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I followed the elf down the street, careful
to stay far enough away that he wouldn’t spot me. The teeming
afternoon crowd made staying out of sight easy, but tucked within
the bustling throng, it was impossible to get a bead on him without
drawing attention to myself. My assignment was to take out the elf,
Carmichall Mac Ghille Mhicheil or Mickey, in such a way that the
other members of his group would get the message, but as always, I
had to keep knowledge of the magical world from getting out to the
mundane world. My stakeout started two days ago. He was part of a
group of elves who decided exposing the magical world would help
their cause of balancing the world’s rampant financial inequality.
From posts he made online, his group was determined to show that
magical creatures existed and some of us held a lot of power in the
financial world and control over the humans.

His information was both right and wrong. A
large number of the longer-lived beings, like me, had vast fortunes
which contributed to the financial aspect of our world. Most of us
couldn’t give a rat’s ass about the mundane world as long as it
didn’t directly affect us. The group I work for, The Coalition of
Magical Creatures, is a vast group of beings that are determined to
keep the magical world, a world where most humans would feel like
little more than apes, in the shadows where it has been for
thousands of years. The general public didn’t need to know that
things like vampires, werecreatures, sorcerers, elves, fairies and
dragons really existed.

The crowd started to get on my nerves. I
wanted the elf to move on to wherever he was going. I suspected his
destination was a rally that had been entrenched for a couple of
weeks in front of the Tulsa County courthouse. Psychic intelligence
from the Coalition precogs said he was going to do something this
afternoon. Coming out at the rally would definitely make the
statement he intended. I wondered how many of his magical friends
would back him.

Mickey rounded another corner, getting closer
to the rally. A large homeless woman pushing a shopping cart
crammed full of her life’s odds and ends cut me off. I sidestepped
her. Crowds get to me. They always have. Nearly two thousand years
ago, when I was a lad, we didn’t have crowds like we have now. Even
as a druid back then traveling with my father to all the villages
in England, we never had more than a hundred people around at one
time. I hate big cities. They encroach on me in ways I can’t
possibly explain. I wanted to get this done and drive back to my
secluded Colorado mountain valley, ensconce myself in my library
and wait until the next time the Coalition needed me to deal with
threats to the magical world. I’d just started going over a series
of scrolls saved from the Alexandria Library when this call came. I
keep hoping to discover how to breathe fire and these scrolls may
hold some answers.

The elf entered the park where the rally was
happening. Noise from the crowd assaulted my senses and Mickey
disappeared into the throng. A makeshift stage had been erected in
the center of the park. I tried to figure out where to go to get
the best shot. Across the road, a small strip mall held an antique
store, its proprietor had set out sales flags hoping that some of
the rallyers might come over and spend a bit of money. The roof of
the place would provide me a perfect line of sight to the
stage.

Taking the long route so I wouldn’t have to
deal with the crowds, I walked around to the back of the strip
center. After a quick look to make sure no one was watching and
using a touch of magic to disable the closed-circuit cameras
scanning the back parking lot, I easily jumped up to the top of the
building. It would’ve been so much easier to fly, but the dragon
form I inherited from my mother would attract too much attention
and I didn’t feel like expending the energy to shapeshift.

Settling in next to the air conditioner, I
scanned the rally crowd. I took a deep calming breath and called up
my mage sight. An alarming number of magical creatures filled the
park. The magical aura of several werewolves and werecats shone
above the normal auras of humans. Something I couldn’t identify at
this distance moved through the crowd, touching people. It might
have been some kind of empathic feeder that would get a charge off
of a riot, if one broke out. Carmichall Mac Ghille Mhicheil moved
through them like a dancer. Elves are graceful no matter where they
are. Sunlight glittered off his long blond hair as he walked up the
short steps to the stage. People clearly expected him. A big guy in
fatigues said something into the microphone before handing it over
to Mickey.

This looked like the time he was going to out
everyone. In my mind, I pictured the German sniper rifle in my
truck a few miles away. It was close enough I could bring the
weapon to me with a thought. The rifle appeared in my hands as
Mickey took the microphone. He provided an easy target.

Chaos exploded in the park, as Carmichall Mac
Ghille Mhicheil’s brains decorated the trees behind the stage. The
elf’s first words had not even come out of his mouth before my
bullet struck him. People scattered screaming from the park. I
tracked several of the magical creatures as they dispersed.

Sending the rifle back to the truck with a
thought, I pulled out a handful of business cards. They’re simple,
reading only Tal O’Duirwood, Enforcer, Have a Nice Day. I got down
and around the building in seconds and into the crowd. It felt like
swimming upstream as I waded through the masses. Finding the other
magical creatures wasn’t difficult. I didn’t say anything as I
passed them. I just handed them a card. Faces paled as I walked
away. My reputation’s good.

The little empath turned out to be another
elf. Her, I slammed up against a tree. “Look, this is a warning. If
anyone else is working with Carmichall Mac Ghille Mhicheil to
expose us to the world, let them know that the Coalition is on to
them. I’m never far away.” I handed her my card and patted her on
the head as she fainted. Her glamour flickered. I thought about
picking her up and carrying her out of the park until she woke up
enough she could hold her human illusion together. An invisibility
spell was easier. Propping her up against the tree so she would be
a smaller target to park goers, I wove a magical blanket around her
that rendered her invisible. The spell would break when she woke
up. I left my card in her hand.

My truck, a black Pathfinder, waited a few
blocks away in a crowed parking garage. I got in and rolled down
the windows to let some of the autumn heat dissipate. I pulled out
my laptop so I could send my mission report. Trying to keep it
short and simple, I pulled up my email and sent the message,
“Target no longer an issue. Reputation spread.”

As soon as I hit send, before I could turn
the truck on, another message came through. I groaned as I saw it
was another assignment. What was the magical world doing these days
that it needed me on duty so much? When I signed up with the
Coalition about a hundred years ago, when it was just forming, I
rarely had to leave my mountain. Nowadays I spent way too much time
out in the world dealing with things. I prefer to be left alone to
my peace and quiet.

Turns out I was needed to help handle a
growing vampire problem in a small Texas town. According to the
email, a woman there, Geraldine Beggay and her students, all
witches, had applied for membership into the Coalition about the
same time as vampires appeared there. J.P. Montgomery, my boss,
wanted me to go there and observe them. I wasn’t to do anything,
just see how they handled the situation, then I’d let J.P. know how
they did and if they were good enough for membership into the
Coalition.

My blood ran cold as I read the last part of
the email. The vampire leading the trouble there was my ex-lover,
Estaben de’Oro, or Steven Goldson as he was now called. I hadn’t
seen Estaben in over a hundred and fifty years. He hadn’t been a
powerful vampire when I drove him out of Colorado. How could he be
gathering followers enough to trouble an entire Texas town? His
most ambitious thought back when I knew him had been how find
someone to feed on.

I stared at the screen. I met Estaben de’Oro
back during the Spanish exploration of the New World. I’d been with
him when vampires attacked in the South American jungle. It was
because of me he survived. I knew enough vampires back in Europe to
get him through those first few years. We’d been lovers for over
two hundred years before he pissed me off by making another vampire
and they’d gone on a killing spree. I’d been alone since then,
keeping to myself in my mountain home. It’d been lonely, but it was
safer that way, at least for me. Estaben taught me that.

My reply was nearly as short as my mission
report had been. “On my way.” I knew J.P. would get me all the data
he had on Beggay, her crew and the situation there. If I dropped
down to Oklahoma City and caught I-40, then I could be in Yellow
Sky, Texas in about six hours, just in time for sunset.

Realizing it might be a longer assignment
than normal, I sent J.P. another email asking for the Coalition to
set up housing for me. I could bring a few things in from my place
in Colorado and feel more at home for a bit while I watched the
situation there work its way out.

Emergency vehicles roared pasted the parking
garage as I pulled out onto the street. I wondered how many people
the authorities were calling in, since sirens had been blaring for
several minutes while I sat in the truck. Most of the traffic
headed toward the park, so the roads were fairly clear as I headed
toward the highway and Texas. More than anything I wanted to head
back to Colorado and leave the whole mess alone, but I’d helped
create Steven Goldson. I had to see to the problems he created.
Reading ancient scrolls could wait. Learning to breathe fire could
wait. Even dragons have to prioritize things sometimes.
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Located in a small strip center along one of
the major streets in Yellow Sky, Halfling’s Hideaway looked like
your average independent book store. On one side was a women’s
accessory shop, and to the other side, a malt shop. The store
itself was fairly bright and cheery. A painted mountain on one of
the large pane windows looked out into the street with the store’s
name spelled out in dark rocks. Various book posters covered the
other window. Announcements adorned the door making it impossible
to see in without someone opening it. Being early in the day the
foot traffic was minimal.

I parked my customized black Pathfinder in a
busier parking lot across the street from the store. The Pathfinder
straddled the fence between being nondescript and looking a bit too
government. It had a state-of-the-art GPS in it and a built-in
wireless Internet link. I’d thanked myself for the Internet link
many times already today while I watched the shop. It helped me
keep in touch with the office and my researcher, Beth, a sweet
little weretiger who sent me several updates as she located more
info on the group I was supposed to contact.

It was interesting that the store was
apparently a hub of magical activity, but you couldn’t tell it from
the outside. Even I had difficulty feeling the carefully-cloaked
underlying buzz of magic. The people that went in were another
issue entirely. Several times that day, I watched people with a
bright glow of untrained magic go into the store and come out a few
minutes later carrying bags of undetermined contents. Most
interestingly, no obvious non-humans had gone in. There had been
one man, I think it was a man, that went into the women’s accessory
shop and then into the book store before hopping a bus with bags
from both. He hadn’t felt non-human, but his willowed appearance
begged to differ.

So far, I hadn’t seen the woman I was looking
to contact. I reviewed the files I had on her. Geraldine Beggay was
55 years old. Her parents had been teachers at a ranch devoted to
boys that were in trouble with the law. She was the first girl to
graduate from there. It seems that she met an old Indian shaman
there and he taught her to control her natural magical abilities.
The files indicated that he applied for membership, but during his
trial, he failed and died. She disappeared from our view at that
time. Beth sent me state, county and city records. There is no
record of her ever having married and the only mention of her in
the police files was as an informant, someone they went to when
there was no one else to turn to. It looked to me like she’d been
using her gifts for good. It sounded to me like her early life on
the ranch for boys helped her decide to take a liking to this group
of young inexperienced mages.

The files on her students were sketchier.
Alexander Biff Carlson, 25, seemed to be the leader of the group
and owner of Halfling’s Hideaway. He graduated Yellow Sky Community
College with an Associate degree in business with a 3.5 GPA. He
still lived with his parents. His picture was pleasant enough,
taken from a college yearbook.

Stanley Robert Belsario, 28, was a college
dropout from a military family that somehow ended up in Yellow Sky.
During his early years, his family moved around a lot. He had a
juvenile rap sheet longer than my leg, but since coming to Yellow
Sky, had either managed to stay out of trouble or evade the
authorities. It could also have been that Beggay’s influence with
the local police protected her students.

