t have,” Raven said. “I’ll be back as fast as I can.”

      She turned and sprinted for the far door, praying that the airport kept a few wheelchairs near the entrance to the terminal.
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      Their departure from the airport went unhindered. It amazed Raven how little attention people paid to a man—an Ancient in this case—slumped over in a wheelchair.

      Thirty minutes after the attack, they were in a rental car driving in circles around the outskirts of London. Rust lay in the back seat, covered by a fuzzy throw Raven had purchased in an airport store, his head on a small pillow from the same place. The pillow was embroidered with “London. To Die For.” It was the only one available and she almost passed it up. The message still gnawed at her.

      Jade drove. Raven’s control-freak nature made her want to take the wheel, but exhaustion won out. Now she knew how bears felt in late fall. To help stay awake, she briefed Jade on the attack. The Ancient listened without asking any questions or making any comments until Raven finished.

      “You’re claiming,” Jade said, “that you have a Power that kills the Malum on contact. But that this Power doesn’t hurt you or one of us.”

      “Not claiming,” Raven said. “Describing.” She hesitated. “Hard to believe, I know.”

      “You have no idea.”

      Raven flashed back to the shotgun blast that killed Pat Carpenter outside D.C. Ish had told her he didn’t understand how she’d avoided the same fate. She’d just assumed her partner’s body had provided a shield.

      Maybe the reason she hadn’t died in front of that trailer was due to her latent powers. Whatever those were. The encounter that got her partner killed seemed eons ago.

      “How do you feel?” Jade asked.

      “Like I’ve been up for a month without sleep.”

      “If what you just told me is true, I’m not surprised. Power isn’t free. It drains you of your life force. Almost like one of these bastard shadows. The more Power you use, the greater the loss. Use too much, and you die.”

      Raven chose to ignore Jade’s ongoing skepticism. Hell, she was skeptical herself. “Uh, what’s too much? If I took a nap would I wake up?” She glanced over the seat back. Rust hadn’t moved from when they put him in the car.

      “Beats me,” Jade said. “I’ve never heard of a human with Power.”

      “Then I guess I’ll skip nap time,” Raven said.

      “Suit yourself. But I’ll warn you. The cost of using the Power goes up the longer you delay the reckoning.”

      “You’re full of good news. Does Fire have the same consequences?”

      “Yeah. All Power does. Some more than others. We’re both going to crash before too long.”

      “We can’t. Not until we help Rust,” Raven said.

      Jade glanced at her and nodded. “Yeah.”

      The eerie notes of Nightmare on Elm Street filled the car. “It’s my boss,” Raven said and grabbed her cell. “Moon, I’m a little busy right now. Can I call you back?”

      “No, goddammit. If I wanted you to blow me off I wouldn’t have called, now would I?”

      “Someone had a bad morning,” Raven said.

      She had an idea. A way to give Moon shit for his attitude while making it tough for him to react. Even better, it was a way to teach Jade something about human trust.

      “I’m putting you on speaker. The Elder’s assistant is in the car, and I don’t want to waste time repeating what you tell me. Moon, meet Jade. Jade, meet Moon. My boss and soon-to-be director of the FBI. Or so he tells me.”

      The phone was quiet for several seconds. “Seriously? How’d you come to have the Elder’s assistant with you?”

      “We have our hands full right now, Moon. Why’d you call?”

      Another hesitation. “Jade, no offense, but what I have to say is confidential. Take the phone off speaker, Raven.”

      “I’ll vouch for her. She’ll say nothing to anyone, except the Elder.” Raven glanced at Jade, who nodded. “We’re in this swamp together, and we have to be open with each other. If that doesn’t work for you, then hang up and leave me alone.”

      “Jesus, why do you always bust my balls? You’re going to get us both fired.” His sigh sounded like a rasp scraping a rock. “The director has informed the president about what’s going on with your evil spirits.”

      “They’re not mine,” Raven said. “Were you in the meeting?”

      “What difference does that make? Just let me talk.”

      “I just want to know how much I can trust what I’m about to hear.”

      Heavy sigh. “Yeah,” Moon said, “I was in the meeting. Does that mean you trust what I’m about to tell you more or less?”

      “More. Feel better now? What happened?”

      “The president decided to act. I’m not sure he believes the supernatural aspect, but he believes that something is killing people and that it’s out of control. He’s going public with the story that there is an international contagion. A viral pandemic. Affects seniors mostly, but others as well. High mortality with extreme desiccation as the primary symptom.”

      “Contagion isn’t far wrong,” Jade said. “He could even say an irresistible pestilence.”

      “Right,” Moon said. “And start a national panic. He’s going to issue an executive order doubling international travel inspections. Nothing comes into the U.S. without examination. Britain and the EU will be doing the same. I’d bet my job that other countries will follow.”

      Raven didn’t believe Moon would bet his job on his mother’s saintliness, much less a possible presidential decision. “Does anyone else know we’re dealing with sentient creatures, not just a nasty virus?”

      “The Brits are suspicious, but since no one outside the U.S. has seen one of the Malum, the story should work.”

      “Maybe not as well as you think,” Raven said. “You’d better be ready with a backup.” She described the Heathrow attack and Rust’s condition.

      Moon’s silences were getting longer. “One thing I don’t understand. Oh, hell, there are a shit-ton of things. But this in particular.”

      “What?” Raven asked.

      “If you’re a danger to these assholes, why do they keep coming back and attacking you? Wouldn’t it make more sense for them to hide in a dark corner of the world until they were ready to take over?

      It was a good question, one Raven hadn’t considered. “I don’t know. Maybe the one I killed is SF’s brother and he’s coming for revenge. All I know is he said I was abomination and that I must be destroyed.”

      “Hardly seems like enough to risk your plan for world domination,” Moon said.

      “What else?” Raven asked.

      “The military is taking the lead on the quarantine, with the FBI in support. The president has created an elite team of DARPA scientists and briefed them on the Malum. They’re already looking for a weapon we can use. Meantime, there will be army and marines at every port, border crossing, and airport. We’re talking a deployment of hundreds of thousands.”

      “What do they do if they see one of the Malum?” Raven asked.

      “Shit their pants and report it, I guess. I don’t know. But I do know the military. They’ll try something. Bullets, cannons, something.”

      “You’re scaring me, Moon.”

      “Good. You should be scared. One last thing. I’m ordering you back to D.C. Get here as soon as you can. You’re one of the very few who have seen these bastards. I need you to lead the program to track them down and end them.”

      Raven’s mind had been consumed by a raging battle since Rust’s miraculous—or magical—resurrection. What was she going to do next? She’d never walked away from a fight in her life and Moon’s offer to lead the FBI program against the Malum was the most logical way to combat the threat. She would’ve leaped at the opportunity in the past. It offered everything she valued: a chance to make a difference on a global scale, promotion, recognition, influence.

      There was little she could accomplish as an individual. Her personal Power—if real—was strictly defensive, and she was always a step behind the scheming Malum. The Ancients’ council had their collective heads in the sand; it would be too late for them by the time they understood the threat. The Elder understood, but she could be overthrown any day.

      Raven had to face the truth. She’d failed. She’d been unable to break through the Ancients’ willful ignorance. The Malum were spreading across the planet. Rust was dying.

      “Raven?” Moon asked. “You still there?”

      She took a deep breath. In the end, only one thing mattered.

      “You’re going to have to run this operation yourself,” Raven said. “Rust needs my help right now.”

      Moon could find another leader for his task force. In spite of what he said, she had nothing special to offer. The FBI bench was deep with smart, capable people.

      She’d do her best to save the life that she’d put at risk. If Rust died, as seemed almost inevitable, she would return his body to his home and accept the judgment of his people. And hers, for leaving the field of battle.

      “I wasn’t offering you a choice.” Moon’s voice rang with anger. “Wrap things up in the next couple of hours and catch the next plane back while you still can. It won't surprise me if all international travel is embargoed by the end of the day.”

      “Goodbye Moon. Good luck.”

      She hung up and looked at Jade. “Now what do we do?”
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      In spite of their worry about another attack, the first thing they did was sleep. They really didn’t have a choice. Jade almost drove off the road a couple of times as she fought the exhaustion from using Fire. Raven was pinching herself trying to stay awake and losing the battle. They found a quiet neighborhood, set their phones to wake them at one p.m., and collapsed into a semi-coma.

      When the alarm roused Raven a couple hours later, she felt like she’d been run over by a truck, but at least she could function. Jade was still slumped in the driver’s seat but snapped to full alert when Raven poked her.

      The Ancient scrubbed her face with her hands. “We need help unless you have another Power you haven’t mentioned. One that would heal Rust.”

      “I wish I did,” Raven said.

      “So do I. There are healers among the Ancients, but they and their Power are exceedingly rare.”

      “Do you think a healer lives among the Ancients in Kingley Vale?”

      “I have no idea. I need to talk with the Elder.”

      “How? I didn’t think you could communicate from this distance.”

      Jade smirked and withdrew a phone from her pants pocket.

      “You use cell phones?”

      “Are you always this insulting, or am I special?” Jade asked. “We’re not witches peering into a cauldron, and we don’t divine the future by playing with entrails. Give me a fucking break.”

      Raven grinned. “And you cuss? Just like Rust, huh? I thought your folk were all about purity and nature and a foul word would never pass your lips.”

      The Ancient’s melodic peal of laughter was delightful. “I give up with you. I can’t possibly match your insults and snark. We use whatever tech works. I didn’t have a cell signal in the corridor, or I would have called. And cussing is my particular specialty, much to the chagrin of my people. I try to keep it down when I’m among them because it makes them cranky.”

      “I think I like you better knowing that you cuss.”

      “And I don’t give a flying fuck what you like.” Jade flipped through a couple of screens and glanced at Raven.

      “What?”

      “I’m having a hard time believing you can use Power. It goes against everything I’ve ever been taught.”

      Raven shrugged. “To quote a certain foul-mouthed Ancient, I don’t give a flying fuck whether you believe me or not. It’s the truth, and the reason Rust and I survived.”

      Jade was quiet for several minutes. “Hard to argue with that.” She pressed a button on her phone and activated the speaker.

      A quiet, youthful male voice answered. “Jade? The Elder isn’t here. May I take a message?”

      Jade seemed surprised. She glanced into the back seat. Her facial fur pulsed a soft yellow then faded. “Hey Slate. I need to speak to her. It’s urgent.”

      “Where are you?” Slate asked. “I miss our instruction sessions. I’m going to get behind.”

      Raven couldn’t help but smile. Slate’s voice had changed from a controlled, almost scripted formality to youthful exuberance.

      Slate’s torrent continued. “We haven’t had rain for two whole days. When is the last time that has happened? And it’s hot. Can I come visit wherever you—”

      “Focus, kiddo,” Jade said. “I don’t have time to talk. Tell the Elder that I need to speak with her. It’s an emergency.”

      “She’s in a council meeting,” Slate said. “She’d turn me into a toad if I interrupted.”

      Raven smiled. Apparently turning people into toads was one of the Elder’s preferred threats.

      “Okay, ask her to call as soon as she’s free. You keep practicing. I’ll be home soon, and you’d better be ready for the next level, or toads will be the least of your worries.”

      Slate’s laugh sounded like a burbling brook and made Raven feel like the sun had just risen on a day filled with promise. She looked through the car windshield. A steady rain fell on the gray British countryside.

      If only, she thought.

      “I’ll tell her as soon as I can,” Slate said and disconnected.

      “Slate is family?” Raven asked.

      “Your intuitive skills are impressive for a human,” Jade said. “Yeah, he’s our youngest brother.”

      “Who said you couldn’t match my talent for snark?” Raven asked. “What are you teaching him?”

      “How to use Fire. He’s a couple of years into puberty, so it’s time.”

      “I don’t know much about Ancients,” Raven said. “I guess that’s because Ancients don’t want humans to know much. Would it be offensive for me to ask how many different kinds of Power there are?”

      It took Jade a minute to respond. “We don’t share information because we’re afraid. There are so many of you and so few of us. And so many of you are hostile and aggressive. Our Powers would be worthless if you decided to eliminate us.”

      Raven didn’t argue. In her experience, fear was an appropriate response to humanity. Or at least caution.

      “There are hundreds of documented powers, most of them trivial, like the ability to warm a cup of tea,” Jade said. “But only ten exist among the remaining population. Fire is the strongest of the surviving Powers.”

      “Your Fire was blue, but Rust’s was yellow. And yours seems a lot more focused than his. More intense.”

      “Yellow is the weakest, then green, then blue,” Jade said. “My brother can barely keep himself warm with his Fire.”

      “It didn’t keep him from trying to do battle with the Malum.”

      Jade wiped away an emerald tear and laughed softly. “He has a good heart. I sometimes think it’s his strongest trait. He can’t control his broku half the time, and he has to use those ridiculous hand gestures to focus his Power. But he’s a sweet creature that means the earth well.”

      “Broku?”

      “The color of what humans call our fur. Most adult Ancients can conceal the display of their emotions.”

      “Telepathy isn’t a Power?” Raven asked.

      “No more than your ability to speak is a human Power.”

      Another question occurred to Raven. “Does anyone have more than one?”

      “No,” Jade said. “Which makes you even more unusual.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “It amazes me how someone so perceptive can know so little about herself. You have some sort of Power to defend yourself, even to the point of killing an attacker. You can communicate telepathically over long distances.”

      “You just said telepathy wasn’t a Power,” Raven said.

      “Short range, among Ancients, it’s not. But it sure seems like a Power the way you do it. I’d need a historian to know for sure. But that’s not what I’m referring to. It takes any Ancient who’s met you less than a second to sense that you have hidden Powers buried deep within you. It’s scary as hell.”

      “Bullshit.”

      Jade’s phone emitted a single tone that would make the finest crystal jealous. The Ancient punched the speaker button and answered with a series of incomprehensible musical phrases. The person on the other end responded in kind.

      “Please switch to English,” Jade said. “Raven is with me and listening on the speaker. We’ve decided sharing is good policy.”

      “That’s wonderful.” The Elder’s voice carried no hint of sarcasm. “Hello, Raven. It’s good to speak with you again.”

      “Thank you, Elder. I wish the circumstances were more pleasant.”

      “Tell me about the circumstances,” the Elder said.

      Jade and Raven described the attack, Raven’s defense, and Rust’s condition.

      “How serious is this?” the Elder asked. “How long can he survive?”

      Jade’s started to answer, but her voice caught. She tried again. “A few hours, a day at most.”

      Perhaps she shouldn’t have been, but Raven was shocked. Only a few hours?

      “And you are where, exactly?”

      “Driving around the outskirts of London while we try to figure out what to do,” Jade said.

      “Unless something’s changed, there are no Healers among the Ancients in Kingley Vale,” the Elder said. “I’ve just been ejected from the Council, but I think I can still persuade them to dispatch a Healer.”

      “Your Council will come to regret their decision,” Raven said. “Even if they agree to send a Healer, how can they possibly get here in time?”

      “She won’t,” the Elder said. “But if we can get some local assistance, perhaps Rust could survive long enough for her to arrive.”

      “Assistance from whom?” Jade asked.

      The phone was quiet for several agonizing minutes. “I must make a decision. I either let Rust die, or I break a pact that dates back to the era of the old Wars.”

      The rain had grown so heavy that they could have been plowing through a waterfall. The Elder’s voice was swallowed by the din of the drops hammering the roof of the rental. Jade cranked the wipers to the max.

      “I’m sorry, Elder. I don’t understand,” Raven said. She looked at Jade, whose face mirrored her own confusion.

      The Elder continued as if Raven hadn’t spoken. “I’m certain the Council would unanimously agree to sacrifice Rust rather than share what I’m about to tell you. If I were still part of the council, I would have to agree to preserve the pact. Although I’m no longer part of that group, I’m still the Elder. That gives me a certain amount of freedom.”

      Jade surrendered to the storm, pulled into a Sainsbury’s Superstore lot, and parked. “I love Rust more my than my own life,” she said. “But I must urge caution, Elder. The council would be a fearsome enemy.”

      “Such guidance in the face of your personal desires is why I chose you as my aide, child. Thank you. This is not a personal decision. The beings of our world owe Rust more than can be repaid for saving our champion.”

      It took Raven a moment to realize that the Elder was referring to her. She squirmed in her seat. She was no champion. A few minutes earlier she’d decided to cut and run from the battle.

      “But that’s not why I’m willing to break the pact. Even if I do this thing, Rust will likely die anyway. But I have to try because I believe our best chance of survival depends on Rust and Raven working together.”

      The phone fell silent. Raven held her breath and leaned toward the phone. She wanted to scream to release the tension that gripped even muscle in her body.

      “Elder?” Jade asked.

      “You must seek the assistance of the Caladrius. The sole remaining survivor lives on the Viaduct Pond in the Hampstead Heath of north London.” The Ancient’s voice was as strong and confident as it had been uncertain moments ago.

      “The what?” Raven asked.

      “The Caladrius. It will not appear unless you approach the southern edge of the water. You will see the viaduct on the opposite bank. You must call for it.”

      “How?” Raven asked. “Just walk up to the water’s edge and say hello?”

      “Not ‘we,’ the Elder said. You. You are the one who must make contact.”

      “Me?” Raven asked. “Why not Jade? Surely the Caladrius is more likely to respond to an Ancient.”

      “The Caladrius are unfriendly, almost hostile. By telling you where he is, I’ve violated an agreement that wasn’t to be broken for all time. That’s not likely to improve his mood.”

      “That’s wonderful. Just great. And you still haven’t told us—me—what I should do when I get there.”

      “There is no protocol for this, child. This creature has rested unmolested and in seclusion since the Old Wars. I’m certain the presence of a human who can speak to minds, accompanied by two Ancients, will not go unnoticed. Follow your instincts. But know this: he may or may not choose to appear regardless of what you do.”

      “Will you inform the Council what you’ve done?” Jade asked. “I worry for you.”

      “Of course. I’m honor bound to tell them. But I think my honor allows me to choose the time. I will wait until I’ve heard from you. Go now. Beg for forgiveness for this violation. Beg for help to save Rust.”
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      Raven navigated, and Jade drove, fighting her way through the ongoing deluge. They decided to take the main roads—North on the M25, east on the A40 trunk—to save time.

      The forty-five-minute drive was going to take a least an hour, Raven thought. The pallor on Rust’s face seem to have deepened every time she glanced into the back seat. She forced herself to keep her eyes forward and her mind away from the grim thoughts of his death.

      After forty minutes of Google searches and silent anxiety, Raven tossed her phone into the well between the front seats. “Nothing I can find about the Caladrius makes any sense. Just sounds like folklore gibberish. Were you taught anything about them?”

      “I’ve been trying to remember,” Jade said. “I’m not sure. I could be getting them confused with other extinct races. Our elders make us study too many damn details that’ll we’ll never use.”

      Raven laughed in spite of her worry. “That’s what I always said about algebra. And he’s not so extinct if we’re going to visit.”

      “Yeah. Although having only one male survivor isn’t a sign of health as far as endangered species go.”

      “So what do you remember?” Raven asked.

      “They are about the size and shape of a swan. All white, including the legs and bill.”

      Raven digested that for a minute. “So that’s our plan? We’re going to ask a big, pissed-off bird to help us? And how do we do that, exactly? I don’t speak swan.”

      “They’re like all sentient creatures, except humans,” Jade said. She glanced at Raven. “Most humans. They’re telepathic.”

      “They can heal, right?”

      “Partially, depending on the injury. If a Caladrius refuses to look at an injured creature, death is unavoidable. Maybe it can delay Rust’s death long enough for a Healer to arrive. It’s our only hope.”

      “Shit,” Raven said. “Turn right up here, onto Heath Street, then left, onto East Heath Road. We’re getting close.”

      They were traveling through a well-to-do neighborhood. Two-story stucco and stone houses sat close together, bordered by wide stone sidewalks and knee-high red-brick walls topped by dark-green shrubs. The rain had evolved into a dense fog. The road was jammed with traffic, as if rush hour had come early.

      “What do you think the Elder meant by Rust and me working together?” Raven asked.

      “You’re asking me? What do you think?”

      “I don’t like it when people answer questions with a question, that’s what I think.”

      Jade made the turn onto a narrow two-lane road and slowed the car. “Well, I don’t like it when people ask me to get inside the Elder’s head. So we’re even.”

      Raven sighed and sat quietly for a couple of minutes. “Sorry for turning on my ‘cop mode.’ I do that when I’m scared.” She peered at her phone. “Watch for Lime Avenue. Should be on the left.”

      “Got it,” Jade said. She pulled into a narrow road with two lanes divided by a patch of low brush surrounding a tall oak. The lanes merged into a single narrow alley just past the tree. A gray-painted I-beam barred the road about fifty feet from the entrance. Jade turned into a gravel parking area to the left and shut off the engine.

