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 Chapter 1 
 
    The sun threatened to burn me alive as I wiped another bead of sweat from my brow, and the movement almost made me lose my grip on the bulky package I held. Sure, being a delivery boy wasn't glamorous, but it paid the bills. I’d be damned if I was going to let a little hot sun and some heavy packages get the best of me. 
 
    I took a deep breath and did my best to ignore the sweat and heat. Then I glanced up the dirty brick wall in front of me until my eyes landed on the address messily spray-painted across the bricks in black paint. 
 
    As I made my way down the wide back alley, my boots crunched gravel, glass, and other items that I didn’t want to think about. I dodged smelly dumpsters and strung out homeless people until my eyes finally found those four glorious digits. 
 
    I stepped up the two cement steps as quickly as I could and tucked the package into a dusty alcove in front of the screen door. 
 
    “Package!” I yelled at the exact same time a collective scream rose from the street on the other side of the building. 
 
    I took a quick step back just as a pudgy man in a baker’s apron scrambled out of the screen door. One hand clung to his hat as he tripped down the steps, and I flung out my arm to break his fall. As I steadied him, he turned to me, and I saw that pure terror filled his eyes. 
 
    “Run!” he cried urgently, and then he sprinted down the alley away from the door like he was being chased by the Big Bad Wolf. 
 
    As he scrambled away, my mind told my legs to run, but my legs were still all sorts of confused about what was really going on. So, instead of doing the smart thing, I watched the flapping apron turn left at the end of the alley. 
 
    Half a moment later, my legs finally got the message and started to move, but as soon as I took a step, the wall in front of me exploded outward in a cloud of brick, mortar, and dust. A solid object burst through it and slammed into the bottom of the barbed wire fence on the opposite side of the alley. Dust and particles filled the air, and I squinted in the sudden haze. The object was small, compact, and… alive? 
 
    Before I realized what was happening, I was moving toward the dying creature. 
 
    Even if his skin hadn't been blue, he was so slender that I knew he was one of the Fae. The hue of his skin meant he was Unseelie, and as I took in his blood-red eyes, I realized I was inches away from a creature who belonged to the Dark Court. And I was betting he was a high-ranking one since he wore a blood red cape similar to the ones I’d seen the elite dark elven guards wear on the news. 
 
    I had never seen an Unseelie Fae in person before. The treaty meant that the Unseelie were supposed to stay far away from the world of humans and Seelie Fae. My world had been divided between the Seelie and Unseelie since long before I was born, and the Unseelie lived in their own, separate kingdom on the other side of the Dracun Mountains.  
 
    The Seelie were the Court of Light. They brought balance and unity to the world, and they served as a symbol of peace and justice. 
 
    The Unseelie were the opposite. They were dark, evil creatures whose sole purpose was to bring chaos to the world. 
 
    And I was crouched mere inches from one. 
 
    “Are you okay--” 
 
    An echoing roar from behind me cut me off before I could say more. The fairy’s eyes widened in shock, and I followed his gaze to the hole his body had just left in the bakery wall.  
 
    Through it, I could barely make out a huge, grotesque creature that looked like a cross between a troll and a tree trunk. It wore a torn dirty cloth wrapped around its waist but was otherwise naked. Its bumpy skin had a slimy sheen that caused the mid-afternoon sun to glare off it. There was no neck, just a mouth and flared nostrils tucked between two bulky shoulders. As ugly as it was, one thing was very clear: this monster could tear everyone here to pieces with only its bare hands. 
 
    “Take… it.” 
 
    The voice was so weak and quiet that it took me a moment to realize the fairy had spoken to me. I turned to meet his blood-red eyes and realized he’d been impaled through the stomach with what looked like a spike of black metal. 
 
    “Oh, my god! I have to get you out of here,” I cried as I reached forward to pick him up. With any luck, we could escape before the troll realized we were here. 
 
    “We don’t have time. The metal is already in my blood. Even if you managed to get me to help, it wouldn’t matter.” He wheezed before he shook his head as if trying to dismiss the thought. “You need to take my power! Now!” He emphasized the words with the last of his strength, raised his wrinkled right hand once more, and offered it to me. I noticed his hand glowed like embers, with hints of deeper red striped along his veins, from his wrists to the tips of his yellowed nails. 
 
    That's when I also realized what he was trying to tell me. Fae were notoriously allergic to iron, and since he was going to die from the spike, he wanted me to take his magic. No… not just his magic. His hand. He wanted me to take his Hand of Power. What power, I had no idea. But his eyes looked at me imploringly as I deliberated for a split second. 
 
    I didn’t know that much about Hands of Power, but I did know two things: I had never even been close to magic before, and I was a human. We weren’t supposed to have magical powers. A human with magic that hadn’t been granted to him by the Seelie guild could get thrown in prison for life. Not to mention the fact that some human bodies couldn’t even absorb a Hand. For all I knew, I could take his Hand and end up being blown to smithereens. 
 
    Of course, I could also absorb his Hand and end up extraordinarily powerful. A few humans had done it before. Or so I’d heard.  
 
    My deliberation time was cut short as another roar echoed, followed by blood-curdling screams. 
 
    Those people needed saving. 
 
    “This is the only way.” The fairy shifted his hand even closer to me as he caught onto my hesitation. “Somebody has to… stop that thing. Please.” 
 
    His red eyes pleaded with me. Suddenly, he let out a thick cough that sprayed my shoulder with dark blue blood. He didn’t have much longer. 
 
    “Please,” he gasped. 
 
    Before I could even follow my own thoughts, I made the most impulsive decision of my life. Every cell in my body was cold, and every piece of me vibrated with the deep, instinctual wish to run. But instead of giving in to my fear, I reached out with my right hand and grasped the rough palm of the dying fairy. 
 
    “What is your name?” he asked as he locked his blood-red eyes onto my hazel ones. 
 
    “Uh, Milton. Milton Bailey,” I replied. 
 
    His pupils dilated as I watched, and a shimmer covered them. “Hello, Milton. I am Oragon. Use my power well.” 
 
    Then, the dying fairy let out a deep sigh, and an immense heat rushed through my blood. It was as if every cell in my body was on fire. My head felt like it was swelling and collapsing at the same time as my vision suddenly sharpened. I could see every molecule and every atom of everything in front of me. There were colors I’d never seen before that appeared before my eyes. All of my senses were heightened, and a rush of adrenaline flowed through me. 
 
    I felt invincible. 
 
    I inhaled sharply, and the smell of the garbage now divided into several distinct smells: rotting fruit, human defecation, melted plastic, burning croissants. What’s more, the air I inhaled seemed to fill my lungs more fully than ever before. 
 
    The fairy coughed again, and as I turned back toward him, he began to dissolve into sparks of crimson light. 
 
    “Go, human,” he whispered as the last few sparks of his being vanished into nothingness. “Save them all.” His words hung in the air, and I nodded to the lost life I was now forever connected to. 
 
    I stood up, my limbs steady as I stepped through the blown-out bakery. The back wall was completely caved in, and bits of broken brick, rubble, and other debris littered the inside of the room. The bakery’s glass case was shattered, and shards glittered on the tops of chocolate cakes and croissants. Some of the wrought-iron tables still stood, but most of the other tables were destroyed, and their bent, twisted corpses were strewn across the floor. 
 
    “I guess that’s where the spike came from,” I said as I stared at the broken remains of the metal tables. I wondered for a second if the troll stabbed the fairy with it on purpose or if it had been a happy accident, but the table looked like it had been stamped flat and then had one of its legs wrenched off, so I guessed it had been done on purpose. 
 
    Even with my newfound power, I’d have to be careful. 
 
    I walked out into the deserted street in search of the monster. I wasn’t sure what the fairy’s power was, but he clearly felt confident in my ability to stop this thing. For the first time in my life, I moved on pure instinct and trusted the magic that now coursed through my veins. It made me feel more alive and stronger than I had ever been before.  
 
    The colors were so much brighter now, but the improvement in my vision made it a little difficult to see under the bright sun. My ears picked up something my eyes couldn’t see, and I turned to follow the noise. 
 
    There, about a block away, was the monster, shiny and grotesque in the daylight. Saliva dripped from its mangled mouth as it loomed over its next target, and I ducked my head to the side so I could see who he was about to kill. 
 
    A little girl stood in the monster’s shadow, and her pigtails bounced as the breath of the evil creature washed over her. Both of her eyes were squeezed shut as if to block out the nightmare until she woke up. She clutched a ragged teddy bear with a patch on its belly like it was her only savior. 
 
    Except there was also me. I raised my right hand as I willed it to glow, to show me its new power, but nothing happened. The little girl let out another squeak as troll-2.0 stepped toward her. 
 
    Just as one clumsy arm swung toward her tiny figure, the scent of blood hit my nostrils, and I glanced to my left to see a poor soul lying in a pool of his own blood with his dead eyes wide open. The sight of his mangled corpse made me furious in a way I couldn’t quite explain, but I realized his blood was a blessing. My hand vibrated as I took in the metallic scent and remembered the color of the sash and cape my magic donor had worn. 
 
    That was it. 
 
    The Hand of Blood. 
 
    I snapped my attention back to the monstrous creature and saw that its arm was mere inches from the child now. 
 
    “Hey, Ugly!” I hollered. That got its attention, but this thing didn’t seem too interested in me. He looked up and barely noticed I was there before he glanced right back down at the terrified kid. 
 
    As a twisted smile covered the monster’s face, I reached out toward it with my newfound power. In an instant, I felt connected to the creature. No, not to the creature, but to the blood within him. My magic surged within me, and without even pausing to think too much about it, I instinctively jerked my hand violently backward. 
 
    My movement tore every last drop of blood from the creature’s body, and the silver liquid flew across the empty street before it splattered the windows of the storefronts, the streets, the walls, and everything in between. They would definitely have a mess to clean up in the morning. 
 
    There was a loud crash as the troll’s body tumbled to the pavement in front of the kid it had been about to tear apart. Her eyes were still squeezed tightly shut, and she mumbled something incoherent as I approached. 
 
    “Hey, kid, it’s going to be okay,” I said in my most reassuring voice to the small child, but she didn’t even open her eyes. 
 
    Right as I was about to step toward her, a loud mechanical screech pierced the air. The little girl opened her eyes at the sound, took one look at the dead mountain of monster flesh, and then raced down the street. 
 
    “Mom!” she screamed at the top of her lungs. 
 
    I wanted to call out after the girl, but honestly, I couldn’t blame her. The monster was even more terrifying up close. Its skin was unnaturally shiny and covered in huge bumps. There was no nose on its face, just two huge pits that I guessed were its nostrils. The entire left side of its body was torn apart, and its two dull black eyes stared blankly at the sky. This thing was scary, the type of scary nightmares are made of, but not the type of scary you should see when you’re awake. 
 
    Something about this strange hybrid monster, with its silver blood and gnarled features, made me feel very uneasy, and as that realization hit me, a massive turquoise van raced onto the street and nearly tipped over as it rounded the corner. 
 
    It was the absolute weirdest vehicle I had ever seen, hands down, even though it sort of reminded me of those big white vans people used to tell their kids to stay away from. The roof had what looked like an air conditioning unit sitting on top, and antennae stuck out haphazardly like porcupine spikes. The entire vehicle seemed to shimmer like an illusion on the asphalt on a hot summer day, and I realized every window was pitch black, including the windshield. 
 
    Which was probably why the driver seemed to be having so much trouble navigating. 
 
    As the wheels on its left side hit the ground hard, the van screeched across the pavement until it came to a jarring halt in front of the deceased monster. The long door on its side rolled open a few inches, and the most beautiful creature I had ever seen leapt out as the van screeched away again. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” I muttered as my jaw fell open. 
 
    She was gorgeous. A little short for an elf, but slim and light, with lean muscles on her arms and legs that screamed “badass.” Her long blonde hair was tied back in an intricate braid, and the end of it barely met her slender hips. It was the kind of platinum blonde human women go through bottles and bottles of hair dye for, but I knew this color was natural because, well, she was an elf. 
 
    The woman was clad in a tight black fabric that covered her from the tops of her thighs to her shoulder blades. It looked like a tank top and shorts had been sewn together specifically to fit her leggy frame, like an extra-long leotard. The strap of a quiver landed between her full breasts, and she held her bow raised and ready to fire. 
 
    She turned toward me with an arrow nocked, and her ocean blue eyes landed on my face. They were penetrating, and the contrast between her saturated eyes and nearly translucent skin gave her beauty an almost eerie edge. Her full, luscious lips opened as her mouth moved, but I was too busy imagining what our lives would be like together to hear what she had to say because, well, in my head we were married, had three children, two dogs, and a weird bird we didn’t really like but got so our oldest daughter, Esmae, could learn some fucking responsibility because she needed to set an example for Mabel and Charlotte because they really looked up to their big sister, and-- 
 
    “Hello? Human. I’m trying to talk to you here. Human!” Her roar shook me out of my thoughts, and I instantly snapped my head up to meet her eyes. I registered the fact that there was an arrow pointed directly at my heart and found my voice. 
 
    “Can I help you?” I added an edge to my words so she wouldn’t catch on to the thoughts I’d just had. “Also, how do you feel about birds? I’m not really a fan, personally.” 
 
    “What are you babbling about? I don’t give a fuck about birds,” she said before shaking her head in annoyance. “I need you to tell me what’s going on. That’s why I’ve been yelling at you for half a minute. What happened here?” She glanced around, and I finally took in the mass destruction the creature had caused. 
 
    Bodies were thrown everywhere, some still resembling humans and Fae, others so twisted and mangled it was hard to tell what they had been when they were alive. There were pools of blood in the street and cars stopped in odd places, many with doors still hanging open from the passengers who desperately tried to run. Windows on storefronts were shattered, and those that were still intact were smeared with blood and internal organs. This thing, whatever it had been, seemed to have one singular purpose: destruction. 
 