Next on my list were Charles Allen and
Bernadette Angela Colfax, 23, fraternal twins, of a divorced
mother. Both attended West Texas University in Canyon about fifteen
miles south of Yellow Sky. Both had scholarships and neither seemed
to have a job. Charles was on the Dean’s list for his excellence in
computer science, but Bernadette was barely keeping her grades up
enough to get her law degree. There was a minor charge of
shoplifting on Bernadette, but Charles was clean. Several companies
were fighting over Charles at this point and he’d be able to write
his own ticket in the future. Bernadette seemed destined to be an
ambulance chaser.

Twenty-two-year-old Terry Wesley Holloway had
gone to high school with Charles and Bernadette, was an average
student, with a squeaky-clean record. He currently attended to the
local tech school and had a part-time job at a computer repair
counter at a large electronics store. Larry Christopher Holloway,
nineteen, brother to Terry. Currently not enrolled in school, he
worked at the book store with Alexander. Another squeaky-clean
record, but then their father was a cop and cops have ways of
covering things up. Twenty-one-year-old Janie Hillary Miller
appeared to follow Bernadette around, as their rap sheets were
identical. She was also pursuing a pre-law degree at West Texas
University.

So far today Alexander and Stanley had gone
into the store and now, only Alexander was there. It was as good a
time as any, for me to get a look inside of the place. I sighed and
closed down the laptop before getting out of the truck, then walked
to the corner before crossing the road. The afternoon breeze was
blowing, but then I already noticed that the wind always blew in
Yellow Sky. Thankfully, the dust wasn’t kicking up today. As I
drove in yesterday, an incredible dust storm blew up just as I
reached the city limits. I hadn’t seen a dust storm like that since
the dust bowl days of the 1930s. The cloud tops had to be seven to
eight hundred feet tall, very impressive.

Shaking dust storm thoughts from my head, I
stepped into the shop. Crossing the threshold was like wading
through magical mud. The shields around the place didn’t try to
keep me out exactly, but my magical sensitivity made entering an
interesting, almost birth-like experience. Once clear of them, the
calm of the place settled around me. My senses worked fine looking
out through the shields of the shop. Apparently, they were designed
to keep things out and from looking in, but not the reverse. These
shields were the work of a major mage, not some little dabbler.
Geraldine must train her students well. There was no reason to
believe that she hadn’t helped in the construction of the field I
walked through. A slight brushing of my own magic against it,
showed several magical signatures in the shields, and as I got to
know them better, I’d be able to tell which signature belonged to
which witch. I glanced about and noticed that magical signs and
symbols, or sigils, covered the walls, but were hidden carefully by
either a layer of paint or more posters. To my magical sight, they
had glowed a bit until I cleared the shield, and then faded down to
a normal glimmer. Alexander would know someone magical just came
in, if he were paying attention.

A quick glance at the shop’s contents
revealed an incredible array of items and literature held mostly on
four-foot-tall shelves. A number of signs hanging from the ceiling
informed people where to find the particular genre they sought,
with the fantasy and science fiction section closest to the door.
The main counter was located along the window and formed an L in
the corner with the adjoining wall to the malt shop. There was only
one cash register. On the far side of the counter, several racks
against the wall contained candles and statuary. The metaphysical
section was in that area, too. It was amazingly large for a small
town. That was part of what drew the magical crowd into this
store.

I started surveying the various idols and
statues when a redhead appeared from under the counter. I almost
jumped, taken by surprise for the first time in a very long time. I
normally sense someone before they get that close to me. I looked
into the deep green eyes of Alexander Carlson. The black-and-white
picture I had didn’t do the young man justice, but then when did a
yearbook photo do anybody justice? They were like ID cards and
drivers’ licenses, always an awful shot that you’ll be remembered
by and identified by for years to come. Looking at the real person
now, I didn’t think it possible for him to take a bad picture. He
looked like he should grace the cover of a magazine somewhere. He
could make an incredible life for himself just on his looks
alone.

“I heard the door, but didn’t think anyone
came in,” he said. His accent was thicker than I imagined, based on
his bio. The nametag on his tight black t-shirt said Alex. His eyes
sparkled with curiosity at my ability to elude his senses and his
smile showed a row of almost perfect white teeth that shone in the
tan of his freckled face. Obviously something under the counter
engrossed him to the point that he hadn’t seen his wards glow as I
entered.

“I’m sorry. I was trying to be quiet.” I lied
easily as I felt my heart race more than it had in years. Something
about him pulled at my soul. This young man had a kind of magnetism
about him that I’d do well to avoid. “I hoped I could look around a
bit before someone asked to help me.”

“Well don’t mind me then, just look about and
holler if you need anything.” His eyes glowed with a combination of
intelligence and mischief as he settled himself down on the stool
behind the counter.

“I’ll do that,” I replied, tearing my gaze
away from his before I drowned in those beautiful green eyes. I
didn’t need this. I was nearly two thousand years old. I’ve had
more men than I cared to remember and I’d sworn the entire thing
off almost a hundred years ago after a really disastrous fling with
a handsome English werewolf who was killed by some renegade
vampires. That, coming on the heels of Estaben’s betrayal, was
almost more than my heart could handle. I decided then that all I
needed was a good book and life would be fine. Now here I was, on a
job no less, staring into the deep green eyes of some young mage
that may end up dead by the end of the week. But, I guess that even
I wasn’t immune to the charms of an attractive young man. His face
was very nice and he looked like he had a hard body. I turned my
attention to scanning through the merchandise in the store, telling
myself that I had to focus and look beyond the siren song of those
green eyes with their long lovely rusty-red lashes.

To this day, I’m amazed at the price some
people will pay for things that won’t matter in the big scheme of
things. Now I admit to paying the value of a small country from
time to time on a magical tome of one form or another, but really,
the price they wanted for these books, most of which would not last
a decade, was unbelievable. I suppose I should just view it as a
form of entertainment for the mind and entertainment in any form
has value.

Some of the statuary offered was fascinating.
The bust of the vampire goddess was particularly interesting
because there is no goddess of the vampires. But, if there was one,
I doubt that she would have such profound cleavage or red bat
wings. Any of the more extreme things that vampires are said to
have done are not due to vampirism, but to a study of magic. Most
vampires could only dream of such things as flying or shape
shifting unless they studied magic before their change. Overall,
more human mages could do things attributed to vampires than
vampires could.

At the sound of the door opening, I turned my
attention away from the statuary. Stanley Belsario walked in
accompanied by Bernadette Colfax and Janie Miller. As they passed
me, I caught the reek of hemp smoke. The three of them had the
afterglow of tantric magic about them, wrapped in a marijuana
haze.

“You’re early,” Alex commented as they slid
behind the counter.

“We wanted to practice a little magic that
would take a bit, so we skipped classes after lunch and set to
work,” Janie whispered.

I studied the three of them, comparing them
to the pictures from the files. Bernadette had changed the most.
Her hair was now a bright blue with green highlights, and she had
three earrings in the left ear and two in the right. A large silver
pentagram hung in the center of her chest, almost buried by her
cleavage. Janie also wore a pentagram, but only two earrings. Her
blonde hair was halfway down her narrow back. Her eyes never left
Bernadette for a second. It was easy to see where her interest
lay.

Stanley changed in a more positive way. Not
as scruffy as his prison shots, he was clean cut with a
neatly-trimmed black goatee. A black leather duster hung straight
down from his narrow shoulders, ending above a sleek pair of cowboy
boots. He radiated magical energy that flowed strongly from the
other two. There was a clear link between them that was almost
impossible to miss. The link felt like one that had existed for
some time and was maintained by constant closeness. They were a
triad inside the little group that operated out of the shop. They
could be the main circle of power inside the group, but somehow
that didn’t feel right.

Alex sighed and paused for a second. “You
know that Geri says that you shouldn’t be practicing tantric magic
yet, particularly not with Hill. Her sexual energy channels are
still forming.”

“Makes the energy all the more sweet, my
friend,” Stanley said, in an almost lecherous tone. He cast a
glance of possessiveness over the younger women, both of whom
seemed to glow a bit more as his eyes passed over them. “So what’s
on the agenda for today?”

“Geri wants us all over there after the shop
closes, something about preparing for this Coalition thing. I’ll
tell you more later,” Alex said, nodding in my direction to let the
others know I was there.

Stanley turned with concerned look on his
face. “I didn’t know anyone was here. I scanned as I came in and
didn’t feel anyone,” He whispered to Alex. Had my hearing not been
so keen I would have missed it.

I didn’t even look up from the books. I
dropped down into one of the chairs at the end of an isle slightly
out of their sight and kept listening.

“Don’t feel bad,” Alex replied to Stanley,
without much sympathy in his voice. “I missed him when he came in.
He didn’t set off any of the alarms, and I was busy under the
counter so I don’t know what the wards did. He’s just not there. He
may just be too well shielded for us to sense. He is really cute
though, sort of a hot sexy Celtic feel to him, around our age too.
I’ll mention it to Geri tonight.”

“Let me try,” Bernadette said softly. Then
something pushed on my shields. Not enough to get through, but
enough to let me know that someone was knocking. Luckily, I was
prepared and skillfully pushed the energy to the side. It flowed
around my shields quickly enough so it would feel as if I wasn’t
there.

“Damn,” she muttered as she let up on her
push.

“What Burn?” Janie asked, excessive concern
clouded her voice.

“He’s not there as far as I can tell. Do we
know if he’s human?”

That Bernadette questioned my humanity told
me a lot about the teaching of Geraldine Beggay. Most minor mages
and witches don’t even know of, let alone believe in, non-humans.
She must know the truth and be educating her students in it. I was
also impressed with the caution she imparted on her students when
dealing with unknown people. I know in some magical circles, such
probing would be seen as rude, but being the dragon that I am, I
would’ve done the same thing. It had kept me alive numerous
times.

“From everything Geri has told us to look
for, physically, the contact is human,” Alex replied. “Beyond that
I have no idea. I can’t scan him either.”

The door chime rang lightly.

To say that Charles Colfax didn’t look like
his twin is an understatement. A fair number of fraternal twins
look a lot alike, and even try to look alike. From the pictures I’d
seen earlier, I expected more similarities. Charles was a classic
preppy college senior, almost like one of those that you see in the
dramas on television. I honestly don’t watch much TV, but I do try
and keep up with the news and the pretty people always seem to pop
up there. Charles kept his black hair short and had on a light blue
polo shirt over a darker blue t-shirt. His khaki slacks were neatly
pressed and his penny loafers brightly polished. He tossed a
leather backpack behind the counter as he walked past the
others.

“What’s up guys?” he asked in a cheerful
tone.

“Lower your voice, Char,” Alex said in an
almost normal volume. “We have a customer.”

“Where? There’s no one here,” he said almost
arrogantly without dropping his voice.

I decided that now was a good time to go. It
was going to be hard to get much casual information out of them now
they were starting to get a bit spooked by not being able to sense
me magically. I wasn’t about to lower my shields enough to let
them, so I might as well go and see about finding their mentor. I
stepped out into the main isle and walked to the door.

As I took the handle, I turned and smiled at
Alex, getting a parting look into those green eyes. “Nice shop you
have here. I’ll be back.” Everyone stared at me.