      She looked at Raven. “I get bitchy when I’m scared.”

      Raven smiled. “How will I be able to tell?” She looked around. The lot was big enough to hold at least a couple hundred cars but was empty, and the outer edges were swallowed by fog. “How the hell will we find anything in this place, much less a talking duck?”

      “If I were you, I’d keep disparaging thoughts about the Caladrius out of your head. We’re probably close enough that he can read them.”

      “Point taken,” Raven said. “But I’ve got to tell you, your prohibition about poking into someone’s head uninvited is starting to look pretty shaky. Like more of a suggestion than a rule.”

      “I was talking about Ancients and humans. I don’t have the slightest idea what other species consider polite behavior.”

      Raven climbed from the car, walked to the trunk, and extracted the wheelchair they’d stolen from the airport. By the time she had unfolded it, Jade had lifted Rust’s unconscious form out of the back seat.

      She placed him carefully in the chair, covered him with the throw, and looked at Raven. “The car’s outside temp thingy said it’s fifteen degrees, but it seems colder. You think he’s warm enough?”

      “Probably the fog making you feel that way,” Raven said. “I used to love taking walks in a T-shirt and shorts anytime it was sixty. The temperature isn’t our biggest problem.”

      “True enough,” Jade said. She turned and stared in the gray swirling around them. “How big is this place?” Jade asked.

      “Google says eight-hundred acres.”

      “Did Google also say how we could find the viaduct?”

      “Do I detect a hint of doubt about The Google?” Raven pointed into the fog. “The entrance road becomes a service lane and runs directly into the woods. We should find a path where it ends. I can guide us from there. It’s about a mile from here.”

      “Got it,” Jade said. “Too bad I can’t see fifty feet in front of me.”

      It was a little after two in the afternoon, but little sunlight found its way to the ground. Raven wondered if a late July thunderstorm was gathering around them. Or maybe worse. She recalled reading somewhere that England had more tornados per square kilometer than any other country on earth. “Once we find the path, two rights and a left should lead us to the southern edge of the pond. Hard to get lost, actually.”

      Jade grabbed the chair and pushed across the gravel to the access lane. “You promise?”
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      The path gave Raven the creeps. The Hoh rainforest in Washington State had seemed an inviting place with moss hanging from ancient, friendly trees. The English fog didn’t help, but Hampstead felt the opposite. The trees seemed to bend over the path as if they wanted to grab the three invaders and carry them away. She glanced at Jade to see if she felt the same, but the Ancient seemed oblivious to their surroundings. She was concentrating on keeping the wheelchair on the path and had been downright surly when Raven asked earlier if she needed help. It didn’t seem like the time to ask about evil trees.

      Raven’s sense of impending doom lifted when they arrived at the small grassy field that bordered the southern edge of the Viaduct Pond. The ground was soaked from all the rain. It took the two of them—each pushing on a handle of the wheelchair—to navigate the mud and waist-high weeds. Rust didn’t react to the jarring overland journey, nor to the two foul-mouthed women who were pushing him. His body was so still that they’d stopped about halfway to the pond to make sure he hadn’t died.

      They finally reached the bank of the small pond, set the brake on the chair—as if it could move on its own in the mud—and stepped back with their hands on their knees, huffing from the exertion.

      A minute later they straightened in unison and stared across the teardrop-shaped surface of the pond. The fog had lifted even though the clouds above them had continued to darken. The arched viaduct crossed the narrow end of the pond on the opposite bank, more than a hundred feet away.

      Nothing floated on the surface. No ducks, no skimmer insects, no sentient swans. The buzz of grasshoppers in the surrounding fields reminded Raven of the trailer outside Washington where Pat Carpenter had been killed. She wondered if she was about to experience another disaster serenaded by bugs. She couldn’t stand to think about it.

      “Wikipedia says this pond is part of the Fleet River system, which goes underground not too far from here. There are twenty or so rivers under the city, depending on how you count.”

      “I didn’t realize river counting was so subjective,” Jade said. “Am I missing something or is this place a waterfowl wasteland?”

      “Maybe the Caladrius is hiding in some reeds or something.”

      “You see any reeds? You see anything that could hide so much as a duckling?”

      “Hello!” Raven bellowed. “We need your help to save our friend! The Ancient’s most senior elder sent us! She begs your forgiveness. We’re desperate!” Her last few words were an unintelligible screech.

      The cicadas fell silent as if offended by the noise and waiting for something to strike Raven down for the intrusion.

      Nothing.

      Raven had been thinking about what she was going to say since the Elder had told them about the Caladrius. But thinking had done her little good. What could she possibly say that would move an ancient being to expose itself?

      She repeated the message in her mind.

      Jade winced. “Too loud. You don’t need to scream with your mind. Your message will carry just fine in a normal tone.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t know.”

      The fog descended and covered the far end of the pond like a shroud. Wisps of damp cloud whirled over the surface, driven by an increasing wind. Darkness deeper than twilight settled over them.

      “I can’t stay silent,” Jade said. “The Elder be damned. I have to try to help.”

      The Shadows have returned to this earth. We battle them again. My brother lies near death from one of their attacks. Please have mercy. Help us.

      The air whipped around them, threatening to fling Rust’s wrap into the water. Raven formed a message in her mind and projected it into the swirling wind.

      For the first time in the existence of this earth, humans have partnered with the Ancients to battle this evil. But we are losing. I must partner with the Ancient who is dying, or all is lost. You and all other creatures are lost.

      Nothing but wind and darkness. Then a faint shape moved in the fog. Over the water. Or on the water; Raven couldn’t tell.

      Humanity is a pox on this earth. What is the nature of this partnership?

      The Caladrius’ mental voice was layered with feeling. Power. Confidence. Anger. Masculinity. Curiosity. Grace. All these things and more.

      The Elder is right, Raven thought. This is one bitchy goose.

      A large bird floated toward them. Like a swan, but half-again as big. All white, with no black markings. Except for its eyes, which were as blue as the mid-summer sky and glowed like lasers in the increasing gloom.

      The Caladrius gazed first at Jade, then Raven. It did not look at Rust.

      Did you not hear me? What is the nature of this partnership?

      The creature’s testy questions and Raven’s exhaustion triggered her temper. “Of course I heard you. I’m not used to talking with a self-important, cranky bird. And I don’t yet know the nature of our partnership. But the Elder thought it was vital in our fight against the Malum.”

      She’d forgotten to form the words in her mind. But the Caladrius started as if he’d been attacked. Guess he got the message, she thought.

      I did.

      This time she heard humor in his voice.

      Raven shot a look at Jade, who’s facial fur had deepened to indigo. Raven couldn’t quite identify the emotion that was being displayed, but she’d bet it was somewhere between dismay and feelings of impending death.

      “I apologize,” Raven said. “I’m worried about my friend, and you pissed me off.”

      He will die. I can do nothing for him.

      Raven had expected this outcome from the moment the creature avoided looking at Rust, but she couldn’t just surrender. “That’s it?” Raven asked. “You’re a healer, and you can offer nothing?”

      The Caladrius suddenly looked up into the clouds swirling above, like it could see something that was hidden to Raven and Jade. It shifted its gaze to the water and then, to Raven’s amazement, to Rust. He stared at the Ancient’s slumped form for several seconds and then looked at Raven.

      I have done all that I can. His life force will flicker a little longer, whether minutes or hours or days, I do not know.

      “Thank—”

      Death of another kind is near.

      A solitary Malum appeared overhead as if borne by the winds.

      We cannot attack you directly, human. Not yet. But we can destroy everyone you love.

      It was SF. How had the demon followed them? She knew in her bones that it would’ve attacked as soon as it knew where they were. So they must have eluded it at the airport. Did it have sentries posted around the city, waiting for her or Jade to use a mental communication that they could follow to the source? The cunning intelligence of the relentless hunters gave her the shivers.

      A pestilential group of about twenty more Malum appeared from the clouds and gathered behind their leader. Raven quailed in dismay. She could do nothing to save her friends against so many. And without them she might as well be dead. The world was lost.

      Go.

      The unmistakable sound of the Caladrius’ command filled her mind.

      The demons will defeat me, but not before they feel my wrath. Flee now, while I complete my part in this war.

      He bellowed, the sound of Gabriel’s trumpet at the walls of Jericho, and took to the sky. The Malum screeched and shot upward into the darkness, pursued by the snow-white avenger with electric-blue eyes.
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      A malevolent gust of wind renewed its assault on the throw that covered Rust’s still form.

      “Shit!” Raven shielded him with her body, snatched the fluttering blanket away from the hungry wind, and tucked the ends behind his back. Then she and Jade each grabbed a side of the wheelchair and pushed, twisted, shoved, and cursed it back along the path toward the car.

      The wind tore at them, but made no noise, as if all the sound had been sucked out of the world. Raven was gasping for air like she’d just finished a marathon. Her throat was shredded, but she couldn’t even hear the air moving in and out of her ragged lungs.

      Curtains of rain filled the air and diffused, silent flashes of red and blue neon filled the clouds above them and reflected off the wet earth.

      The chair twisted violently in a root-lined rut and threatened to tip over. The two of them yanked it back onto the path.

      “Damn it!” Raven screamed. “It’s like the woods are working for the Malum.”

      “More like working with them. Wouldn’t be the first time.”

      The wind cloaked Jade’s shout. Raven could barely hear her.

      The implications of Jade’s comment had just started to penetrate Raven’s storm-battered mind when they broke from the trees and stumbled into the car park. Getting Rust into the car was almost more than she and Jade could handle.

      They were so frantic that they tossed him into the back like a sack of potatoes. Speed was more critical than gentle handling.

      Night had seemingly come early to London. Jade jumped behind the wheel while Raven threw herself into the passenger seat. The flashes of light from the sky were coming faster now, an unholy soundless staccato that grew brighter with each passing second.
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        * * *

      

      Jade started the car, flicked on the lights, and roared out of the lot.

      “Do you remember the way we came?” Raven asked.

      “The only way that matters. Away from this fucking place.”

      Raven heard a moan from the back seat. She twisted around to see Rust sitting up, staring at her. His facial broku looked black in the darkness. His gaze drifted from Raven to the back of Jade’s head.

      “Where are we?” he asked. “Where’s the airport?”

      Jade jerked the wheel in surprise, and drove onto the shoulder of the road. She adjusted to get them back into the lane, and mashed the gas.

      Raven shrieked, leaned over the seat, grabbed his face and kissed him on the lips. They were cold as a dead man’s. “You’re alive!”

      Rust pulled his head aside and coughed like he was about to spit out a lung.

      Jade turned from the narrow side road onto a two-lane residential street and accelerated. Traffic was heavy, but she managed to pick up speed by throwing the car around slower drivers.

      A blinding flash of red light lit up the area around them, followed by a thundering explosion that rattled Raven’s teeth. “What was—”

      “I’m guessing the Caladrius just died.”

      As if to validate Jade’s guess, the voice of SF filled Raven’s head.

      Watch now, how we will destroy all those who defy us.

      Sidewalks traced the edges on both sides of the road. Several people were out in the storm walking their dogs or, in a couple of cases, jogging. Raven watched in horror as the Malum descended on them, fed, and moved on.

      We will do the same with the Ancient called Jade, and you will all perish. Or she can stop and you can live.

      Raven was confused. What did SF mean, “you can live.”

      Stop, leave the Ancients, and do not interfere. We will not harm you.

      The pieces fell into place. The Malum couldn’t attack Jade or Rust as long as Raven was near. They would let her live if she gave them the Ancients. Raven needed to partner with Rust to defeat them. By herself, she was nothing.

      Leave them. The Caladrius foretold the male Ancient’s death. What difference does it make how he dies? Leave. Do not interfere.

      Raven glanced at Jade. She was concentrating on driving and gave no indication that she was hearing SF.

      Raven glanced into the back seat. Rust was slumped in the corner behind the driver’s seat, asleep. She hoped.

      For a half-second, she thought about SF’s offer. She gagged. She’d hate herself for the rest of her life for letting the vile thought creep into her brain.

      She responded with her voice, not her mind. Using her mind would leave a stain on her soul. “You’re a liar. He’s not dying, or you wouldn’t offer a bargain. The two of us are going to send you back to the special hell that bound you for centuries.”

      Jade cast a sideways glance at Raven with her eyebrows arched in a question, then pulled her focus back to the road.

      The fury of SF’s scream was cut off by another presence in Raven’s mind. It spoke urgently, but with calm confidence. A quintessentially feminine voice.

      I can shield you. Come to me.

      Jade jumped and fought the wheel for control. “What the hell?”

      Raven jerked like she’d been shot. “Who are you? What are—”

      You must hurry.

      The voice faded as did the world around them. No buildings. No pedestrians fleeing for their lives. No traffic. No sounds from the rough asphalt beneath them. No sounds of any kind. Best of all, SF and the Malum had vanished. All Raven could see to either side was a dense fog. She turned from the side window to gaze out the windshield. A golden path outlined by diamonds led them through the surrounding darkness.
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      Raven stared through the windshield, mesmerized. She couldn’t take her eyes from the dazzling road that unfolded in front of them.

      “Is this real?” she asked. “I mean, are we really moving, or is this a hallucination?”

      Jade snorted. “Do you see a road paved with gold bricks?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Borders that can only be diamonds?”

      “Yeah.”

      “A road that leads through a fog that’s obliterated the world?”

      “Seems like it, yeah.”

      “Then we have the same hallucination.”

      Jade’s voice sounded wrong—tight and twisted. Raven tore her eyes away from the incomprehensible scene before her to stare at the Ancient. A block of marble would be more relaxed. She sat bolt upright behind the wheel, her face distorted by tension, her lips a thin grimace. The down on her face reflected the aureate sheen of the road. The tendons on the back of Jade’s hands pulsed like alien tentacles were trying to break through the skin. The car’s steering wheel wasn’t moving.

      “You need to relax a little, or you’re going to put us in a ditch,” Raven said. She cleared her throat and tried to calm her own voice. “I’ve got a question. Is driving on a yellow brick road the same as driving on bad asphalt? I’m thinking about Dorothy and how the whole wicked witch thing might have been different if she’d had a car.”

      Jade took a deep breath. “Where the hell did that come from? All our other problems and you’ve gone certifiably nuts.”

      “Like you’re the first person who’s told me that. I’m just trying to lighten the mood. Please tell me that you know who’s guiding us. You expected this, right? You learned about this in school. It’s no big deal.”

      Jade shook her head back and forth. “Oh, I think this is a huge deal. I’ve never heard of anything like it, and I don’t think any of my people would have either.”

      “Great,” Raven said. “What good is having a partner from another race if they don’t know any more than you do?”

      She glanced into the back seat. She couldn’t tell if Rust was alive or dead. She reached over and felt his forehead, which was as cold as a stone. She didn’t know if they could stop the car and what they’d do for him even if they could. Plus the Malum would use the opportunity to finish them off.

      Jade exhaled through her tightened lips in a slow hiss as she spread her long fingers wide and placed her hands in her lap. The wheel remained motionless.

      “How about trying to call the Elder?” Raven asked. “You have her on speed dial, right?”

      Jade pulled her cell from her pocket, looked at the screen, and held the phone up for Raven to see. Zero bars.

      Raven glanced at the dash. “Never mind. The GPS has gone dark, too. We’re cut off by the same shield that’s protecting us.” She pointed forward. “You’re the driver. Pretend like you’re steering and keep your eyes on the road.”

      That was enough to elicit a laugh from the young Ancient, an ethereal scream that caused goose bumps to run up the center of Raven’s back.

      She pointed at the dash. “I just noticed. Look at our speed. Zero.”

      Jade’s outburst ended as abruptly as it had started. “You believe that? Because I don’t. We’re going somewhere. Fast.”

      The car bounced hard, as if dropped a couple of inches, before Raven could answer. The sound of tires on asphalt returned, and the glow that had bathed the interior switched off.

      Jade seized the gyrating wheel. “Whoa!”

      Raven looked around. The buildings surrounding them had reappeared, obscured by a fog of the earthly variety. “Where the hell are—”

      The same calm voice that had promised protection filled Raven’s mind.

      Humans call this area Totteridge. It once had a very different name in a language that has been long forgotten.

      Raven glanced at Jade. “You hear that?”

      The Ancient nodded and experimented with the brakes and gas pedal. Both seemed to be working.

      Ten blocks ahead is St. Andrews Church. You will find me in the graveyard as you approach the building entrance. Park your vehicle at the gate. You must hurry, or all will be lost.

      “I can’t leave my brother,” Jade said.

      Bring him.

      Jade pulled the car to the curb, shut it off, and bowed her head. “Thank the gods. I don’t think I could have gone another hundred feet without losing my mind. What have we gotten into?”
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        * * *

      

      Rust was as still as death as they loaded him into the wheelchair and began jogging toward the church. One of the wheels must have been damaged during their flight from the Caladrius’ pond and screeched like it was being tortured. Raven feared the squeal would betray their presence, but she was more terrified of what would happen if they stopped and tried to fix it. They pressed on.

      Neither she nor Jade spoke. Raven imagined that the Malum were floating somewhere above them in the fog. Watching, laughing, or whatever demons do when they’re teasing their prey, ready to pounce just before they reached the safety of the church grounds.

      A grim question insinuated itself into her thoughts. Could the creature who’d called them offer any real sanctuary? Or was this a trap that would hasten their deaths?

      They saw no one, heard no cars on the road. Most of the surrounding homes were dark. Raven thought she spotted the flickering light of candles through the windows in a couple of places, but the brief illumination was gone when she stole a second glance.

      She wondered if it was possible for the Malum to have killed everyone in the community.

      To her surprise and undying relief, nothing leaped out of the dark when they passed through the lichgate onto the church property. The fog scattered enough light for her to make out a dark, blocky building about a hundred feet from the street. A single tower rose from the right side of the structure.

      “Graveyard, right?” Raven asked. “That’s where we’re supposed to find our savior?”

      “Yeah,” Jade said. Her voice was loud, like someone dropping a tray of dishes at a funeral. “Why are you whispering?”

      “You need to ask? We’re being chased by the Malum, looking for a graveyard in the fog, and trying to find a non-human creature to save us. Noise seems like a bad idea.”

      “Whispers don’t protect you from the Shadows,” Jade said. “Or Ancients, for that matter. Probably also true for the being who’s been protecting us.”

      They’d pushed Rust along a broad concrete path and were halfway to the church. Raven pointed into the fog on both sides of the walkway. “Headstones. We’re in the middle of a graveyard. Now what?”

      Welcome.

      Raven yelped and turned her head toward the sound. Something darker than the night rose from the graveyard on their right. It was as tall as the church and almost as wide.

      She pointed at it, almost afraid to extend her hand into the fog. “What the hell is that?”

      “Why do you think I know everything?” Jade’s voice was a hair-raising growl that Raven had not heard before.

      “Because you’re old and most creatures learn from being old.”

      You’ve done well. Rest.

      This time it was Jade who yelped. The voice had come from the center of the darkness. “Where are you? Who are you?”

      An earthy green scent filled the air.

      A soft glow emerged from the blackness, disclosing a massive tree composed of a half-dozen gnarled, intertwined trunks of smooth bark. A ghostly and beautiful young woman appeared, her nude body rising from the wood that formed the base of the tree. She was a few inches shorter than Raven, maybe five feet tall. Vines curled around her hair and moved slowly in a breeze that Raven couldn’t detect.

      You may call me Leah. I am of the Dryads. This yew, which began its life during the Roman occupation, is my home.

      Raven looked at Jade. “I’ve never heard about Dryads. Why didn’t you tell me they existed?”

      “No Ancient currently living knows of our kind,” Leah said.

      Raven couldn’t help but smile. It was the first time Leah had spoken aloud. Her voice was clear as crystal, yet only a murmur, the sound of a soft breeze skipping from tree to tree on a hot summer day.

      “We are as old as the forests that once covered the earth and conceal our presence from all species who could harm us.”

      “You mean humans?” Raven asked. “We would never harm you.”

      Jade nodded. “Nor Ancients. We revere all races.”

      Leah’s image dimmed and her smile faded. Raven was possessed by the sudden fear they were about to be abandoned.

      “My kind is bound to the trees. We live and die with them. Can you tell me that your races have not destroyed millions of our life-mates?”

      Raven was shocked into silence by the question. She felt as if she’d been infected by the gloom radiating from the heart of the yew. Had humanity slaughtered this race?

      Her mind sought shelter by rejecting the idea. The Dryads had never approached humans, never protested. Had they?

      The enormity of the Dryad’s loss was almost too much to bear. She knew at that moment that her life was forever changed. Any joy in her future would be stained by this awareness. But she couldn’t just slink away and let the Dryad depart; too much was at risk.