    “Well, I was back there delivering some stuff, and I heard screaming. When I came out to the street, this had already happened, and he was about to go after a kid.” I debated telling this gorgeous woman about my encounter with the dead fairy, but then figured it was best to wait until I knew exactly who she was. The absolute last thing I wanted was to catch one of her arrows with my chest. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” The elf stared me down for a moment before she slung her bow over her shoulder and turned back to examine the monster. 
 
    The warrior circled the creature as she surveyed its lifeless form. One finger dipped into the hole in its side, and she brought it close to her nose to sniff the blood. A strange expression crossed her face, and she stepped back to pull out a camera with about fifteen lens-focus-dials on it to take a quick picture. The moment she finished taking her snapshot, her right hand went up to her ear, and she started to speak.  
 
    “Yeah, you get that pic? ... Nope, don’t know what it is. Sorta looks like a troll though. Apparently, it came ripping through here and destroyed the whole damn place… There’s this guy standing here, so I’m going to ask… Yep, I’m on it.” She turned on her heel and strode toward me with a suspicious look etched on her beautiful features. Her icy blue gaze penetrated my soul, and my heart began to race.  
 
    Man, this chick was my badass dream girl for sure. 
 
    “What’s your name?” The lean figure stopped not two steps in front of me with her arms crossed over her cleavage. The close proximity almost made me want to take a step back, but if she wanted to be close to me, I wasn’t going to stop her. 
 
    “My name is Milton. What’s yours?” I narrowed my gaze as I tried to be half as intimidating as she was. 
 
    “You do this?” She ignored my question, and her eyes glanced sideways at the mountain of deceased monster. 
 
    “I did.” I placed my hands on my hips, puffed out my chest, and lifted my chin. “I only wish I could have done it sooner.” 
 
    “Right.” Her eyes narrowed at me once again, and I tried not to get lost in the dancing blue and turquoise in front of me. I really had to control myself so as not to let my own eyes travel a few inches south. She didn’t strike me as the type of girl who would appreciate being ogled, and I wasn’t in the mood to piss off a warrior elf with a bow and arrow strapped to her back. 
 
    “What guild are you from?” she asked as she looked me up and down. 
 
    “Guild?” I hesitated. If I said yes, I could easily explain away my newfound magic. If I said no, there would probably be a lot of questions headed my direction. But then again, if I said yes, that was a pretty easy lie to get caught in. “I’m not from a guild.”  
 
    “Alright, so we’ve got a rogue human with a hero complex in our midst. Just what I need today.” Her tone was annoyed, but I felt a hint of appreciation in it, and I caught the tiniest upturn of her lips as she turned down the street. “Come on, HC, you’re coming with me.”   
 
    One long pale hand waved me in her direction, and then she turned and walked away. Her leather boots crunched down the street when she stepped, and she managed to snap three more pictures of the damage and death before I caught up to her. 
 
    “HC?” I asked. On any other day, I’d probably be pretty damn wary of following an arrow-wielding stranger down a desolated street, but this wasn’t any other day. Besides, I was really hoping she wouldn’t be a stranger for long. 
 
    Those eyes glanced at me again, and one thin eyebrow rose in amusement. 
 
    “Yeah, Hero Complex.” 
 
    I waited for her to explain further, but she didn’t. She just kept walking those long legs down the street as she snapped pictures and surveyed the damage. 
 
    “But my name’s--” 
 
    “Don’t care. I’m calling you HC.” She nodded in a way that let me know resistance would be futile. 
 
    “Right. Okay. Then I should at least know your name.” I gave her my most charming grin, the one that normally did a girl in. 
 
    “Fair enough. It’s Ariette.” She paused for a minute as we came across a cafe storefront that had its window completely smashed in. 
 
    The surrounding brick held it together, but the same could not be said for the interior. Electrical lines swung in the air and sparks of blue electricity crackled off their ends. The broken television in the back played a very pixelated version of the classic Elven commercial that had been all over television since before I was born. 
 
    The smile of the friendly Elf as she talked to a group of humans about their so-called autonomy in this new age was distorted by broken pixels and gray stripes. The teeth that were supposed to shine now seemed dull and the cheery face was decidedly terrifying as it looked out from the screen over a room full of mangled bodies and spilled coffee. 
 
    “These damn Unseelie,” Ariette muttered under her breath. “Pointless bloodshed, and for what? Just to prove they still matter?” 
 
    I almost asked her why the Unseelie would want to cause such destruction, but then she let out an angry roar and put her fist through a section of the remaining glass. It shattered loudly, and I guessed it was the only sound to be heard for blocks. Then she pulled her hand back out of the screen and turned to face me with fire in her eyes. 
 
    “Listen, I don’t know what your deal is here, but you’re going to stick with me until we get to the bottom of whatever’s going on. If you really killed that monster, the guild could use your power right now.”  
 
    Her tone left no room for argument, and if I was honest, I didn’t really want to argue. Hell, I’d had more excitement in the last hour than in the last ten years of my life combined. She continued to walk down the street, and one pale hand motioned for me to follow.  
 
    “So, Ariette, how did you get into this business of hunting down monsters and scary shit? It seems kind of--” 
 
    “If you say dangerous for a woman, I will kick you in the balls so hard you’ll see stars.” She gritted her teeth as she threw a dangerous glare in my direction. 
 
    “Actually,” I laughed, “I was going to say intense. If this is the kind of stuff you do often.” I threw my best, most charming smile her way, and for a moment, her hard exterior melted a bit. Then she smiled at me and put her camera down temporarily. 
 
    “I suppose you’re right, but it’s different for me. Kind of a legacy thing. My father was a guild master, and as the only child in my family, it was just expected.” 
 
    “So, you would rather be doing something else?” I kicked at a lone can as I asked my question to make it seem as nonchalant as possible. Truthfully, I was pretty damn interested in anything Ariette had to say. 
 
    “Not at all.” Her long braid fell over her shoulder as she reached down to pick up a baby bottle. It was crushed in on one side, and she shook her head in sadness before she snapped her eyes up at a sound.  
 
    A black Mustang parked across the street had its motor running, and I could barely make out a voice speaking from inside of it. Ariette must have heard the voice also, since she took two steps forward, crouched to the ground to hide behind a silver sedan, and turned to me with one warning finger pressed against her mouth. I quickly dropped my body lower to the ground, and then I crawled forward, so that I squatted next to her. 
 
    One pale hand snaked into the belt around her waist and pulled out a tiny round recording device. She pressed the button, closed her eyes, and listened intently. I forced myself not to get distracted by her thick black lashes and listened too. 
 
    Over the sound of the engine, my new heightened hearing could barely make out a masculine voice. It was deep and gruff, and if I had to guess, I’d say the voice belonged to a goblin. 
 
    “Yes, sir, just how you wanted… No, he was taken down by a human… Yes, sir… Right away.” The engine revved a bit, and I heard the tires crunch what sounded like bones as the car pulled away and drove down the street. 
 
    Ariette stood up and stowed the recorder back in her belt. Before I could say anything, she raised her palm to stop me from talking and pressed the other hand to her ear again. 
 
    “Did you get that?” she asked. Whoever she spoke to must have said something she didn’t like because her next command was gruff. “I don’t care about that, analyze it!” 
 
    She paused and waited for the person on the other end. The response must not have been good. 
 
    “Dammit! Ok, well, thanks anyway, Kalista… Yeah, I’m going to look around for a little while longer. We’ll come to find you when I’m ready… The ‘we’ is me and the guy we saw. He killed that thing… Yeah, I thought it was crazy too.” Ariette’s eyes passed over me as she finished her conversation, and I heard a tiny, mechanical beep. Then she stood there for a moment longer staring at me.  
 
    I stared right back. 
 
    That must have amused her because she let out a soft laugh. It was light and airy, the kind of sound no human or technology could ever replicate. It was beautiful. 
 
    “HC, you’ve got no idea what you’ve just gotten yourself into.” 
 
    “Then, why don’t you tell me?” I asked as I smirked at the elven beauty. 
 
    That earned another laugh, but she shook her head instead of answering me. 
 
    “You’ll figure it out soon enough. Come on, we’ve got to get to the beginning of all this.” She waved her hand around as she referred to “all this.” 
 
    “Why? It’s going to be the same everywhere. Blown-out buildings, lots of death, scary shit.” I shrugged it off like it didn’t bother me, but it did. I’d never seen destruction like this before. It suddenly struck me that this street looked like a war zone. 
 
    “Clean-up crew, HC. Got to let them know what they’re in for. Your cops don’t like to come around this stuff until they know all the Fae are gone and they’ve got a body count. Come on, you take this side of the street, I’ll take that one.” She pointed across the road as she headed toward the end of the block. 
 
    I noticed then that the next intersection was completely destruction free. The troll must have come out of a portal and charged straight down the block and destroyed everything in front of it. The juxtaposition of the clean, neat, safe block against the gory, dusty block I stood on made my war zone analogy even more relevant.  
 
    As I made my way down the two blocks the creature had decimated, I held out hope that I’d find at least one soul, human or Fae, who was still alive. I desperately wanted to save somebody with my newfound power. But, as I reached the end of my block and turned toward Ariette, we both shook our heads.  
 
    There were no survivors. 
 
    “I counted one-hundred-and-seven. What about you?” Ariette asked as she recorded her number in a tiny square watch she wore on her wrist. 
 
    “One-hundred-and-fifty-four.” 
 
    We both paused in silence, but it was quickly broken by the sound of wailing sirens. Three police cars and an ambulance came down the block, and each driver gave Ariette a salute as they passed. She returned it and watched as they parked along the street. 
 
    “We should go.” Her voice was solemn as she started to head down the cross street. 
 
    The police were cordoning off the two blocks. That seemed kind of pointless since I was sure no one was around for miles, but I wasn’t about to tell them how to do their jobs. 
 
    “Wait.” I hesitated as I watched the police get out to pick up the dead. “Shouldn’t we help?” 
 
    “No, we stay out of your affairs.” Ariette waited for a beat before she continued. “The dead fae will dissipate and return to magic. Your fellow humans will want to take and bury their dead in the way of your traditions. You’ve got Fae magic, so you stay out of their way, too.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay.” I was about to follow her when I remembered who the hell I was, and why I’d been in that alley in the first place. I had to get back to my truck and finish my deliveries, or my boss would have my head. But, hey, with this Hand of Power, I could probably persuade him to be a little nicer. 
 
    “Well, I’m going to get back to my delivery truck, then. You should give me your number, in case I’ve got any, you know, Fae related stuff I need to talk to you about.” A grin spread across my face, and as she turned, I had no doubt I was about to get my wish.  
 
    “HC, you look a lot smarter than you’ve been acting, let me tell you.” I was almost insulted, but I saw a playful smile cross her lips. “You are in the guild now. You’re not going back to your boring human life.” 
 
    I started to protest, but she raised a hand to cut me off. 
 
    “We don’t let powerful magic users just wander around the human world making deliveries. They get recruited into a guild. Wherever, or however, you got that magic you used, you’re powerful. So, you are coming with me. End of discussion.” 
 
    Her bossy attitude was kind of a turn on, and thoughts of what the gorgeous elf looked like minus the badass outfit raced through my head. 
 
    “Uhhh,” I started to say, but then she spun around and walked away from me.   
 
    I could say no and leave, and risk this hot warrior either kicking my ass or leaving me to never see her again. Or, I could follow her and possibly get myself killed, but have the adventure of a lifetime. 
 
    “Alright, Ariette,” I shouted after her with a grin, “I’ll stick around to help you out. I just gotta call my boss first. Important delivery business, you know.”  
 
    The elf didn’t look at all amused by my quip, but she did nod at me and stop to lean back against a partially destroyed brick wall.  
 
    Quickly, I pulled out my cheap flip phone and dialed my grumpy old boss. My heart pounded slightly as the phone rang, but I forced myself to calm down. After all, I had imagined a moment like this for years. Of course, I always thought it would happen because I won the lottery and not because I was being taken by the Seelie Fae, but hey, I would take what I could get.  
 
    “What do you need, Bailey?” Bill’s gruff voice mumbled sleepily into the phone. I must have called him during his daily afternoon nap.  
 
    “Yeah, uh, Bill, I got some bad news,” I started. 
 
    “I swear, Bailey, if you’re about to tell me you crashed the truck like that idiot Walter, I will--” 
 
    “Nope, no, the truck’s fine.” I kept my voice level as I watched Ariette quirk an eyebrow at me in amusement. Of course, she could hear the conversation with her Fae hearing. I cleared my throat and looked away from her before I continued. “Look, Bill, I got myself mixed up in something down here, and I’m not going to be able to finish my route today. Actually uh… this might be my two week’s notice.” 
 
    “Bailey, goddamn it!” Bill roared into the phone. “If you don’t get your ass back in that truck and finish those deliveries, I will fire you right now!” 
 
     I could imagine him right now with his pudgy red face contorted with anger as he tried to crush the phone. The image made a chuckle bubble up in my throat, but I forced it back down.  
 
    “Bill, it’s the Fae,” I muttered as I breathed in deeply. Yelling back at him wouldn’t help me right now.  
 
    “The Fae?” Instantly, Bill’s tone shifted, and the yelling ceased.  
 
    “Yeah, they want me to do something for them,” I replied. “They, uh, they want me to go with them.” 
 
    “Oh, well, alright then, Bailey,” the old man stuttered into the phone, a total one-eighty from just seconds ago. “You just go and do what you need to do and, uh, you let me know if… uh, when you can come back.” 
 
    “Alright, Bill,” I said as a smile spread across my face. “The truck’s parked outside an alley on the corner of Fourth and Main by the way.” 
 