“Thanks for stopping in,” Alex called as I
stepped through the shields around the store, out onto the sidewalk
and into the late afternoon light.
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During the short trip across town to
Geraldine’s house, I thought about what I experienced at The
Halfling’s Hideaway. My exposure to young mages was limited to my
days as an apprentice druid. Back then, it was common practice to
give a young practitioner a good solid background in magic and then
send him out to see the world with a more experienced tutor to
watch after him and make sure that he didn’t get into too much
trouble. Once the initial journey was over, the studies of higher
magic would begin. My own journey took me to the depths of the
black forest in central Europe into what is now Germany. I wonder
if Geraldine would send her young students out into the world to
find themselves and their places in it. But the world had changed
so much. Where would they go? In my day, much of the learning was
the journey itself. You learned when to use magic to help you and
when to avoid its use. Every time you did something, even small
magics, you risked being spotted by others and possibly burned at
the stake, or at least chased out of town. Now, unless they were
forbidden to use modern transportation, the journey would be easy.
She’d probably have a new teacher set up at the end of the journey.
When I went, it was with the hope that the teachers would still be
where my mentor had last known of them and they might still be
alive. I sighed. Folks had it so easy nowadays.

The small house I drove past was rather
deceiving. Many things about this group were not as they appeared.
It looked like a strong wind could blow it over. The roof seemed to
be at an odd angle and the windows were all mismatched. A small
stained-glass window centered the bright blue front door. A
perfectly-tended small flower garden sat out front along the
recently-swept pathway to the porch. As I studied the house, I
realized that as odd as it looked, it was actually in perfectly
good order. None of the shingles on the roof appeared to be loose
and it had a fairly recent coat of paint. Not that I found the
almost lime green a pleasing color, but at least it was new paint.
I realized that like a lot of people who lived in less savory
neighborhoods, Ms. Beggay made her home appear less appealing to
deter people from bothering her while at the same time keeping up
the house to a livable level.

The small driveway next to the house held two
cars. From a couple houses down, I sent the license plate numbers
to Beth to have her run a quick check. She got back to me with her
normal speed and efficiency. The first car, a classic red
Volkswagen Beetle, came back registered to G. Beggay. The second
car, a late model blue Ford Escort, belonged to Danielle Colfax.
Why was the twins’ mother here?

I sat for a moment debating whether to go in
or not. The shadows were growing longer and if I wanted to have a
good discussion with Geraldine before her students arrived, I
needed to get it done. After circling the block again, I pulled up
in front of the house and got out of the truck. As soon as I
stepped onto the curb, I felt the protections the witch had woven
around her home. The field actually stretched almost to the end of
the block, effectively protecting her neighbors from things that
might try to harm her. The shields had a different feel than the
ones at The Halfling’s Hideaway. They were lighter, more airy,
while at the same time the sharp sting told me I passed through
something major. The shields only had one signature unlike those at
the store, but I noticed the similarities and acknowledged that
Geraldine had a hand in the shields at the shop. I walked slowly
toward the door, letting my senses adjust to the air inside the
shields. It was filled with older magic than that at the store.
When I passed the edge of her sidewalk, I passed through a second
layer of protections that wrapped around the property. The zap on
this level was stronger than the last one. When I stepped onto the
apparently-ragged porch, the final level of shields washed around
me. It felt like walking through a waterfall, cool, almost
inviting, but at the same time it held an element of danger, like
it could wash me away if it wanted. I wouldn’t have wanted to be
someone that Geraldine Beggay wanted to keep out of her home. I had
no doubt that the feel wouldn’t be something inviting, but
something much more violent and extremely painful.

I stood there for a moment to get my bearings
with the afternoon sun striking the back of my neck. Before I could
touch the door, it swung open. A short woman with thinning gray
hair stood on the other side of the threshold. She wore a simple
blue kimono with small lotus blossoms on it. She smiled up at me,
her worn face showing a profusion of laugh lines. “I presume you
are with the Coalition of Magical Creatures. Please come on in.
I’ve been expecting you.” Her soft voice had a powerful command
under it. Her gray eyes laughed at me. I have encountered enough
beings with enchanted senses that I stop being surprised by the
whole open-the-door-before-you-knock routine a long time ago.

I crossed the threshold without encountering
further protections. “Tal O’Duirwood.” I said offering her my
hand.

“Geraldine Beggay. If you would please give
me a couple of minutes, I am almost done talking with a friend of
mine.” She gestured toward an old but well-kept brown sofa.

“Of course, I have time,” I replied, taking a
seat on the overly-soft couch.

I strained my ears trying to hear what was
going on beyond the living room, but somehow everything past the
dark panel-covered wall was beyond my hearing. I passed my time
studying the artwork on the walls. She had an eclectic group of
pictures ranging from modern fantasy art of dragons and sci-fi
characters to old western paintings of cowboys, horses, and
assorted landscapes. Most curiously, I saw no mirror in the room.
The furniture was as eclectic as the art. There was a wing-back
chair sitting alongside an antique wooden rocker. Neither one
matched the old sofa. A large red and green Navajo blanket covered
the majority of the oak flooring.

I pulled my attention away from my
observations as I heard Geraldine and another woman come through
the door. The other woman was tall and slender like her children;
they all had the same high cheekbones and delicate nose. Her body
language said that she was nervous about something.

Geraldine gave her a big hug at the door.
“It’ll all be okay Dani. I can’t tell you it’s just a phase, but
Burn is a good girl and won’t get into too much trouble with Char
keeping an eye on her.” I wondered if the twins were using
abbreviations of their names for magical purposes. It wasn’t
uncommon for people to do that. Names have power in magic. I
noticed it at the shop but didn’t think of it until now. Char and
Burn for magical twins had an interesting ring to it.

“I know Geri, I just wanted to talk, that’s
all. You have a good night,” Danielle said releasing the other
woman.

“You too, Dani. Call me if you need
anything,” Geraldine replied, closing the door behind the other
woman before turning to me. “So Tal, please come on into the
kitchen. I’m working on a bit of dinner before the gang gets here
tonight. Plus, everyone always gathers in the kitchen.”

I rose and followed her. “Was that the mother
of one of your students?” I asked, trying to sound as if I didn’t
know.

Geraldine turned around and looked at me, her
gray eyes blazing with internal fire. “Tal, please don’t try and be
coy with me. I figure that you know very well that she’s the mother
of two of my students, the twins actually. I figure that the
Coalition gave you complete files on me and everyone around me as
part of my application. I’m also sure that you’ve already been by
Halfling’s Hideaway and met most of my students.” She smiled slyly.
“You see, as soon as you left, Alex called me to let me know of the
attractive man that none of them could sense, who didn’t set off
the magical alarms. Somehow, I thought you’d be taller. At that
point, I figured you were either the Coalition’s observer, or our
prey. I reviewed the files that I received before Dani arrived and
there is nothing in them about Estaben de’Oro being able to move
about in the daylight. So, I figured out that you were with the
Coalition. Now I’m going to be honest with you, and I expect that
you should be honest with me.” She turned around and finished the
short walk to the kitchen.

I sighed “I see my original assessment of
your students is correct. You have trained them well. I’ll be as
honest with you as I can.” There were certain things that I’d have
to keep secret from these people. At least until I was sure they’d
be admitted to the Coalition.

The kitchen was as odd as the rest of the
house. The wooden table with its mismatched chairs was an extremely
large one for a woman who lived by herself. The rest of the kitchen
looked like something a professional chef would have. The
appliances were all of stainless steel, and a huge pot rack hung
above a large worktop in the center of the room. An incredible
number of herbs hung in bundles around the window that looked out
into the plush green of the back yard. Through the window, framed
by blue gingham curtains, I could see a small well-kept garden out
back.

I seated myself at the table while Geri
stirred a simmering pot on the stove. The woman was direct. I liked
that. After years of dealing with people that spent hours getting
to the point, it was refreshing to meet someone who could get to
the point and expect me to do the same. “So, how much have you been
told of my role in your trial by combat?” I asked.

She turned toward me with a wooden spoon in
her hand. “You’re here as an observer, unless we prove unable to
remove de’Oro, at which point you step in and end his existence.”
She paused for a moment and looked me over. “What they didn’t tell
me is what you are. You look and act human, but no human would be
able to hide so well from my students.”

I sighed again. In all honesty, she needed to
know what kind of back up I’d provide if she and her students
should need me. There was nothing that said I shouldn’t tell her,
except the basic instinct to not reveal too much about myself, and
that as the last of my kind, I was a major Coalition secret. I
looked into those piercing gray eyes and knew I had to tell her the
truth, as she would know anything else for what it was. “I’m a half
breed. My father was a druid in ancient England. My mother was a
dragon.”

Her grey eyes grew wide but her face remained
impassive. Over all it was the best coming out I’ve ever had.

“I suppose I should be shocked,” she said.
“But there seems to be more new things around every corner lately.
So are there many dragons in the world?”

I shook my head. “To my knowledge I’m the
last one. My existence is a secret in the Coalition.”

“So why did you tell me?”She touched the
spoon to her lips

I didn’t want to tell her something in her
gaze compelled me. But I couldn’t think of a better option. “I felt
compelled.”

“Most people tell the truth in this house.”
She nodded and turned back to the stove. “So do you know this
Estaben de’Oro?”

I sat there and stared at her back as she
stirred another pot from which rose the smell of cooking
vegetables. I tried to think of what to tell her, just the basics,
or all of it. It was hard to believe that a human witch could be
this intense, or get to me this fast. Then mixed with the aromas of
the cooking, I caught the smell of a dog, but there was no evidence
of dogs in the house or yard. I studied the woman before me. The
smell was coming off her as she waited for my answer. Then I
realized that she was sniffing the air, not the pot she stirred. I
shifted my vision to mage sight and saw the overlay of a coyote
shining out of her. “I know Estaben. Are you a lycanthrope?”

She turned to face me and I was now looking
into the blue eyes of a canine. “I see that the coalition wasn’t
aware of that,” she chuckled. “Of course it’s a recent addition to
my life.” She came over to the table, sat down and placed her spoon
on a spoon rest that sat on its edge. “Stan had stumbled onto a
werecoyote that was selling peyote to the local drug community. We
decided to try to convince him to leave town. What was supposed to
be a little pressure to get him out turned into a heated battle. I
managed to keep any of the others from being injured, but I was
scratched fairly badly. Nothing we came up with would stop the
infection from setting in. But I was able to find some spells to
help me maintain control when the first change hit me on the full
moon last month. Since then, I’ve pushed out my new senses and
gotten control of the change. I’ve actually managed to do a full
change without the moon being full.”

I’d talked to a few werefolk over the years
and the couple of them that had been mages before being infected
with the virus had an easier time getting control of the changes.
Based on what I’d already seen and suspected, she’d gain complete
control of her changes rapidly. “So how are your students taking
the change?” Of course this also explained their comment about
non-humans.

She smiled. “For the most part they think
it’s cool. There’ve been a couple of comments about taking advice
from a coyote. But then, I’d expect no less from my gang, being
pranksters themselves.”

“Do you think this will cause a problem with
you removing Estaben?”

“I’m hoping that it will make it easier. It
definitely makes tracking things easier. It’s also giving a little
more life to these old bones. My arthritis disappeared completely.”
She flexed her fingers with a wily grin

“So tell me what to expect from your
students. What are their strengths and weaknesses? And are you
aware that some of them are experimenting with tantric magic?” I
carefully kept the conversation away from my knowledge of Estaben.
The longer I had before being totally truthful there the better.
Most people would jump to the conclusion that our past relationship
was a problem in me being able to assassinate him if need be.