      “I don’t know what to say. I beg your forgiveness, although I have no right to ask for it. But you offered protection for a reason. In spite of the suffering my people caused. Help us prevail or not, as you wish. Regardless, for as long as I live I’ll work to stop the genocide of the Dryads.”

      Raven glanced at Jade who was nodding in agreement, her face as wet with tears as Raven’s.

      The wheelchair lurched. Rust straightened, stood with shaking legs, and spoke in a quavering voice, “So say we three, unique in our partnership and our commitment to each other. Please join our cause as we join yours.”

      He collapsed with a death-rattle moan that made Raven’s skin crawl.
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      Leah’s radiant glow intensified. “May my kind forgive me. By inviting you here and offering my protection, I have chosen for us all. Lean your friend and brother against the base of the tree.”

      Jade bent to pick up Rust’s legs. “Forgive you for what?”

      Leah ignored her question. “Time is short. Sit him up, with as much of his body in contact with the yew as possible.”

      Raven was paralyzed by indecision. “What were you talking about? Are you going to help him or kill him?”

      He will die within moments if you don’t act. You must trust me and hurry.

      The Dryad’s mental command was harsh and filled with urgency.

      Raven choked back her anguish, grabbed Rust under his arms, and nodded at Jade to get his legs. They lurched forward and dropped his body against the gnarled tree. His head thumped against the rough bark just below the point where Leah’s body sprouted from the wood.

      Turn away. Move back or be forever blind.

      Raven had never felt so helpless in her life. She turned and reached for Jade’s hand. The two clung to each other and walked a half-dozen steps from the tree.

      Raven expected a blast of light and some sort of roar, but the world stilled, and the dim glow cast by Leah blinked out. Jade tensed beside her. They were alone in an abyss, surrounded by gravestones she could no longer see.

      The oppressive silence was replaced by the sound of a distant breeze somewhere behind them, but Raven felt nothing blowing against her skin. After a moment she realized that what she was hearing wasn’t wind, but a murmur of words too soft to understand even if they had been in a language she understood.

      The words ended in a deep, universal sigh; one of misery and loss. A bronze glow cast a warm light over the grounds as if the sun had risen behind them on a foggy morning.

      Come to your friend and welcome him back from the darkness that consumed him. He is well.

      Raven released Jade, and the two spun to find Rust to Leah’s right, with a smile on his face. For a moment she thought he’d become part of the tree. He was naked as a baby, his clothes in a pile beside him.

      “What’d I miss?” Rust asked. His smile expanded into a grin.

      Raven and Jade ran to him and group-hugged, then poked and prodded him as if to test the truth of Leah’s proclamation until he laughed and pushed them away.

      “Enough!” he yelled. “Leah’s going to have to cure me again if you keep at it.” He grabbed his clothes and dressed.

      Leah joined the laughter, the sound of a summer breeze stirring a whirlwind. “You would be well advised to keep yourself healthy, young Ancient. Each Dryad may share the gift of life only once in their existence.”

      Raven turned away from Rust and studied Leah’s face, which was heavily lined where before it had been as smooth as the bark of a young branch. “What has this cost you?”

      The Dryad shrugged. “Nothing that I wouldn’t give again. I am a little weaker and will live a shorter life. But that matters little. My time on earth will be determined by my life-mate, which is nearing the end of its time.” She reached over and stroked one of the six trunks that made up the base of the yew.

      “What did you mean earlier when you said you’d chosen for your kind?” Raven asked.”

      “By my actions I have committed my race to the side of humans and Ancients in this struggle. A commitment that all my kind is bound to honor.”

      Raven struggled to find her voice. “Why would you do that? We—” She looked at Jade. “We’ve mistreated you. As much as we love Rust, we don’t deserve such a sacrifice.”

      Leah reached out and touched Raven’s face. “Yours is a just cause. In spite of what some may argue, there are moral absolutes in this world. I see this in the friendship you have forged with the Ancients. It is a lesson we Dryads didn’t learn in past wars, to our shame. We shall learn it now.”

      Raven reached up and covered Leah’s fiery hand with her own. “Thank you. I will not let our people forget.”

      “Nor we ours,” Rust said.

      “I hate to drag us back to our current situation,” Jade said, “but what do you know about the Malum? How long can you protect us?”

      Her questions were punctuated by scarlet lightning, followed several moments later by rumbling thunder.

      “I’ve known these creatures for as long as I’ve been alive. The Caladrius reached out to me before he died. I know everything you told him, and of the battle he fought to protect you. The world mourns the loss of his kind.”

      “As for your second question,” Leah said, “Our time together must soon end. I am weaker than I was and my protection grows thin.”

      “Forgive my question,” Raven said, “but can the Malum kill you? We can’t keep seeking partners in our fight if the result is the death of all those we contact.” She feared the response.

      Leah hesitated. “I can survive if I’m protecting myself and my life-mate.”

      Rust stepped back. “But not if you extend that protection to others?” He turned to Raven and Jade. “We must leave. Now.”

      “Stay a few moments longer,” Leah said. “The Malum are not as close as their storm light makes it appear, and I have more I must share with you.” She seemed to recede into the trunk of the tree, her radiance diminishing, the graveyard growing dark. The yew stirred and its branches reached out to Raven and the two Ancients, forming gentle garlands on each of their heads.

      “I know of a place that will offer shelter,” Leah said, “but you will never reach it unaided.”

      Raven felt a sunny warmth at the top of her head where the yew’s tendrils rested. The caress spread across her face to her arms and chest, then to her legs, like sap returning from the crown of a tree to the earth. Her body began to glow in a soft imitation of the Dryad’s Fire.

      The tree shook, and the branches receded as Leah’s form reappeared. “Each of you now carries a small measure of my essence, which will last for a day or a little more. You will be invisible to the Malum for as long as my shield persists.”

      Raven gently rubbed her arms, mesmerized by the aura that painted her skin. “Does this mean that the Malum can now destroy you?”

      “Sharing in this way takes less energy than fighting a pitched battle,” Leah said. “May I offer you guidance?”

      The three visitors nodded as one.

      “Seek assistance from the old ones in the Białowieża Forest. They’ve agreed to speak with you, although they make no promises that they will join our cause.”

      Rust tapped Raven on the shoulder. “You know where that is? I’ve never heard of it.”

      “Go north an hour from Brest, Belarus,” Leah said.

      “I don’t want to appear greedy,” Rust said, “but can we get there in a day?”

      “It is possible,” Leah said. “But with little margin. I have also spoken with your Elder, who has arranged private transport from London City airport.”

      “Thank you again for all that you have done for us,” Raven said, “and all that you’ve risked. I hope to return one day when we can visit at leisure.”

      “I will hold you to that,” Leah said. “But we must speak of one final thing before you depart. If you are to be victorious, you each must master your Powers.”

      Raven nodded at Jade and Rust. “I’ve seen their Powers. They’re impressive, hard to believe. But I fear not enough to help us.”

      Your ignorance will get you killed.

      The sudden switch to mental communication jarred Raven, and the threat scared her.

      I don’t understand. What can you see that isn’t apparent? How is that possible?

      Raven couldn’t prevent a tinge of skepticism from tainting her thoughts.

      A silent flash of blood-red light illuminated the graveyard.

      You are wise to fear that which you do not understand. Time grows short. Will you receive the gifts I would bestow?

      Raven looked to her right and found Rust staring at her and holding Jade’s hand. He nodded, and the three knelt before the glowing spirit.

      Leah placed a hand on Jade’s shoulder.

      Fire is strong within you, enough to battle the demons. But if you employ it by yourself against more than one or two, you will die. You must resist its use until you rejoin your people and combine your strength.

      The words from the Dryad’s mind were carried on a wave of sadness so intense that tears filled Raven’s eyes.

      Leah shifted her focus to Rust, moving her hand to his shoulder.

      Your heart is willing, but the Fire you possess is sufficient only to end your life. Your true Power, one which has been lost to your people for thousands of years, is Unity. Our myths teach that this Power offers great strength through spiritual bonding, although how it is employed, I do not know.

      A staccato of thunder, followed by a flicker of crimson light bathed the church grounds. The demon-storm was getting closer.

      Bullshit, Raven thought. The three of them had the life expectancy of a gnat.

      Leah turned and, with an ineffable smile, brushed the FBI agent’s cheek. Raven recoiled against the hot touch but forced herself to remain in place. What the hell?

      We know with certainty that humans have no Power, that they have survived by their fierceness and by the grace of spirit creatures like the Ancients, Dryads, and others. But here stands before me a human who puts the lie to that truth.

      Raven understood the words, but they made no sense. “What are you talking about?”

      In you I see Kele, the rarest of spirit weapons. Like Unity, the knowledge of Kele is lost.

      “You’re wrong. That can’t be.”

      Your mother’s mother lay with a being whose kind is lost to history. Your Power is his gift to you.

      “I don’t believe you. My mother had no—”

      She was not worthy. The Power descended to you.

      “That’s not possible,” Raven said.

      Dryads with Sight perceive the truth that lies within. Kele can protect you without you being aware of its existence. It can bring destruction to your enemies.

      Rust put his arm around Raven’s shoulder. “I told you! I said that there’s something special about you. Didn’t I say that? Didn’t I?”

      He hugged her, dropped his arm, and turned back to Leah. “She isn’t going to believe you. But tell us what your myths say about Kele. Jade and I will keep pounding the truth into her until she accepts it.”

      Lightning struck an oak on the other side of the graveyard, and a tree burst into flames. Raven’s thoughts flashed back to the run-down trailer and the shotgun blast that miraculously missed her. A shiver skittered down her back—her grandmother would have said someone was walking on her grave. She shook her head and rejected any connection to a supernatural force.

      Leah’s former brilliance continued to fade.

      We will all perish if you remain here any longer. Seek shelter in the continent’s old forest. I will distract our enemy for a short time. After that you must defend yourselves. GO!

      The gold light that surrounded her flared and blinked out of existence, leaving darkness illuminated only by the violent flashes of bloody lightning.
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      The three fled from the church and sprinted back toward the rental car. Jade set a pace that Raven couldn’t have matched on her best day, much less after days of little sleep and constant terror. Rust hung back with her.

      “You couldn’t spare a shot of the healing juice Leah pumped into you, could you?” Raven asked.

      Rust smiled and shook his head. Raven didn’t waste any more of her precious wind trying to talk.

      Jade waited for them in the car behind the wheel with the engine running. Raven grabbed the front passenger seat, Rust threw himself in the back, and they sped away from the unearthly storm that raged over Totteridge.

      No one spoke for several long minutes, each holding their breath from the fear that the Malum would penetrate their shields and fall on them in a feeding frenzy.

      The sounds of battle faded to nothing after they’d driven only a few miles. Stars appeared in the clear night sky, but there were no people on the street and no cars on the road. Raven wondered what the government had said to its population that had so effectively driven them into finding shelter.

      “My aura has disappeared, but Leah’s protection seems to be working anyway,” she said. “Does that means she has survived the Malum?”

      Rust leaned forward and placed his arms on the front seat-backs. “Yeah, but since I have no idea what she did to protect us, I’m afraid that’s only wishful thinking.”

      Startled, Raven patted his arm. “You making noise is going to take some getting used to.”

      “No shit,” Jade said. “For that matter, I can’t believe any of us are still alive. Someone want to check the map and tell me how to find the London City Airport?”

      “I got something better than that,” Raven said. “The GPS is working again.” She located the airport by searching Points of Interest and a calm female voice with an Irish accent began issuing commands.

      “We have a half hour to ourselves,” Rust said. “You up for talking about your Power?”

      “Me?” Raven asked.

      “I take that as a no,” Jade said. “Who the hell else would he ask?”

      “Leah’s Sight is no better than a palm reader’s,” Raven said.

      “We’d be a lot better off,” Rust said, “if you would keep an open mind. Leah healed me when I was circling the drain. She’s protecting us long-distance while fighting a battle that killed the Caladrius.”

      “She didn’t know Rust or me, and she nailed our limitations,” Jade said. “And let’s not forget the reality-altering road that led her to us in the first place. Hard to believe she got everything right but the bit about you.”

      Raven’s temper flared. “What about me? She said humans don’t have Power and then came up with one that no one has ever heard about. With no details. None. I’m not saying she made a mistake on purpose, but—”

      Our myths say that Kele is almost impossible to control and never by one individual.

      Raven twitched at the sudden mental intrusion and glanced around the car. It was clear that Rust and Jade could also hear Leah’s quiet and confident voice.

      Its use was banned before the start of recorded history. I do not know why, but I fear it is because the Power can also bring great harm.

      Raven brushed the message aside, irritated by the unannounced intrusion. “Don’t you guys have some sort of mental tap on the shoulder to let someone know you’re coming before you jump into their mind?”

      Annoyance flipped to joy when she realized what the message implied. “You’re alive!”

      The Dryad’s face appeared in Raven’s mind with a wry expression.

      So it appears. I am pacing the battle, and the demons will be distracted for a bit longer.

      “You mean they might find us when they aren’t distracted?” Rust asked. “That doesn’t sound good.” He tapped Jade on the shoulder. “Go faster.”

      Jade shook him off. “Don’t be an idiot.”

      The idea of pacing a fight with the Malum wouldn’t have occurred to Raven in a million years. The amount of power and control that must require was beyond her comprehension.

      “About Kele, Leah. Couldn’t you be mistaken? Either about its existence or it existing in me?”

      The car was quiet for a long moment before the Dryad responded.

      I believe in our history. Kele existed at one time. While our past says nothing about a human possessing Power, I also accept what my Sight tells me. Our survival depends on you and the Power you bear.

      A soft pop occurred in front of Raven. A small evergreen twig appeared in mid-air and dropped into her lap. The sweet smell of the deep woods permeated the car.

      The Malum have been swept from Totteridge, but the cost has been high. I must sleep. Perhaps one day you will return this token and awaken me. May nature and her creatures protect you.

      A consuming emptiness replaced Leah’s presence in Raven’s mind. Did “sleep” mean death?

      The ring of her cell phone punctured the silence. For a moment she couldn’t figure out what the noise was. She’d forgotten the technology of the new world while immersed in the old. She yanked the device from her pocket and scanned the display. She knew the exchange—the call was from the Bureau—but not the number.

      “Who’s this?”

      “Please hold for the director of the FBI.”
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      Raven was placed on hold before she could ask any questions. Two seconds later a gruff voice came on the line. “This is Martin Zinn. Who’s this?”

      “Agent Raven Devlin, Director.”

      Zinn had served under three presidents, second only in tenure to J. Edgar Hoover. Like Hoover, his longevity was rumored to be linked to his research into the secrets of his political enemies. Unlike the bureau’s founder, no one Raven knew attributed Zinn’s length of service to his competence.

      “How fast can you get to London City Airport?”

      Raven struggled to keep up with the director and to understand where the conversation was going. Zinn couldn’t possibly know what had just transpired in the Totteridge churchyard.

      “Why do you ask, Director? We’ve been—”

      “I didn’t ask what you’re doing,” Zinn said. “How long?”

      Zinn spoke in clipped sentences that assumed the listener had more knowledge than they did, which would only be made worse if you asked him to clarify whatever the hell he was talking about. It also didn’t help that his voice was so bass that his words were often indecipherable.

      “We’re in north London now,” Raven said, “so figure forty-five minutes.”

      They were only twenty minutes from the airport, but Raven decided to hedge her bets until she understood what was going on.

      “Are the two Ancients with you?”

      That question meant that Moon must’ve briefed Zinn on the Malum attack at the Heathrow airport. And, she was willing to bet, the director had pushed the news up the chain of command to the president. She wondered if Moon had told him everything.

      What, she wondered, was all the bureaucratic muscle going to do about the situation and her unofficial actions?

      “Sir, what’s this about?” Raven asked. “How much did Agent Moon brief you on what’s going on? Is he there with you?”

      “He’s in the hospital. Freak accident. Are the two Ancients with you?”

      The man was impossible to talk to. “The Ancients are with me, yes.”

      “Good. I want you back here as fast as possible. Commercial travel has been grounded. You’ll find a private jet waiting for you at the airport to bring the three of you to Andrews.”

      “We can’t do that without exposing ourselves to the Malum,” Raven said. “We’re on our way to a sanctuary.”

      Raven decided that the less information the director had, the safer they’d be.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Zinn said. “Just get back here. DARPA has come up with a weapon that neutralizes the Malum. You’ll have all the protection you need. The president has appointed you to take leadership of the Malum task force.”

      That’s the first time she’d ever heard Zinn utter more than two sentences in a row. “But—”

      “Return immediately. That’s a direct order from the president.”

      He told her where to find the FBI jet and hung up.

      She gave Jade and Rust a summary of Zinn’s half of the conversation. “What do we do?”

      “Getting to the Białowieża Forest is going to take time,” Rust said. “We can get back to Washington about as fast. So we’d probably be safe to do what your director asks.”

      Jade shook her head. “He didn’t ask, he demanded. And we’ll only be safe if the protection lasts. Leah said the creatures in the forest will protect us. How can we be sure that’s true with this new weapon?”

      “We can’t,” Raven said. “But in the forest we’ll be hiding and trying not to get killed. There’s at least a chance that we can go the offensive with the DARPA thing.”

      “We’ll accept whatever you want to do,” Rust said. He looked at Jade. “Right?”

      Jade didn’t look happy. She hesitated, then nodded.

      “I need to think,” Raven said. “I’ll decide when we get to the airport.”

      The call with Zinn bothered her. Moon being out of action with no explanation. Zinn’s lack of any curiosity about the sanctuary she’d told him about. The lack of any information other than the vague promise of a DARPA breakthrough.

      Her intuition told her not to trust the director, but she had no concrete basis for her suspicions. He was notoriously abrupt and kept information close.

      In the end she couldn’t refute the power of her own logic. Seeking help from non-human creatures had been a bust. Humanity and the races aligned with it needed to take the offensive, or they were lost.

      Jade turned onto the airport’s main access road. “Well?”

      “We go to D.C.,” Raven said. “Zinn said that we’re in the London docks area. The airport is a single runway between two lagoons. We’ll find the FBI jet on a pull-off area at the West End. Security has orders to let us onto the tarmac.”

      “Great,” Jade said. “We have a plane sent by the Elder waiting at a General Aviation gate and an FBI ride that avoids gates altogether. This stinks.”

      Raven couldn’t disagree. “Yeah.”
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      They cleared gate security without any hassle. The drive to the west-end rendezvous took less than ten minutes, but it felt to Raven as if they were moving in slow motion. She’d only been able to grab a few hours sleep here and there since she’d met Rust at Yuquot. Most of the time since had been spent under a cloud of threat and panic. Exhaustion was taking its toll. It didn’t help that a dense fog had blanketed the airport, smothering any sense of place or movement.

      The apprehension she’d suppressed when she decided to return to D.C. flared into fear when a small Gulfstream jet emerged from the mist.

      She stiffened and leaned toward the windshield when she recognized the solitary man standing next to the stairs sprouting from the side of the plane.

      “Who’s that?” Rust asked. He leaned forward and gripped the front seats.

      “My boss’s boss’s boss,” Raven said. “The director of the FBI.”

      Jade grunted like she’d been gut-punched. “You didn’t mention he was in London.”

      “Neither did he.”

      “Why the surprise?” Jade asked.

      “Bigger question,” Rust said. “In all of London, how did he know to be thirty minutes from Totteridge?”

      “I have no idea,” Raven said. “Someone’s been tracking us and talking.”

      Zinn reminded her of a short version of Gort, the robot from The Day The Earth Stood Still. He made no move to greet them. The fog swirled around his still form, concealing the jet and adding to the illusion.

      “I can get us out of here,” Jade said. “It’s not too late.”

      Raven considered the options. They could run, probably. She could get Jade or Rust to read the director’s mind. But why? Zinn could be a stiff-necked ass, but he was one of the good guys, not a threat. He and his DARPA friends were the only real chance they had to deal with the Malum.

      For the second time in less than an hour, she stifled her concerns. “We’re just tired and spooked. Park the car.”

      Jade pulled to a stop and killed the engine. As they climbed out of the car, a half-dozen military types in full combat gear appeared out of the fog. They were armed with some sort of boxy handguns that Raven didn’t recognize. The weapons were trained on her, Jade, and Rust.

      Zinn stepped forward. “By order of the President of the United States and the Ancients’ Council of Elders, you are under arrest for genocide and sedition.”