    “I’ll send someone to pick it up. You… you be careful out there, Bailey,” Bill added quietly. “Best to listen to them at all times, you hear?”  
 
    Bill’s voice had gone hushed and soft, and it reminded me that people generally treated the Fae with extreme caution and wariness. With just cause, too. The Fae were insanely powerful, and in the last century, they had extended that power into almost every aspect of human life. They were kind of like Big Brother but with magic. 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” I responded. “Thanks, Bill.” 
 
     My boss said nothing else, and then I heard the line go dead before I turned back to Ariette.  
 
    “He sounded nice.” Ariette laughed as she jumped up from her resting place to continue walking down the street. One pale hand motioned for me to follow, and I was powerless to resist it.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    We walked for a few minutes before I spied Ariette’s crazy looking van in a deserted McDonald’s parking lot. At least, I assumed it was the same van. It still had a shimmery sheen all around it, the windows were still pitch black, and the antennae were still there. I highly doubted there could be any other van with all three of those features, but the vehicle we were headed toward was now a dull white, and the middle of the door was pushed in like it had been t-boned by a semi-truck. There were even spots of gray and brown along the sides that made it look like it was a hundred years old and had been through a war.  
 
    Hell, maybe it had.  
 
    Ariette strode straight toward it, and her long legs made her pert butt jump in the most amazing way. My thoughts crashed into the gutter as I watched her walk, and it wasn’t until she turned around with one eyebrow raised in an all-knowing way that I shook myself out of my lustful fog and cleared my throat.  
 
    “Very interesting contraption you’ve got on your back there, Ariette.” I didn’t even glance in her direction as I walked past, but I heard the scorching sarcasm in her voice when she responded.  
 
    “Uh-huh. Lots of men think so, too.”  
 
    I approached the side of the van and looked for a handle to slide the door open. Of course, there wasn’t one. Because why would a group of badass, secretive Seelie put a handle on the side of their weird color-changing van where just anyone could access it?  
 
    Ariette came up behind me and nudged me out of the way so that she could place her hand right where a handle would have been. A shimmer passed along the white panel beneath her fingers, and then it softly glowed green before the door magically slid open to reveal the interior of the van.  
 
    And damn, was it cooler than I ever could have expected.  
 
    It was bigger on the inside than should have been physically possible, given the dimensions of the van, but I had to remind myself that I was in the world of the Fae now. Magic was everywhere.  
 
    Two small steps led to the interior, and it looked like a cross between someone’s home, and a van for top-secret spies who go around hacking into giant databases and recording illicit conversations.  
 
    Massive computer screens lined the top of the van walls and stretched all the way up to the roof. Each screen showed different views of our city. Some had the police officers as they cleaned up the decimated streets, others played video of shopping malls and business offices, and one even displayed the inside of the White House.  
 
    “Is that the Oval Office?” I asked as I turned to Ariette.  
 
    “‘Free country’ may not be the best description anymore.” At least she looked chagrined as she said it. Not like I was surprised. A person would have to be pretty stupid to assume our old ways and laws really mattered against the rule of the Fae, no matter how many times they assured us we retained independence.  
 
    I simply nodded, not in a position to judge anymore. After all, I was officially one of them now. And wow… that was kind of weird… 
 
    I thought about the number of times I wished I could be a Fae when I was a child. I had spent so much time locked in daydreams about what it would be like to wake up and suddenly find myself a magic-wielding badass, or for some beautiful Fae woman to burst into my foster home and say I was her long-lost child. Of course, I never believed any of that would have actually been possible, but it was sure fun to imagine.  
 
    The child inside of me wanted to jump for joy right now.  
 
    Still, I couldn’t help but feel a slight twinge of sadness at the things I knew I’d have to leave behind. Those dank and dusty classrooms at the local community college that had actually begun to feel a bit like a home. Or the studio apartment I so carefully decorated with the cheapest things I could find. Even the frat boys down the hall who never failed to invite me to one of their parties. Being a human gave me an identity, somewhere to fit in a world divided by magical and non-magical, special and not special. The Fae were always this great power, like a group of gods that had simply deigned to allow us to live in their world. Always there, and yet separate and above.  
 
    But, I reminded myself, this was my childhood dream come true. Magic, adventure, and a very hot elf.  
 
    “You know,” I said to Ariette before I realized what I was doing. “You’re really pretty. Prettier than I’d have imagined you’d be.”  
 
    “Um… thanks,” she said as a flush spread across her cheeks. “But I don’t think I’m quite following.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, sorry.” I rubbed the back of my head. “I was just thinking about how when I was a kid watching shows about the Fae hunters and whatnot. I always daydreamed that I could be one, you know. Stupid kid stuff.” Then I smirked and gestured at her. “And of course there would be a pretty elf girl by my side. But yeah, you’re even prettier than the girl of my dreams, and well, you want me to be part of your team.” I smiled at her. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she said, and I could tell she was more than a little pleased at my words. “You’re really sweet.” Then she put on a kind expression, sighed, and reached out to squeeze my hand. “And I know this is a lot to take in. I guess you really are leaving your old life behind. I hope it winds up being as great as you hoped it would be.”  
 
    She gave me one last smile before she turned back toward the screens on the wall, and as I followed her gaze, I realized the walls of the van seemed to be divided into sections. Along the side across from me was a little mission control station, with more computers, some keyboards, and an array of little technological devices. I saw a few recorders among the mess, but many were things I didn’t recognize. One of them even looked as if it could be mobile. It was a ball with long skinny legs sticking out of it in four places, like some kind of huge mechanical spider.  
 
    Next to mission control was an open cabinet full of different deadly weapons. There were a few traditional swords and guns, two bows and arrows that matched the ones on Ariette’s back, and a handful of grenades. But there were also huge light swords that sparked with electricity, and a staff with a glowing, purple orb on top.  
 
    As I stepped further inside, I turned to see what was behind me. There was a full kitchen, stocked with all kinds of food. I saw protein bars next to reddish brown elven bread, and an entire basket of oranges, dragon fruit, and Dracunian melons. My mouth watered at the thought of what it would be like to taste a Dracunian melon. I had never been able to afford it, but I heard they tasted like magic and marshmallows. They grew only on the tops of the mountains of Dracun and were a delicacy, even for the Fae.  
 
    Next to the kitchen, a table was pushed up against the wall, and on top of it sat a glassy sphere that shimmered and rippled like the surface of a lake. Every so often, a small face would pop up in the center of the sphere, and it would grow larger as it came toward the top of the object, before it popped like a bubble and disappeared. I had never seen anything like it before, and just as I was about to turn and ask Ariette what the hell it was, a loud alarm that sounded like a cross between a goose’s honk and a smoke alarm blared throughout the van.  
 
    A few moments later, a small form barreled out from behind the curtain that separated the back of the van from the driver’s seat. The blur of movement almost knocked me over as it headed straight to the kitchen area where the honking originated from.  
 
    “Shouldn’t take so long to brew a damn coffee,” the form mumbled as arms quickly pulled a mug down from a cabinet and poured a stream of what looked like the strongest cup of coffee ever to grace the face of the Earth. “Fucking old piece of crap technology. Oh, it’s better, they told me. Best cup of joe you’ll ever have, they told me. Can’t even get it to brew faster than ten damn minutes. Stupid humans with their stupid machines, and their stupid traditions, and--” 
 
    “Kalista!” Ariette hollered, tone firm but edged with amusement. The tiny form turned toward me, and I finally was able to take her in once the quick movements and angry grumbling had ceased.  
 
    She was pretty in a sort of other-worldly way. Her frame was short and slightly stout, made more proportional by large round hips and a busty chest that threatened to rip the fabric of her top apart at any second. She wore a brown t-shirt, cut into a deep v-neck that was laced together like a sneaker and showed off her ample breasts. The style was popular among humans, so I was pretty surprised to see a Fae in a shirt like that. Her legs were clad in tight skinny jeans that definitely should not have allowed for the amount of movement she had shown on her journey to get her coffee. One hand fiddled with a piece of jewelry around her neck. It was a thin gold chain, with a single tiny feather hung on it. It was a beautiful necklace, but it couldn’t hold a flame to her face and hair.   
 
    Her pale nose was tiny, upturned, and covered with a spattering of freckles. It sat just below large almond-shaped eyes that blinked beneath long thick lashes. Her irises were a violent purple, an almost fuschia color that took me completely by surprise and lent her an intense gaze I could almost feel myself get lost in. And at the crown of her head sat a mass of spiked silver hair. It wasn’t the kind of silver that came from age or from a box of hair dye. It was the kind of silver swords and fine jewelry were made from.  
 
    “Yo, can I help you?” It was then that I noticed her voice. It wasn’t deep at all like I had expected given her stature. While it wasn’t nearly as soothing and commanding as Ariette’s, Kalista’s voice carried a melodious ripple that ran through it, as if she sang every word.  
 
    She must have noticed my stare, and I heard Ariette giggle behind me.  
 
    “No, no, I just was… your eyes are--” I fumbled for words because I’d never encountered anyone who looked quite like her, Fae or human.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I’m half-dwarf, half-elf, that’s why I look so different. Yes, I have a Hand. No, I don’t drink beer and eat cake all day. Yes, I’m taller than the average dwarf. Yes, I’ve got magic. No, besides my Hand I can’t do anything more than tracker spells and a little befuddlement. Did I cover everything?” Her violet eyes looked at me with that intense gaze again, and she crossed her arms over her pale breasts.  
 
    “Oh, well… um…” I still couldn’t find my words. I wasn’t sure whether to be terrified or amused by this woman, who was barely five feet tall, staring at me like I was a petulant toddler.  
 
    She narrowed her violet eyes at me. “Well then, what are you?” 
 
    “Kalista!” Ariette’s cry of annoyance surprised me almost as much as the look of anger that crossed her features.  
 
    “Sorry, but he’s just staring at me! It’s rude!” Kalista turned herself around and stomped back over to her steaming mug in a huff. 
 
    “Uhhh, sorr--” I started to say, but she turned back to her coffee.  
 
    “Everybody’s always staring at me,” she mumbled quiet enough that she must have figured no one would hear.  
 
    “Kalista, this is Milton.” Ariette motioned to me as she stepped in between the two of us. “Milton, this is Kalista. She’s our go-to for all things tech-related. Basically, she saves our asses, day in and day out.”  
 
    “Hell yeah I do,” Kalista grunted, and as she whipped herself back around, that violet gaze landed back on me. She didn’t blink much which made her gaze all the more intense, and I fought the urge to squirm.  
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Kalista. Sorry for staring earlier.” I stuck my hand out as I breached the distance between us.  
 
    The tiny tech guru looked at my outstretched arm for a brief second before she shifted her coffee mug to her left hand and grasped my palm with the other.  
 
    “No worries, dude. Now you got it over with though. You only get one time.”  
 
    “Right.” I nodded. 
 
    “He’s the one who killed that thing.” Ariette put one hand on my shoulder and electricity ran up my arm. Her hand was warm and soft, and it left an imprint on me even after she removed it. It took everything I had to command myself to focus and not get lost in the fantasy of what that hand would feel like in other, much more sensitive places.  
 
    “No shit, all by yourself?” Kalista’s question knocked me out of my fantasy, and I shrugged calmly as I placed my hands in my pockets and assumed the most macho position I could.  
 
    “Yea, it was nothing. I saw a problem, and I took care of it. No biggie.” I turned my gaze to the ceiling in cool disinterest.  
 
    “No, it was pretty big, what you did back there. You saved that little girl’s life,” Ariette said with a tiny half smile, and I thought I detected a hint of awe in her voice. 
 
    I turned to meet her round ocean blue eyes and noticed a strand of hair had fallen loose from the elf’s braid. It tickled her ear in a way that begged me to reach out and tuck it back, but once again, Kalista’s voice interrupted my fantasy.  
 
    “Wait, are you a Magi?” Her eyes narrowed, and she put her coffee back down on the table, both hands on her hips now.  
 
    I blinked.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    In my frantic state, after the fairy turned over his Hand to me and the world had flipped itself upside down, I hadn’t even thought about the law. All I knew was my blood pumped through my veins stronger than ever before, and the world seemed bright and new again. And there was a monster hell-bent on killing a little girl and causing as much destruction as possible. I hadn’t thought about the consequences of my actions before I ripped every drop of blood from its body with my Hand.  
 
    But I wasn’t a Magi, and I wasn’t registered with the government. The first rule any human learned before we even learn how to dial 911 or make cereal, was to never interfere with magic. From the very beginning of our lives, it was drilled into our heads: magic is for the Fae, and for the Fae only. Unless a guild gives you explicit permission, don’t touch magic, don’t study magic, and most importantly, don’t use magic. And I had completely ignored human rule number one. This meant I had broken the law in a major way. 
 
    In a way that could get me killed. 
 
    But I couldn’t lie. If I lied and were found out, which was pretty much going to happen since I knew I wouldn’t be anywhere in their system, I’d definitely get myself killed. So it was between maybe being killed and definitely being killed.  
 
    And for the second time that day, I made a split second decision and hoped for the best.  
 
    “Uh… no, I’m not,” I stuttered in response, and the elf’s face fell slightly. 
 
    “Aw, HC, don’t you know non-Magis aren’t supposed to use magic?”  
 
    The disappointment was clear in Ariette’s voice, but my world spun. I couldn’t focus on her. Here I was, with two government agents, basically admitting I’d broken one of the very few laws that no human should ever break. I started to imagine all the ways in which the High Court might do away with me forever when Ariette spoke again.  
 
    “We will tell them it was me,” she said, and her firm voice left no room for argument.  
 
    Well, I sure as hell wasn’t about to argue.  
 
    “Ari, I don’t think--” Kalista started, before the elven warrior cut her off.  
 