“For the most part they’re coming along very
well. Alex is the best of the group. He doesn’t indulge in any of
the recreational substances that Stan and some of the others like
to use. That gives him a much clearer mind and he’s a faster
learner and less likely to be caught addle minded. His control of
magical energies is remarkable. He has almost reached the point
where I have little left to teach him. I’ll be sending him out into
the world soon.” She picked up her spoon and headed back to the
stove.

“I debated with myself if that tradition was
still followed. It has been a long time since I had any dealing
with younger mages. And remembering my own journey of discovery
into the wilds of Europe, I wondered if others still got the joys
of finding new sights and experiences.”

“I personally feel that it depends on the
mage,” Geri answered. “If someone has a lot of life experiences
then sending them out’s a waste of time unless you have a teacher
in mind for them to find. If they’ve led a sheltered life, then
they need to go out. Stan won’t need to go out. His family moved
all over the world as he was growing up and he learned at lot from
all of that. Alex remained in the bosom of his family here in
Yellow Sky the whole time. But then, most of his family has at
least some PSI talent and that makes them very tight. I’d be
surprised if his sister and brother don’t end up in my tutelage
before it’s all said and done.” She stirred the vegetables while
she spoke, then pulled the pot off the stove and carried it over to
the table.

“I guess offering you some vegetable soup is
kinda silly,” she said with a sly glint in her eye.

I returned her smile and chuckled. “I’ve
never viewed it as rude when someone offers food. It’s normally
good manners. Thank you. But I don’t have to eat very often and my
preferences run a little more on the carnivore side of the
spectrum.”

She scooped the vegetables out of the pot and
into a large porcelain bowl covered in Chinese characters. “I need
to get this eaten before they get here. They tend to stop before
they come by as most of them find my cooking overly vegetarian and
bland.”

“I can’t say that I have ever met a
vegetarian werecoyote before. You don’t have the urges for meat?”
Most werecreatures I knew followed a diet close to that of the
creature they turned into. Thus, carnivores ate a lot of meat and
herbivores ate mostly vegetables. Normally that was the hardest
urge to overcome.

“I control the urge, but it’s there. One of
my email buddies says that if I don’t eat meat on a regular basis
then I might develop some health problems, but until I have proof
of that, I’m going to eat the way I always have,” she replied as
she chewed the first bite of the vegetables.

“I doubt that you’ll have a problem. I’ve
known a lot of folks who do things counter to popular belief and it
works out great. You know that there’s a lot of evidence that wild
coyotes eat seed heads and berries.”

“Good,” she said after the next bite. “So
tell me about Estaben.”

I shook my head. It was a direct question and
I felt the magic in the house trigger and push against me. I was
ready for it this time. I’d see if I could work my way around the
question. “I met him back during the Spanish exploration of the New
World. We traveled together for a while.”

She set her spoon down on the edge of her
bowl. Her grey eyes locked onto my blue ones. “So how close were
you while he traveled with you?”

The pressure of the truth spells pushed
against me. “Very.”

“What made you part ways?”

“You probably noticed in his file that he’s
gathering humans around him and then turning a fair number of them
into vampires. I don’t approve of that now, nor did I in the past.”
The pressure of the truth spell let up as I continued. “The
Coalition’s concern right now is that he may be drawing public
attention to the non-humans in this area. When too many bodies turn
up, or too many people disappear, then authorities start to ask
questions.” I felt eyes watching me from behind. It was one of
those rare times that I had actually left my back to the door in a
strange place. I decided not to let on that I knew they were there.
Geri didn’t seem inclined to draw my attention to them.
“Unfortunately he’s been changing people since he got bored with a
mostly solitary life at around two hundred years old. He made his
first companion then. At some point, he realized if he made enough
companions he’d never feel lonely again. About that same time, he
also started to feel the power that having fledglings gives a
vampire. That power grows with each new fledgling.”

“How many fledgling vampires have you helped
over the years?” Geri asked setting her spoon down.

“I’ve assisted many fledglings in getting
through the first few years of their new lives after their sires
abandoned them.” I felt the eyes watching my back more intensely
now.

“So you’re a vampire?” I heard Alex behind
me.

I turned and saw the seven people standing
there in the doorway. I was amazed that they had all been able to
enter without me actually hearing. But then I recalled not being
able to eavesdrop on the conversation between Geraldine and Mrs.
Colfax. I glanced at Geri and she nodded. They then filed into the
room and gathered around the table.

“I’m Tal, and no I’m not a vampire. I’m
working for The Coalition of Magical Creatures. I’m here to
observe, and assist if need be.” After years of practice, it wasn’t
hard to pull off suave.

“Damn, you’re not a vampire,” Charles Colfax
almost pouted. “I was hoping we’d get to talk to the one we’re
supposed to kill before we kill him.”

I’d seen this type of enthusiasm before.
Charles was a wannabe. There were lots of people in the magical
community as well as some of the fringe communities that thought
the idea of being a vampire was cool. They never stopped to think
about the limitations. Funny I would’ve figured his twin Bernadette
would be more the one to be the wannabe. Maybe after a few chats
with me, he’d be convinced that it wasn’t the thing to be. “We can
talk at some point over the next few days if you like, if Geraldine
doesn’t mind. I may not be a vampire, but I know a lot about
them.”

She rose to take her bowl to the sink. “I
think it would be a good idea for you to sit and talk to all the
gang over the next few days, but right now, I have things planned
for them.”

“One thing first, Geri,” Alex said, his tone
serious. “If Tal’s not a vampire, then what is he?” His green eyes
stared seriously at me, but his face was soft.

“Tal can explain more to you later, but for
now let’s just except that he’s with the Coalition and let it lay,”
Geri said as she turned off the water. “Now, we have to get to work
on some of our preparations and a little more study time.”

I could tell that she was about to ask me to
come back later. I understood. She didn’t know me other than as a
member of the Coalition and would be reluctant to expose too much
of her personal magic to me until she knew me better. “Before I go,
I would like to get a feel for what Estaben has set up around here.
Could you direct me towards any of the local hangouts where I might
run into some of his people?”

She looked at me with a mischievous glint in
her gray eyes. “Tell you what. Why don’t you go out, get a bite to
eat and then swing back by. I think Alex would like to run you
around tonight and show you some of the spots around town where the
non-humans tend to hang, as well as a couple of the gay bars as
that seem to be where Estaben is getting a fair number of his
recruits. I figure about now you’re getting pretty hungry.”

“Well, not …” A stab of hunger coursed
through my body. I’d fed up less than a week ago and shouldn’t need
to feed for another week or so. What was this woman doing to me?
First telling her my secret and now this? I didn’t feel the use of
any magic on me. I realized that I had stopped in mid sentence and
now all eyes were on me waiting for me to finish. “Now that you
mention it, a bit of meat might not be a bad thing” It’d been a
long time since I was this embarrassed. For some reason, Alex
seeing me at a loss for words made it worse. I avoided his
searching eyes.
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A quarter moon rose in the rearview mirror as
I followed the busy highway west out of town. I was alone with my
thoughts. It was unusual for the information I had on an assignment
to be so incomplete. Normally the information on an assignment was
complete within a couple of days. It should’ve included the
knowledge of Geraldine’s recent encounter with the werecoyote. Her
change of species status automatically made her eligible for
membership in the Coalition of Magical Creatures. However, it also
made it so that her students would have to apply for membership on
their own merits and not hers. I debated notifying Beth to see if
she could get me more complete information but that would mean she
would end up letting the Coalition know about the new intel.

I needed to decide how to proceed with this
assignment. If I simply followed the orders, I could sit back and
watch as Geri and her gang went after Estaben and hope they
succeeded without my interference. I could notify the Coalition and
they could decided how to proceed, which would probably entail me
having to assassinate Estaben on my own. On the other hand, I could
tell the Coalition nothing, assist Geri and her students while
making sure that the gang were the ones who looked to be
knowledgeable of their craft and thereby eligible for membership
into the Coalition. As each option went through my head, I saw
Alex’s green eyes. Why did those eyes haunt me?

I pulled the Pathfinder over to the side of
the road and watched cars pass by without really seeing them. I
needed to run and clear my head. I stepped out of the truck, made
sure it was locked and walked into the unfenced field next to the
highway. I felt the hunger call me, but with the thoughts of
Alexander Biff Carlson going through my head, I really needed to
run. I would prefer to fly, but a dragon showing up on local radar
would have all the UFO nuts around pouring into Yellow Sky. One of
the things I enjoyed living in the mountains was I knew where the
radar would reach and where I could fly in certain valleys. Not
being able to fly where I wanted was one of the things I disliked
about modern technology.

So, I ran, slowly at first across the sage
flats that ran parallel to the highway, then faster as the darkness
of the open country closed in around me. I felt the limitations of
my human form as I ran, so I summoned the energy from the earth
beneath my feet to shift. I didn’t even pause as I ran. I just
flowed into the heavily-furred form of the gray wolf.

The earth under my feet took on new meaning
as I ran now. I always enjoyed the change in perception. The view
and feelings of the wolf varied so much from either my human or
dragon forms. The world seemed so alive to the wolf. The wind
carried even more scents and became like a living sea as it coursed
over my form, singing down the follicles of my long shaggy coat. I
heard coyotes in the distance warn their neighboring packs of my
presence. I saw the silent owl swoop down and snatch a small mouse
before taking flight again before my charge.

Ahead, I spied a tall butte jutting out of
the desert reaching into the night sky. I raced up the side of it,
my agile form easily finding footholds on the steep incline. I
reached the top and paused for a moment to look back over my
shoulder. I saw the highway behind me with the lights of the cars
streaming past. To the east, I saw the lights of Yellow Sky. It
seemed to stretch out along the horizon, but it did not cover the
horizon as some of the larger towns did. It was large enough to
hide in, but not large enough to get lost.

I sat on the top of the butte, staring at the
lights on the horizon. In that cluster of lights, an old love
waited for me to help orchestrate his demise while a pair of green
eyes watched my every move. What was I supposed to do? I’m too old
to worry about these things. Love and sentiment are for the young
and foolish. I remembered something my father told me when I was
about to leave his side and walk the world on my own. He called me
into his workroom. I still recall that room, in fact I’ve tried to
recreate just that room for myself many times. I failed to get it
just right until I finally realized that each wizard had his own
way of doing things and you didn’t need to be just like anybody
else. Taliesin perched on an old stool before one of his boiling
cauldrons mixing an ancient potion of some kind. He was the arch
druid of England and by then, chief advisor to the king. He
appeared tired that night, his brown eyes sad.

“Tal,” he said with a little apprehension in
his voice. To this day, I remember that shaky tone. I’d never heard
before, or since. “I have one last lesson for you before you go and
then you will carry all of my knowledge out into the world to pass
on to your children and apprentices someday.”

I forget what my response was, but his face
stayed with me all this time. “You will live a very long time. Most
likely, you will live until you decide it is time to let go. That
is the way of your mother’s people. This last thing is one of the
most important things I have ever passed on to you.” He sighed,
then set down the large wooden spoon he was stirring with and took
my hands in his. “My son, always remember that if you are to
survive, then you must keep your mind open and learning. You must
always keep your heart open and ready. It will not be easy this
last part that I ask you, as there will be many who will be ready
to step in and play with it. Always try to find companionship. Do
not go through the world alone. But, you must be careful in your
choice of companions. There will be those who will want to exploit
you for what you are. I wish there were others of your kind for you
to find, but I fear your mother was the last of the pure dragons in
this world. I hope that one day you will find love, the kind of
love I had with her.” With that he asked if I had my things ready,
called for his servant to bring my horse and sent me out into the
world.