      Raven marched toward him, “What the hell are you talking—”

      Zinn nodded. The surrounding handguns huffed, and Raven felt sharp stings in her neck and stomach. Moon and Zinn had betrayed her. She collapsed with one thought. Make them pay.
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      Raven woke, careful to not move or open her eyes. She was lying on some sort of lumpy surface with a thin, scratchy blanket covering her. She’d been dreaming that she was a little kid, wandering in the hills around where she’d grown up, looking for something. Something important. She felt like she could smell the acrid perfume of the oaks that surrounded her.

      She decided it didn’t matter much whether she was alone or not. Zinn had all the cards. While replaying what had happened at the London City airport, she moved her arms and legs to see if she was restrained. She opened her eyes, flipped the thin blanket that had covered her to the side, and sat up. Her muscles bitched about the movement. She’d been out for hours.

      Her FBI jacket was gone, as was the sprig from Leah that she’d kept in an inside pocket. Her heart sank. Bad enough to be trapped in a cage; she couldn’t bear to think what the loss of the branch meant for the Dryad’s existence. She pushed the thought away and examined her surroundings.

      She was in a brightly lit room about twelve-feet square that could have been anywhere on the planet—gray vinyl floor, white walls and ceiling, and a handful of recessed lights. The air was cold and carried a faint antiseptic aroma. Could she be in a hospital?

      A gray metal door with double locks was centered in the opposite wall. Not a friendly hospital door. A small white box, plugged into a wall outlet, sat on the floor next to the door. A monitor? She searched for other signs of surveillance equipment and discovered nothing.

      Since the FBI/CIA/Military Industrial Complex had access to sophisticated holding cells pretty much anywhere in the world, Raven concluded the amateur-hour setup meant that someone wanted to control the record of what happened in this room. Hardly ever a good thing from the interviewee’s perspective.

      “I’m awake. Anyone want to tell me what’s going on?”

      A minute later the locks snapped, and the door swung open to reveal Martin Zinn standing behind a short young man in purple scrubs carrying a chair. Short-guy entered, placed the chair against the wall opposite the cot, took the monitor, and left. Martin closed the door and sat, crossing his legs like a woman in a tight skirt. He was carrying a small wrapped bundle.

      Not being monitored was a bad sign, she thought, one of torture and death.

      He glowered at Raven and said nothing. She knew the game and was determined not to be the one who broke the silence. He left the room after a couple of minutes that passed like days. The power struggle lasted for two more repetitions before he stormed back into the room and said, “I would’ve thought you cared enough to ask about the condition of your two Ancient friends. Apparently not.”

      That stung. Raven fought to keep tears from filling her eyes. “You wouldn’t tell me anything if I asked.”

      Zinn smiled as if he’d won some sort of concession. “They’re next door, still unconscious. And we’re keeping them that way. We had some intelligence that your friends can employ an unconventional weapon.”

      He held up his hand. “Don’t go all freaky. They’re just asleep. As best we can tell, anyway.”

      “I want to see them and make sure they’re okay.”

      “No chance. We’ll be shipping them out later today.”

      That scared her, but she couldn’t take time to think about the implications. She needed to get as much from Zinn as possible.

      Zinn unwrapped the bundle and exposed the leafless branch Leah had given Raven. “What’s this?”

      Raven’s heart pounded but she kept a stony expression on her face. “Nothing. I collect plants from around the world. I grabbed one in England.”

      He shrugged, wrapped it up, and tossed it to her.

      “Where are we?” Raven asked.

      “Andrews. But don’t worry about it. You’ve got bigger problems than your location.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Raven asked. “Why did you attack us? What was that bullshit about genocide?”

      “We have compelling evidence that you and your Ancient buddies have been trying to start a war to eliminate the Shepherds.”

      “You’re not making any sense.” Raven said. “Who are the Shepherds?”

      “As if you didn’t know. A long-dormant race that recently was awakened only to find itself under attack. The Shepherds have sought protection from you and your two buddies.”

      Raven described the appearance of the Malum. “Is that what you’re talking about? I call them the Malum.”

      “I know what you call them,” Zinn said. “A bigoted term that’s consistent with your actions. Why are you intent on destroying them?”

      “You can’t be serious,” Raven said. “They’re soul-stealers. They almost took over the planet once, long ago. They escaped from some sort of pre-historic prison and have resumed their conquest.”

      Zinn laughed. “You’ve been duped, Special Agent. The Shepherds have been in hiding for thousands of years. They emerge every century or so to see if they can live in peace in the world.”

      “Emerge where? They just float up to someone on the street?”

      “The Shepherds wanted to approach a race that is as old as they are. They observed us for a while and learned where the Ancients were living. That’s where they were going when you and your new friends attacked.”

      “There were no Malum killed in the Ancient’s reserve. None.”

      “Do you deny that you violated federal law and went to the reserve?”

      “No, I don’t deny it. I went to solve a murder at the Smithsonian. Ask Moon. He knows I was there and why. Or hell, ask the Elder.”

      “I don’t know anything about a murder at the Smithsonian, and Moon’s gone missing,” Zinn said. “And the Ancients won’t talk to us. Nothing new about that.”

      Raven’s confusion deepened. Nothing made sense. Moon knew the truth and must have shared it with Zinn. The Malum must have somehow gotten to them, twisting their minds into believing a fantastic lie.

      She decided to try a different approach. Maybe if she could poke a big enough hole in Zinn’s story, he’d come to himself. “You’re just taking the word of a new race of beings that appears out of nowhere versus one of your own agents? I can show you case files for multiple murders committed by the Malum.”

      She decided not to disclose the existence of the Caladrius and the Dryad until she better understood what she was dealing with. “You have nothing to support what you’re saying. You can’t because it’s not true.”

      Zinn’s smile gave her the creeps. “The Leader showed us his memories of his race’s destruction at the hands of the Ancients. And his memories of the deaths at Heathrow when they were trying to escape.”

      “And you believe that shit?” Raven asked. “They’ve been in your head, sir. Messing with what you think you know.”

      “We’re not talking video editing here,” Zinn said. “A truckload of DARPA specialists concluded that the images shared by the Shepherds are genuine. They can’t be faked. You and your buddies are cold-blooded killers.”

      “Then your scientists are idiots. The Malum kept humans like cattle. That’s why they call themselves Shepherds. Get it? We and the Ancients are food to them. I saw them suck the life out of an old woman with my own eyes.”

      Zinn’s expression didn’t change. “You’re the one whose mind has been corrupted, Special Agent. Your Ancient buddies have enlisted your help with an old blood feud against the Shepherds. That’s the only way to explain the evidence.”

      Raven felt more defeated than she could remember at any other time in her life. “You’re making a mistake that will destroy humanity.”

      “The Shepherd’s Leader surrendered himself as a good faith gesture,” Zinn said. “Does that sound like my imagination to you?”

      “Surrendered himself for what? Why?”

      Zinn looked like a cat that had dragged a dead rabbit inside and dropped it at your feet to prove its hunting prowess. “What makes you think I’d tell you anything?”

      Raven let her face sag to look as miserable as possible. The transformation didn’t take much effort.

      You’re a patronizing son of a bitch, she thought. You can’t wait to prove how superior you are. All you need is a little poke in the right direction.

      “Fine,” she said. “You probably aren’t in the loop anyway.” “Loop” was D.C.-speak for inside knowledge. People in the loop and aware of the deepest secrets were people of power. Those outside were to be pitied. And mocked.

      Zinn swelled up like a puffer fish. “The Shepherd’s Leader contacted the president mind-to-mind, explaining his situation and asking for permission to appear personally in the Oval Office. The president agreed.”

      “Were you in the room for the meeting” Rave asked.

      Zinn’s smile gave her creeps. “I’d already briefed the president on what Moon had told me. A couple of Secret Service agents and I were the only other people in the Oval.”

      Raven wondered what Zinn was leaving out. There was no way the president would have agreed unless SF had provided some sort of demonstration of his Power.

      Now that Zinn had started talking, he didn’t seem to even be aware of Raven’s presence or where he was. “The Leader showed the president the images of you and the Ancients committing genocide. They reached an agreement that you would be brought to justice and for the Shepherds to establish a community in Big Sky country in Montana. All they want is to live in peace.”

      Raven was thunder-struck by the depths of SF’s deception and the president’s gullibility. The Malum would eliminate any resistance and gain a base from which to grow and expand. It would be too late by the time humanity figured out their real intentions.

      She’d been trained to keep collecting information as long as she could breathe. “Are they signing a treaty? Where?”

      Zinn’s mind returned to the room. “You’re boring me. This interview is over.”

      She made one last try to change the disastrous course that seemed beyond diversion. “Get me time with the president. Please. Fifteen minutes, that’s all I need.”

      “That’s not happening,” Zinn said. “You have a one-way ticket to Guantanamo, where you’ll be a risk to no one. Be careful down there. I understand it’s quite dangerous.”

      He got up, grabbed the chair, and left the room.
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      Raven stared at the blank wall opposite the cot, dazed and confused about what to do next. Their situation was hopeless. Exhaustion tugged at her, begged her to lie down on the bunk and rest. Even if she had energy, what could she do locked up on a military base with her allies unconscious and out of reach?

      She didn’t know how much time she had before Zinn’s goons came to take her to Cuba. But come they would, in a few hours at most. A growing panic gnawed at her thoughts.

      But somewhere deep inside her mind, a spark of resistance refused to be extinguished. This flickering goad was part of her essential self. Willful. Persistent. Stubborn. Tenacious. Adamantine. Hope was not lost as long as she was alive. People like Churchill and Lincoln had changed the course of history while battling their black dogs. Who was she to surrender so easily?

      She rose, strode to the center of the room, and sprawled on the floor. Arms and legs spread, she forced herself to breathe deeply and slowly, then started relaxing each part of her body, beginning with her toes and working her way up.

      She imagined that she was in a sunny meadow surrounded by snow-capped mountain peaks, lying on a bed of alpine wildflowers that softly tickled her neck and ears. The fragrance of the flowers and the lazy buzz of nearby insects filled her mind, brushing her panic aside.

      She reached out to Rust to see if they could connect and tackle their situation together, but all she sensed was a yawning blackness that threatened her calm. She returned to the meadow for a few moments, and tried to contact Jade. Same result. The two Ancients were either asleep, otherwise unconscious, or Raven didn’t understand how to communicate correctly.

      She was about to lose her grip on her happy place when another thought struck her. The Elder had been able to transmit her thoughts over vast distances; way more than Rust or Jade on their own. Perhaps the Elder’s vast age and experience could compensate for Raven’s incompetence.

      She thought back to the Yuquot motel room and slowly constructed a mental picture of the Ancients’ leader—what she had been wearing, the lines on her face, the tone of her voice. As the image solidified, she started repeating a short message in her mind.

      Elder, this is Raven. I need your help.

      Nothing happened for several long minutes, then she sensed a change in the emptiness that had been swallowing her words.

      Elder?

      Cease this unnatural communication, human. The Elder is unavailable.

      The respondent’s tone was clipped and angry.

      This is Raven. I need to speak—

      I am the Voice of the Council. I know what you seek. Your mind could no more communicate over this distance than a human could fly. My mind has been seeking yours to deliver a message. There is no help for you here. Contact is forbidden.

      The realization that her mind was an open book to a hostile Ancient somewhere in the Hoh rainforest thousands of miles away made Raven want to run and hide. But she couldn’t give up. She had nothing to lose that wasn’t already lost if she couldn’t talk this creature into providing assistance.

      Please. Rust and Jade are seriously hurt. Will you at least intervene to protect them?

      We have been contacted by your government. Jade and Rust will be returned to their own people. And they will wish they had died among you humans when we’re through with—

      ENOUGH.

      The Elder’s command rang in Raven’s mind like the two were standing within arm’s reach.

      Raven, before I continue I am compelled by the values of my kind to inform you that I have committed an unspeakable crime in order to assist you. Are you willing to speak with me knowing this?

      Raven couldn’t imagine what the Elder was talking about. Interrupting was a crime?

      I don’t understand.

      I have broken the mind of the Council’s Voice.

      Raven was dying to know what breaking a mind meant but didn’t think she wanted to know. She also suspected they didn’t have time for a long discussion.

      To answer your question—yes, I would very much like to speak with you.

      The Council will assemble shortly to overwhelm and subdue me. We must be quick. How may I help, child?

      Raven fought the temptation to explain all that had happened. The Elder could read all that in her mind, and more.

      Can you show me how to use my Power so that we can escape our captors?

      The Elder was silent for a moment.

      Can this be? The Dryad’s Sight found that you possess a Power called Kele?

      The Elder’s mental voice had lost its confidence as if she was afraid of the answer to the question. A question, Raven thought, to which she must already know the answer.

      Yes, but I don’t know what that means.

      Our myths allude to a Power with no name. That is as dangerous to the wielder as it is to the one it is wielded against. I fear that Kele and this unnamed Power are the same.

      Can you show me how to use it?

      Such a thing is unknown to us, but I have an idea that might assist you.

      Raven’s sense of the Elder’s presence disappeared, like a phone line gone dead. When her voice returned several long moments later, it was distant and muffled.

      I can no longer resist the Council. One last thought before I yield. A few of us have knowledge of a ritual that is said to free a Power that has been injured or blocked. I have never seen it used and I do not know if it can help you. In truth, I believe that it will not. I have given this knowledge to Jade as part of her education and have embedded the words in your mind. If you choose to employ it, be warned that there is a cost—

      Blinding pain knifed through Raven’s head from temple to temple. She cried out in pain and loss. Surely the Council wouldn’t kill the Elder. Regardless, it was clear that the leader of the Ancients was gone.
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      Raven lay on the floor whimpering for several long minutes as the pain eased before she could push herself to a sitting position. The promised passage sat in the front of her awareness, along with a brief message.

      Form an upright arch with your hands, the tips of each finger touching. Rotate the arch as the ritual proceeds until it is inverted as you finish. May the gods protect you from the consequences of my actions.

      Raven stared at the words with her mind’s eye, like an intriguing painting hanging on a gallery wall. They were beyond her comprehension. Even if it was a known language, she’d need months to learn how to pronounce it correctly.

      As she concentrated on the first few symbols, she felt more than heard a sweet and rich sound with a murmur of English layered beneath.

      I beseech…

      She whooped in a soft, intense whisper. “I can do it!”

      Her mind wasn’t hindered by the alien nature of the characters. She could perform the ritual. And it made sense that she didn’t need to say the words out loud. After all, the Ancients seemed to use their minds more than their mouths.

      She spent a few minutes practicing the hand gesture. It was an easy one, not like the one Rust used to call Fire, which looked like he’d grown a couple of extra fingers.

      She was ready to give it a try. She focused on the first line.

      ለዚህ ግለሰብ ይቅርታ ጠይቅ:

      I beseech for this individual:

      She was so excited to hear the English translation in her mind that she’d stopped using the hand gestures. She started again, scanning each line and holding her focus until she heard the English, pacing the gesture so that she completed it as she finished the last line.

      ለዚህ ግለሰብ ይቅርታ ጠይቅ:

      I beseech for this individual:

      ያንን የተሰነጠቀውን ጥገና,

      Repair that Power which is broken,

      Her right hand was growing warm as if she’d dipped it into a nail technician’s bowl of melted glycerin. She ignored the sensation and pushed on.

      የታመመውን ኃይል ፈውስ,

      Heal that Power which is ill,

      ያንን የጠፋውን ኃይል መልሶ መልስ,

      Restore that Power which is missing,

      የሚጠፋው ያንን ኃይል ይጠብቁት,

      Preserve that Power which is fading.

      Her hand had become uncomfortably hot; the tips of the fingers stung. She squirmed and resisted breaking the ritual.

      ስለዚህ እማጸናለሁ.

      Thus I plead.

      እና ወጪውን ይቀበሉ.

      And pay with a year of my life.

      She choked over the last line, but had already said it before she realized the meaning. A scorching white flame had appeared from her right elbow to the tips of her fingers. It licked her skin, rolled down her arm, and formed the shape of a two-foot broadsword.

      The sword waved wildly around her, beyond her control. It passed mere inches from her face. There was no heat, only cold.

      “Who dares command Perun?”

      The voice—not mind-to-mind, but a strong physical presence—rose and fell, gurgling, hot, and angry, as if formed by the flame itself. Fluorescent emerald lightning leaped off the end of the sword in a rhythm that matched the pattern of the words.

      Raven tried to hold her arm still and failed. The ephemeral blade moved as if it had a life of its own. “Hold still, dammit.”

      The blade halted its wild gyrations and crept toward Raven.

      “Are you my enemy? Shall I kill you?”

      Raven feared the thundering noise would alert her guards. At least this was a good indication that there were no listening devices in the room.

      “Shhh,” she hissed. “I’m not your enemy. I’m the one who called you into existence. What the hell are you?”

      “How could you call me and not know that I am Perun, the bane that kills all?”

      The flame’s voice—Perun’s voice—had dropped to a whisper that matched Raven’s. The blade twitched and move a bit closer to her face.

      “I’m not your enemy,” Raven said. “Back the hell off.”

      The Fire slid away and lengthened into a rapier, the end dancing and throwing emerald static into the air. The pain in her right hand had vanished.

      “What matter of creature are you?” Perun asked.

      “Where’ve you been? I’m a human.” Raven wondered if the torch’s habit of speaking in questions could be contagious.

      The rapier changed to a dirk and advanced on her face. “That would be impossible, would it not? Humans can’t perceive the existence of Perun or be harmed by him, is not that the truth?”

      “This human has no problem seeing you.”

      “Shall I harm you to test whether you are truly human?” The dirk transformed back into the original broadsword and resuming flailing about.

      “Test all you want,” Raven recalled that the flame bore no heat when it initially passed near her face and hoped that meant the other-worldly blade couldn’t hurt her. Regardless, she sensed showing any sign of weakness would have terrible consequences.

      The sword turned so fast that she couldn’t track the movement. It brushed against the skin of her right cheek. Raven slapped at the burning flame with her left hand. The blade drifted away and, after a couple of seconds, resumed its random whaling at the air. The idea occurred to her that it was hunting, searching for an enemy to kill. A vague numbness spread in her cheek.

      “Human enough for you?” she asked. “Was I not the one who called you? Am I not your master to command as I wish? Surrender to my control.” She tried to still her arm and failed.

      “Human perhaps. But you are too weak to command me, are you not?”

      Perun flicked out of existence and Raven squeaked in pain. Her arm felt as if she’d hit her crazy bone. The pain radiated from her elbow to her fingers. She would get no help from her Power.

      She heard a noise behind her and turned to face the door, pissed and ready to claw the eyes out of the next person she saw.

      Moon stood in the opening, glowering. Behind him were two armed guards. “Get them into the truck. Now!”
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      “You bastard! You betrayed us!”

      “You always were a whiny bitch,” Moon said.

      I thought you were sick or had an accident or something. Too bad you didn’t die.”

      Moon shrugged. “I’m better.” He nodded toward the door. “Out!”

      He led Raven, hands cuffed in front of her, from the holding room flanked by two armed guards. Rust and Jade were in the hall outside the door, asleep in wheelchairs and bracketed by two additional guards. A restraint belt across their chests secured them to the chairs; their hands were bound by plasticuffs.

      She reached out to touch Rust’s arm and was shoved away by one of the guards. She lunged toward Moon, “You don’t know anything about their biology—you could have killed them.”

      The guards raised their Glocks as one and aimed at her chest. She froze.

      “Shut up and walk,” Moon said, nodding toward Raven’s right.

      She was marched to a steel door at the end of the hall where Moon barked “open” at the camera over the door. The deadbolt snapped into the door frame. Moon opened the door, which led to a parking area about half the size of a football field. An unmarked black Escalade sat waiting with its engine running.

      A one-lane alley led from the lot, which was otherwise surrounded by the corrugated steel walls of two-story, cheek-to-jowl buildings.

      The sun’s rays lanced over the top of the buildings on Raven’s right. It was early morning. She guessed the temperature was already in the high eighties with humidity to match. An asphalt perfume filled the air.

      “Where are you taking us?”

      Moon ignored her. Jade and Rust were tossed into the car’s third row, along with a box containing Raven’s jacket and other gear. Raven and a folded wheelchair occupied the second row, which was separated from the front seat by a steel mesh.

      The oldest guard—a lean black guy with a widow’s peak of close-cut silver hair and a nasty scar running from his right eye to his lips—climbed behind the wheel. Moon dismissed the other guards back into the building and took the front passenger seat. They left the lot with a chirp from the rear tires.

      The ten minutes it took to wind their way to a gate passed in silence. Security performed a perfunctory check, collected a signature from Moon, and passed them through.

      Raven didn’t understand. From what Zinn had said, she expected to be put on an Air Force or FBI jet for Cuba while Rust and Jade were packed off to Seattle. Leaving the secure confines of the base didn’t make sense; no way were they going to be transported on commercial flights.