    “Kalista, we tell them it was me. That thing’s dead, for damn good reason. No one will even question it. If Milton hadn’t been there, who knows how many more it would have killed? I don’t have the power he has. We tell them it was me, we register him as a Magi, and it’s done.”  
 
    “Fine,” Kalista grumbled, “but if any of this blows back on us, I’m not speaking to you for at least a thousand years.” 
 
    Kalista plopped her butt in a wheeled desk chair and spun it around as she sipped her coffee. Those violet eyes looked up at me every once in a while as if she grappled with making a decision about whether or not she liked me. Ariette moved over to the weaponry cabinet and undid the bow and quiver from around her torso. She hung each one up with care and then joined Kalista in a wheeled desk chair of her own. They whispered to each other, and Kalista turned on a computer. Her snowy fingers typed things into the screen in Elvish, a language I couldn’t read. Every once in a while, the elven warrior would pick up a recorder and speak into it, her voice clear but the words foreign.  
 
    I glanced around the van for a few minutes before I cleared my throat. It was like they’d forgotten I was there. When neither one looked up, I shuffled forward and bent between the two of them so that I could get their attention.  
 
    “Are we going to go somewhere, or just sit here for the rest of the day?” I asked. 
 
    “Yo, relax, human. We’re getting you registered as a Magi, so your ass doesn’t get in any more trouble for unsanctioned magic use.” Violet eyes rolled in their sockets as Kalista kept her gaze on the computer screen.  
 
    I didn’t have too long to sit with the pit in my stomach, though, because one of the screens that displayed the cleanup of the city street crackled and pixelated before it switched to a new view.  
 
    The screen was overtaken by an older female face. Her age was apparent only in the white hair that swept down across her forehead and lay close to her scalp on both sides of her skull. It was short like a crew cut military humans wore, but the pointed ears on the sides of her head told me she was an elf. She had a long neck that met the bottom of the screen, and the rest of her body was hidden from sight.  
 
    Her face was wise, battle-worn, and yet extremely tough. One eye was covered in a light green colored patch that was so pale it was almost white. On it was the symbol of the Jefferson Guild, which ruled over Jefferson City and its surrounding territories. It looked like a circle with a sword inside of it. Her pale skin softly glowed, and her visible eye crinkled at the corner. The only signs of age on her face rested in those crow’s feet. Thin lips wrapped around perfectly aligned white teeth and the lips turned up at the ends in a jovial smile. She seemed like the intersection of wise, kind, and badass. I liked her already.  
 
    “How’d we do, team?” She surveyed the two women in front of me, and both stood straight as a board as they saluted her. Her voice was deep and gruff, with a hint of sexy femininity, and there was a lilting in her tone that told me she was raised a lady. She had the accent of the High Elves, but the look of a military star.  
 
    “The creature was disposed of, Danira. I killed it. We counted two-hundred and sixty-one dead, about one-third of them Fae.” Ariette nodded with finality as Kalista looked up from her computer.  
 
    “Can’t find any record of anything like this monster in any databases, Fae or human. By all accounts, this thing doesn’t exist.” The sureness faded from Kalista’s voice slightly as she finished up, and I got the sense that she was forcing herself not to let any worry come through in her words.  
 
    “Except it does exist,” the warrior, Danira, muttered. “Best you all come back to base while we sort this thing out.” Then her black eye flicked to something off-screen before it came back to land on me.  
 
    Her gaze was not nearly as intense as Kalista’s, but I still wanted to look away. I had the strange urge to bow to this astute warrior even though I knew that would make me look stupid. There was a hell of a lot of knowledge in her stare.  
 
    “Who’s this?” Danira spat out of the side of her mouth, and her one black eye looked me up and down in a way that made me feel as if she stood right in front of me.  
 
    “This is Milton. He’s an adept,” Ariette replied. Once again, one long slender hand laid itself on my shoulder, and my shorts tightened between my thighs. If this was going to be a regular thing, I definitely needed to learn some damn self-control.  
 
    “No shit, an adept!” Danira let out a laugh, a long airless sort of sound that reminded me of a cough. “Well, Milton, welcome aboard! Good job, Ariette.”  
 
    I swore I caught the willowy elf beside me blush the slightest bit at the praise. Ariette bowed her head in gratitude and removed her beautiful hand from its place on my shoulder.  
 
    “So, Milton, what can you do? Our last adept had the Hand of Neurons. Not so great, but not so bad either. If only he had the Hand of Intelligence, maybe he wouldn’t have been… well, that doesn’t matter now.” Danira waved away her thoughts before she turned her black eye back to me and smiled. “What’s your power?” 
 
    “It’s, uh...” I stuttered. I wasn’t totally sure if I could just come out and say it, but the dead silence as all three women stared at me and waited, made me think it would look even more awkward to not say anything. “The Hand of Blood, ma’am.”  
 
    Danira paused, and I heard a chair creak through the speakers as she sat back. I could tell her arms were crossed, and that lone black eye narrowed at me. She pursed her lips, and my whole body began to vibrate with anxiety.  
 
    Ariette and Kalista said nothing, but Kalista looked back and forth between Danira and me violently.  
 
    My eyes met Ariette’s blue orbs, and there was a worry in her gaze that made my knees shake. Something felt off. The blonde warrior beside me turned back to Danira, and her full lips formed a thin line as she watched the elder warrior think something through. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity but was probably only a minute, Danira spoke. Her tone was grave, and her face held none of the joy it had moments ago.  
 
    “I’ve never heard of an adept who had the Hand of Blood. Were you born with it, boy?” Danira asked harshly.  
 
    My heart beat in my chest as Danira’s singular black eye stared at me. She didn’t blink once. I had two seconds to decide whether or not I should tell her the truth.  
 
    If I told her the truth, she might not believe me, but if I lied and she figured it out, I was dead meat for sure. So yet again, I made a split second decision that could very well get me killed. 
 
    “No, I was given it. By a fairy.” I lifted my chin and widened my stance as I hoped to make myself seem more commanding.  
 
    Thankfully, Danira didn’t question me further. She gave us one stern nod.  
 
    “We’ll discuss this more later. Head back to base. And Milton,” she paused and waited for me to make eye contact before she continued. “Welcome to the team.”  
 
    The screen went black before it reverted back to a scene of the street. The police were still there, but it looked like they had barely made a dent in the clean-up. I could feel the eyes of the two women on me, and I met them both.  
 
    Soft blue eyes that were almost expressionless looked at me unwaveringly. The violet ones next to her were narrowed slightly, both eyebrows drawn down above them.  
 
    “You were given it?” Kalista tilted her head as she looked me up and down, and one hand played with the feather around her neck.  
 
    I had the feeling her trust was going to be hard to earn.  
 
    “Yeah.” I shrugged as I turned to grab a bottle of water off the kitchen counter. Then I cracked the seal and took one long gulp. In my excitement and the introduction to this life I now led, I’d forgotten my immense thirst. After the first gulp, I chugged down half of the bottle and waited out the silence.  
 
    “Look, Kal, it doesn’t matter. He killed the monster. Do you really think he’s Unseelie?” Ariette stepped toward me the slightest bit. She probably didn’t even realize she did it, but I sure did.  
 
    “But Danira said--” Kalista began to protest, her bright eyes still narrowed.  
 
    “Danira said,” Ariette almost shouted but then caught herself and lowered her beautiful voice before she went on. “Danira said he is on the team. That’s all we need to know, okay?”  
 
    There was another long silence where I thought I might melt into the ground and slip away before Kalista finally nodded.  
 
    “Fine,” she said, but then one finger pointed into my face, and I shifted my gaze up from her pale breasts to meet her eyes. “Don’t fuck this up.”  
 
    With that, her short form disappeared behind the curtain, and Ariette and I were left alone. I watched the elf’s boots glide across the floor as she lowered herself back into a chair, and I snatched up the opportunity to sit in the chair next to her as she scrolled down one of the screens.  
 
    Green sentences written in Elvish flew across the monitor. Her eyes were focused on the words as I shifted myself slightly closer to her. Our knees just barely touched as the engine revved up, and I could hear Kalista mumbling to herself from the front. Suddenly, I felt a slight pressure on the side of my knee and realized the slender elf was pressing her leg into mine. She still didn’t look at me, but the hint of red that graced her cheeks told me she knew exactly what she was doing.  
 
    I watched as her full round breasts rose and fell a little bit faster, and her eyes tilted the tiniest bit in my direction. I had almost worked up the nerve to say something semi-romantic when she pulled away. It wasn’t sudden or jarring, but more like she decided that was enough for the moment.  
 
    “So, uh, what happened to your last adept?” I asked in an attempt to bring our focus away from the charged moment we just shared.  
 
    “He got kidnapped. Remember how Danira said she wished he had the Hand of Intelligence?” She paused and glanced at me in amusement, and I nodded. “Yeah, well, he ran right into an Unseelie trap. The killer part of it was that we all told him it was a total trap, but he had a hero complex.”  
 
    I sat in silence and wondered if my fate would be the same.  
 
    “Hey, HC.” Ariette’s voice was soft, and her tone caused me to turn and meet her eyes. “He had an actual hero complex, not just a heroic personality.”  
 
    My reply was cut short when the van suddenly took off at a speed I was almost certain was at least five times the speed limit. Ariette grabbed onto the table in front of her in a moment of wonderful foresight. I wished I had her talent as my chair was flung across the floor of the van when the mammoth vehicle took a right-hand turn at top speed. 
 
    I must have worn a hilariously shocked expression because Ariette laughed out loud and her blue eyes twinkled with glee. Before she could get a word in, I flew across the floor of the van again as Kalista veered left. I couldn’t be too mad, though, because the turn had thrown me straight into the back of the elven beauty’s chair, and I found my face buried in her braid.  
 
    Her hair held the most amazing amalgamation of smells, like strawberries and cream covered in freshly cut flowers. I had to stop myself from inhaling deeply. I didn’t need to worry, though, because my breath was cut off as I slid even further to the side. My knee was now planted firmly in the top part of her butt that peeked out in the space between the back and the seat of the chair. It was soft and firm, and my knee went hot at the sensation.  
 
    All too quickly, Ariette had turned her chair around and took her butt from my knee so that she could pull me in front of the table.  
 
    “Hold on,” she hollered, and I gripped the edge of the table with both hands. For her part, Ariette didn’t seem at all shaken up by our wild ride.  
 
    “Is this how it always is?” I yelled over the roar of the engine.  
 
    “That’s what happens when we let Kalista paint all the windows black just in case someone tries to ‘see inside and spy on us,’ as she puts it. She can’t see out the windows, so she’s got to use her Hand to drive!” 
 
    “Hold on, did you just say she can’t see where she is--”  
 
    “She’s got the Hand of Sight. She can see the objects in front of her in her mind. Don’t worry, we haven’t crashed. Yet.” A smile adorned Ariette’s face as she finished her explanation, but I couldn’t bring myself to find anything funny about the situation. “Basically, if it’s within fifteen feet of her and there’s no iron around, she can see everything, like an X-ray. She’s a fantastic driver!” 
 
    “Fifteen feet?” I screeched. Fifteen feet was, like, barely more than the length of a car. How the hell was she able to drive without a major crash every three seconds? 
 
    “Yeah,” Ariette shrugged, completely unbothered with how little space that was. “Comes in pretty damn handy when you want to know what food’s left in the fridge.”  
 
    Here I was, in a van with two beautiful warriors who I barely knew, with a new magical power, and a driver who couldn’t actually use her eyes to see. Great.  
 
    “So, what’s your Hand, then?” I questioned Ariette.  
 
    “Hand of Electricity.” She smirked as she raised her Hand in the air between us, and blue sparks danced mesmerisingly between the tips of her fingers.   
 
    “Nice,” I cried out as we hit another turn, but then my rib cage hit the counter violently, and all the air was forced from my lungs in a great whoosh. 
 
    “Do you know how Hands work?” Ariette asked as she gazed at me.  
 
    “With magic,” I shrugged back jokingly. When the elf didn’t smile, I shook my head. “Not really, no.” 
 
    “Well you’re going to have to know how they work if you’re going to be in possession of one,” she grunted, and then she slid her chair toward me so she could pick up my right hand. A surge of electricity crawled up my arm that had absolutely nothing to do with Ariette’s own power.  
 
    “Your magic sits in here,” the elf said as she stroked one long finger across my palm, “because your hands are the source your power, your magic travels up through here,” her finger made its way up my arm and neck until it landed at the crown of my head, “to here. Your mind and your Hand mold and become one, and then you can use your gift. But if this is messed up,” she said as she tapped gently on my forehead, “then this,” she whispered as her finger returned to trace my palm, “won’t work either. You have to have a clear head to make a clear connection. Got it?”  
 
    I nodded, but then we were torn violently apart when Kalista hit a curb as she made a sharp left turn.  
 
    “Sorry!” the dwarf hollered back to us. “Wasn’t paying attention!” 
 
    Thankfully, the ride ended without too many more disastrous turns. Although, I wouldn’t have minded so much if one of those turns had thrown me straight into the gorgeous elf again.  
 
    “Guess we’re out of time,” Ariette said as the van came to a halt with a loud screech. “I’ll have to fill you in on the rest later.” With that, she flung the door open and stepped outside. “Come on.” 
 
    “Right,” I said as I followed her out into the bright sunlight and looked up at the most beautiful building I had ever seen.  
 
    The building was smack dab in the center of a plain flat field full of waving brown grass, and it was surrounded by a huge golden fence carved into swirls just like the wooden door. The fence formed a perfect circle around the building that loomed above me like a mountainous castle. There were probably ten floors in total, and huge towers rose up from the top floor to create even more space. I figured I could probably fit a whole city inside.  
 