I saw him again many years later. We had come
together and spent a couple of years sharing the knowledge that we
had both learned in the time we were apart. He was older then, the
king he served had just died and the kingdom was in turmoil.
Shortly after I left him again, he was betrayed by one of his
servants and killed by religious zealots who had been able to
overcome him. The age of Christianity had come to England and the
druids were forced into the darkness of the forest. After that, I
never had any human servants in my employ. I had also taken great
joy in destroying that servant once I hunted him down. I remember
finding him in the arms of the zealot he had betrayed my father
for. They died in each other’s arms; by their own religion, they
had no hope for anything but Hell.

My father wouldn’t have been happy with me
looking out over the nighttime city in the distance debating love
lost. I could hear him telling me to trust my instincts and follow
my heart. But my heart had allowed Estaben to live that night long
ago in the Amazon jungle. How was I supposed to follow it
again?

Movement caught my eye. At the base of the
butte, a small herd of pronghorn grazed. My hunger pushed thoughts
of the heart out of my mind, replacing them with thoughts of the
hunt. My focus narrowed on the herd passing the butte’s base. The
buck had gathered six does and four of them had young calves at
their sides. Trailing the herd were two young bucks that the herd
master would soon drive off before they could challenge him for the
alpha position. I watched for a moment and decided that one of the
young bucks would taste excellent. They passed to the south of the
butte and the wind carried their musk up to me. It pushed my hunger
over the edge.

The jump off the top of the butte would have
killed a normal wolf. As it was, the landing momentarily drove the
air from my lungs. The nearest doe screamed to the others as they
herded the youngsters into a circle ringed by the older does. One
of the young bucks tried to join the circle, but was pushed out by
the does. He ran around franticly while the lead buck tried to
stand me down. The other young buck decided to stand with his
father. This buck had what it would take to be the herd male,
either of this herd or another. I dashed past them toward the one
that sought refuge. I dodged the doe’s slashing hooves and pushed
him to the point of panic. He took out across the sage flats toward
the road. I followed. Behind me, the rest of the herd, pushed by
the herd master, ran for safety.

I focused on the rust and white rump running
before me. It only took a couple of seconds to close the distance.
He screamed as my dewclaw sank into his flank and I pulled myself
onto his back. He tried to buck me off. But I held tight. I crawled
across his heaving back to reach his neck. My massive jaws closed
around the back of his neck, and with a jerk of my head, I severed
the spinal cord. He fell to the ground. I rolled off, coming to
rest a soft distance away.

His eyes still held life as I came back
beside him. I almost felt sorry for him. But he had proven to me
that he was not of alpha mentality; therefore, he was prey. One
day, his father and brother would also lose that mentality and then
they would become prey. Probably not my prey, but prey to someone
or something.

There on the ground, with no one around to
see, I shifted to my dragon form. My powerful jaws tore into the
warm flesh. The blood flowed down my throat as I gulped large
chunks of meat. I could’ve eaten the thing in wolf form, but it
would’ve taken longer and Alex was waiting.
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When I pulled up to the curb in front of
Geri’s house, Alex stood up from the old concrete steps. He’d
obviously changed clothes and was now dressed for a night out. A
tight light-blue shirt clung to his well-defined body. As he
stepped into the pool of light cast by the streetlight, I saw thick
curly red hair showing from two open buttons at the top of his
shirt. His jeans looked almost painted onto his narrow hips
revealing his above-average endowment. I sighed deeply as he
stepped off the curb and reached for the door handle.

“Hey Tal.” He flashed one of his wide grins
as he slid gracefully onto the seat. “Did you find dinner okay?
You’re running a bit later than Geri figured so I was beginning to
think you got lost.” He clicked the seatbelt and then turned to
face me.

“I needed a bit of fresh air before dinner.”
I grinned back.

“Well at least the air around here is a lot
fresher than some places.”

I sighed, “Not exactly as fresh as I’m used
to.”

“Where are you from exactly?”

“I have a big place up in the Rocky
Mountains.”



“Wow, I love it up in Colorado and
Wyoming.”

“It beats the hell out of most places on this
planet.” We stopped at the stop sign for the main street. “So where
are we going tonight?”

“We discussed it and we think that Mandalek’s
would be the best place to start. It’s Thursday night so things
aren’t going to be quite as busy as they will the next couple of
nights, but there’s still the normal traffic. Some of the more
desperate characters hang out there. We might even run into David
Keyon there. If there’s some kind of movement in the dark forces,
he’s sure to know something about it. David attracts darkness like
fleas to a rat,” he said with a chuckle.

“What’s funny?” I asked glancing in the
rearview mirror to make sure no one was waiting for us to move from
the stop sign.

“Inside joke, if you know David. He’s a
wererat. The first magical creatures we ever met, although he’s
known Geri for years.”

“So, where’s Mandalek’s from here?” I could
have punched it into the GPS, but what is the fun of having a
native guide if you don’t make use of him?

“Oh sorry. Turn right and then take a left at
the second stop light.”

I followed his directions and we drove in
silence for a couple of minutes until we turned at the light.

“Just stay on this road for a bit,” he said
looking out into the night.

“Okay. So can I ask you a couple of
questions?”

He turned to look at me. “Sure, what would
‘ya like to know? Of course, I get to ask you a few when you’re
done.”

I glanced over at him and he had that
mischievous glint in his eyes again. “So how did you get into
magic?”

He thought for a moment. “According to my
mother, I’ve always been more than a little psychic. It runs in my
family. My granny was always scaring my mother, aunts and uncles
with her knowledge of what they were doing. So when I started
showing a bit of talent early on, mom didn’t do anything to try and
stifle it. Then a few years ago, I ran into Geri at the local
sci-fi con and she saw my potential. We became friends, and she
started teaching me how to go beyond just the basic psychic
stuff.”

I nodded. “There’re a lot of folks out there
that get their start that way. At least your family had experience
with it, thanks to your granny.”

He chuckled softly. It was a very pleasant
sound. “Yeah. They did. Okay, my turn. What are you?”

“I’m an almost two thousand years old druid,”
I replied as we stopped at another traffic light. I turned and
looked at his face as he studied me.

“Wow, I figured you were about my age, around
twenty five.”

“Well I was in my early twenties when I
stopped aging. Back then, we didn’t keep track of age as closely as
we do now.”

“Hey, at least you didn’t get stuck in the
body of an old man, right? Better to be stuck at a time when you
are all hot and sexy.”

My heart raced a bit again. So Alex thought I
was hot and sexy, he said as much to his friends back at the
bookstore. I decided to let the comment slide past for now. I
really didn’t need to get entangled with this young mage.

“Oh, turn here.” He gestured to the right
just before we drove through an intersection.

The tires squealed a bit as I hit the breaks
in an effort to make the turn. I felt the truck shift, but it
didn’t flip as I spun the wheel. Alex slid slightly toward me
before his seat belt stopped him. Damn. “Sorry about that,” he said
after I had the truck going down the new street. “I forgot that you
didn’t know where we were going. We’re almost there.”

“That’s okay, I have good reflexes. And the
truck, although big, is still fairly maneuverable.” I glanced his
way to see him settle back into his place.

“Now for my next question. Is Tal your real
name?”

I nodded in the dark. “Yes, it’s the name
that my father gave me at my naming ritual many years ago. I have
gone by other names over the years, but Tal is my name. At the time
I was born, most people only had one name and when you traveled
outside of your village, you used the village as a surname. So I
was known as Tal O’Duirwood.”

“Cool. I like Tal. It’s kinda exotic, but
then in Yellow Sky, Texas almost every name other than Bubba or
Billy Bob is exotic. See the purple sign ahead?” He gestured to the
right.

I saw a large purple sign that towered over
the other signs around it. It was for Vern’s Beefy Burger.
“Okay.”

“Right past that is the blue sign.”

I spotted a run down, droopy sign that was
missing the neon in half of it. It looked like Ma_da__k’s. The pole
leaned out over the street, threatening to crash into it at any
moment. The parking lot was three quarters full with vehicles of
various makes and models. I slowed and turned into the
crater-ridden parking lot, then wove the truck through the small
maze of miss-aligned cars into a parking place near the front of
the building. I wanted us as close to the doors as possible, in
case we needed to make a quick exit.

I turned off the engine and turned to Alex
before opening the door. “One more thing I need to know before we
walk through those doors. Have you reached the point where your
magic is reflex yet?”

“What do you mean?”

“Have you been in any situations where you
had no time to think about using your magic and you had it there at
your fingertips?” I looked into those green eyes, locked onto them
so I could tell if he was telling the truth.

“You mean like when Geri was getting mauled
by the coyote and I didn’t even think about it and just let a leven
bolt fly at him?”

“Exactly. If things get sticky will your
magic flow or freeze?”

He took a deep breath. “I haven’t had many
close calls, but it’s been awhile since I froze. Normally it’s like
a knee jerk, something happens, I respond without thinking it
through and the right thing seems to happen for me.”

I nodded and reached for the door handle.
“Good.” I tore my gaze away from those eyes and got out of the
Pathfinder.

I’m not one for frequenting bars. In fact,
the last bar I went into was a fair number of years ago. Even my
enforcer work for the Coalition doesn’t take me into bars on a
regular basis. I normally just find somebody’s house, pop in and
assassinate them and head back to my quiet mountain hideaway. My
views of the modern bar come mostly from the television. There you
get such a varied idea of what things are supposed to be like that
you never quite know what it is going to be until you walk in and
see it firsthand. That said, I was still surprised as Alex led me
into Mandalek’s. Just inside the door, Alex stopped at a counter
where a short squat balding man with large jowls checked ID. Alex
and I showed him ours. Of course, mine was fake, standard Coalition
issue for all of the immortals, giving my age at twenty four.

Just before we passed the inner doors, we
walked past a bank of mirrors. For some reason, it surprised me
that Alex and I looked like we belonged together. He was slightly
taller and broader in the shoulders than me, but we could have
passed for any normal couple of guys out on the town. True, my
normal casual clothes were not as nice looking as his
out-on-the-town ensemble, but we looked good together.

No TV can prepare you for the overwhelming
push of humanity. The lights and music momentarily overwhelmed me
and Alex seemed to sense my need to adjust. He stopped just a
couple of steps into the bar. Blaring music made conversation
difficult to consider. The bass on the speakers was set too high
for my taste and thumped against my entire body like a hammer. The
lights pulsed like over-zealous stars. As people danced around on
the large dance floor, they seemed to appear and vanish within the
swarm of humanity. The majority were men, but they were as varied
as their vehicles in the parking lot. What amazed me was watching
how they mingled on the dance floor. I watched a cowboy dance past
with a slithering preppy in front of him thrusting skinny hips
forward and raising narrow arms in an almost boneless sway over his
head. A boy with a blue Mohawk danced in the arms of a man twice
his age wearing an expensively-cut suit. I quickly realized it’d be
difficult to distinguish predator from prey.