      The driver worked his way to I-495 and headed north. It seemed odd to be in the midst of people going about their everyday lives while she was bound for some sort of imprisonment hell.

      Raven’s imagination gave her an edge when she was on the job, but it also had a downside. It could scare the hell out of her. Like visualizing the road trip ending with three corpses in shallow graves. Or being delivered to the Malum. The Moon she knew would never do that. But the fact the Malum were calling the shots with Zinn wasn’t reassuring.

      She thought about trying to call Perun into existence to scare the hell out of Moon and maybe get a chance to escape. That is, if she didn’t die in the crash caused by the panicked driver. But the fiery apparition had said that humans couldn’t perceive him.

      She didn’t know what that made her, but she wasn’t ready to surrender another year of her life to a useless, maniacal sword with a penchant for questions. She feared the so-called payment was real.

      She would keep her failed experiment with her so-called Power to herself and look for another way to break free. Uncertainty was driving her crazy. Perhaps the third time would be the charm for her questions. “Where are you taking—”

      Moon glanced back. “Hold on. We’re busy up here.”

      He didn’t sound pissed, which surprised her because anger was his normal state. He and the driver were on full alert, their postures rigid, each regularly checking their mirrors.

      Raven watched the road and tried to guess where they were headed, but the possibilities were endless. D.C. freeways looked all the same—football-field-wide strips of broken concrete that stretched into infinity, carving their way through low-end housing, commercial developments, and the occasional industrial mess. Signage was sporadic and unhelpful. You had to know where you were going in advance.

      Traffic was its usual rush hour bumper-to-bumper shit-show. Raven guessed they’d traveled about an hour by the time they got off the freeway, pulled into an out-lot for the Baltimore Thurgood Marshall Airport, and parked.

      She leaned forward and banged on the steel mesh. “I don’t know how to break it to you guys, but Delta doesn’t run flights to Cuba. And it’s almost impossible to get an Ancient through an airport without being noticed. What are you up to?”

      Moon looked to his left. “Take off and make your call. Thanks again. I’ll never be able to repay you.”

      The driver nodded and smiled. “I’ll think of a way.” He climbed from the car, surprised Raven by peeling the scar from his face, and hurried toward a terminal bus stop.

      “What’s going on?” Raven asked.
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      Moon got out of the car, opened the back door, and unlocked her cuffs. “I would’ve thought that was pretty obvious by now. Helping you and your friends escape. Which makes us all federal fugitives. Grab the chair and lend a hand.”

      Their new ride—a battered light-green Subaru Forester—waited three rows behind and about twenty cars over from the Escalade. Raven held her tongue until they’d transferred the drugged Ancients to the back seat and were headed south on U.S.1.

      She squirmed in the passenger seat, trying to get comfortable. “This was probably the dumbest thing you’ve ever done,” she said. “And that’s saying something.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I’m serious. I’m not sure where Zinn would draw the line to keep us quiet, but I guarantee the Malum wouldn’t hesitate to kill us all.”

      Moon grunted. “Then they’re not that much different from Zinn. Taking you three off the grid was his ticket to becoming the Director of National Intelligence. He’ll do pretty much anything to make that happen.”

      “I thought you believed the Malum were real and our enemy,” Raven said.

      “I do. Catch up, Raven. Why do you think we’re having this conversation rather than you being on a plane to the sunny Caribbean?”

      “But Zinn said he and the president believe the Malum are the good guys. How is that possible?”

      “I don’t know. I ran and hid when things started going south. But part of the story is that Zinn and the president are blinded by their lust of power. An off-script FBI agent and a couple of renegade Ancients are an easy problem to solve. A demon race bent on subjugating humanity is a career-ender. So they want to believe the Malum.”

      “Do you think the Malum have screwed with their minds?” Raven asked.

      “Beats me,” Moon said, “but I doubt it. If they could manipulate minds, you would’ve been their first victim. And since you’re still trying to end them, I think they can only project language or feelings or images. Zinn and the president are susceptible; you’re not.”

      “Our names are going to be posted all over the world. Any guess how long before Zinn discovers we’re gone and triggers an alert?”

      “A few hours at best. Whenever they were planning to come collect you and your sleepy gang.”

      “What about the guards at Andrews?” Raven asked. “How in hell did you turn them?”

      “I didn’t. The transfer papers looked real and I led them to believe I was working with Zinn. The driver is an old friend who’s worked for the Bureau for decades. He’s one of the few people I could trust. By now he’s called in sick and planted himself in the emergency room at Johns Hopkins. He’s got heart failure and has been eating a ton of salt and drinking too much water, so he’s about to have an episode. His cover should hold.”

      “Jesus,” Raven said. “He must be one hell of a friend. Hope he’ll be okay.”

      “Yeah.”

      “The Escalade and the Subie?” She asked. “They going to be hard to track?”

      “We took the Escalade from the airport and put it back where we found it. I bought the Subaru last night with cash just before the dealer closed. We’re okay for a few days unless a camera caught the exchange at the airport.”

      A slurred voice spoke from the back seat. Rust. “Don’t forget the Malum. They may have been looking for you, and they seem to have a way of turning up wherever Raven goes. We were concealed by the Dryad, but that was only for so long.”

      Raven whirled in her seat. “Now I know what a drunk Ancient sounds like. Welcome back.”

      “Hanging out with you is bad for my health,” Rust said. “And what’s wrong with my voice?”

      Raven smiled. “Nothing. It’s pretty much the same as usual.”

      Moon glanced into the rear-view mirror. “Welcome back to the land of the living. What’s a Dryad?” Moon asked.

      Raven continued to stare at Rust. “I’ll explain later. If the Malum knew where we are, they would’ve pounced. How you feeling?”

      “I’ll be okay,” Rust said. “They were good drugs.”

      “Speak for yourself.” Jade, who had been leaning against the side of the car, pushed herself upright. “I feel like warmed-over vomit. Where the hell are we?”

      “We were locked up at the Joint Force Andrews base in D.C,” Raven said. She nodded at Moon. “Moon just put his life on the line by getting us out.” She introduced Jade and Moon, then provided a quick summary of what had happened since she woke in the holding cell.

      Jade’s fur was crimson. She was pissed squared. “I’m pretty much done with trusting humans. How did your director know where we were? What if this human—she nodded at Moon—tipped him off and is taking us someplace secluded to kill us?”

      Moon shrugged. “You don’t have twisted Ancients that you can’t trust? Word to the wise. Trust nobody until you know them, and even then stay alert.”

      Raven jumped in before something ugly happened. “Give me some credit, Jade. I wondered the same thing as soon as Moon appeared at my holding room door. If I still thought he was working with Zinn, I would have taken him out.”

      That brought a smile from Moon. “As if you could.”

      Rust leaned on the seat back. “So the Malum told your director where to position himself?”

      “Most likely,” Raven said.

      Jade’s color dimmed but didn’t change hue. She was going to be angry for a while, which was fine with Raven. Having a hostile Ancient as a partner could only help.

      She looked at Moon. “When did you figure out that something was hinky?”

      “Zinn called me into his office a couple of days ago, told me about you going rogue and that the president had decided to partner with the Malum. He ordered me to get you guys back here. I sucked up to him and escaped from his office, but figured he’d soon get twitchy about my loyalty and the game would be over. I tried to reach you. When I couldn’t, I decided to drop off the radar.”

      Raven wasn’t surprised that he’d been unable to connect. The protective blanket that Leah had cast over them on the way to the Totteridge churchyard had blocked cell reception.

      “How did you know where to find us?” Jade asked.

      “I’ve been with the bureau for twenty years,” Moon said. “I love the work and most of the people, but its politics are a blood sport. That was obvious from day one. So I built a network of people I could trust at all levels. Tracking Zinn was easy. Getting you out wasn’t much tougher. A few document forgeries, call in some favors, and I was good to go.”

      “I always figured you for one of the power-grabbers,” Raven said. “I had no idea that you were the Don Quixote type, out to change the culture. I owe you an apology.”

      Moon snorted. “Apologies are worthless. If you want to contribute, figure out where we can hide. Zinn’s people know the same places that I do.”

      Rust flopped back into the seat. “I’d check news sources to see if there are any alerts, but they took my phone.”

      Moon pulled a phone from his pocket and tossed it to Rust. “Use this. It’s a burner, so they can’t trace it. I’d bet my left nut that you won’t find anything. The government will want to keep all this shit top secret.”

      Rust began flicking through screens.

      “I think I know a place where we’ll be safe,” Raven said, “at least for a few days. When I woke up, the first thing I thought about was the town I grew up in before we had to move to Maryland. I felt like I’d been walking in the mountains that surround the town. For a few minutes, those woods felt more real than the room at Andrews. I can’t tell you why, but I need to get back there.”

      “Where exactly is ‘there’?” Moon asked.

      “Intermont, Virginia, about five hours from here.”

      They were headed north. He took the next exit, fed their destination into the Forester’s GPS, and pulled back onto the freeway going in the opposite direction.

      Jade leaned against the front seat. “Aren’t you going to ask whether we agree with this plan?”

      “I couldn’t care less,” Moon said.

      Jade looked at Rust, and something passed between them.

      “We’d like to see where Raven grew up,” he said. “But mostly we’d like to get out of this stinking, crowded, concrete city.”

      “I told you, I don’t care what you want,” Moon said.

      Moon and Raven knew from their experience that the longer they were on the road, the higher the likelihood that they’d be spotted by a cop. The risk of detection was also highest in metropolitan areas. So they traveled over a mix of rural interstate and state routes to minimize their exposure, even though that added an hour to their drive.

      Along the way, they stopped a couple of times for pee breaks and to load up on food at a Love’s truck stop. The place was so busy that no one would’ve noticed someone carrying an AK-47.

      Rust and Jade dozed, sleeping off the remnants of the anesthetic, while Raven and Moon swapped driving duties.

      When all four were awake, they speculated about what they should do next. The discussion was about as useful as counting cows—they didn’t have enough information to make any decisions.

      At one point Raven told the group about Perun. She didn’t mention the cost of calling him.

      The others’ excitement about her encounter was tempered by her failure to control her Power.

      That was true for Moon and Jade. Rust, on the other hand, was convinced that Perun was the key to defeating the Malum. All they had to do was figure out how to bring him under Raven’s control. He had no idea how to manage that.

      They were a half-hour from Intermont, with Raven driving and Moon snoring in the passenger seat when Rust poked the sleeping agent in the shoulder. “You remember that bet you made about your nut?”

      Moon was slow to wake up. “Yeah?”

      Rust, who had become obsessed with tracking the news, held up Moon’s phone and wiggled it at the sleepy agent.

      “Your Homeland Security has just raised the alert level. They’re looking for four armed and dangerous terrorists. The images they’ve published look remarkably like us.”

      “Shit,” Moon said. “I’m partial to that nut. Not that I play favorites.”

      “What kind of car is this?” Rust asked.

      “2017 Subaru Forester,” Zinn said.

      “They know about it too.”
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      The unincorporated community of Rock Camp, West Virginia, rolled by the window as they silently considered the implications of Rust’s announcement.

      Raven squirmed in her seat. Rock Camp was a lightly populated wide spot in the road, like much of West Virginia. Detection would come from the county sheriff, whose small force was most likely busy dealing with petty thefts and the occasional speeder. But the risk wasn’t zero, and Homeland Security demanded—and received—a lot of attention from local police across the country. And that was without help from the Malum.

      She felt as if the trees had started to crowd the road and were whispering something she couldn’t quite catch. She shivered and glanced up at the sky for any hint of a black smudge. “There’s nothing here that can help us. If I remember right, Peterstown is the only place of any size between here and Intermont. See what you can find out about it.”

      “I would,” Rust said, “but we just lost our cell signal. Again.”

      He’d been Googling using one of the burner phones that Moon had gotten each of them. The maple-blanketed mountains in the area were no more than a couple thousand feet high, but they conspired with the twisting roads to throw communication back to the 1990s.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Moon said. “Unless we do something stupid, we’re pretty much invisible in spite of the BOLO.”

      “BOLO?” Jade asked. “Isn’t that a rope weapon with three weights that you throw at prey and tangle up their legs? How does that have anything to do with us being found by the police?”

      Raven laughed. “I'll give you points for the breadth of your education about humans, but not so much for police acronyms. BOLO means ‘be on the lookout.’”

      Jade shook her head. “English is impossible.”

      “You wouldn’t have to work hard to sell me on that,” Raven said. “How much cash do you have on you, Moon? Maybe we should ditch the Subie and pick up a new car in Peterstown.”

      Moon snorted. “We can’t let being scared shitless make us stupid. No one is going to find us in this wilderness unless we draw attention to ourselves. You grew up in small towns. What do you think would happen if a bunch of strangers rolled into town, paid cash for a car, and took off?”

      He was right, Raven realized. I’m too tired to think straight. “They’d sell us the car, take the cash, and call the cops before we were out of sight.”

      “If that’s true,” Rust said, “what happens when we get to your birthplace? Someone is bound to see us. Won’t that trigger the same problem?”

      “We’ll be okay for a while,” Raven said. “My grandmother’s place is secluded. We can hide the car, and we have enough junk food to keep us out of town for a couple of days.”
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      No good-old-boy cops or vengeful demons made an appearance on the balance of the drive. But if they’d begun to relax the farther they’d gotten from D.C., the Homeland Security alert had dragged them back to reality.

      Intermont nestled in a valley of the Blue Ridge Mountains, straddling the junction of the New River and Wolf Creek. Raven turned off the state route at the town’s single traffic light, crossed the river on an aging two-lane bridge, and skirted the edge of town. It was nearing three in the afternoon.

      Moon stared out the passenger window as they passed a series of one-story buildings—a small Piggly Wiggly grocery, a feed store, and a boarded-up five and dime.

      “This a coal mining town?” he asked.

      “No,” Raven said. “Coal country starts about twenty minutes southeast. Most of the people here work at a German synthetic fiber plant five miles up the river.”

      “Seems like a weird place for that.”

      “I don’t know the history,” Raven said. “Cheap labor, I guess.”

      “You going to show us where you grew up?” Moon asked. “I’d love to see it.”

      “No.”

      “When’s the last time you were here?” Jade asked.

      Raven glanced in the rear-view mirror. Rust was asleep, drooling, his head on his sister’s shoulder. “Seven years ago, just after I graduated from college. My grandmother left me the cabin in her will. I was here long enough to sign the papers and arrange for a real estate company to take care of the place.”

      “You must’ve been close to your grandmother,” Jade said.

      “I was a kid and only got to see her a few times, but I always looked forward to it. I never saw her after my father took us to Maryland.”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t sell this place,” Moon said. “This town is a dump.”

      Raven glared at him. “Bite me.”

      They rode in silence as she navigated a series of turns that led past one modest home after another. She pulled to a stop two blocks past an old, dark-red-brick building that was still used as a middle school. The street turned left, toward town. To their right was a narrow gravel road that led up a hill and disappeared into the surrounding forest.

      She nodded to her left. “You asked. I grew up over there.”

      A squat two-story cube covered in stained stucco sat at the back-left corner of a large lot. Two narrow ribbons of concrete that served as a driveway led from the street to a double garage on the lower level, which was flanked by an entry door.

      “Cozy,” Moon said. “Did you like living here?”

      “I remember my grandmother and not much else.” What she didn’t mention was that she could recall the Christmas when her dad got drunk at a Christmas Eve party at their house. Raven was in her bedroom listening to the conversations in the next room and heard the racket when her dad fell onto one of the gifts. She woke up the following morning to find that Santa had brought her a mangled doll. A hospital doll, her mom told her, that Raven could take care of.

      She nodded to her right. “Not much of a mountain once you’ve been anywhere, but I thought it was an Alp. It’s called Angel’s Rest.”

      She drove up the hill, dodging holes that threatened to swallow the Subie. The road disappeared into the woods a quarter-mile in. Raven pulled to the side.

      “The road keeps going, but the cabin is a couple-hundred yards that way.” She pointed east.

      Rust, who’d been awakened by the bouncing SUV, yawned, climbed out, and stretched. “Wonderful. Reminds me of home. Except the trees are different and there’s no rain. I miss the rain.”

      Another memory popped into Raven’s head. The first time she’d ever seen her father drunk was at the cabin. He’d brought her along on a squirrel-hunting trip.

      Bringing everyone here was a stupid idea.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A single power line led them to the cabin, which had been built by her great-great grandfather in the late 40s as a post-war gift to Raven’s grandmother. The frame construction and aged, grey-cedar siding were original. Raven had replaced the shake roof with shingles as her first official act of ownership.

      She led everyone inside, and flipped on a switch next to the door. A dim yellow light bled over the space from a couple of single-bulb ceiling fixtures. Whitewashed cedar planks covered the inside walls, floor, and ceiling.

      A stone fireplace anchored one end of the combined living-room kitchen. A massive wood-burning stove was parked on the far opposite wall next to a gleaming modern version. The real estate agent had insisted that a new appliance was necessary if she expected to actually rent the place. Cabinets, sink, and a newish refrigerator sat to the right along the adjoining wall. They placed bags of food they’d hauled from the Forrester on the Formica table that sat in the center of the kitchen area.

      “There are two bunk rooms. Unless anyone has a better idea, I suggest we do a gender split. Girls left, boys right.” She pointed at the respective rooms in the back of the cabin and nodded at a door in the short hallway between them. “That was once a closet. Now a bathroom. We have water from a well in the back.”

      “All the conveniences of home,” Moon said. He was looking at his cell phone. “I don’t believe it. I’ve got four bars in this godforsaken place.”

      “There’s a tower for the town on the next mountain over,” Raven said. “You thinking of calling someone?”

      Moon already had the phone to his ear. He waved her off and walked back out to the porch, closing the door behind him.

      “I guess he was,” Jade said. “I’m beat. See you in the morning. She started for the bedroom.

      “Hang on a second,” Raven said. “We need someone on watch through the night. I’ll nominate Moon for the first two hours since he isn’t here to defend himself. Then Rust, then me, then you.”

      The surprise on the Ancients’ faces would’ve made Raven laugh out loud if the issue wasn’t deadly serious. In spite of all that had happened, Jade and Rust both were still naive and unfamiliar with being hunted.

      The two nodded without saying anything, went into their respective rooms, and closed the door.

      Raven grabbed a bag of chips and a Diet Mountain Dew from the pile of junk food. She walked over and sat down on the raised fireplace hearth as Moon returned from the porch.

      “Where is everybody?” He was looking around, but his voice was distracted as if he was having a hard time talking and thinking at the same time.

      She explained the night watch plan.

      He grimaced and nodded. “I think I can stay awake that long.”

      “Care to share what you learned on your calls?”

      “The president is in our neighborhood. He’s at the Greenbrier.”

      “The West Virginia resort where the secret bunkers were built to shelter the government during a nuclear war?”

      “In the 1950s, yeah. A touristy time capsule now, but the rest of the place is apparently world-class. The Presidential Suite takes up an entire wing of the hotel, but the place is still a security nightmare. Too many tourists and porous as hell. The Secret Service folks must be pulling their hair out.”

      “So why not just use Camp David?”

      “I don’t know,” Moon said, “but I’d guess secrecy. Camp David is as much an ‘on the record’ place as the White House. Maybe the president doesn’t want to disclose what he’s up to until it’s a done deal. Plus he’s a West Virginia boy. He knows the neighborhood.”

      “Did your sources say any kind of an event is planned?”

      Moon waggled one hand back and forth. “Yeah, but nothing specific. Something is going down sometime the day after tomorrow. This is one secret that ain’t being leaked.”

      “From what Zinn told me, that’s got to be the president’s peace agreement with the Malum,” Raven said. “Or at least that’s what Zinn and the president think. I’d put money on the slaughter of U.S. leaders once everyone’s in one place. The question is, what can we do about it?”

      Moon sat next to her. “Not a damn thing.”
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      Moon shared his news over a cheese cracker and coffee breakfast the following morning. From what Raven could tell by reading the faces around the table, the quiet night hadn’t brought anyone much rest. She could only hope that the others felt better than she did.

      They’d kicked around ideas about how they might disrupt the Greenbrier event and expose the truth about the Malum. The plans always tripped over the first big obstacle: how to get past the security cordon that was certain to surround the entire facility.

      Rust pushed back from the table and looked at Raven. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but what about using Perun?”

      “To do what? I can’t control him. Not even close. And even if I could, I don’t see how he could help. He can’t hurt humans, at least not seriously.” She touched her cheek where the sword had numbed it.

      Raven leaned over the table and slapped the surface, “You haven’t been paying attention! I’d have to get past the guards to the Malum. So I go charging into the small army who've surrounded the place, waving my magical sword, and bellowing for SF to come out and do battle. What happens then? I’ll tell you what. One bullet and I’m done. Have I mentioned that I can’t control him?”