    The castle was bright white, almost like it was made completely out of pearls, except for a few embellished swirls of jade. The sunlight bounced off the white and gave the entire thing an angelic glow, and in the center was a huge oak door smack with an intricate design made out of gold inlaid over the wood.  I spun in a slow circle as I took it all in. I had never seen a guild hall before, but if they all looked like this, I had missed out. I felt like I’d been dropped into a fairytale. 
 
    Kalista and Ariette weren’t so wonderstruck with the beauty because they both brushed past me on their way in. Ariette turned to throw a smile over her shoulder and tilted her head to instruct me to follow.  
 
    “Come on, HC, we don’t have time for you to be struck by the majestic beauty of the Fae right now.” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    I stepped inside the huge doors, and my jaw fell open at the sight in front of me. Fae of all sorts bustled around the huge entryway. There were dwarves, elves, wizards, and even a few lesser fairies, all in their own little world of guild related duties. Not a single one looked up at me, but I had to take a moment to absorb it all.  
 
    I stood in a huge round circle that went all the way to the top of the castle, like a giant cylinder. Above me, a giant skylight let sunshine pour down over us and caused the pearl walls to shimmer the slightest bit. The circle was probably fifty feet in diameter, and the doors and archways that were carved into the smooth walls around me gave the effect of spokes in a bicycle wheel. I looked into the open archways as I took in the amalgamation of creatures I was surrounded by. Never in my life had I been this close in proximity to so many different kinds of Seelie Fae. 
 
    There were elves in long white shirts and silver leggings, wizards in gray, white, and navy blue robes, and dwarves in denim overalls with dark brown undershirts. Others were dressed in the clothing of the human world. I saw suits, jeans, and graphic tees on many of the Fae.  
 
    Inside the rooms that surrounded the circle, the guild looked a lot like a normal human office building. Through the open doorways and glass windows, I watched as guild life went on as usual. Some Fae were hunched over paperwork and computers that sat on huge wooden desks. Some spoke to each other, others worked alone.  
 
    The room to my left appeared to be a gym, with huge floor mats and punching bags in the center, and treadmills and weights were pushed up along the sides of the room. I watched as a stout dwarf, with a long red beard and scruffy red hair, rushed toward a hulking centaur. The centaur quickly cantered away from the dwarf’s attack and landed a swift kick in the dwarf’s butt that sent him reeling toward a punching bag. The dwarf made contact with a soft thud but quickly turned back around with a smile on his face.  
 
    “Nice one, Bruntax!” the dwarf bellowed.  
 
    I was shocked that I could hear him over the bustle of activity I was in the middle of, but then I remembered that I had Fae hearing. 
 
    This was amazing.  
 
    Tiny pixies flitted about above our heads, and they moved so fast they weren’t much more than blurs of pink and green light. Humanoid dwarves and elves rushed back and forth in front of me but mixed into the crowd I could pick out other Fae that were decidedly less… normal looking. Those types of Fae never ventured into human spaces, at least not visible to the human eye, and I drank in the magical creatures in front of me like a cold Coke on a hot summer day.  
 
    My eyes landed on two Fae that walked across my path, and I almost gasped at the sight of them. One of them I was pretty sure was a nymph. She was tall and slender, much like Ariette, but her features were a combination of harsh angles and sharp lines like she had been cut from glass. Her long pale blonde hair flowed out from under a flower crown in soft waves that touched the backs of her knees, but the most interesting and daunting thing about the nymph was her skin. She had bright pink skin that glinted in the sunlight, almost as if her skin was an even mixture of color and sparkles. As she spoke to her partner, her thin hands waved in the air, and I counted only four fingers on each.  
 
    The nymph’s partner was also something to behold, but not in such a beautiful way. He was a satyr, part goat and part human. His lower body was unclothed to show off his matted brown hair and torn up hooves and the thin tail that protruded from what should have been his butt. The upper half of his body was clothed in a tight white t-shirt that showed off rippling muscles, and his head was interesting and slightly grotesque. It was a mixture of both his human and goat halves. Although the skin was humanoid, his nose protruded from his face in a snout-like manner, and tiny tusks curled up from behind his bottom lip. Both eyes were coal black, with no pupils or sclera, and on top of his head was a puff of frizzy brown hair that almost completely hid two tiny horns from view. The horns looked like they’d been sawed off as much as possible because the ends were rugged and uneven.  
 
    I had never seen so many Fae in one place before, and it was hard not to be completely awestruck. I could literally feel their magic vibrating through the air as it connected me to every Fae there and gave my entire body a tingling sensation. I wasn’t sure if I felt this way because I was now one of them, or because I’d never been so close to so much magic all at once before. Whatever the explanation was, I never wanted this sensation to end. It was intoxicating.  
 
    “HC, stop staring!” Ariette elbowed me hard in the ribs and emitted a deep low growl of warning when the satyr noticed my wide eyes. “That’s Sudin. He likes to play awful pranks when you piss him off. Plus, he’s part of the Guild Ministry, which means he is like ten levels above your pay grade.”  
 
    “Shit, sorry,” I apologized to the elf, even though the satyr now gave me a death glare. 
 
    I shook myself out of it as the elf pulled me into a corner of the entryway. She and Kalista huddled together, and Ariette bent over a little so that she was at Kalista’s eye line. I didn’t follow suit fast enough apparently because a split second later, Kalista’s hand gripped my collar and yanked me down to her level. I had to stifle a laugh as I imagined what the three of us looked like from the outside. I guessed we looked a hell of a lot like something straight out of a bad spy movie, but neither woman seemed to care. As the Fae bustled around us, Ariette took charge of the conversation.  
 
    “Ok, HC, Kalista, listen up. This is the story, and I expect all of us,” two blue eyes glared pointedly at Kalista, “to stick with it. I killed the thing. It just came crashing in from the top of the van and tore straight down its side. I gave HC permission to use his Hand to help me fight, so if anybody questions us or Danira on this, it’s Fae granted. Got it?”  
 
    I nodded my head vigorously, ready to agree to anything that would save my butt from being found out and sent to the High Court. I wasn’t in the mood to have to use my newfound powers on a bunch of High Elves.  
 
    There was a silence as Ariette waited for Kalista to agree. The dwarf turned violet eyes first on me, then on Ariette. The elven warrior raised one eyebrow, a signal to Kalista that this was the moment she decided if she was on the team or not.  
 
    My heart began to palpitate as I waited to see if the dwarf really would keep my secret, or if I was about to end my very short life because I said yes in the heat of the moment.  
 
    Finally, that silver head tilted up the slightest bit, before it came down in a curt nod laced with finality. She was in.  
 
    “Thank you, Kalista,” I blurted out.  
 
    She turned toward me, and I almost thought I saw a smile grace her lips as she made eye contact. But if I had, it was gone quickly.  
 
    “Ari trusts you, so I guess I have to. Don’t fuck it up, Milton.” She put an emphasis on my name and made it very clear that if I messed this up, my fate with her would be worse than in the hands of the High Court.  
 
    I could live with that.  
 
    “Alright then, let’s get to the base room. Danira’s probably ready to send a search team out for us.”  
 
    Ariette’s long braid nearly slapped me in the face as she turned on her heel, and Kalista stared at me as she walked past, but I was surprised to see her gaze was softer now.  
 
    I followed the long graceful form of the elven warrior up a flight of marble stairs lined with a shiny golden banister, tucked into the far end of the cylindrical entryway. I debated putting my hand on it because it looked so expensive that I felt out of place in my khaki delivery uniform, but I took a deep breath and reminded myself that this was my new home. Then I reached out and, laid my hand on the cold metal, and reveled in its feel. Fae didn’t put nearly as much stock into precious gems and metals as humans did, so they used the riches for decoration and building rather than currency. But my human mind couldn’t get over the fact that I had my hand on tons of pure gold.  
 
    The three of us traveled up three twisting flights of stairs, all marble with gold banisters before we came to a long hallway.  
 
    “Welcome to the special ops wing,” Kalista said with a dramatic flourish of her arm. 
 
    Ariette turned into an archway a few feet down, Kalista and I in tow like she was the schoolteacher and we were her pupils. The archway led into a room that was much quieter than the entry to the guild. Five groups of different Fae, dressed similarly to Ariette and Kalista, filled the room. Each group seemed to stand in its own section of desks and computers, and they all talked in hushed voices to each other.  
 
    Most of the Fae here were elves, but I saw a dwarf, a dryad, and a nymph mixed in as well. Ariette nodded to each group as she passed, but there was a tension in the air.  
 
    “The other special ops teams,” Kalista whispered to me. “We’ve got a friendly competition going to see who can get the most bad guys. Well, okay, maybe not friendly. And it’s kind of an ongoing thing… Yeah, basically we just want to beat the hell out of their bad guy count.”  
 
    The dwarf shrugged and nodded as she finished and didn’t cast a single glance at any of the other special ops teams. I wondered for a moment why they were in such deep competition if they all had the same goal, but I didn’t get much of a chance to come up with an answer, because Kalista grabbed my arm and yanked me forward toward a bank of computer screens with a round table in front of them. 
 
     At the table sat Danira, another older elf, and a wizard. The elf and wizard were both dressed in traditional clothes, the elf in white and the wizard in blue. The elf had on a long shirt that reminded me of the Old West and shiny silver leggings that clung to his meaty thighs. The wizard almost disappeared inside his blue robes. Only his head and fingers were visible. Danira was dressed in something resembling human military garb. She wore tan cargo pants, a camouflage long sleeve shirt, and a bulky black vest covered in pockets. Her feet, clad in heavy black combat boots, rested on the table top. She looked relaxed as she glanced our way.  
 
    “Finally!” Danira grunted out as she stood to greet us.  
 
    Ariette and Kalista both gave her a salute that Danira returned. Then all three looked in unison to the monitors lining the wall. Across them were displayed pictures of the monstrous creature I had killed at different angles. The screen on the far left displayed a list of words and numbers, some percentages and some not. I couldn’t make out what everything meant, but there was a section on the bottom left that showed the results of a DNA analysis for the creature. It was a mix of troll, human, and chimera.  
 
    I didn’t even know chimeras actually existed.  
 
    The wizard caught me as I looked at the screen and Ariette, Danira, and Kalista sequestered themselves in a corner of the room. He stumped over to me, one hand on his staff, and I realized that his left leg didn’t seem to work because he was using his staff as a crutch. He shifted all his weight onto it as his right leg left the floor and then picked it up when his left foot left the floor.   
 
    “Ain’t never seen anything like it before, huh, son?” He pointed his chin at the screens in front of me, and I turned to take him in. I had never been this close to a wizard before, so I carefully studied his outfit.  
 
    His robes wrapped his figure in a swath of deep blue material, but it looked lightweight and airy despite the amount of fabric. The staff in his hand was old and roughed up, with a few dents in the wood up and down its length.  
 
    I’d heard a wizard’s staff was a reflection of his inner life, and if that was so, this poor dude was roughed up, too. At the tip of the staff sat a yellow glowing stone that I knew from school was the source of his power. His gnarled hand was wrapped around the staff just below the stone, and his knuckles were white with how tight of a grip he had on the thing.  
 
    His eyes were extraordinarily kind though. I’d never seen kinder eyes in my life. They were a light gray and sat so deep in his face that they all but disappeared when he smiled. His skin was swathed in wrinkles and age spots, and his bulbous nose took over the rest of his face.  
 
    “No, I haven’t,” I answered his question as I turned back toward the screen. The gash in the creature’s side made my stomach turn, and the knowledge that I did it made it almost impossible to keep the vomit down. I hadn’t thought straight in the heat of the moment, and the fact that I had torn open another living creature was shocking. But if I needed to make the choice again, I would do the same thing every time.  
 
    “Quite a feat, killing that thing. Only wish we could’ve caught it sooner before it ripped up two whole city blocks.” The wizard leaned on his staff as he spoke, and his hot breath hit my cheek.  
 
    “Yeah, me too.” I was silent for a moment as I finally remembered all the dead bodies I counted on the street. And with it, I remembered the whispered conversation Ariette and I overheard outside the dark black car. It suddenly dawned on me that somebody had sent this hybrid creature to destroy everything, and whoever sent the creature also sent a lookout to ensure it did its duty.  
 
    “I’m Ekador, second level wizard, bounty collector, and guild poker champion.” A gnarled hand reached out toward me, and I took in the dirty, yellow fingernails for a moment before I grasped his palm.  
 
    “Milton,” I replied. 
 
    “So, Milton, I hear you’re our new adept around here.” His kind eyes weren’t quite enough to make up for the fact that this wizard was very much in my personal space with his acrid breath.  
 
    “Yep, I guess I am. Kind of got swept up by Ariette in the middle of all the action, but this beats the hell out of delivering packages.” I casually stepped to the side and acted as if I was simply interested in the screen on the far right.  
 
    “Yeah,” Ekador chuckled, “she’s got a way of doing that to people. We’ve been hurting for an adept for a while, though. Ever since ol’ Frankie got himself kidnapped and blown to smithereens--” 
 
    “Wait.” I froze. “Blown to smithereens? No one said anything about that.”  
 
    My voice ended in a screech, and a few heads turned to look at me while I composed myself. Ekador didn’t seem to notice because he just barreled on with his thought.  
 
    “Uh-huh. Anyhow, we’ve been hurting around here because you guys can go into places the rest of us really shouldn’t, you know, and you’re a hell of a lot less conspicuous. So I’m just trying to say, welcome aboard, son!” He finished off with a grin and displayed a set of chipped and yellowed teeth.  
 
    I flashed a strained smile in return.  
 
    My eyes then darted to Ariette, and I saw that she was still huddled in a circle with Danira and Kalista. The blonde warrior elf glanced up at me at the same moment, and something in her expression told me she wasn’t happy about what was going on in that circle.  
 