Alex touched my arm, bringing me back to the
reality of him at my side. He pointed at a table just off the dance
floor, but in a corner where we could watch the door. He gestured
that I should go and he’d go get a drink at the bar before joining
me. I nodded as he headed toward the bar. I watched as he moved
effortlessly through the crowd. I noticed that he carefully avoided
anyone touching him on the way through. For a psychic of any kind,
a crowd like this would be difficult to deal with. Apparently, he’d
done this many times before.

Using the strobe lights for cover, I used my
draconic speed to get to the table before anyone else claimed it. I
felt somewhat more at ease with my back to the wall where I could
see people approaching. This also got me out of the direct line of
the speakers and the sound dropped a bit. Before I got comfortable,
an elegant blond young man in a t-shirt, purposely torn to expose
his expansive, smooth, gym-toned chest, slid up to the table.

“So sexy, haven’t seen you around before,” he
said. “Care to dance?” There was a hint of alcohol on his breath as
he leaned close enough for me to hear him over the music.

I caught his brown eyes with mine. “You need
to go home, alone.” I forced my will into my voice, pushing the man
away with it. “You really want to stop using steroids, they make
your dick smaller. Stay away from the bars for at least a
month.”

The man’s eyes glazed over a bit, then he
stood up and headed for the door.

Alex appeared at the table almost out of
nowhere with a glass in each hand. I flinched slightly.

“Didn’t mean to scare ‘ya. I just find it
easier to move through crowds like this with an I’m- not-here
shield. Sorry forgot to warn you about Flex. He hits any guy who’s
new and under twenty five that comes through the door.” He set the
glasses on the table and leaned close to me so that I could hear
him.

“Not a problem. An I’m-not-here shield? What
is that?”

“Basically it makes people not notice that
you’re there. It causes their conscious brains not register you,
but their subconscious brain is aware so they don’t bump into you.
Really cool. It’s one of the new ideas that we came up with when
Geri had us think of new and unusual things to do with shields.” He
pushed one of the glasses toward me. “I don’t know what your
drinking preferences are, so I got you water. I figured that was
safe.”

I smiled and lifted the glass to my lips
taking a light sip. It was cold water, heavy with chemicals. I
nodded slightly. “Good choice. I prefer water.”

He looked very pleased with himself. “Cool.
So do we just settle in here for a while and see what happens?”

“Have you seen anybody you recognize? Maybe
that wererat you mentioned?” I knew that the rat was not there.
Even though the lights made aura reading impossible, wererats have
a distinct odor about them even when they’re in human form.

“So far, no one that I recognize. Give it
time, the night’s young yet.” He lifted his glass to his lips. I
could smell soda of some kind, but no alcohol. Good, he was
planning to keep his wits about him.

I caught those green eyes as the lights
flashed around us. “Then we wait.”

We settled into an easy quiet, as quiet as
anything can be in the middle of a loud disco-tech with men dancing
and talking all around us. I watched the door for any sign of
anyone that might be non-human. I knew from the files that Yellow
Sky had a decently large non-human population. I figured it was
only a matter of time before one or more arrived on the scene.

“So do you dance?” Alex asked leaning close
to me again.

“What?” The question took me by surprise. We
were supposed to be here to locate a contact into Estaben’s group.
Why was Alex worried about me being able to dance? It had been many
years since I had danced, and the modern dance that I’d observed
left me questioning the thought behind it.

“Do you dance?” he repeated.

“Not in a very long time,” I responded, my
mind drifting back to the last time. It had been about the turn of
the twentieth century. I went to an early meeting of the Coalition,
and one of my friends talked me into going into one of the
speakeasies of that time.

“Well, we should try while we’re waiting for
someone to show up. It will make us look less suspicious, don’t ‘ya
think?” He smiled with a wicked twinkle in those damned green eyes.
Then he sat bolt upright and focused his gaze at the door.

A small man entered the bar. He stood barely
five feet tall. His clothes had a permanently-tosseled look and his
stringy blond hair looked as if he hadn’t washed it in over a week.
There was a long scar down one cheek crossing over the high bridge
of his pointed nose and ending under his right eye. Both eyes
appeared bloodshot. I knew the look of a wererat. Even through the
heavily-perfumed bodies between us, I caught the scent. He was so
long gone. He had so little control over what he was that his
animal side was almost in complete control. If he still lived as a
human at all, he’d soon leave it for a life on the streets looking
for scraps and begging out an existence.

“Be right back,” Alex said, getting up from
the table. “David just came in.”

I nodded and watched as Alex slipped through
the crowd heading off the rat that was heading for the bar. I found
myself staring at the spot where his nicely-rounded butt had
vanished into the crowd. I mentally shook myself to remember that
this was work.

He returned a couple of moments later with
the small man in tow. The man carried two drinks that he sat on the
table before he turned toward me. Alex began to introduce us as I
reached for his hand in a polite gesture that if we weren’t in
public I would have forgone. The man’s nose twitched and then his
eyes got big. He snatched his hand back, clutching it in the other
hand. His eyes flashed back and forth through the crowd and then
came back to rest on me. I watched as all vestiges of humanity
vanished from his gaze. I saw the animal take over, and watched as
he shrank in size faster than I would’ve thought possible. “Alex
no! Not you too,” he whispered as his human mouth vanished,
replaced by row of long sharp teeth.

“Alex quick!” I drew on my magic to stop him,
but I was too slow. I felt Alex also draw and miss his target as
the large blond rat scurried across the dance floor heading for the
door. Luckily with all the lights, music and general confusion, no
one seemed to notice the exchange.

“Should we go after him?” Alex asked.

I sighed and shook my head. “No point now, he
could be anywhere in a block radius and running fast.” I gestured
for him to sit back down. “One of the few things that can tell I’m
not a normal human is a werecreature that is about to go into full
animal mode. The longer a person is a wer the easier it is for them
to lose themselves in their wereside. For all we know, I just
scared him so badly that he’ll never be able to regain his human
form. He probably thinks I’m a vampire.”

Alex slid his chair closer to me so that we
wouldn’t have to strain to talk. “So do you mean that as Geri goes
on she’ll become more like the animal and less like the person?”
There was no mistaking the worry in his voice.

I shook my head again. “Not necessarily.
There are a lot of factors to take into consideration. For one,
she’s a competent mage. That means that she’s trained her mind and
is in control of her body and the magical forces around it. That
alone will help her fend off the worst of the animalistic urges
that come upon her. Also she’s a werecoyote, which is a higher
animal than a wererat. A lot more thought goes into being a coyote
than being a rat. Some of the higher predatory wers that I’ve met
are hundreds of years old and have complete control of themselves.
With some of the species, wererats in particular, although
werepossums and wereweasels are close, the progression to the
animal state is almost certain and takes only a few months. I would
figure that your friend was bitten about seven months ago based on
his appearance.”

“Nine, but then Geri tried to help him out
the first couple of months. She’s known him for years. Helped him
get his first real job, but he quit it a couple of weeks back. We
would’ve been out looking for him, but we’ve been trying to get
ready for whatever the Coalition asked us to do to get accepted.”
He failed to hide his concern.

“I know a couple of spells that might help us
track him down if he regains his human form. What bothers me is
that he said ‘not you too.’ Have there been people in your circles
that have been seen in the presence of vampires?” If the vampires
were focusing on magical people, then this could be much worse than
we expected.

Now it was his turn to shake his head. “Not
that I’m aware of, but then if it’s been in the last couple of
weeks, we’ve been out of the loop. I’d like it if we could do
something to try and find David. He needs the option for closure.”
His voice was heavy.

“Has Geri discussed with him the option of
just putting him out of his misery? You realize that while he’s in
rat form, he can pass on the virus to anyone that he happens to
bite. And when he becomes a rat permanently that still applies.”
That was one of the biggest reasons that there were more wererats
than any of the other werecreatures.

He dropped his gaze to the tabletop and
sighed. “Geri talked to him about suicide and how in his case it’d
be acceptable. He’s not the strongest guy at the best of times. He
knew he couldn’t do it. I’m not sure that Geri could do it either.
She’s a soft heart and fairly attached to the little guy. Stan
volunteered to do it, if we get our Coalition membership and can do
it legally. Char and Burn suggested arsenic. Burn thought that it
was real funny, arsenic for the wererat.”

I put my hand on his shoulder. I wanted to
draw my hand back, but I also wanted to draw the man into my arms.
“If we can find him, after we get the information he has, I can do
it with Coalition jurisdiction.”

He looked up with a little water in those
green eyes. “Thanks. That’d be good of you.” He sighed again and I
felt a little of the tension in him fade.

The lights went completely out on the dance
floor for a second and a new song started up. Alex sprang up and
grabbed my hand from his shoulder. “Enough. I love this song, let’s
dance.” He headed toward the dance floor trying to pull me
along.

“But I have no idea…” I started to say.

“Don’t worry about it,” he interrupted “You
can either follow my lead, or just let the music take you. It can
be almost magical.”

And then, we were on the dance floor. The sea
of people closed in around us as Alex began to move with the music.
All the time he refused to release my hand. We pressed into the
heart of the dancers. Most of them moved in time to the music. Here
and there I could see someone that obviously had their own rhythm
going on in their head. The music seemed to take control as we
moved closer toward the center of the dance floor.

Suddenly Alex stopped and I bumped into him
as he turned to face me. He released my hand then and his dancing
became more frantic. There was a bright smile on his face as his
lips moved in time with the words of the song. His body writhed
with the pulse of the music. I tried to get into it myself. I felt
the music moving across me like wading into the surf. I mirrored
Alex’s movements so that I didn’t just stand there in the midst of
the dancers like the lone flower that somehow is not blown by the
wind. Alex reached out for my hands and began to move them around
between us. I relaxed and let him take control of my movements,
merging with the music as the song changed.

A primal beat surged out of the new song.
Alex laughed, then released my hands and moved in closer to me.
Heat rose from him and he began to move against my body. I did my
best to flow with him, so we looked like two lovers out for an
evening of dancing. I felt a pull from him as his mind reached out
for mine. It tried to illicit a response from my body. And before I
could stop it, I felt a sensation I hadn’t felt in a very long
time. This human was calling forth energies I’d buried long
ago.

I was about to head back to our table when he
caught my hands again and pulled me tightly against him. He pressed
his mouth against mine. With the intimate contact, lust and need
poured off him. I couldn’t help myself as long dormant feelings
within me found an outlet. I wrapped my arms around him and
returned his kiss with vigor, felling the urgency in both of us. I
tried not to think about what would’ve happened if we hadn’t been
in the middle of a dance floor surrounded by hundreds of people. He
pulled back slightly to look me in the face. His green eyes
sparkled in passion.

“Damn, you’re hot,” he whispered in my ear
before sinking his teeth into it.

Before I could respond, we both felt a
vampire enter the club. Somehow we managed to work our way to the
edge of the crowd. I stepped out of the sunken dance floor and back
onto the main floor. I could see over the heads of most of the
dancers. Standing in the doorway was a young vampire in classic
Goth dress. Had he not been undead, he would have looked like it
anyway.

Alex stepped up to my side and took my hand.
“Do you think he knows we’re here?”