      Rust’s fur faded to a dull yellow. She was scaring him.

      Ashamed, she forced her self to stop ranting and take a breath. “I’m sorry. That’s what massive human frustration looks like. Or what it looks like on me, anyway.”

      Rust’s Broku transformed into a peaceful green. “A person I respect once told me to quit apologizing so much.” He reached across the table and laid his hand on hers.

      “Jesus Christ,” Moon said. “You two should get a room.”

      Rust and Raven sprung away from each other like repelling magnets.

      Moon realized what he’d said a second after he’d said it. Romantic relationships between humans and Ancients—even though impossible to imagine—was an idea so taboo that it only existed on porn site cartoons. His face turned the color of a raw ribeye. “Sorry.”

      Jade looked from Raven to her brother like she was seeing them for the first time. She scowled and shook her head. “How about this? Rust and I haven’t tried to reach our people since we got back into the United States. We couldn’t have done it from Washington; the distance was too great. But we’re about three hundred miles closer now. Maybe we can combine our energies and make contact.”

      Raven was as anxious to put Moon’s awkward comment behind her as Jade apparently was. “I don’t understand what they might do long distance even if they were sympathetic. Which they aren’t.”

      “I don’t either,” Jade said, “but what do we have to lose?”

      Raven shrugged. “They could tip off the Malum to our location, that’s what.”

      Rust seemed appalled by the idea that some on the Ancient’s Council might aid the Malum. “They’d never do that, no matter how much they disagree with us. Besides, we won’t communicate our location,” he said. “We’ll start by trying to reach our younger sister. If that works, we’ll reach out to Ivory.”

      “Why him?” Raven asked. “He wasn’t Mr. Helpful when we met in the forest.”

      “With the Elder deposed or dead,” Rust said, “Ivory is the leader of the Council. He’d have to support any offer of assistance.”

      The table went quiet. All eyes were on Raven as she balanced the risks against their dire need for help. Even Moon deferred to her leadership.

      “When do you want to do it?” she asked.

      “Now is as good a time as any,” Jade said.

      Rust nodded. He and Jade clasped hands and closed their eyes. Their postures immediately relaxed, their chins drooping to their chests.

      Five long minutes later they raised their heads and stared at Moon and Raven.

      Their fur looked like it had been bleached. “Good news, bad news. We were able to make contact.” Jade said. “Parts of the communication were garbled by the distance, but we made it work.”

      “Please let the static be the bad news,” Moon said.

      Jade shook her head. “Ivory intercepted our attempt to speak with our sister. We never reached her.”

      “Shit,” Raven said. “Did Ivory at least agree to carry our plea for help to the Council?”

      “He said he would consider it. But he made it clear that he was inclined to ignore us.”

      “Is your council working with president?” Moon asked.

      “He refused to share any information about the Council’s business,” Rust said, “including anything about the Elder.”

      Raven’s instincts were on full alert. Ancients were horrible liars. The two were holding something back. “What about the two of you being returned for punishment?”

      Rust’s body fur changed to the color of fresh blood. Raven realized she’d never seen him that angry before, and the sudden change scared her.

      “Jade and I have been banned from our community,” he said. “I mean, I guess I already was, but I didn’t believe it. Now I do.” He looked at his sister. “At least I have company.”

      Jade’s color matched her brother’s. “Banning means we’re never to approach the rainforest or communicate with any of our people. We’re alone in the world.”

      “Fuck no you’re not,” Raven said. “Not as long as I’m alive.” The words were spontaneous and her feelings genuine. But she realized that they were faint comfort for two beings whose culture was founded on sharing their souls.

      Rust stood. His anger had faded, leaving his skin covered by translucent fur. Iridescent tears sparkled at the corners of his eyes and traced glistening paths down his cheeks. “I’m going to take a walk.”

      Raven didn’t want him wandering a strange forest alone. He was too preoccupied to take care of himself.

      “Okay if I go with you?” she and Jade asked at the same moment.

      Jade stared at Raven. “You go ahead. I can use the rest.”

      “Moon?” Rust asked.

      “The last thing I want to do is wander around in the wilderness.”
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      Raven didn’t know what she’d been thinking. She shouldn’t have worried about Rust being alone in the Virginia woods. His home was a trackless forest. They’d been walking for about twenty minutes, Rust taking the lead like he was following an interstate highway. He was fast, quiet, and sure-footed. She had to work to keep up with him, kept tripping over pretty much everything, and made enough noise to drown out a charging bull elephant.

      “How long could you live in the forest on your own?” she asked.

      He turned to look at her and smiled. “Depends on how much food I had in my pack. You?”

      “I’m serious. How long? I’ve never seen you as comfortable as you look right now. You’re vegan, but you know how to find nuts and berries or whatever, right?”

      She thought she heard someone—a young boy?—call her name and whipped around. Nothing. It sounded like the whispers she’d heard in the car.

      Rust’s laughter was absorbed by the trees. “We garden and buy what we don’t grow at the grocery. Not all that much different from rural humans. We have a sense for moving through the forest undetected and a great memory for location, but I wouldn’t last any longer than you.”

      Raven sighed. “Another Ancient myth busted. Such a disappointment. It’s funny, I grew up around here, but I avoided the woods. They scared me.”

      “Why did your dad take you to Maryland? Was it a better job?”

      Raven had a lifetime of experience changing the subject when someone asked about her family. Somehow that didn’t feel right with Rust. Almost like a breach of trust.

      “Not a better job, the loss of one. My father was fired. He showed up for work drunk and made a pass at his boss’s daughter who worked next to him on the line.”

      Rust stopped and turned. She’d been looking at the ground and almost ran into him. She stood a foot away, breathing hard. Way inside her personal space. His personal space. He didn’t seem bothered.

      “Did your mother know why he was fired? Did you?” Rust asked.

      “I was too young. All I knew was that we had to move. Didn’t keep me from hating them both. I found out later that it only took a couple of days for someone to tell my mother. Small towns are like that.”

      “Our community is similar.”

      “Anyway,” Raven said, “the only good jobs in this valley were at that plant. You either worked there, or you eked out a living in a business for customers who worked there. My dad’s first cousin managed the power plant in a pulp mill in Maryland. He offered dad a job. So we moved.”

      Raven heard the voice calling her name again. The whisper had grown louder. “Did you hear that?”

      “Hear what?” Rust asked.

      “You must be deaf.”

      “I told you. Ancients have extraordinary hearing. I can hear the breath whistling in and out of your chest. The surge of blood from of your heart. Was whatever you heard in your mind?”

      “Never mind.” Raven realized for the umpteenth time how little she knew about him and about his people. “What was your childhood like? However many hundreds of years ago that was?”

      Rust seemed no more anxious to talk about himself than Raven had been. When he finally answered, it was a whisper.

      “For as long as I can remember, I’ve never felt like I belonged to my people. I always enjoyed wandering off by myself and tried to avoid being in groups.”

      “Were there others like you?” Raven asked. “Anyone you could share your feelings with?”

      He shook his head. “No. But to be fair, I didn’t look for others like me. I wasn’t anti-social, but I was happiest when I was alone.”

      “Didn’t your parents notice?”

      Rust’s color shifted to teal. He stared at the ground, like he was embarrassed.

      “Sure,” he said. “Eventually. When I learned to shield my thoughts, I closed my mind off to others, including them. I might as well have gone to the Council’s clearing and proclaimed that I was an outsider.”

      The tone of his words defined the violet hue of his fur. Shame. “What happened?”

      “At first they tried to help me change, to be more open. The trouble was, I didn’t want to be. I liked who I was. I began living by myself.”

      “You banned yourself?”

      “No, nothing like that. I still communicated with others, helped build and take care of the community. I managed to develop some friendships, even though they were superficial. But at night, I went away from everyone to be by myself.”

      “In our culture,” Raven said. “People who are different are sometimes rejected by others. Sometimes in a mean or violent way. Is it that way among the Ancients?”

      He looked up, surprised. “No. I mean you can tell others think you’re weird, but that’s it. Besides, it’s why I found you, which has been worth a little discomfort. ”

      It was Raven’s turn to be surprised. “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s hard to explain to a human. For us, a mind is a real place. When we’re communicating mentally, we see a vast plain where we can find others, talk with them, even see their thoughts and memories if they let us.”

      “I have a thousand questions,” Raven said, “but I think I understand what you’re saying.”

      “When I’m by myself, I like to explore that place. I’ll go there and search for anything unusual. That’s how I found your mind. It was off by itself and didn’t look like anything I’d ever seen before. Eventually, I worked up the nerve and started trying to talk with you, in spite of the Elder’s warnings.”

      Raven smiled, leaned toward him, and kissed him on the lips. For a second she was afraid she’d scared him, but then he kissed her back. Hard. His lips burned hers and ignited a fire that flashed through her body.

      Raven. Rust.
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      They jumped apart, whether from guilt or surprise, Raven didn’t know. All she could feel was the lingering flood of heat triggered by the kiss.

      “Please tell me you heard it that time,” she said.

      Rust touched his lips, smiled, and nodded absently. “Whatever it is, I don’t appreciate the interruption.”

      I bring you a message from Leah. Walk eighty yards north.

      The image of a low cave entrance surrounded by a cluster of maple saplings popped into Raven’s head. She felt an almost gravitational pull to her left.

      “This way,” Rust said and started jogging through the woods.

      Raven sprang to keep up. “I know which way is north, dummy. And besides, I can feel a pull from the voice.”

      “You continue to surprise.”

      Raven blushed.

      “As far as I know,” Rust said, “humans can’t actually feel cardinal directions.”

      “Never thought about it. It’s as natural as breathing.”

      They broke into a clearing that matched the image in Raven’s head. The same intense green scent that she’d noticed in Leah’s presence filled the air. Similar, but not identical. This was less earthy and more green, like the first cut grass of spring.

      A line of young maples partially obscured the rocks and the opening that had made the mental image so distinctive.

      Welcome, friends of Leah. She sends her greetings. I am Javor.

      As these words formed in Raven’s mind, a familiar soft glow emerged from an area between the two saplings that obscured the cave. A man who could have been the model for Michelangelo’s David stood in the center of the light. Maybe six-foot-five, he stood naked in the calf-length grass that surrounded the trees. His hair curled at his shoulders and was as green as the trees next to him.

      “Is Leah still alive?” she asked. “Her last message sounded like she might be dying.”

      “Is the gift she gave you still green?” Javor asked. His aural voice was a rich baritone susurration, as beautifully sculpted as his body.

      Raven had made a point of examining the twig daily. It seemed to need neither food nor water, yet remained as green as when Leah gave it to her. “It is, yes.”

      “Then she lives,” Javor said, “but in a deep sleep that has taken her from this world. Complete your quest and return the gift so that she may return.”

      No pressure there, Raven thought. “With respect, you’re misinformed. We’re trying to stop the Malum. We’re not on a crusade.”

      Javor tilted his head to the side and smiled. “Are you not? Did you promise to make humans aware of my kind and to end our mindless destruction?”

      Raven squirmed. She'd not forgotten that part of her conversation with Leah. But how the hell was she going to keep her promise when all she could do was run and hide from the demons that wanted to enslave humanity?

      Javor’s smile faded. “I see the answer in your mind. Your quest is uncertain, as all worthy things are before they become inevitable. At Leah’s bidding, we are offering our assistance.”

      Rust took a step closer to the pulsing image. “How did you learn about us? What do you know?”

      “Our race shares thoughts with those nearest us, which is repeated until the communication reaches its destination. Leah sent a message to us about you before she retreated from her battle with the Malum. Our kind passed that information from one to another, first in the land you call England, and then across Iceland and Greenland to North America.”

      “But how did you know where to find us?” Rust asked.

      “You’ve been under our gaze since you left the graveyard, except when you were confined and concealed from the forest.”

      “How many Dryads are there?” Raven asked. “You make it sound as if there’s one of you partnered with every tree.”

      “Not so many as that, and there are gaps in what you would call our network. But enough.”

      Raven tried to think of all the times she’d been near a cluster of trees and whether she’d done anything she’d prefer to keep private. Like the first time she had sex. Or when she kissed Rust.

      Blood rushed to her face. She hated the idea of being surveilled, regardless of who was doing it or why. “If I asked you to quit tracking me, would you honor my request?”

      The genuinely puzzled look on Javor’s face made it clear that her question was nonsense to him. She glanced at Rust. He shared the Dryad’s puzzlement. What did she expect from two races who lived like members of a hive?

      “We’ve never been asked that before,” Javor said.

      Raven tried her best to keep the irritation out of her voice. “Of course not. I’m guessing you’ve never told a human that you were constantly watching them.”

      “How could we?” Javor asked. “It’s been more than a millennium since we’ve spoken to a human. It matters little. We must honor Leah’s request.”

      “Which means you won’t stop,” Raven said.

      She would’ve been willing to spend as much time as necessary to teach the Dryads about the human need for privacy, but Rust moved on.

      “We’ve been back in the U.S. for over a day,” he said. “Why wait until now to contact us?”

      “We tried. But you didn’t hear us, whether because you were insulated in a car or because you were moving quickly. And this is the first time you’ve been alone in the forest.”

      Raven forced herself to let go of her snit and follow her partner’s lead. “You said before that you could help us. How?”

      “You intend to do battle with the Soul Stealers. Do I understand this correctly?”

      “Yes,” Raven said. “I don’t know when or how, but yes. We’re committed to stopping them.”

      The radiance surrounding the Dryad mushroomed. Raven squinted against the brilliance, wondering what the change signified.

      “The older of our species abhors conflict of any kind,” Javor said. “They would rather perish than harm others. But those of us who are younger, like myself, feel differently. We believe the fight against the Malum is as much ours as humans’ or Ancients’.”

      Raven’s pulse hammered in her ears. Could the Dryads actually help or was she leading another species to extinction?

      “Before you say more, you must understand something,” she said. “Only a handful of humans know about the Malum, and most of the ones who do believe that we can peacefully coexist.”

      “That is also true among my kind,” Rust said. “There are only three of us who’ve agreed to join this fight.”

      The blaze surrounding Javor dimmed to a flicker. “So Leah told the Prime. She also said that you are all likely to die.”

      “That’s a cheery thought,” Raven said. “What’s a Prime?”

      “As I said, we communicate over long distances by message threads that are passed from one of us to another. The Prime is the first in the thread; the first Dryad that Leah spoke with. It was also the Prime who convinced Leah to let us assist you.”

      “In what way?” Raven asked. “If Leah had a weapon, I didn’t see it.”

      “But you did,” Javor said. “Concealment. We are not as powerful as our leader. Many of us will die, but we can hide you from the Malum.”

      Raven wanted to cry. “I can’t ask you to do that. We have no weapon to fight the demons. I won’t be the cause of any more needless deaths.”

      Javor’s laugh, lighter than Leah’s, was a whisper of wind that danced in the forest’s quiet. “You and Rust have the only weapons you need,” Javor said.

      “I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Rust said. “Raven has been unable to control the spirit who appears when she calls on her Kele, and I am the least powerful of my kind. All I can do is hurt myself.”

      “So you’re fleeing because you are surrendering?” Javor asked. “You will permit the Malum to enslave all the creatures of Earth?”

      The grove was as silent as death for several long minutes.

      “I don’t know how to answer that,” Raven said. “We are running because to have remained would have led to our captivity, or worse. We want to fight, but we don’t know how.”

      “Leah reached out to you through the Dryad’s chain so that we could deliver two messages. The first of these is that you are as powerful as you dare to be.”

      Raven scowled shook her head. “What the hell does that even mean? Are you talking about Rust or me or the two of us? What does ‘dare’ have to do with anything?”

      Javor’s image grew faint. “I have only the words as they were given to me.”

      “There are two messages,” Raven said. “What’s the other one?”

      Javor’s face reflected a pang of sadness that broke Raven’s heart. “Leah foretold that you will engage the Malum in a battle that will be known across time.”

      “Do we succeed?” Raven asked.

      “The outcome was not part of the message.”

      “Why are you receding from us?” Rust asked. “Do you know more than you are saying?”

      “I possess limited Sight,” Javor said. “But I know this. Your battle is as inevitable as the death that it will visit upon you.” He sighed, and the branches of the nearby trees shivered in an invisible wind. “When you are ready, go into the nearest forest and seek our assistance. It shall be given without question or hesitation.”
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      Raven and Rust rushed back to the cabin as soon as Javor disappeared. Their only discussion about the kiss that Javor had interrupted was Raven’s brief announcement that she didn’t want to talk about it, followed by Rust’s scarlet-tinged nod of agreement.

      An image of Ish popped into her mind. Was she simply repeating history, made all the more exciting by the human-Ancients taboo? No. This felt different. She shook her head and spent the time dodging through the trees trying not to think about things considerably more intimate.

      She was failing miserably when Rust came to her rescue. “If we’re going on the offensive against the Malum, you have to master Perun, and I have to find a way to use Unity. Do you agree?”

      Raven was impressed by his ability to focus on the deadly challenge they faced. Or perhaps the kiss and its implications meant little to him. Like a bucket list item. Kiss a human, check.

      “Yeah,” she said. “You got any ideas on how we do that?”

      They stepped onto the cabin’s porch and paused, looking at each other.

      “Maybe,” he said. “You bring it—him—into existence and follow my lead.”

      “That’s it? You’re not going to give me any more than that? In case you haven’t noticed by now, I don’t follow instructions very well.”

      He smiled. “No kidding. But I have a feeling about this. Planning ahead of time may make it fail. You’re going to have to trust me.”

      She stared at him. “I can do that.” And it was true, she could. Which surprised the hell out of her; trust didn’t come easily. She considered and discarded her worry about the price she would pay for bringing Perun back. If they failed, she wouldn’t have long to live anyway.

      They filled Jade and Moon in on their meeting with the Dryad and his promise of help. Neither asked any questions, as if getting a pledge of assistance from a tree spirit while taking a stroll happened all the time.

      “When are we doing this?” Jade asked.

      “Now,” Moon said. “We got a good head start on the Bureau, but it won’t last. We need to figure out our next step, and it’ll depend on whether we have a—” He struggled for the right word. “Hell, I don’t know. It’ll depend on whether we have a magical weapon to help us. God save me, I never thought I’d use magic and weapon in the same sentence.”

      Raven stood in the middle of the main room, halfway between the fireplace and the kitchen table. The others formed a triangle around her, about six feet away. She focused on the ritual words and began to call her Power.

      ለዚህ ግለሰብ ይቅርታ ጠይቅ:

      I beseech for this individual:

      ያንን የተሰነጠቀውን ጥገና,

      Repair that Power which is broken,

      Her right hand started warming, just like the first time. She ignored the increasing heat.

      የታመመውን ኃይል ፈውስ,

      Heal that Power which is ill,

      ያንን የጠፋውን ኃይል መልሶ መልስ,

      Restore that Power which is missing,

      የሚጠፋው ያንን ኃይል ይጠብቁት,

      Preserve that Power which is fading.

      She raised her right hand above her head, fist clenched, her fingers stinging.

      ስለዚህ እማጸናለሁ.

      Thus I plead.

      እና ወጪውን ይቀበሉ.

      And pay with a year of my life.

      The searing white flame reappeared, spreading from her right elbow to the tips of her fingers. This time it appeared as a flame-encrusted dirk.

      The short blade gyrated around her head, again beyond her control, dragging her arm behind it. The heat in her hand had turned to ice.

      “Who dares command Perun?”

      Rust and Jade appeared shocked by the Power’s appearance. They sat stone still, blinking at the booming voice.

      “What?” Moon asked. “What’s going on?”

      Rust responded, but his eyes never left the blade. “It’s here. Perun. Leah was right, Raven possesses a Power. It’s manifested as a short, thin knife, and it speaks out loud.”

      Moon took a step back, eyes darting from side to side, searching. “I don’t see or hear anything.”

      Perun whirled toward the retreating FBI Agent. “Another human? Blind and ignorant is he?”

      “You forget that it’s a human who called you,” Raven said. “Who demands your obedience. Stop moving, dammit!”

      Perun howled. “Is this how you command me?” The dirk transformed into a three-foot rapier that lunged toward Rust’s face.

      His broku transformed into a deep yellow, but he held his ground.

      Perun screamed. “Shall I take payment and blind this one to demonstrate my freedom to do as I wish?”

      Raven tried to turn and run, to pull the blade away from her friend. She couldn’t move, and her right arm quit resisting Perun’s will.

      The sword sliced Rust’s cheek below his right eye.

      “Fuck!” Moon yelled. The tone of his voice blared anger, not fear. He pulled his gun. “How can I fight what I can’t see or hear?”