    I forced my attention back to the screens and tapped Ekador’s shoulder.  
 
    “Am I reading that right?” I pointed to the corner of the screen where the DNA results were laid out. “The creature was a cross between a troll, a human, and a chimera?” 
 
    “Yea.” Ekador shook his head. “Never seen nothing like it before. We’re trying to trace where it came from, but so far, we’ve got nothing. It’s like the thing just popped up on the street and started ripping the world apart.”  
 
    “I didn’t even know chimeras existed. I thought they were just a myth.”  
 
    Ekador looked at me sternly and put a hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “Boy, if you’re going to be a part of this guild here, you’re going to have to get over that notion of a myth. Ain’t no such thing. The only reason stories about creatures ever get made is because at one time, somebody, somewhere, saw the truth. Not a single person’s got an imagination good enough to make all that up.” Ekador shook his head and gave me two solid pats on the shoulder.  
 
    Alright, then. I guessed today was the day I gave up a lot of notions about how life was.  
 
    “So how does this place work, exactly?” I motioned to the room in general.  
 
    “They didn’t teach you this stuff in school?” the aged wizard asked, and when I shook my head, he looked shocked. “Your human school is good for nothing but wasting time and stressing kids out. Let me give you a little lesson here.”  
 
    He waved his hand for me to follow as he began to circle around the room. I matched his stride as I listened to him speak. His wise, crackly voice gave the explanation a whimsical feeling like he was telling a story.  
 
    “Years ago, the Seelie king realized the Unseelie were going to be too hard to manage if the world and its people were divided. He knew the humans needed to feel safe in their own world, or else he’d have a civil war on his hands, and possibly the destruction of the Seelie alongside the Unseelie. So, he created the guilds.” 
 
    Ekador paused just a single moment to let that sink in before he continued, “Every guild has a territory, and every guild is responsible for keeping their territory safe from evil and danger. We’re the Jefferson Guild. We take care of Jefferson City and everything around it for about a one-hundred mile radius. Anything Unseelie, basically. Each guild has a guild master and under the guild master are the branches. Each branch has a role. We have the Human Relations branch, I call it HR for short. They deal with Human complaints about the Fae and whatnot. Boring stuff. Then, we got the Advancement branch. They’re supposed to come up with cool new stuff to detect and fight Unseelie, but I’m pretty sure they just play video games all day.” He paused and shook a finger at me.  
 
    “Whatever human invented video games should be subjected to death by fire. Waste of time and nothing like a real life battle.” Ekador shook his head in a way that reminded me of my friends’ parents when I was a child. No one over the age of fifty ever seemed to appreciate video games.  
 
    “So, lastly,” Ekador went on as he continued his circle of the room, “we have us. Special Operations. We are responsible for taking down and disposing of any threat, in any way we feel necessary. We are by far the best branch, but I could be biased. Of course, within each branch, you’ve got your hierarchy and your commanding officers. Your team is one of six field teams. You go in and defeat the big bad, whatever it may be, whenever it’s Fae related or the humans can’t. But, uh, between you and me, your team is the best on there is. That’s why the guild master, Hasen, sends you guys on most of the missions. Ariette and Kalista are two badass gals.”  
 
    I looked around at all the Fae on computers, dressed in nice clothes that were definitely not made for battle. Then, I looked at the three female warriors. 
 
    “Are we the only field operatives on our team?”  
 
    Ekador caught on to the reasoning behind my question as he glanced around the room, too. “Yes. There are many Fae who would like to be on your team, but only a select few are good enough to be on Danira’s squad. Besides, Ariette might as well be twenty warriors, the way she does business.” 
 
    A shiver shot down my spine at her name, and I looked up to see the elf headed my way. Kalista and Danira followed closely behind her.  
 
    “I’m going to go review the tapes. They’ll get you fitted for your gear, and then we’ll meet back here in half an hour to discuss the next moves. Let’s get this solved, team,” Danira grunted as she brushed past me and out of the room.  
 
    “What tapes?” I asked, and my eyebrows knitted themselves together at Ariette’s worried expression.  
 
    “Not important, let’s get you clothes,” Kalista muttered as she yanked my arm.  
 
    I stumbled behind her into the hallway.  
 
    “See ya in a few, Ekador,” Ariette hollered out as she rushed behind Kalista and me down the hallway. We darted into a room fifty feet down, on the opposite side of the hall, before either of them said a word.  
 
    “What tapes?” I rounded on the two of them with my arms crossed.  
 
    They shared a worried glance before Kalista spoke.  
 
    “The humans were flying a drone in the airspace when the monster started attacking. They have footage that shows everything… down to when you killed it. Danira just wants to study its movements, but if she watches the whole thing…” Kalista trailed off, and worry crossed her face. Of course, right when she’d seemed to agree I was on the team, here I was, about to get her in serious trouble.  
 
    “If she watches the whole tape, she’ll see that I didn’t actually kill the thing, and she’ll be pissed,” Ariette finished.  
 
    “You don’t think she would... you know...” Kalista sliced a finger across her throat as she looked at Ariette with wide eyes.  
 
    “No,” Ariette replied as she shook her head. “She wouldn’t do that. But she might kick us out of the guild, possibly banish us to Mt. Urdu--” 
 
    “You’re not helping,” Kalista muttered as she smacked Ariette’s shoulder.  
 
    “Or she might just cover his ass with us. Who knows, Kal? Danira’s so unpredictable. I hope she accepts that we found an adept and didn’t want to lose him, so we lied. Simple.”  
 
    The expression on Ariette’s face told me it was anything but simple.  
 
    “Shit, guys, I’m sorry I caused all this trouble.” I rubbed a hand through my sandy blond locks.  
 
    “You should be,” Kalista grumbled at the same time that Ariette said, “Don’t worry about it.”  
 
    Kalista’s eyes held thunder in them, but Ariette’s were soft. She rubbed my bicep with her right hand, and the spot tingled at the contact. Her blue eyes stared Kalista down until her violet ones averted to the side.               
 
    “Yeah, whatever, don’t worry about it.” Kalista shrugged as she amended her earlier statement. “We both made a choice, even if we knew it was wrong.” 
 
    After a pointed look at Ariette, Kalista spun on her heel and headed further into the room. I hadn’t even taken a moment to look at my new surroundings, so I glanced around and saw that we were in what looked like a clothing store. There were racks of shirts, pants, and jackets, as well as shelves full of boots. It wasn’t a store, though, because almost everything was identical. There was some slight variation in color and design, but I could tell the idea was for everything to blend in and have one uniform look. It kind of reminded me of a factory.  
 
    “Pick your poison, HC,” Ariette said gently beside me.  
 
    “So, I just pick which ones I like?” I had never been much for shopping, and the idea of picking out a uniform that would distinguish this new life I was leading was kind of daunting.  
 
    “More or less. You want to be comfortable, but you should also be able to move in it, fast if you need to. Sometimes we get stuck in cold weather, so try to stick with long sleeves, pants, and a jacket. It’s a lot easier to remove layers than to add, but remember, whatever outfit you choose will tell every single Fae exactly who you are before they even speak to you.”  
 
    I froze. That sounded terrifying. Did the Fae have some sort of clothing language I didn’t know about? 
 
    Ariette laughed out loud at my expression, and I realized she was joking.  
 
    “Haha, very funny,” I muttered. Then I waded into the racks of clothes, on the lookout for something I’d be comfortable dying in. There wasn’t much. After a moment, my hand landed on a piece of fabric that caught my attention. I picked up a light tan shirt, and it felt like someone had pulled a cloud from the sky and woven it into the material. The cloth stretched in my hand and molded to my skin with a soothing and cool effect.  
 
    Fae clothing was insanely awesome.  
 
    I continued my trek and added black cargo pants and a green army jacket to my pile. When I finished, I placed everything on the floor, ready to be done with my old life once and for all. Then I ripped my worn out delivery shirt off and tossed it into a nearby trash can.  
 
    I felt eyes on my bare chest, and I glanced around to catch Ariette staring unapologetically at my toned torso. I smirked a little before I turned back to the shirt. As I did, I caught Kalista behind a rack of clothing. She was also staring at me, but unlike Ariette, the dwarf-elf turned away the moment I caught her eyes.  
 
    I finished changing, added black combat boots to my ensemble, and turned back to Ariette with my hands on my hips.  
 
    “Do I look badass yet?” I smirked.  
 
    She let out a loud laugh that reminded me of music in the summertime.  
 
    “Not yet, HC, but you’re getting there.” Her eyes lit up as she looked me up and down, and I could swear she licked her lips a little.  
 
    “He needs a weapon,” Kalista said as she popped up between us and then she motioned for me to follow her.  
 
    We exited the uniform room and went through the door directly across from the hall. This was the only door I’d seen that was locked.  
 
    Of course, I only knew it was locked because Kalista had to reach one hand up to the center of the wrought iron design, where it glowed yellow before it swung backward and allowed us entry.  
 
    I had to work hard not to shit my pants when I walked in. Ariette was right behind me so it would have been a total disaster.  
 
    The room was dark, with enough light for me to make out the fact that every wall was covered in weapons. There were giant swords, huge guns, bows and arrows like the one Ariette had, spikes, staffs, and other weapons I didn’t know. The one thing they had in common was that they all looked terrifying.  
 
    I tried to cover my unease with a joke. “You guys should definitely use this as an interrogation room.”  
 
    “Oh, don’t worry, we do,” Kalista said as she ran her finger down one long blade that glowed in the light.  
 
    “So, which one do you like?” Ariette asked as she brought us back to the task at hand.  
 
    “Um, well, I guess a gun.” I took stock of the wall of guns. I definitely had to go with one of them. The swords were badass, but they would probably require a lot more training. Besides, I could just imagine how hot Ariette would find me with a sleek silver gun in my hand as I took out the enemy.  
 
    I moved to stand in front of the wall and looked over the weapons in front of me. Some of them were so tiny I was sure I could hide them anywhere, others were large and made of a beautiful gold, but each weapon sat next to magazines of dull lead bullets.  
 
    Suddenly, my vision went blurry, and one of the guns near the bottom seemed to jump out at me.  
 
    I reached toward it, not totally conscious of what I was doing. But the moment my hand wrapped around the gun, a jolt ran through the entire length of my body.  
 
    I had found my weapon. 
 
    “Okay, great, let’s go.” Kalista nearly tripped in her haste to get out of the armory.  
 
    “It’s been thirty minutes,” Ariette said in explanation of Kalista’s actions. “She thinks we’re about to get the boot.” 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked quietly.  
 
    “I think,” Ariette turned to me, and this time, I reached a hand out to her shoulder, “there’s no sense worrying until we know just what is going on.”  
 
    Moments later, the three of us entered the base room again to find Danira already there. She was at the table with Ekador, and the elf they’d been with earlier was nowhere to be found. As soon as her single black eye saw us enter, she motioned harshly for us to join her at the table.  
 
    The five of us sat in awkward silence, and I tried to push away any feeling of guilt. After all, Ariette made me come here, and I had stopped a deranged creature from killing more people, unsanctioned magic use or not.  
 
    “So ...” Danira started, and all three of our heads instantly popped up. That one black eye was fixated on me, and every cell in my body wanted to squirm and disappear under her gaze. “You killed the creature.”  
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 4 
 
    “Danira--” Ariette started, but the elder elf held up one hand in warning to stop her speech.  
 
    Danira kept her lone eye on me and waited for an answer.  
 
    “Yes, I did,” I admitted, “but only because--”  
 
    Her hand came up again, this time to silence me.  
 
    “And you both lied to me about it.” Danira looked long and hard at the two warriors by my side.  
 
    Both of them nodded solemnly.  
 
    Danira took a moment and looked toward the ceiling as if she could find strength there. “That was no regular Hand of Blood, boy, do you know that?”  
 
    I shrugged, not sure if her question was rhetorical.  
 
    “The way you ripped the creature to shreds,” she continued, “it’s like no Seelie power I have ever seen. You said you were given this power by a fairy. Now, I am going to give you one chance to explain this to me, and one chance only.”  
 
    There was dead silence. Blue eyes and violet eyes stared at me intensely. I slowly met them both, and then Ekador’s gray ones. He looked at me with a cross between pity and wonder. Finally, I met Danira’s lone black eye. It was hard and impatient.  
 
    I was pretty sure at this point the fairy had been Unseelie. Why he gave me his powers in order to save people, I didn’t know. The Unseelie weren’t supposed to do things like that, according to the stories I’d heard. But those stories also said that the Unseelie never ventured into Seelie territory because of the treaty, so I wasn’t too sure how much stock I could put in them right now. Regardless of why Oragon did it, there were no witnesses. The only person I could point to was dead, and his body returned to the energy in the air as soon as he transferred his Hand to me. No matter what I said, the truth didn’t look good. I had no doubt Danira wouldn’t hesitate to throw me into the clutches of the High Court and let them have their way with me.  
 
    And yet, I didn’t want to build a relationship with these women based on a lie.  
 
    “While I was delivering packages in an alley, a fairy came exploding out of the wall beside me,” I finally admitted at length. “He had been mortally wounded by the troll thing. I helped him while he was dying, and he gave me the Hand. I didn’t even know what I was doing until it was done. But wherever my Hand comes from, I used it to do something good. I used it to stop the monster before it killed even more people. If you want to punish me for something, punish me because it was totally unsanctioned. That’s valid, but to punish me for using a power you think is evil in order to save all those people? To save a little girl? Well, that would just be stupid.”  
 
    Danira quirked an eyebrow at me but didn’t say a word. 
 
    “And besides,” I added, even though I knew that I was treading a fine line between bravery and stupidity, “I thought you needed a new adept after your last one was, what, blown to smithereens?” 
 