I shook my head. I didn’t want to remove my
hand from his. “No, he’s very new as a vampire. And he’s hungry. At
this point, the entire room looks alike to him. Everyone is just
food. He’ll most likely kill the first person he can get to leave
the bar, probably in the parking lot. He may return for another, or
he may hunt elsewhere for his next meal. I need to know his lineage
and then I can tell if he is one of Estaben’s children.”

“How do we do that?”

“I need to taste his blood. Just a drop will
do and I’ll be able to recite all the vampires in his family tree.
Blood is one of the most powerful substances in the magical world
if you know how to use it.” I pondered the best way to do that.

“Leave that to me.” I felt Alex draw power
from the music in the air around us into his hands. He forced the
energy into his right hand, flexed his fingers, and to my mage
sight, a single silver dagger flew out across the room toward the
fledgling vampire. As it nicked his arm, he slapped at it like a
human might slap at a bug bite. But he was too late and the silver
energy headed back to Alex. The luminescent dagger hovered in front
of me and I saw two small red almost-gelatinous drops on its
tip.

With my own energies, I tipped it up so that
the red drops rolled off onto my tongue. As the first drop hit the
damp skin, I drew on my druid magics and the images began. His
death was only a couple of nights ago at the hands of a man he
thought wanted his body. He’d been drained and left alone. I
focused on the vampire that sired him. I didn’t know him, but I
could see that his grandsire was Estaben’s first companion. Beyond
that I saw Estaben and the Incan priest that turned him those many
years ago, followed by a rapid succession of feather-clad priests
and priestesses.

Less than two heartbeats passed. I looked at
Alex and nodded. “He doesn’t know much, but there are some spells
that we can do to get more information than he knows he has. That
and he needs some guidance right now.”

Alex reabsorbed the silver dagger’s energy.
“So how do we bring him in?”

“How good are your telepathic command
skills?”

“Best of the class.” He smiled and I felt
something inside me flutter. It felt like something that had been
asleep in me for two thousand years, lost to me when my magical
training had begun, was trying to awaken. Was this the feeling of
finding a soul mate?

“Good, follow my lead, and when we get him
outside, take control of him so we can get him back to Geri’s.” I
took his hand in mine and led him toward the vampire. This time, it
felt like his hand belonged in mine.

We avoided the dance floor and walked up to
him just as he reached the bar. I stepped into his path, forcing
him to turn toward us. “Excuse me, but we saw you come through the
door and realized that you were just what we were looking for
tonight.”

“We what?” His dark bushy eyebrows rose
sharply, but this close, I sensed his hunger in ways his blood
couldn’t convey.

“Please let me start again. My name is Tom
and this is Biff.” I gestured to Alex. “We came out tonight to get
into the pants of a nice hot guy. I believe you are just what we’re
looking for.” He glanced us over. I could tell that he was trying
to decide if he could take both of us, but the thought of an easy
double feast was too much for his hunger.

“A three-way huh? I’m Robert. I’m your man.
So when do you want to get started.” He was trying not to sound
eager, but I felt the hunger bubbling over in him.

Alex stepped between us and took our arms in
his. “How about right now, big boy.” He smiled. The glint in his
eyes was more lecherous than any look he’d used on me up to that
point. He ran his hands along Robert’s large smooth biceps. The
vampire almost drooled on him. Alex led us out into the parking lot
and toward the Pathfinder. I could feel him gathering subtle power
as we walked along and I watched out of the corner of my eye as he
began to weave it around Robert with subtle grace and artistry.
“We’re over here,” he said, guiding us out into the darkest part of
the lot, then bringing us to a stop under a bright streetlight.
Luckily there were no other patrons. He let go of my arm and turned
to face Robert.

“I’d like a little taste of what is to come,”
he said softly as he wrapped his arms around Robert’s neck and
pulled his face downward. Robert struggled to control his hunger.
Alex’s power lashed out as their lips touched.

Robert’s eyes flew open for a moment. He
tried to push Alex away, but he was new to his vampire strength and
hungry too. Alex held them in place as he seized control of the
vampire’s mind. The mental tussle was brief. Robert’s eyes glazed
over and his body went slack.

Alex stepped away slowly, his eyes never
leaving his prey. “That was harder than I thought. I’ve never had
to touch someone before to take over, but then I’ve never tried to
take over a vampire. He’s still fighting. We’d better get him in
the truck and get back to Geri’s before he slips my hold.” His
voice was tight and controlled. I knew that he didn’t want to
divert too much of his attention from holding Robert.

“You did great.” I said. I wanted to take him
in my arms to show him how pleased I was at his effort, but I knew
that’d disrupt his concentration. “I’ll bring the car around, you
just keep him here.” I used my speed, moving as fast as I could to
limit the time I’d be away from them. Alex was vulnerable while he
kept Robert under his control. I was at the Pathfinder in
seconds.

They stood in the same pool of light as I
swung the car toward them. Alex had his arms wrapped around
Robert’s neck, making it look like they stood there in the throes
of passion. Alex opened the front passenger door then stepped aside
to let Robert get in. He slid into the back seat, trying not to
take his eyes off Robert for more than a split second. Sweat
accumulated on his body from the exertion. I pulled back out into
the street without a word and headed back to Geri’s house.
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The drive back to Geri’s seemed to take
longer than the drive out to the bar. Luckily, I recalled the
route, so I didn’t have to break Alex’s train of thought to find my
way, but I had to ask for her phone number to call and warn her of
our impending arrival with unexpected company. I glanced frequently
in the mirror and Alex’s face was still with concentration, sweat
covered his brow.

As I turned onto Geri’s road, I saw several
cars waiting for us. They left a place at the end of the walk so I
could pull the truck up close to the door. Before I could get out
and around to the back passenger door, Geri’s front door flew open
and people poured out into the night. As I opened the door for
Alex, I quickly scanned the people surrounding us and realized it
was just the gang. Although their faces showed eagerness to ask all
sorts of questions, they remained quiet as they helped Alex get
Robert out of the car and into the house.

They silently led us through the living room,
although their need to question hung heavily in the air as we
descended a narrow basement staircase. In the harsh basement light,
a heavy, old, but still in good shape, barber’s chair waited,
bolted to the floor. Geri adjusted one of the many leather straps
adorning it. Along with the leather, handcuffs and a good length of
chain hung from spots around the chair. The chain was also linked
to a large eye bolt sunk into the floor.

I glanced at Geri; she had this in place
before tonight. Even with the help of her students, she couldn’t
have had time to install all that was here. It was very impressive.
It wouldn’t have held a mature vampire at full strength, but would
do very nicely with this fledgling.

Stan approached and caught the clothes Robert
removed at Alex’s silent command. Once down to his underwear, Alex
maneuvered Robert into the chair while the gang swarmed around it.
Charles and Bernadette closed the leather wrist restrains after
attaching the handcuffs. Stan wrapped the heaviest chain across his
chest and linked it back to the eyebolt in the floor and Larry and
Terry worked on securing his feet. Janie fastened the leather
collar and smaller chain around his neck. If I didn’t know the
situation, the silence they worked in would have been eerie. It
showed me how well this group worked together. I was impressed.

Once they were done, Geri walked over, still
in complete silence, and checked all the bindings. When she was
satisfied that they were tight, I felt her call on the magic that
hummed in the room. A wall of protective magical force went up
around the chair, preventing escape. It was then that I noticed the
magic circle carved into the floor.

“Good job you two. Alex, let him go,” Geri
said.

Relief flooded Alex’s features right before
he collapsed. I caught him before he fell across the edge of the
circle. One of the others, I’m not sure which one, showed up at my
side with a folding canvas chair and I eased him into it. He was
very pale and unconscious from the strain of holding Robert in
thrall for so long. At my side, Geri took his left hand. I felt her
power flood through him for a second.

“He’ll be fine, just needs a bit of sleep and
some food,” she said. “Tal it’ll be a few minutes before your prize
here wakes up. If you’d please carry Alex up to the spare bedroom
and put him there until we’re done, I’d appreciate it. You’re the
only one other than me that could carry him up the stairs without
help. Hill will show you the way.” She turned to her student.
“Hill, the blue room, if you would. Alex is always more comfortable
there.”

“Sure Geri, just don’t do anything cool
without me,” Janie said cheerfully. So Janie’s secret magical name
was Hill, I was going to have to pay attention to keep everyone
straight. Burn/Bernadette was easy. Using the diminutive of Hillary
took a little more thought.

I lifted Alex and started up the stairs with
him. His body was limp in my arms, but I could feel the strong
muscles in his back and legs. His head rested on my shoulder. It
was all I could do to keep from taking a good deep breath of his
red hair and the herbal shampoo he used a couple of hours before,
that along with the light cologne, combined for an intoxicating
scent. The fear I felt as I watched him collapse was pushed aside
by the feeling of right about holding his unconscious form in my
arms. I reminded myself that I was not here for emotional
entanglements. Once the assignment was over I’d be leaving and the
handsome young man in my arms would stay here in Yellow Sky with
his coven. I couldn’t remember the last time I held another man in
my arms like this. I enjoyed it while it lasted.

Janie, Hill as they called her, led us
through the kitchen and down a short hall. I was beginning to think
that this house was a lot bigger than it appeared from the outside.
She led me into a small bedroom and flicked on the light. Geri
named this room correctly; everything existed in varying shades of
blue. The headboard and bed clothes were a deep Navy, the walls
were just a little darker than sky blue and the plush carpet a deep
royal blue. Even the simple chair that sat next to the bed had a
seat of deep blue leather. I wondered again about her taste in
decorating.

Janie dashed ahead of me and folded down the
bed so that I could lay Alex onto the sheets. Before pulling the
covers over him, I paused for a moment and pulled off his cowboy
boots. I left the white socks on, but could tell that his large
feet were perfectly formed underneath them. Janie stood silently
waiting for me at the door as I pulled the blue sheet and comforter
up to Alex’s chin. I wiped the last of the sweat off his brow and
then forced myself to straighten beside the bed before I gave into
the overwhelming urge to stroke his hair and kiss his forehead. He
looked very peaceful and extremely attractive lying there.

I turned to see Janie watching me. “What’s
your take on all of this?”

“All of this?” I responded softly heading out
of the room, moving quietly to avoid waking Alex.

“Yeah. Us applying to the Coalition of
Magical Creatures. You being sent here to watch us kill the
vampire. Alex.” She turned and walked down the hall.

I fell into step behind her as we entered the
kitchen. “If you all have the skill that Alex has, then you should
be part of the Coalition. I’m an assassin and have killed a number
of vampires and other magical creatures over the years. I’ve even
had to take out the odd magician or witch once in a while, when one
oversteps their bounds. You might view me as the magic police.”

“So, you think we can do this?” She turned,
her face eager for my approval.

“If you can keep things at the level Alex did
tonight, then you have a chance of beating Estaben de’Oro.
If you’re not up to that level, then you can forget any chance of
getting out alive. He’s not the fledgling that we have downstairs.
He has a coven of vampires under his control. You’re going to need
skill, knowledge and a lot of luck to walk away with your lives
intact. But from what I have seen so far, you have a good chance.”
I didn’t add that whether the Coalition liked it or not, I was
going to do everything in my power to keep Alex alive. I realized
that as I pulled the sheets up over him. If nothing else, Alex
would live. Should anything happen to him, I’d kill every vampire
in Yellow Sky with my bare hands.

We started down the stairs.

A scream ripped the air.