      Blood swelled and poured from the cut. Rust stood firm. A pale-green calm cascaded over his body, washing away the yellow. “Get ready, Raven.”

      Lights danced in the corners of her eyes, as they had every time he’d reached out to her from the rainforest.

      His voice entered her mind, offering a refuge from panic.

      I’m here. Open your mind to me.

      How do you do that, she wondered, when a crazy force you don’t understand is compelling you to hurt someone you care about?

      Let me guide you.

      The memory of their kiss in the woods bloomed in her mind, triggering the same flood of warmth she’d experienced at the time. She was embarrassed to have Rust see her thoughts. She tried to shift her focus.

      Don’t. If this is to work, our minds must be one.

      A series of memories that weren't her own flooded her mind: Rust as a child, sitting in a class taught by a much younger Elder; his first kiss with a beautiful Ancient girl; his anger at Jade for her initial reaction to Raven; his fear of the Malum.

      She reacted by offering a sample of her own memories: playing with an Easy-Bake oven next to a Christmas tree that bathed her in its pine scent; her joy at being selected for the FBI, her curiosity when she first met Rust. She returned to the memory of the kiss between them. She hesitated, then allowed him to see her thoughts and feelings without censorship.

      She felt his smile.

      We can get better at this, but I think Perun is now yours to command.

      Raven’s thoughts shifted back to the room. She dragged the sword away from Rust’s face and held it at her side.

      Perun bellowed. “NO! LET ME KILL THIS ONE. PLEASE?”

      She noted that his habit of only speaking in questions had dropped away.

      “The others in this room are our friends,” she said. “You must swear to protect them, even at the risk of your own existence.”

      No response.

      “Well?”

      Perun’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Kele disappeared long before humans took their place in the world. How is this possible?”

      “Don’t ask me,” Raven said. “It doesn’t matter.”

      Perun was quiet for a moment. “How are you called?”

      He spoke so softly that she could barely hear him.

      “My name is Raven Devlin.” She introduced the others.

      “I pledge my allegiance to the human who commands me, she who is called Raven Devlin.” His voice was strong and confident, but lacking the earlier arrogance. “I will protect with my existence those whom my master calls friends. What is your bidding?”

      She hadn’t thought that far ahead.

      “Enough of this shit,” Moon said. “Can you make this invisible bastard do something so that I can see and hear it?”

      “Master?” Perun asked.

      It took Raven a second to realize the sword was talking to her. “You may answer Moon’s question.”

      “I can appear to you as I do to my master.”

      Moon jumped a foot into the air. “Jumping Jesus on a pogo stick. How did you guys not piss yourself when you first saw this thing?”

      Raven lifted the sword and imagined it as a switchblade. Perun transformed immediately.

      Moon walked over and examined the knife closely. “How is it that Raven can control you now when she couldn’t before?”

      “May I respond?” Perun asked.

      “Yes.”

      “My master’s ability to command me is derived from the depth of the Unity bond between her and the Ancient Rust. The bond is fragile, but sufficient.”

      “Can you kill others?” Jade asked. “I mean, are you limited to battling with one at a time or can you attack and destroy multiple beings?”

      “Master?”

      Raven decided that having Perun ask permission would get old fast, but she wasn’t ready to surrender even minor control to a weapon she didn’t understand. “You may answer.”

      His response surprised her.

      “My ability to kill depends on the strength of my master.”

      “What’s that mean?” Raven asked. Perun was a literal creature. Elaboration wasn’t part of his nature.

      “I consume your life force for combat. Killing one creature would be tiring. Killing many would consume us both.”

      “Does the Unity bond affect your Power?” Rust asked.

      “Master?”

      “Answer the question,” Raven said.

      Perun paused. He seemed reluctant to answer. “Yes. Unity draws on the inherent strength of all Ancients.”

      Jade stepped toward the burning switchblade. “Is there any way to replenish your master’s life for the cost of calling you?

      “Do you wish me to answer, Master?” Perun asked.

      Raven wasn’t at all sure that she wanted to know the answer, but directed Perun to respond.

      “For each life my master takes, one month of life is restored.”

      The Dryad interrupted before Raven could follow up. The tree spirit’s voice was garbled, distant, and tinged with concern.

      Raven.

      Javor?

      The Malum have surrounded the valley and town. They are searching for you and those with you. One group is heading for your cabin.
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      “I have to kill to preserve my life?” Raven asked. “I could never do that.”

      Rust nodded at her, acknowledging that he’d heard the Dryad as well. She needed time to think, but couldn’t afford as much as a second.

      Her first instinct was to release Perun. But she didn’t dare, or she would lose another year of life.

      Rust, can we sustain Unity? We may have to battle the Malum.

      His response took a few seconds. Raven’s anxiety spiked. They had to go.

      I believe so.

      “Raven,” Moon said. “This life-debt thing. I don’t—”

      “We’ll talk about it later,” Raven said. “Javor just contacted us. The Malum have surrounded the town. Some are headed this way, and we’ve got to get the hell out of here.”

      She headed for the door. “Leave everything, get moving. If we get trapped here, we’re dead. Run for the car.”

      They piled out of the cabin, jumped from the low porch, and fled across the overgrown field next to the cabin. They’d parked the car at the edge of the trees on the other side, a couple hundred yards away.

      The two Ancients quickly outpaced the slower humans. As soon as Rust realized that they’d left Raven and Moon behind, he turned back, telling Jade to get to the car as fast as she could and bring it back for them.

      NO.

      Jade slid to a stop and turned. All but Moon heard Javor’s command, loud and insistent.

      “What’s going on?” he asked. “Why did you stop?”

      You don’t have time to get into the car. Get into the woods. There we can conceal you.

      “Just keep running!” Raven yelled. “Don’t stop for anything.”

      They were halfway across the field when the Malum discovered them. Raven felt them before she saw them. They were an itch between her shoulder blades. She glanced back and spotted a smudge that descended on the cabin, paused for a second, and then streaked across the field.

      Jade called Fire and released it against the two Malum that were in the front of the swarm. The two disintegrated and the others scattered, slowing their advance.

      Jade staggered but remained on her feet. Moon ran to her, picked her up, and kept going toward the woods.

      Raven grabbed Rust and pulled him to a stop. “Time to test our Powers against a live enemy.”

      Raven estimated there were a couple dozen of the Malum. They had reassembled into a dense swarm and were no more than twenty feet away. None of them tried to communicate with her, making her wonder if SF was among them.

      Childhood memories—hers and Rust’s—crowded her thoughts. She transformed the knife in her hand to a three-foot broadsword. Ruby-red fire raced up the length of the blade and scarlet lightning leaped into the air from its tip.

      “Do you know these creatures?” She pointed the weapon at the Malum.

      “What kind of a corrupt world is this?” Perun asked. “Humans wielding Power and these foul demons roaming free?”

      “I have named them the Malum,” Raven said. “They are our enemies. Your enemy.”

      The death-dealing nightmares dropped from the sky. Raven, choking on the smell of ozone and sulfur, fought the urge to turn and run.

      She thrust the sword at the sky. “Destroy them all.”

      The broadsword morphed into a spinning ball of scarlet destruction that leaped off the end of her fingers and into the air. It rolled into the Malum with a speed that was impossible to follow. Cascading thunder, an explosion for each of the Malum, shook the ground.

      “More!” Perun yelled. “Bring me more!”

      Dizziness and exhaustion threatened to claim Raven. Perun’s reluctance to quit fighting was apparent. His hunger for demon blood would impede their escape, and she didn’t have time to deal with it. She prayed that she wouldn’t need him again. “You are released until I call you again. Thank you for your service.”

      “Perun scorns your thanks.” He disappeared.

      Javor reappeared in Raven’s mind.

      The explosions have attracted other Malum. You can rest in the forest. Hurry.

      Raven threw her arm across Rust’s shoulders. She was unnaturally tired. If she’d been on her own, she would have laid down in the field and let the Malum take her.

      They struggled into the forest and disappeared under the canopy just as another cluster of the demons arrived at the cabin.

      Jade was leaning against a tree, breath ragged and harsh. Moon, his shirt soaked with sweat, hovered nearby and kept glancing between her and the cabin on the other side of the field.

      “More of the bastards,” he said. “How can I see them but I couldn’t see Perun until you told him to make himself visible?”

      “Perun is a Power, not a living being,” a quiet voice said.

      Moon whirled around and stared into the woods from which the sound had come. Javor stood between two young oaks.

      “You’re safe here,” he said. “We’re shielding you from the Malum.”

      Moon collapsed-sat on the ground with a thud and shook his head. “Flaming swords, Ancients, naked tree spirits, and vengeful demons. I’m too old for this shit.”

      Raven approached the Dryad. “You can move around? I thought you were paired to a specific tree.”

      “We select our life-mates when we’re older,” Javor said. “Shifting locations isn’t easy and is limited to short distances, but it can be done by the young.”

      The cloud of exhaustion that enveloped Raven seemed to be lifting. She continued to stare at the cabin. The remaining Malum had moved into the field but were drifting aimlessly. They didn’t even pause near the scene of the brief battle.

      “Why didn’t the others tell them where we went?” she asked.

      “Maybe,” Moon said, “they were too hungry for the kill, and then it was too late.”

      Rust strode over to his sister and put a hand on her shoulder. “How much damage did you suffer from calling Fire?”

      Jade pushed his hand away. “I’m fine. If you want proof, I’ll beat your ass and burn the fuzz from your head.”

      Rust’s smile was grim. “I’ll guess you’ll live, but I forbid you from using your Power from now on.”

      “You’re not my elder. Go sit on a stick.”

      Raven redirected the conversation before their argument turned serious. “I’m not complaining, Javor, but Leah hid us from the Malum for thousands of miles. Your range is obviously more limited.”

      “There are few first-growth trees remaining in this part of the world, so we have few Dryads as powerful as Leah. Those who remain in this land will not deal with humans. We are the youngest of our kind and the most limited.”

      “Makes sense,” Raven said. “When you first warned us of the Malum’s arrival you said they had surrounded the town. What did you mean?”

      “Aside from a couple of gravel paths,” Javor said,” Intermont is connected to the world by two roads that pass through the town. The demons have positioned themselves just outside the town. They are using their mental powers to turn away anyone coming in or going out.”

      Moon didn’t seem to be able to look away from the Dryad. “I don’t understand. Someone is bound to report that, which will trigger a flood of cops, maybe even the military. That’s not great for us, but it’s better than having to fight these smoky son of a bitches.”

      The aura surrounding Javor dimmed. “They are deflecting any newcomers, who are unaware they’ve been redirected. And they’re killing anyone who tries to leave.”

      “What I don’t get is why they don’t call Zinn to round us up,” Raven said, then answered her own question. “Because they want us dead, not captured.”

      “So this town ceases to exist,” Rust said. “I understand why my elders don’t think it’s possible to fight these creatures.”

      “Bullshit,” Moon said. “Making a town disappear might have been possible in the 1800s, but not now. Someone will call out or send a message on the Internet. Or someone trying to get in touch with someone in the town will wonder why they can’t.”

      Raven’s growing sense of despair threatened to consume her. “It’s easier to quarantine the town than you think. I’d bet they’ve compelled someone to cut the power to the town, shut down the cell towers. The police will eventually get the word, but not before the Malum have finished.”

      “What’s that mean?” Jade asked. “Finished?”

      Raven wiped tears from her cheeks. “SF once said that they would destroy everyone I loved. He must have looked into my mind and learned this was my birthplace. ‘Finished’ means they’ll kill every single person in the town.”

      “Which is what they are doing,” Javor said. “There are hundreds of them. It won’t take long. The screams of the children are already diminishing.”

      “We just proved that we can fight them,” Rust said. “We’ll use Perun to save as many as we can.”

      Raven half sat, half collapsed next to Javor. Maybe she wasn’t recovering as well as she thought. “I understand from the Elder how the Malum move. Do you know how fast?”

      “What’s that got to do with anything?” Jade asked. “Rust is right. We have to fight them, now, before more are killed.”

      Raven ignored her. She had the flicker of an idea, but it depended on Javor’s answer to her question. And her willingness to let the people of the town die.

      “They will attach themselves to vehicles that are going in the direction they seek, so they will move as fast as the vehicles move,” Javor said. “It will take them time to locate suitable transport.”

      That was the answer Raven wanted and feared. She faced the most abhorrent decision of her life. She turned toward Moon. “The president is at the Greenbrier Resort, right?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “Why? What are you thinking?”

      “How long would it take us to get there?” Raven asked.

      Moon took out his phone and brought up Google Maps. “About an hour and a half, give or take a little.”

      Jade stepped between them. Her facial fur was red with anger. “Maybe you didn’t hear me. We have to at least try to help the people in this town. You and Rust can use Perun to stop this slaughter.”

      “No,” Raven said. “We need to leave. Now. You heard Javor. There are hundreds of the creatures here. There’s a chance the force around the Greenbrier is depleted. We can get ahead of them and have a better chance of making our case to the president.”

      All color drained from Jade’s face. “You care so little for your people? For your young? For the innocent? We brought this upon them.” She backed away, as if standing close to Raven would contaminate her. “The myths are true. Humans are brutal beyond imagination.”

      Raven tried to speak, but she was strangled by the images of the Malum sucking the life of the people in the town. From children and babies.

      Rust walked over, hugged Raven, then turned to face his sister. “If we stay here, the Malum will be victorious. Ancients, humans, Dryads—young and old will be enslaved. If we take advantage of their distraction, we have at least a small chance to prevail.”

      Jade’s silent sobs were her only response. Raven thought she could hear the tears that fell from the young Ancient’s face splash on the leaves of the forest floor.

      Moon released an explosive breath. “How do we get out of here? We can’t stay under the trees forever, and Javor can’t protect us if we leave the woods while those beasts are crawling all over the place.”

      “There is an old wagon road that leads to the back side of the mountain,” Javor said. “It is a rough passage, but your vehicle could navigate it.”

      Raven found her voice. “Does it stay under the canopy?”

      “Yes,” Javor said. “As does the road to which it leads. The Malum who approached the cabin are returning to the town. In a few minutes it will be safe to retrieve your car. Follow the gravel road into the woods, to the junction with the old trail.”

      “The Greenbrier is located in a deep forest,” Raven said. “Could you use your chain messaging to communicate with other Dryads and extend our protection?”

      Javor’s radiance disappeared. His image vanished without a sound.

      “The message is underway. But be warned: the resort is indeed near deep forest, but the grounds have been cleared. Our protection will end at the forest’s edge”.

      “We’ll figure something out when we get there,” Raven said. “Thank you.”

      Follow our voices.
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      With the Dryad’s help, they bounced their way around Angel’s Rest mountain without discovery and intersected a single-lane, broken-asphalt road leading west. Fifteen minutes later they pulled onto the same state route 460 that had brought them to Intermont, but this time they were headed northwest, toward the Greenbrier resort.

      Moon drove, with Jade riding shotgun beside him. She hadn’t spoken since she’d insisted that they try to save the town. Raven tried to read her mood but her fur was translucent, without a hint of color. Maybe it was better that way; Raven wasn’t sure she wanted to know what the fiery Ancient was thinking.

      Rust’s fur bore the teal hue of his embarrassment. Since they’d gotten in the car he’d avoided eye contact by staring at the passing trees outside the back window. Jade had surely noticed her brother’s color, but had said nothing.

      “We lost forty-five minutes getting off that damn hill,” Moon said. “I hope the damn Malum don’t give up their damn search for us too damn soon.” If his skin were to betray his emotions, Raven thought, he would have been bright red.

      “Nothing we can do about it,” Raven said.

      She felt cold and consumed by sorrow. When overwhelmed, she locked her feelings into a small corner of her mind. The trick was an unintended gift from her father. A way to survive then, a way to survive now.

      She’d release her emotions if she lived long enough, and she knew they would be more devastating for having been caged. But clarity came with the dispassion. And clarity was vital if they were to survive.

      Trouble was, certain emotions threatened to erupt. She would be lost if they got away from her.

      She needed to have an intimate conversation, but right now there was no privacy.

      Rust?

      He didn’t shift his gaze from the window.

      Yes?

      I’m not used to this. Is there a way we can communicate in private?

      Mind-to-mind is always private unless you choose to share. Otherwise we’d go mad with thoughts flying all over the place.

      She didn’t want to hurt him and tried to think of a gentle way to express herself.

      I think I care for you. And that maybe you care for me. But I also think we need to back off from any personal relationship. It would bring too many problems.

      What problems?

      She warmed at the smile that accompanied his question and forged ahead.

      I don’t even know where to begin. Maybe the whole interspecies thing for starters.

      His response came quickly, as if he’d prepared in advance.

      Sex for Ancients is much the same as sex for humans. I don’t see the problem.

      Her face flamed. So much for delicacy.

      I’m not talking about sex. I’m trying to not even think about sex. Being ostracized by both races is a bit of a bigger issue, don’t you think? Besides, there’s an even bigger dilemma. If I’m preoccupied by thinking about you, I could get us all killed.

      He turned to look at her, his fur the gray of a storm-driven ocean. She’d not seen the color before, but the sadness in his eyes was clear. She hurried to ease the hurt she’d caused.

      I want us to be friends, close friends. But we need to draw a line and keep things professional. For both our sakes.

      His color shifted to a soft green; the sadness replaced by a calm that gave no hint of what he was thinking.

      This is a human thing. I don’t understand, but as you wish.

      “Are you sure?” She’d spoken out loud before she realized it. Neither Moon nor Jade took any notice.

      Of course.

      It would be several hours before Raven realized that her conversation with Rust could kill them both.
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      Each of them was so absorbed with their own thoughts that they would have been easy targets for the Malum. Fortunately, the demons left them alone.

      Raven considered what Perun had said about the cost of calling him into existence. She was sure that she’d need to use Kele again, perhaps multiple times, if they were to have any chance of defeating the Malum. She was prepared to accept that cost, but struggled with the idea that she must kill to regain the time taken from her life.

      She stuffed her dismay into the same corner of her mind that held her other feelings. The barrier that protected her focus was like an eroded earthen dam in a driving storm. It wouldn’t hold much longer.

      She suspected that others in the group were struggling as much as she was. She needed to demand their attention so they could move forward.

      “Anyone in this car who wouldn’t die to stop the Malum?” she asked. “Anyone who wouldn’t use everything in their power to keep the demons from dominating the world?”

      No one responded. Raven waited a minute before proceeding. “Didn’t think so. Rust and I will use Unity and Kele when we absolutely must. That’s not open to discussion or debate.”

      She looked at Moon. “Pull over and stop.”

      “What the hell,” Raven. “We don’t have time for this.”

      “Pull over.”

      He did as she asked.

      “Anyone who doesn’t agree can get out now.”

      More silence.

      “Fuck,” Jade said. “You don’t have to be such a hardass.”

      The four of them burst into hysterical laughter and tears. Moon stomped the gas and pulled back onto the road.

      Raven brought the resort up on her phone. “Anyone been to this place?”

      “It’s not exactly a playground for Ancients,” Jade said.

      Raven was happy to hear her usual sarcasm.

      “It’s massive,” Rust said.

      Apparently, the three of them had been doing the same Google reconnoitering.

      “Yeah,” Raven said. “Our first problem is finding the president and his entourage. Then we have to figure out how to get to them.”

      “Finding them won’t be a problem,” Moon said. “Presidential visits are disruptive.”

      “Unless they don’t want to be seen,” Raven said. “Everything I’m reading in the news says he’s at Camp David, getting ready for the G8 meeting next week. I sure hope your sources were right about him being here.”

      “We’ll soon find out,” Moon said.

      They got the confirmation they sought from their protectors. The trees that had crowded the rural roads were thinning, giving way to commercial development. The Dryads were forced to leave Raven and the others a half-mile outside White Sulphur Springs, the home of the resort. They departed with a final message. Malum were massing in the forest north of the Greenbrier.

      Moon turned off Main Street across from the White Sulphur Springs train station onto a curved two-lane access road. The entrance to the Greenbrier grounds was flanked by two waist-high, white-brick curved walls that terminated in colonial columns on each side. Bright-red beds of begonias stretched along the walls to the edge of the road. More carefully tended beds were scattered among the handful of pines and maples that dotted the grounds.

      Raven’s heart did a flip when they rounded a curve and encountered a staffed gatehouse, but the guard waved them through without bothering to look in the car.

      For all their discussion about how to locate the presidential detail, their final plan was simple. And stupid, Raven thought, but they had little choice.

      Moon parked in an out-lot, opened the trunk, and put on a thin shell that he’d included with the clothes he’d packed the night before he’d become a felon. They’d lucked out. A drizzle fogged the afternoon air, and the day was chilly so he wouldn’t look out of place. But their luck only extended so far. The shell was an international orange color, like one a cop might wear at a rainy accident scene.