    I saw Ariette smirk out of the corner of my eye, and Kalista hid a snicker behind her hand. I took a deep breath before I looked back at Danira again. I desperately hoped that she wouldn’t just kill me on the spot.  
 
    “Well, you’ve got spunk, boy,” Danira said, a mixture of surprise and amusement evident in her voice.  
 
    I let out a sigh of relief when she smiled.  
 
    “Humans are known for that,” I joked.  
 
    “I’m giving you a chance. You say you didn’t know this fairy, then I trust your word. But you get one chance, and only one, to be on my team. After seeing what you did to that creature, we could really use a powerful Hand like yours around here.”  
 
    “Thank you--” I started to say, but she cut me off. 
 
    “But,” she said as she raised one finger in my face, “if you fuck it up, I will personally see to it that you have the worst day of your life. Until you are dead. Understood?”  
 
    I nodded slowly.  
 
    “Good.” Danira stood up abruptly. “Then follow me, you three.”  
 
    Ariette and Kalista fell in place behind Danira and shared looks of shock and relief. I moved to follow them when I heard Ekador’s voice.  
 
    “Hey, Milton!”  
 
    When I turned, he threw a small black sack at me. I caught it and felt the weight of coins in my hand.  
 
    Ekador smiled slyly. “It’s my duty as bounty collector to dole out the payments. That’s for killing the monster. Once you’ve been initiated into the guild, you can choose between money and the rewards program, but for today, I thought you might appreciate the coins.” 
 
    “Rewards program?” I questioned the wizened man.  
 
    “Yeah,” he grunted, “I’d personally shoot for tier one if I were you. There’s a nice car that comes along with it.” Ekador winked at me before he hobbled back toward the computer screens.   
 
    “Well, that’s pretty cool.” I smiled as I followed the three women under the archway with the bounce of new coins in my pocket. This new job had already paid off, and I desperately wished I could have shoved this sack full of gold into old Bill’s face.  
 
    The three of us followed Danira down two flights of stairs before our group was stopped in its tracks by a rush of panicked Fae that ran past us at top speed. At first, I thought the building was on fire, but then I remembered Fae were smart enough to not build their homes and buildings out of wood.  
 
    Below us, on the ground floor, the rush of the Fae picked up intensely. If I had thought they looked stressed and busy when I first arrived, that was nothing compared to how they looked now. The only word I could think of to describe the scene below me was panicked, and my stomach turned in knots as I heard shouts go up across the room. The Elvish words were incoherent to my own ears, but tone translated across all languages, and every shout sounded strained and scared.  
 
    I heard a tiny beep come from Kalista’s pocket, and she pulled out a flat black device with a bright screen. She read what was on the screen quickly and looked up at all of us with her brows furrowed.  
 
    “There’s been a breach in the computer system!” the dwarf growled. 
 
    “Shit,” Danira muttered before she rushed down the remaining flight of stairs, Ariette and Kalista close behind her. It took me a moment to gather myself and make sure the panic I felt in my bones did not make its way to my face, but then I followed quickly after the three women. I took the steps two at a time and narrowly avoided multiple collisions.  
 
    I caught the expression of one elf near the bottom. He looked young, probably no older than forty, and his eyes shone with tears. His upper bicep shook, and there was a damp area around his armpit that grew bigger by the second. The elf’s hand was wrapped around a yellow folder, his knuckles white from the tight grip he had on the thing. As he reached the step below mine, his foot caught on the lip of the stair, and he flew right into me and almost took us both down. Luckily, I braced myself against the wall as his chest crashed into my shoulder. In his haste to recover, he didn’t even throw out a “thank you” as he continued his sprint up the stairs.  
 
    Finally, I made it to the bottom of the staircase, still in a rush to catch up with the three warriors. Kalista’s legs were the only ones shorter than mine, and I caught up to her in a few seconds.  
 
    “Come on!” Kalista yelled as soon as I reached her. 
 
    One tiny hand grabbed my forearm, and she rushed us forward. We followed Danira and Ariette into a small room to the left of the large oak front door. It looked very much like a miniature version of the control room we had left moments earlier, but this one was much darker and filled with a bunch of extremely young elves who rushed from one computer screen to another, typing away at the keyboards for a few short seconds before they moved on to another keyboard.  
 
    Huh. For some reason, I didn’t imagine the Fae having an IT department.  
 
    I stepped inside and squeezed behind Ariette as Kalista shoved through the crowd of young Fae. 
 
    “Everybody, get out of my damn way!” the dwarf shouted as she stood not higher than most of the elves’ abdomens. Immediately, the young elves shrunk back so Kalista could plop herself in a chair. 
 
    She was seated in front of five monitors, each attached to a keyboard. To her right was an orb like the one I had seen in the van earlier. This one was about twice as big though, and I was able to discern that the shimmer was actually a veil that encircled the orb. Without a thought, I reached out a finger to touch the orb. As soon as I came in contact with the veil, an electric shock went through my entire body. I pulled back quickly, my finger already red.  
 
    “Careful, HC,” Ariette whispered, but her eyes were fixated on the computer screens, just like Danira’s and Kalista’s.  
 
    Kalista’s fingers flew furiously across multiple keyboards, and she swiveled her chair down the desk as she went from computer to computer. The furrow in her brow continued to deepen as she went, and then she let out an angry cry. Danira placed one soothing hand on Kalista’s shoulder, and it seemed to calm her down for a moment.  
 
    The room was filled with nothing but the sounds of Kalista’s fingers as they tapped away. The normally chattery interns were so dead silent that I couldn’t even hear them breathe.  
 
    The heavy door we had all stepped through served to block off the noise and panic I was sure was still going on outside. I didn’t want to interrupt to ask them what the hell was going on, so I took a moment to absorb the rest of the room.  
 
    It was small and dark, so much so that the glow of the computer screens was the only source of light. Behind me, the wall was blank except for a single silver button. I had no idea what would happen if someone pressed it, but my gut told me I most definitely did not want to find out.  
 
    Danira was hunched over Kalista. Sometimes, she muttered something in the dwarf’s ear, but I couldn’t even make out whether she spoke in Elvish or English.  
 
    Ariette was a foot in front of me, and her arms were crossed under her ample breasts. Her expression was intense. Both thin eyebrows were furrowed together, and her chin was tilted down toward her chest. It seemed like she kept forgetting to breathe because every once in a while, she would take a huge inhale, and let it out audibly. Her legs were a hips’ width apart, and her stance gave her already shapely ass even more toning.  
 
    I caught myself before I started to fantasize about what she would look like if she stood that way without her uniform on. It was weird, but I almost felt like she could sense my thoughts, and I definitely didn’t need this gorgeous goddess to think I was some weird creeper, so I shook myself out of it. If I was going to work with the warrior, I couldn’t fantasize about us falling into bed together every time I thought she looked good. I’d never get anything done.  
 
    “I don’t understand how they flooded us with so much damn data,” the dwarf mumbled and shook me out of my fantasy even further.  
 
    I remembered when my high school buddy, George, had said something very similar when he tried to hack into the school’s computers to change our grades senior year. Of course, he’d been the one hacking, but maybe, just maybe, Kalista could counter-attack this hacker with the things I remembered. Quickly, I stepped forward and surveyed what Kalista was doing.  
 
    “Are they using a DDOS?” I asked in a hushed tone.  
 
    “Yeah,” Kalista breathed next to me. “I managed to hide all the super top secret shit from them, but I can’t tell what their actual target is. Too many systems coming at us.” 
 
    “What’s their threat model?” I asked.  
 
    “They don’t even have one,” Kalista responded in a low tone. “They’re just going after everything.” 
 
    “Okay.” I stroked at my chin as I thought about what George had done, and what eventually stopped him. “Do an info dump in the heaviest area of activity.” 
 
    “Brilliant,” Kalista nodded, and I watched her get to work. 
 
    Finally, after what felt like an hour, the hacker sat back in her chair, with both arms on her head. Danira stood back, too. She cracked her neck, but that one black eye still flicked from screen to screen. Ariette turned around to walk toward the wall behind me, and she rested her head against it with a soft bang but didn’t seem bothered by the contact.  
 
    “Nice hacking, Milton,” Kalista said as she turned toward me.  
 
    “Computers are kind of a hobby of mine, though I’m sure I’m not as half as knowledgeable as you,” I replied with a casual shrug.  
 
    “Humpf,” Kalista grunted, but I saw her cheeks darken in the glow of the computer screens. 
 
    “So, did it work?” Ariette asked as she searched our faces, but no one spoke for a moment.  
 
    Danira frowned and then her lone eye latched onto me as if she thought I had something to do with whatever just happened. She seemed to decide I didn’t, though, because then she let out a big huff of air and swung her arms down to her sides.  
 
    “There was a breach. Someone got into our database. They triggered our system alert because they were coming from an unrecognized computer, but they had a high-level clearance password to get past the first firewall that only a Seelie can have, which means ...” Danira trailed off, but Kalista picked up her sentence.  
 
    “It means, we’re in deep, deep shit. I’m talking, a hundred cows stood on top of each other, and all took a shit at the same time, and it piled up, type of deep shit. I hid as much from them as I could, slowed them down and stopped them from actually downloading anything, and they didn’t see too much from what I can tell. Still, all the firewalls I’ve put up didn’t block them because they had a password, and the system is designed so I can’t see who’s password actually got used. So I thought I could backtrack them, try to see where they were coming from, but they routed their IP address through a thousand different locations. They made their footsteps vanish as soon as I blocked their progress. They didn’t get into the serious, end of the world shit, but they made it close. And then suddenly, poof.” Kalista threw her hands up in the air, fingers outstretched. “Gone. No way to track them. Whoever did this disappeared so well it’s like they were never even here.”  
 
    The seething anger was apparent on the small woman’s face. Her violet eyes had turned a deeper shade of purple, and she bit down on her bottom lip so hard I was afraid she’d draw blood.  
 
    Ariette simply stood there, stone-faced, her eyes still on the computer screens. It was like she thought she could will them to tell her who had done this.  
 
    “Okay, so someone got into the system. Can you tell me what they saw?” Ariette took a few steps toward the screens and glanced at Kalista with a scowl.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, let me see.” Kalista turned back to the monitors. After a moment, she sat back again. “What the fuck?” 
 
    “What? What is it?” Danira squinted as she bent back over the desk so she could get closer to the screens.  
 
    “The video we had of Milton,” Kalista paused before she inhaled sharply and continued. “The one where he took out that thing with his Hand. That’s what they were going for. They didn’t see much more than an image, but they know what he looks like now, that’s for damn sure.”  
 
    Silence hung in the room, and my heartbeat started to reach deadly high levels. Someone had just broken into a state-of-the-art computer system that had been encrypted by one of the top minds in the entire world and belonged to a super powerful Seelie guild full of deadly Fae. Someone who had a super-secret password that only high-level Seelie were supposed to have and that someone did it specifically to try to look at a video of me.  
 
    But not just any video.  
 
    A video where I could be seen using an Unseelie power given to me by a fairy as he lay on his deathbed.  
 
    I was a target. There was no other explanation. That fairy hadn’t given me his powers for any specific reason. I knew he would have transferred his powers to any living being who was within his reach. I was nothing special until the fairy gifted me his powers.  
 
    And then I had used those powers to kill off some sort of hybrid creature that no Fae ever saw before.  
 
    I saw the realization dawn on Ariette’s face at the same time it hit me.  
 
    “The car,” Ariette whispered quietly.  
 
    Danira and Kalista looked at her in confusion. For a moment, Ariette was frozen, and I could almost see the thoughts passing through her brain. Then she pulled the recorder from her pocket and clicked it on.  
 
    The man’s voice filled the room.  
 
    “Yes, sir, just how you wanted… No, he was taken down by a human… Yes, sir… Right away.” There was a crackle, and then the sound of the engine as the car left. Ariette clicked off the recorder and shoved it back in her pocket. Danira and Kalista stared at her and waited for an explanation.  
 
    “When Milton and I were counting the bodies, there was a car at the beginning of it all. It was sitting right where the monster started its rampage. It was so weird like the troll had just been dropped on the street, and the thing then started tearing apart whatever was in front of it.” Ariette sighed as she remembered the bloody scene. “Anyway, the car was sitting there, and that’s all he said before he drove off.”  
 
    Silence hung in the air, and then Kalista looked up at me.  
 
    “Has anyone tried to recruit you into the Unseelie Court?” the dwarf questioned.  
 
    “No!” I exclaimed. “Whatever is happening right now is literally a result of this afternoon. Something fucking crazy is going on, and I bet you anything it has more to do with troll-2.0 than it has to do with me and my powers. That should be your focus.”  
 
    “You’re right,” Ariette interrupted before Kalista could shoot out another sentence. “I think whoever hacked our system did it because they wanted to see how Milton killed that thing. They might have been prepared for us to try to stop that thing, but there’s no way they were counting on a human destroying it in a matter of seconds. It sounded like a henchman was sitting in that car, and I’d bet my life that whoever is sending out these monsters has got a bone to pick with you now. But that still doesn’t explain why an Unseelie gave you his powers, or even what he was doing in our territory in the first place. Can you tell us anything about the fairy who gave you his Hand, Milton?” 
 
    I tilted my head and thought for a moment.  
 
    “The only thing I know is his name,” I replied as all three women stared at me. “He said it was Oragon. Can you search your giant ass database for anything on him?”  
 
    Kalista typed in Oragon’s name, and a blank screen popped up. She scrolled down a little, and we could all see there was nothing there. I didn’t need to read Elvish to be able to read a blank page.  
 
    “Nothing,” Ariette said with a sigh.  
 
    “There is something,” Kalista replied as she clicked over to a new screen. “It looks like a fairy with the same name tried to contact the Seelie king about ten years ago. But when he was intercepted by security, he… disappeared?”  
 
    The dwarf paused and clicked to another screen.  
 