As our walk turned to a run, I was careful to
not charge over the young woman on the narrow stairs.

The scene in the basement was very similar to
the one we had left except that Robert was now awake. He struggled
against the bonds that held him to the chair and screamed for his
release. Geri stood at the edge of the magic circle nearest his
head.

She looked up at us as we stepped off the
stairs. “Well, he’s awake.” She turned to Char who sat at a laptop
computer next to a half-full wine rack. “What can you tell me about
him?”

Charles changed screens and turned toward
her. “Well it looks like Robert Cooper has led a squeaky-clean life
up until now. I can’t find any police records and his driving
record is clean. Not even a parking ticket. He’s into internet
porn, but then there’s no law against that. He never visits the
kiddie sites. He frequented adult chat rooms up until about a week
ago, but he hasn’t been back since he talked to someone called
Fang. Their conversation was fairly standard for a quick trick.
Based on those records they met at a little hotel over on
Nor’easter Dr. He hasn’t even checked his email since he logged off
that night. I would say that Fang may have fanged him and that
would be that.”

“Sounds feasible.” Geri responded.
“Stan?”

“Based on the Coalition files, I’d say that
assessment is fairly accurate. The magic related to the change is
only about a week old, actually at this point, I’d say six days
twenty-one hours. He probably died his first death about three in
the morning last Saturday.” He looked at me. Obviously, the
Coalition thought it a good idea to give Geri and her brood a few
records and some of the more complicated spells that are used to
find out basic information on vampires. That also told me that if
they failed their test, the Coalition was prepared to do memory
wipes on all them.

I nodded and then turned to study Robert. He
still struggled but he’d stopped screaming for now. His face
contorted in a rage combined with a deep hunger that made him
extremely dangerous to all in the room. His smooth skin still held
the tan he must’ve worked very hard on in life. His fangs were
small as they flashed when he snarled. If he died last Saturday
then he would’ve fed at least twice since then, maybe more. He
hadn’t managed to tear any of the leather straps so his strength
hadn’t manifested its fullest yet. Most fledglings don’t gain their
full strength until they survive the first month or so. Personally,
I think it’s almost a Darwinian thing. Those who cannot survive
their first month shouldn’t survive at all. He sniffed at the air
inside of the circle, trying to get a scent of the people around
him.

“How many have you killed?” I asked, keeping
my voice low and steady.

He turned toward me. I could see the
curiosity in his face about me, but his hunger controlled him.

I gestured for Geri and stepped away from the
circle. She joined me by the stairs. “We won’t be able to get any
information out of him until his hunger is lessoned and he regains
control. You or I are the only ones who can risk going in. He’ll
also find that our blood is stronger than that of the humans he’s
been feeding on. It will take less to fill him. But, if you’re the
one he feeds from, he may develop a taste for wereblood. That may
become a problem for you brethren of the fur.”

She nodded in agreement. “I’m new enough I
don’t need that hanging over me. Will you be okay?

“I’ve fed vampires before. The ones who enjoy
my blood quickly discover it’s one of a kind and not something they
get unless I say they get it.”

“Understandable.” She stepped toward the
circle and drew a long-bladed Kris dagger with a black handle.
Power radiated off the narrow curved blade. It was easy to see that
she’d used this knife for a long time and often. “If you’re ready,
I can cut you into the circle.”

I took off my light gray wool jacket and
rolled back the sleeves of my black silk shirt, then handed the
jacket to Janie who reappeared at my side as I followed Geri back
to the circle. She placed the point of the blade against the floor
and slid it across the line, then slowly straightened, holding the
blade in front of her. A seam of light flared where the blade
passed through the barrier. When she reached a comfortable height,
she began to cut horizontally to the circle on the floor until she
had about a two-foot line and then she descended back to the floor.
The others took up positions around the circle as she completed her
doorway of light into the protected area of the room. The way they
did it without speaking, told me they’d done this before. I
wondered again what they’d been doing here.

She stood up, bowed formally and gestured
with her free hand to the doorway. “Pass freely into the circle.
I’ll release you when you’re ready.”

“Thank you.” I said just as formally before
taking a deep breath and passing into the circle that held
Robert.

A slight jolt passed over me, and when I
cleared the doorway, she closed it behind me. Robert struggled
harder against the bonds as I approached him. He bared his juvenile
fangs and hissed like a movie vampire. I chuckled at that. I hadn’t
seen a vampire do that in a very long time. I moved quickly,
placing my hands on the sides of his head, forcing it back against
the headrest. He struggled to tear at the bindings, but his
strength was, as I suspected, barely more than that of a human.

With a touch of my druid magic, I reached out
to him. “Be Still,” I commanded both verbally and mentally.
He immediately went slack in my grasp. His mind still struggled but
it would never be stronger than mine. My telepathic skills may be a
bit lacking, but they were enough to still the mind of a non
magical, fledgling vampire. I carefully only brushed his conscious
mind.

I removed my hands from his head and lowered
my right wrist over his mouth. “Drink.” His hands sought to
press my arm into his mouth and his tiny fangs tore at my wrist,
trying to get at the blood that coursed through my veins.
“Easier. Puncture, don’t tear.” He seemed to understand and
sank his fangs into my bared wrist, easily finding the radial
artery. He relied more on the suction of his mouth than his teeth
once he punctured my flesh. My blood flowed into him and his hunger
ebbed.

As he fed, I started to feel hungry. I’d need
to eat again within the next twenty-four hours. I wondered what was
happening that food ran through me so easily now. Something was
wrong. I’d have to wait until the issue with Estaben was resolved
before I had the time to sort it out, but it almost felt like
someone was drawing energy off of me. But right now with the
fledgling feeding from me, I didn’t need to take time to think
about that.

When the hunger no longer controlled him, I
pushed his head back into the chair to get him to release me. His
eyes pleaded for more, but he opened his mouth so I could remove my
arm without doing additional damage. As I pulled away, I willed the
skin around the punctures to close.

“So now that your hunger had been sated,” I
started as I rolled my sleeve down over my hairy forearm, “how many
people have you killed?”

“Who are you and these people? Where am I?
What have you done to me?” He didn’t struggle against the bonds,
but expressed his anger in his voice.

“At the moment, we’re the ones that hold your
life in our hands, young vampire.” I tried not to sound
condescending, but sometimes people need to feel that you might
kill them.

“Vampire? Why do you call me that?” Fear
crept into his voice, replacing the anger he’d just shown.

“You’re a fledgling vampire. Surely your sire
explained this to you.” I didn’t like the way this was going.

“What are you talking about? What does
my father have to do with this?” His voice was now very shaky.

“Robert, what can you tell me of the past few
nights?” This was definitely not going well.

“I wake up after dark hungry. Nothing in the
fridge looks good. So I go to the bar and have a couple of drinks,
pick up a guy and we leave. I don’t remember much from there. Then
I wake up again the next evening. At one point I seem to have lost
a couple of days. It’s like after I gave that really hunky guy a
blow job, I woke up a couple of days later. What does that have to
do with vampires?”

“He’s telling the truth,” Bernadette said,
from outside of the circle.

“How do you know?” I asked, ignoring Robert
for a moment.

“See this rune here?” She pointed to the rune
of truth carved into the floor between the rings of the circle.
“It’s not flared red once while you’ve been talking to him. As far
as he’s concerned, he’s telling the truth.”

I nodded with understanding. “So either he’s
not remembering what happened to him, or someone’s interfering with
his memories. I can resolve that.” I reached out with my will again
as I laid my right hand against his forehead. The spell for memory
was a simple one that I learned in my early druid training. I
risked meddling with something his sire might sense. His eyes flew
wide as my skin touched his again. “Remember all.” It was a
very mean thing to do, but I didn’t want to take the time to help
him reclaim the memories the normal way. And there are times when I
can be a real asshole.

He moaned as all the memories flooded back to
him. He saw his own death and those he caused. He sank into the
chair. His body racked by sobs. I watched as he shook within the
bonds, tears flooding down his cheeks, smearing his makeup, and I
realized he was the real victim in all of this. I saw two choices,
well three really, but I didn’t need a new fledgling to show the
correct ways to be a vampire. I gestured for Geri.

“If you would please reopen your circle my
lady?” I made the formal request. I didn’t see any reason to show
them that I could break the magic circle if necessary.

“But of course my lord,” she said with a
slight smile as she sliced the door into existence again.

“Charles, can you find any personnel files or
psyche reports please?” I asked the twin waiting patiently at his
terminal watching the proceedings with great interest. Having him
do it would be faster than contacting Beth to see what she could
find. If Charles couldn’t find anything then I’d call her.

“Geri?” he asked quietly, careful not to let
his obvious eagerness to please me override his natural need to get
her approval.

“Good idea,” she said, as she again completed
her door in the magic circle.

Once I cleared it, and the opening closed
again, I motioned Geri to follow me upstairs leaving the gang to
guard Robert. I paused just off the stairs. “I need your opinion
here. I’m supposed to just be an observer in all of this, so this
is something you and yours should decide, but I can decide for you
if you want.”

She nodded and motioned me to the kitchen
table. She went first to the cupboard and got a couple of cups out,
and poured some tea from the glass pot that simmered on the
stove.

She sat the fragrant mug down in front of me
before speaking. “So, as you see them, what are our options?”

I sipped the warm, tart tea. “Well, he’s
obviously been changed without being aware of it until now. That
goes against all of the socially-correct things any modern vampire
stands for. His sire doesn’t appear to take any responsibility for
his upbringing. If we’re lucky, he won’t even sense what we’re
doing. Our first option is to try and find an elder vampire to take
him under their wing and teach him. One of the other options is to
let him go and let him figure it out on his own. That’d probably be
more trouble than it’s worth.”

“Not to mention that I don’t need that in my
town, too many bodies laying around for my taste,” Geri added
grimly. “That’d draw way too much attention from the local police,
even with Larry and Terry’s father doing what he can to keep the
non-human and magical community off the official police radar.”

It was good to know someone kept things on
the down low with the police. I’d remember that in my report to JB.
“Well, the only other option is to kill him now. I doubt that we
can get any good info out of him, other than a description of the
man who did this to him. We’d put him out of his misery and prevent
a possible menace from prowling the streets of Yellow Sky.”

“He’s young, are you that ruthless?” She set
the cup down and studied me through the steam. She was trying to
get a feel for me. It was probably more than she could do.

“I can be when needed. That is why I’m one of
the Coalition’s assassins. I can do what I need to do. Part of it’s
my magical training, helps with the logical thinking; part of it’s
the understanding of nature, and part is just being old enough to
know when to take the steps to keep things running right.” I kept
my response as honest as possible.

She nodded then knocked back the last of her
tea. “I can respect that. It also helps me to trust you. Let’s go
see what Char’s found and get the gang’s input on all of this.”
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As we descended the stairs, I saw the gang
still positioned around the circle enclosing Robert. His sobs had
slowed to the point they no longer racked his body. With the back
of the chair facing me, I couldn’t tell if his tears still fell,
but his breath was still heavy and catching. Although I didn’t show
it to anyone, I was concerned about the future of this fledgling
vampire. I got a good vibe off him. I secretly hoped that Geri’s
crew would decide against killing him. But this was their test and
I’d abide by their decision.

“Geri, we’ve got something here,” Charles
called us over to the computer.
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