      Raven watched as Moon pulled the jacket’s hood over his head and sauntered up a path toward the main hotel building.

      Necessity is a mother, she thought.

      He was going to walk the halls of the seven-hundred-room building and poke his nose into the meeting rooms. Wherever security stopped him would flag the likely presence of the president.

      The three waited in the car for him to return. They talked little, and all of it was inconsequential.

      Films made a big deal about the good guys drawing up detailed plans that never worked. But even bad plans required good intelligence. Raven and company were winging it.

      Thirty minutes later Moon came strolling down the same path as if he had all the time in the world. He pulled the jacket off and got in the car.

      Raven leaned toward the front seat. “I thought that would take longer.”

      “So did I,” Moon said. “Nothing is going on in the hotel or in any of the meeting rooms.”

      “Could be he’s just using one or two rooms,” Rust said.

      “Nah. The Secret Service would be crawling the halls. He’s not in there.”

      “If we let all those people die for nothing,” Jade said, “I’ll never be able to live with myself.”

      “Hold on,” Moon said. I visited the kitchens. Showed the banquet manager my badge. Told her that the FBI routinely double-checks food prep for a presidential visit.”

      “That was taking a hell of a chance,” Raven said. “If he’s actually here, the Secret Service must be all over the kitchens.”

      “They are. I picked the youngest agent I could see, flashed my badge, and walked in. No biggie. Now we know he’s here.”

      “Why did you go to the kitchens?” Jade asked.

      “The service staff in these places knows everything that’s going on. It’s like a small town. There are no secrets.”

      “Okay, cut to the chase,” Raven said. “You learned something, or you wouldn’t have that smug look on your face.”

      “The president didn’t like the wallpaper in the Presidential Suite. He’s staying in the Top Notch Estate Home, the same place Nixon stayed when he was Eisenhower’s VP.”

      “Did you check it out?” Raven asked. “How many people securing the building?”

      Moon shook his head. “No need. The event has been moved to The Allegheny Lodge. If the Malum are planning an attack, that’s got to be ground zero.” He looked at his watch. “Two hours from now.”

      Raven grabbed her phone and brought up the map of the resort complex. “It’s near the northwest boundary of the property. As isolated as you can get without shutting everything down and drawing a lot of attention.”

      “It gets better,” Moon said. “Apparently the event was set to be inside the Lodge, but there was a last-minute change early this morning. Now it’s to be outside, under a big-assed tent. Lots of pissed off event planners and kitchen staff hustling to accommodate the change.”

      Wouldn’t security be easier to maintain inside?” Rust asked.

      “Sure,” Moon said. “But maybe the Malum insisted. Who knows?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Raven said. It’s a break for us. Can we see this building without getting caught?”

      Moon pulled out a sitemap. “I think so, from a distance anyway. Let’s take a walk.”
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      They followed a network of paths to the Tennis Club and Fitness Center in the eastern quadrant of the complex. Flowers grew everywhere. Knee-high bright-red begonias bordered one path, orange zinnias another. Marigolds, glowing in the mist, nestled up to the club building.

      No one gave the four a second look. Rust and Jade stared at the ground, concealing the iridescent glow of their eyes in the fading light. Rust’s faint yellow fur made him look like he had a mild case of jaundice, but the color drew no attention. Jade looked like she needed to get out more; the hair on her arms and face was translucent, exposing alabaster skin.

      They crossed the bridge over Howard’s Creek, walked about a hundred yards and stopped. The main trail continued straight ahead, following the grassy berm that bordered the creek. A narrow path branched to their right and disappeared into the woods. A sign with an arrow pointing to the right promised additional hiking trails.

      Raven glanced around. They appeared to be alone. She glanced at the Google map.

      “We’re a quarter mile from the lodge. Any closer and we’ll run into perimeter security. We’re going to have to flank them while staying outside the cordon.”

      Moon led them along the narrow, chipped-wood spur for a couple hundred yards, pivoted to his left and ducked into the woods.

      “How the hell do you know where we’re going?” Jade asked.

      “Easy,” Moon said, his voice a whisper that seemed appropriate in the dark woods. The mist threatened to condense into a solid rain. “We’ll either run smack into the Secret Service or the seventh tee.”

      “We’re going northeast,” Rust said. “If the main trail continues north like the map says, the golf course is that way. He pointed slightly to his right.”

      Jade laughed, the sound of wind chimes in a morning breeze triggered by the rising sun. Raven didn’t realize how much she’d missed her music until it reappeared.

      “Don’t believe him,” Jade said. “For a creature born in the wilderness, my brother gets lost in an open field. We need to go more that way.” She pointed in precisely the same direction as Rust had.

      “Hey!” Rust yelled in a hoarse whisper.

      “You guys are hopeless,” Raven grumbled. She wanted to reach out with her mind to see if there was a Dryad nearby but was afraid the Malum would be alerted.

      Ten minutes later they arrived at the edge of the golf course, which sliced a narrow corridor through the trees. They stopped well back in the forest, searching for golfers and presidential security. The course and woods appeared empty.

      Moon turned to the others and whispered. “The course bears right just before the lodge. My kitchen buddies told me that the front of the building sits close to the creek, beyond the corner of the turn. There are a couple of acres of mowed grass in the back. The tent is there, next to the building to make it easy to deliver food that’s hot. The Secret Service will probably set up a cordon midway between the tent and the woods. Close enough to provide security, far enough away for privacy.”

      “Can we get to the edge of the woods across from the tent without being detected?” Jade asked.

      “Let’s find out,” Raven said.
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      They were in position forty minutes later, hiding twenty feet back in the woods and staring across a lawn that looked like a golf green. The mist had stopped, and the encroaching darkness had been pushed back by the late-day sun, which glowed behind a thin dome of clouds.

      A dozen people were clustered under the left end of a center-peaked, blue-and-white-striped tent that would cover half a football field. Padded chairs and a long banquet table, covered in white cloth and formal place settings, sat at the other end.

      Raven was too far away to recognize the president, but one person was holding court, standing in the center of a circle with the others gathered around.

      Has to be him.

      As she watched, one of the group separated from the others and moved next to the president. Zinn’s profile was unmistakable. The FBI director was apparently a favored lackey.

      She glanced at Moon. “You pegged the security setup.” She’d counted sixty Secret Service agents in a broad arc around the tent and extending to the lodge, disappearing around the other side. Maybe a hundred in total. Double that number, she figured, in the entire Greenbrier complex.

      “Where are the Malum?” Jade asked.

      The president looked at his watch and bent to say something to Zinn.

      Raven turned and looked into the woods. “Behind us somewhere. Talk about being trapped between Scylla and Charybdis.”

      “Speak English, for God’s sake,” Moon said. He pointed at the sky. “I count two drones; there are probably more in the area. Our country’s leader doesn’t seem to trust his new friends.”

      “I didn’t think we’d ever get this far,” Rust said. “But it occurs to me that our plan for what we do now sucks.”

      Raven’s quiet snort held no humor. “Can’t argue with that pithy analysis. Anyone got a better idea?”

      No one responded.

      “Me neither.”

      The four began walking toward the edge of the woods, prepared to present themselves to the Secret Service with a warning for the president.

      The Malum are moving toward the clearing.

      The Dryad’s voice was soft in her mind, hesitant. She didn’t recognize it.

      We cannot accompany you.

      We understand. Thank you.

      I’m going to miss the gentle kindness of the Dryads, she thought.

      “The Malum are nearby,” Raven said, for Moon’s benefit.

      They continued walking toward the clearing.

      Rust would manifest a ball of Fire to impress the locals and add weight to their message. Then they’d hope for the best.

      Just before they entered the clearing, Raven felt an unmistakable presence in her mind. SF was here.

      Feed, my brothers. Fill yourselves and restore our kind to our rightful dominance.

      Pandemonium, Milton’s capital of Hell, the home of demons, fell upon the peaceful West Virginia countryside.

      A cloud of Malum, flying at tree height, slid silently overhead. The mass screamed in a hideous wail that stunned human and Ancient alike. The pestilence divided, one group attacking the Secret Service and the other positioning itself between the government leaders and the lodge. There would be no escape.

      Raven shoved the Malum’s battle cry from her mind. “The bastards don’t know we’re here. Why?”

      Images of Leah and Javor filled her mind.

      It was a close thing, but we were able to marshal enough of our kind to conceal you. Retreat in safety.

      Raven’s response was immediate.

      We will not squander your gift. Today the Malum die.

      She stepped into the clearing, the words of the Kele ritual on her lips. Rust moved with her as one, his mind already joining with hers. Perun appeared as a lance of fire.

      Raven turned back to Jade and Moon. “Only Perun can carry this battle. Remain here.”

      She noticed Moon’s clenched jaw. A blood vessel in his temple pulsed with white-hot anger. He bobbed his head in agreement.

      Jade conjured Fire and positioned it in front of the two of them. “We are safe. Go do what we cannot. Honor those whose lives made this battle possible.”

      Raven nodded, grabbed Rust’s hand, and ran toward the lodge.

      Half the Secret Service Agents were on the ground, their souls being drained by the Malum hovering over them.

      Others had formed a defensive group around the president and were retreating back to the lodge, firing Sig Sauer P229 sidearms and a few Heckler and Koch MP5s. They might as well have been using cap pistols. They died as they stood, one after the other, screaming in agony and despair.

      Perun bellowed and unleashed an irresistible force of lightning that flashed from one Malum to another. The demons exploded into ash. For each one destroyed, others also fell.

      Their spawn, Raven thought.

      A score of Malum swarmed into the battle for every creature that died.

      Images of Malum filled her mind. Young ones not in West Virginia, but hidden in pockets around Europe. She felt an almost gravitational pull toward them.

      She glanced at Rust.

      Can you sense the location of any Malum that aren’t here?

      He shook his head.

      Raven realized this was why SF had called her an abomination in the nursing home. Kele and Unity could destroy the creatures. And Unity would lead her to the hiding places of any others. That’s why SF had continued to pursue her. She was an existential threat.

      Raven surged into the center of the melee, only to feel Perun falter. She staggered. What was happening?

      Rust pulled her back, screaming, “There are too many!”

      Raven felt his mind pull away. Perun began thrashing about, undisciplined and ineffective. The Unity that controlled and magnified her Power was fading. Desperate, she entered Rust’s mind, searching for the source of the problem.

      She expected to find that one of the Malum had managed to seize his mind. To her horror, she came face-to-face with an image of herself.

      Rust’s mind was caught in a trap, unable to stop repeating Raven’s earlier message.

      I want us to be friends, close friends. But I think we need to draw a line and keep things professional. For both our sakes.

      The Malum sensed that the threat from Perun had diminished. They slammed against the blade, battering it harder and harder, pressing it back toward Raven. Perun’s battle cries were replaced with weary grunts.

      The smell of brimstone filled the air as the creatures crowded closer.

      Raven’s desperate thoughts exploded in Rust’s mind and demanded his attention.

      LET THIS GO! FOCU.S.ON NOW! IF YOU DON’T, WE’RE BOTH DEAD AND NOTHING WILL MATTER.

      The replay stopped the moment she blasted her message. He grabbed her left hand, gave it a quick, hard squeeze and let go.

      Perun screamed with a gleeful exaltation and destroyed each of the Malum that had closed the distance around them. He forged back into the battle, carrying a dangerously exhausted Raven along with him.

      She stole a look around. She and Rust were the only two left standing among a host of howling Malum. She glanced back at the forest but couldn’t spot Moon or Jade.

      There were hundreds, thousands of the foul Malum gathered above them. It was only a matter of time before her energy flagged and they were overwhelmed.

      A voice she feared in her bones insinuated itself into her mind.

      Time to die, human. Time to feed us. Days we will take to consume you. Days of unbounded pain. Then we will rule all the creatures of this world.

      Raven looked up to find a solitary Malum floating above the battle, a general guiding his troops.

      The Malum surrounding her and Rust moved back, giving way to their Lord.

      SF would be the last thing she would ever see. She fell to her right knee, her throat wheezing from the agonizing breaths that tore in and out of her chest.

      She couldn’t—wouldn’t—surrender. She staggered back to her feet and threw her defiance at the unholy creature.

      Someone is going to die today and it isn’t going to be me.

      She thrust Perun into the air and waited for SF’s attack.

      Another voice entered her mind. One of calm confidence. One that she recognized, but couldn’t place.

      The human speaks for us all. The Malum’s time on this world is done.

      Rust pounded her back and pointed toward the lodge. “Look!”

      A dozen Ancients marched around the side of the building. Each bore a wooden staff twice their height. They sang aloud, in unison, a paean to life that brought tears to Raven’s eyes.

      A solitary woman, tall, with a gaunt face, took the lead. Her green eyes, the color of spring, glowed from beneath the hood of her forest-green cloak.

      Raven had never felt such joy. The Elder had regained her rightful place and had come to kick some ass.

      As one, the phalanx of Ancients raised their staffs and attacked the Malum. She, Rust, and Perun raced to join them. On numbers alone, the Malum vastly outnumbered the good guys. The odds of victory remained vanishingly small.

      As the battle raged, Raven noticed something unexpected about the Ancients’ tactics. The Malum were afraid of the polished wood staffs and moved to avoid them. The Ancients used this fear to drive the devils into huge murmurations, like birds flying in massive, fluid groups in autumn. When the Malum got within a few feet of each other, the cluster exploded in a burst of ruby lightning.

      All the bastards had to do to avoid their fate was rise a few feet in the air. But they weren’t able to keep themselves from attacking, then panicking into clusters, and finally dying in ever larger chain reactions.

      Ash rained from the sky like filthy snow.

      Raven realized that the Malum’s fear of Perun would work the same way. She transformed the broadsword into a ten-foot staff and swept it before her as she paced through the field. She slowed to a walk; it was all she could do to remain upright.

      A scream of anger reverberated in Raven’s mind. SF.

      If not you, then those you love.

      It took her a moment to parse the message, then it hit her like a physical blow.

      She screamed at Rust, “Stay with me!” and sprinted for the forest’s edge.

      They were too late.

      Moon sat on the ground, pale, his face wet with sweat. Jades body lay next to him . He looked up as Raven and Rust arrived.

      Rust wailed, kneeled, and gathered his sister’s body in his arms.

      Raven released Perun, slumped to the ground, and wrapped her arms around Rust. There was nothing she could say or do. The world tilted and began to spin.

      “One of the Malum flew out of nowhere, right at us,” Moon said. His voice shook. “Jade fought it with Fire. Killed it.”

      Raven turned to the side, bent, and vomited until her body was racked with dry heaves.

      She stood and wiped her eyes, but her vision remained blurred. “You sure she killed it?”

      Moon stood. “Absolutely. He walked a few feet toward the clearing and squatted. “The ground is covered with ash from his sorry ass.”

      Raven turned and surveyed the battlefield. The Elder and five Ancients were gathering the bodies of their comrades. Victory had come at a high price.

      She noticed someone next to the lodge push himself to his feet. Bodies were piled around him like cordwood. She pointed at the lone figure. “Moon, is that the president?”

      He stared across the field and nodded. “Yeah.”

      “I’m betting he’s in shock. You need to go to him, help him.”

      The same young Dryad’s voice that had warned them about the Malum filled her mind.

      Soldiers have entered the grounds of the resort. They are moving this way. If you wish to escape you must do it now. We can guide you.

      “Are you nuts? Why the hell should we help him? He caused this disaster.” Moon said.

      “You’re not thinking,” Raven said. “There’s no evidence of the Malum. We’re the only survivors from an attack against the president. As soon as he can think straight, he’s going to cover his ass. The story of what happened here will be his to construct. We’ll become his attackers, the ones who killed the Secret Service agents and nearly killed him.”

      “Shit.”

      “Get over there,” Raven said. “Help him build the narrative. Convince him you were instrumental in protecting him.”

      She paused to think of a scenario that had a chance to work. “You’ll need to give him an enemy.”

      “What are you talking about?

      “Rust. Me.”

      “No. I’d never do that.”

      “You have to. Go.”

      She turned away from him, knelt and wrapped her arms around Rust. “I’m sorry, but we need to leave.

      She felt for the presence of the Dryad.

      What is your name?

      Aries.

      Aries, help us, please.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            38

          

        

      

    

    
      Midnight had come and gone when Raven and Rust again stood before the ancient Yew. Their trip from D.C. had been as uneventful as the last one had been harrowing.

      Raven pulled a mini flashlight, which Rust had insisted she call a ‘torch,’ from her pocket. She snapped it on, played it over the tree momentarily, and snapped it off. They didn’t want to attract the police or any late-wandering locals.

      “Looks dead,” he said.

      “She’s more than two-thousand-years old. Have some respect.”

      It was January, six months after the Greenbrier. The president had slapped a top-security blanket on the incident at the Greenbrier, blaming a terrorist attack conducted by Rust and Raven.

      Rust withdrew a battered Cattleman’s hat from the bag he’d been carrying and placed it at the foot of the tree. Jade would have mocked the sentimentality. Neither Raven nor Rust cared. Both teared up as they remembered their friend and sister.

      After a moment, Raven scrubbed her face and asked. “You good?”

      “Yeah.”

      Raven reached inside her leather jacket, withdrew a small wooden box and the twig that lay within. She stepped forward and placed the gnarled branch at the foot of the tree.

      They both expected some sort of pyrotechnics. If anything, the night grew darker as a cold fog collected around them.

      “That’s a bit disappointing,” Rust said.

      “Give it a little time.”

      His soft laughter sounded like the call of a nightingale. “You're unusually optimistic this evening.”

      He was right. She’d been in a foul mood since Jade’s death.

      Rust—typical for Ancients, she’d learned—had mourned his sister by going into seclusion for a month. When he emerged, he carried only happy memories of their time on earth together and looked forward to a reunion at some point in the distant future.

      Raven shivered. The night was working its way under her jacket.

      FBI Director Zinn had been among the slaughtered in West Virginia. The president had elevated Moon to the Director’s office.

      The close-cropped grass around the yew disappeared, replaced by a plaza of gleaming gold pavers. Leah rose from the center of the gnarled tree as she had many months before. The branch she’d given Raven was woven into her hair.

      The Dryad cocked her head and stared into the distance as if listening to something. Minutes passed. She straightened. “Thank you for returning my life.”

      Rust dropped to one knee, Raven a half-second behind him.

      “We are in your debt,” Raven said. “A lot has happened since we met. You and your people saved us all. We bear messages of appreciation and deepest thanks from the Elder of the Ancients.”

      They stood.

      The Elder had explained that the Dryads had “come calling” in the Hoh rainforest. The message they carried from Leah allowed the Elder to reassert her position and stirred the Ancients into joining the fight. The Elder had contacted Jade when they were in the mountain cabin, swearing her to secrecy and laying plans for their intervention in the battle.

      Raven again gave thanks that Jade knew her people had rallied to defeat the Malum before she died.

      Leah smiled. “My kind have shown me a little of what I missed. Am I correct that the two of you have become our shepherds? You are now working together to protect us?”

      “I don’t know about shepherds,” Raven said. “We’re fugitives from the U.S. government. FBI Director Moon is conducting a global top-secret search for us, a search that he promises will never be successful. He helps us from within the government to the extent that he can.”

      “He helps you with what?” Leah asked.

      “First,” Raven said, “we will find and destroy the remaining Malum,”

      “At my Elder’s request, we will contact the unknown species that live invisibly among humans and Ancients. Our hope is to initiate peaceful relationships and anticipate any threats.”

      “How will you find these species?” Leah asked.

      “Apart from you and the Elder,” Raven said, “we know about a colony of Ancients here in England and the old ones you told us about when we were fleeing the Totteridge. We plan to start there and see where it takes us.”

      What she didn’t mention was the conversation she’d had with Jade following their flight from the Caladrius. Raven had sarcastically commented that the woods seemed to be assisting the Malum, which Jade had said, “wouldn’t be the first time.” When Raven followed up, Jade explained that the Ancient’s myths included stories of Dryads partnering with the Malum.

      The Dryads had been nothing but vital allies. Perhaps there were evil Dryads, but Raven wanted more information before she said anything to tarnish their contribution.

      Leah brightened enough to make Raven squint. “I see there is more to your partnership than your official brief.” The Dryad raised her hand to forestall any reaction. “I didn't mean to pry. But know this: the path you are on is difficult and dangerous. Your complicated personal relationship could get or one both of you killed.”

      “You’re using your Sight when you say this?” Rust asked. “Or just poking your nose where it doesn’t belong?”

      The Dryad’s laughter could heal a dying man, Raven thought. It was worth provoking her just to hear the sound.

      “Go now,” Leah said. As she faded into the night, a brief promise floated on the night air. “I look forward to our next meeting.”
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