    “That’s it,” she continued. “Until he gave you his Hand, he was completely off the grid. Our database isn’t perfect, though, there are holes. It’s all built on things our agents have learned in recon, or information that has been shared with us. We don’t even know if he was good or evil.” 
 
    “He was good,” I said with a sigh. Ariette’s head snapped toward me, and I shrugged. “He tried to contact the king, not kill him, and he gave me his Hand in order to kill the monster. In my book, that means he’s good.”  
 
    Danira nodded and placed a hand on her forehead in thought.  
 
    “Okay,” the leader started. “We have to take this one step at a time. Oragon is dead, and whatever life he may have led isn’t important right now. Whoever we’re up against is smart. They hacked into our system, and they figured out how to make that troll creature. We can’t risk screwing up and letting them get away. Right now, we have to figure out who was in the car. Kalista, can you run a voice recognition test on the recording?”  
 
    Kalista held out her hand for the device, and Ariette passed it over. The dwarf plugged it into a cord connected to the center monitor, and we all watched as the data transferred over. Moments later the room was filled with a loud beep as a match came up.  
 
    A large image of an Unseelie elf filled the screen. He had long black hair that was twisted into a ponytail, and there were tattoos on his neck that said something in Elvish. Beady green eyes stared out from yellowy-blue skin, and the Unseelie’s mouth was pressed into a thin line. He looked angry.  
 
    “Who is that?” I asked the three Fae beside me.  
 
    “Garod Durn,” Kalista said in a small voice. Clearly, this meant something to her. Danira placed a hand on her shoulder.  
 
    I looked over at Ariette and saw the worry etched into her features. Her pointed ears twitched, and she looked back at me.  
 
    “He…” Ariette trailed off as her voice cracked. She cleared her throat and continued. “He killed Kalista’s father. He killed a lot of people, actually.”  
 
    Kalista’s heavy breathing was the only audible thing in the room. Her entire body was tense, and one fist balled itself upon her thigh. Snowy skin trembled with rage as her full pink lips pressed themselves together.  
 
    Danira finally broke the tension to bring us back to the problem at hand.  
 
    “Where is this elf?” she asked with her hand still on Kalista’s shoulder.  
 
    Kalista slammed a button on the keyboard, and the screen in front of me shifted as a big red X appeared over the elf’s snide face.  
 
    “He’s dead,” Kalista said excitedly, but then she frowned. “Wait a second, this doesn’t make sense.” The dwarf’s head bent over the keyboard, and she squinted at the screen.  
 
    “What doesn’t make sense?” Ariette asked to bring Kalista back to the conversation.  
 
    “According to this, Garod Durn died six months ago, but it was his voice on the recording.” Kalista scratched her head as she spoke.  
 
    “Could it be someone else’s voice?” I asked. “Maybe someone who sounds like him?”  
 
    “Nope, not possible,” Kalista replied. “Voices are like fingerprints. No two are ever the exact same, even with identical twins. This program analyzes the specific notes and tones in a voice, the cadence with which they speak, their accent. There is no possible way to have more than one match for a voice. Even a glamour couldn’t beat my software.”  
 
    “Yeah, but whoever this is has already been good enough to hack your security. What makes you think they aren’t good enough to trick the software?” I instantly regretted my question. All three women rounded on me with pissed looks on their faces. “Nevermind, forget I said anything.”  
 
    I backed off as Danira paced the room.  
 
    “So,” she started, one hand on her forehead, “what do we know so far, team?”  
 
    “We’ve never seen anything like that creature before. I don’t think it’s natural.” Ariette leaned back against the wall and raised one foot to rest perpendicular to the ground.  
 
    “And whoever set it loose isn’t too happy about the fact that 
I killed the thing, so they tried to get to the footage,” I added.  
 
    “Whoever did the hack is good,” Kalista grumbled.  
 
    “And the voice that HC and I heard is a dead Unseelie’s voice, but he was definitely in that car,” Ariette said.  
 
    “So maybe,” Danira said as she looked at all of us and quirked the eyebrow over her good eye, “somebody’s trying to make a statement before they make a comeback.” 
 
    “But how?” Kalista said with a slight whine. “He’s dead. There is no way an Unseelie would be able to fake his own death and get away with it. I also don’t think a thug like Durn has the smarts to make anything like that creature, at least not by himself. So what was he doing there? And what does he want to do? Come back and just kill even more people?” Kalista stood from her chair as she spoke and fiddled with the jewelry around her neck. Suddenly, she spun around, threw open the door, and stormed out of the room.  
 
    The door banged shut behind her, and the three of us stared at it in silence.  
 
    “She’ll be okay,” Danira reassured Ariette and me. “Milton, we’re going to need you in tip-top shape for this. Your power display in the street today was extremely advanced, but I can’t trust that you have that much control at all times. We’re going to have to test you and train you, make sure you’re not going to lose control suddenly and rip all the blood out from some poor unsuspecting Seelie. You pass the test, and you’re officially on the team.” 
 
    “And what happens if I fail?” I was almost afraid to ask.  
 
    “Well, I hope your old boss is willing to give you your job back,” Danira replied with a smirk. “Go wait in the control room. I’ll send Ariette to get you in a moment. The grown-ups need to have a discussion.”  
 
    The wink Ariette gave me when Danira finished was enough to get me to comply. I had no idea what these tests would be, but I definitely was in need of a moment alone. I wasn’t used to being surrounded by so much damn estrogen.  
 
    I walked out of the tiny computer room to find that the guild had returned to normal. Fae still rushed around with clipboards and papers, but the panic in the air had dissipated.  
 
    When I reached the corridor on the third floor, the din of the guild members below faded to a calm silence. No one was in the hallway, but two doors before I reached the control room, I heard a soft sniffling coming from behind one of the doors.  
 
    I opened the door slowly and found Kalista huddled on the floor, the only thing in the empty office room. Her arms were wrapped around her knees, her head was down, and she cradled her forehead on the tops of her thighs.  
 
    Her soft sniffles reverberated around the chamber and her shoulders shook with emotion. She did everything she could to keep giant sobs from floating out of the room and into the hallway.  
 
    “Kalista?” I said as I approached her with soft footsteps.  
 
    “What?” The silver-haired beauty raised her head. Her eyes were rimmed with red, and her tiny face was streaked with tears. She took in a shuddery breath and opened those plump pink lips, but no words came out. Instead, her voice broke in a strangled cry, and then she thrust her head back down between her knees in frustration. 
 
    “I don’t mean to interrupt, but--” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” she growled. 
 
    “Sorry, I heard you crying and figured you might want some company.” 
 
    “I just met you, Milton,” she sighed. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a wince. “I’ll go. Sor--” 
 
    “No,” she interrupted me. “You can stay. If you want.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” I said, but she laid her head down on her arms again and let out a shuddering breath. 
 
    For half a minute I didn’t know exactly what to say, but I realized she wouldn’t have hinted I was allowed to stay if she didn’t really want me to. 
 
    “I’m really sorry about your father,” I said as I sat down next to her. “My parents are dead, too.”  
 
    “Did you ever know them?” she asked in a muffled voice.  
 
    “No, I didn’t,” I replied.  
 
    “Then it’s not the same,” she stated and lifted her head to meet my eyes. “My dad was there. He raised me. He and my mom were happy together… and then that murderous man killed him just because he wanted to because he didn’t like my dad. Were your parents murdered because someone didn’t like them?”  
 
    “No, they weren’t,” I said softly. “They were killed by a drunk driver.”  
 
    “Then it’s not the same,” Kalista repeated, and her voice broke again, “but thank you for trying to understand. It's sweet.” 
 
    She leaned her head back against the wall and took three deep breaths. I could tell she counted each one out because her lips moved wordlessly with each inhale and exhale.  
 
    The hacker was beautiful like this. Her long lashes were thicker and darker, and they framed her eyes in a way that made the violet stand out even more. Freckles darkened against pale skin, and her lips were redder and fuller than before. As she breathed, her breasts bounced up and down and strained to be released from her brown top.  
 
    Kalista’s head rolled toward me, and she caught on to my eye line.  
 
    “Like what you see?” she joked as some of her snarky personality returned.  
 
    “You look beautiful,” I breathed out. I couldn’t help it. 
 
    The dwarf’s pale hand reached up to wipe a tear from her face, and then she reached over and mussed up her hair.  
 
    “I guess I should cry all the time then,” she whispered as she cracked a small smile.  
 
    Her violet eyes met mine, and she shifted her body closer to me. My knee touched her thigh, and then I reached out a hand to wipe another stray tear from her chin. Kalista’s eyelids lowered at the contact, and she slowly drew her bottom lip between her teeth.  
 
    “You always look beautiful,” I assured her. 
 
    “You just met me,” she whispered again.  
 
    “So?” My hand trailed down her chin to her neck, and I reveled in the feeling of her soft and smooth skin.  
 
    “There is something strange about you, Milton.” She tilted her head slightly to give my hand more room to roam, and her eyes focused on my lips. 
 
    “Yeah?” I whispered. 
 
    “Yeah.” She sighed as she closed her eyes for a moment. “Something… seductive and dark and powerful. Maybe you got more than the Blood Hand from the dead Unseelie?” 
 
    “I don’t feel any different though,” I said, even though it was a bit of a lie. While the old me wasn’t bad with women at all, I could almost feel the increased attraction the women around me were feeling, the way they couldn’t quite pull their eyes away from me. 
 
    Fae skin felt so different from human skin. A woman could have the softest, most well taken care of skin, and it would feel like old worn out leather compared to the skin of the Fae. It was as if Kalista’s skin had been formed from porcelain.  
 
    In a flash, Kalista closed the distance between our lips. My tongue slipped inside her mouth as she swung her tiny frame over my body. Her knees landed on either side of my hips, and one of her hands went to my torso and pressed me back against the marble wall.  
 
    The warmth from her hand distracted me as she left my mouth to kiss along my jawline. Her soft lips tickled the five o’clock shadow at the base of my jaw. The hand on my torso slid gently underneath my shirt, and nimble fingers brushed along my skin.  
 
    The energy in my cells began to vibrate, and heat rushed between my thighs. I almost couldn’t believe what was happening. I had never touched a Fae before, much less started a heated make-out session with one, and I realized how much sexiness I’d been missing out on for the last twenty-four years of my life.  
 
    Her body slid even closer to mine, and I slipped my hand under her shirt to caress her toned abs. Slowly, I moved my fingers further upwards as her mouth returned to mine. I brushed my fingertips along the soft skin of her breasts, and she let out a soft exhale to let me know I had hit just the right spot.  
 
    The hand that was on my chest suddenly slipped much further downward, to the tops of my cargo pants. Soft lips pulled back for a moment, and I saw her violet eyes search mine for permission.  
 
    “Yeah, go,” I said even as I wondered at how fast we were moving.  
 
    My fingers began to follow the same pattern along Kalista’s body, but before we could get any further, there was a sound from back in the doorway.  
 
    Kalista jumped back, and I pulled my shirt back down as footsteps came toward us.  
 
    I looked up to see Ekador’s gray eyes above us, and the thinness of his lips told me he hid a smile.  
 
    Kalista adjusted her shirt and hair and didn’t meet the old wizard’s eyes. The hint of red that spread down her neck told me she was as embarrassed as I was at being caught.  
 
    “Ariette is looking for you two,” the wizard said with a laugh.  
 
    “Oh, uh, thanks for telling us. We’ll be right there,” I managed to stutter out.  
 
    “She’s in the control room,” Ekador stated and turned to make his way out of the empty chamber. “Where you were supposed to be, apparently.”  
 
    “We’ll be right there,” Kalista assured him in her calmest voice.  
 
    “Oh, and I don’t think there’s any time for you two to finish what you started just so you know,” he added over his shoulder as he exited the room.  
 
    “Well,” Kalista laughed, “I can safely say that out of all the embarrassing things to have happened to me at work, this easily makes the top ten.”  
 
    “Top ten?” I asked in shock. “What else could you have done that was more embarrassing than getting caught by an old wizard when you’re seconds away from fucking the newest member of the team?” 
 
    Kalista looked over at me, amused.  
 
    “Story for another time, Milton.” She winked playfully. “If we ever get to finish what we started, I’ll tell you. Now, come on.”  
 
    The hacker made her way out of the room, and I followed with a shake of my head. The heat between my thighs loathed me for cutting off what would have been a very fun time. I just promised myself we would finish that soon.  
 
    We entered the control room to find Ariette in front of the computers. She took in our flushed faces and mussed up clothing, and then she elegantly hid a snicker behind her hand.  
 
    “Did you two have a good chat?” the blonde elf asked as her eyes drifted down my chest and to my crotch. 
 
    “Yep, pretty good,” Kalista retorted with a smile, and I tried to keep my blush from my cheeks. 
 
    “Oh?” Ariette asked. 
 
    “Well, you know,” Kalista said as she gave me a smoldering look. “Or, hopefully, you’ll find out soon.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Ariette hummed as she glanced at me again. “Hopefully I will.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I asked as I glanced at both of the women. 
 
    “What?” Kalista shrugged. 
 
    “Are you both talking about--” 
 
    “Let’s go, HC, we’ve got to get you tested,” Ariette interrupted as she clapped her hand on my back. “Hopefully, you didn’t use up all of your energy.” Her hips waggled playfully as she exited the control room, and Kalista winked at me before she followed suit.  
 
    Electricity shot through my body as I congratulated myself. Clearly, I was on a team with two gorgeous, sexy women that both seemed interested in me.  
 
    And life was pretty fucking awesome. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Ariette led the way through a different part of the guild headquarters. I took my time with the walk so I could admire the architecture. We wound our way past huge sculptures of important looking Fae and past twisted columns made out of sparkling diamond.  
 
    “Wow, this place is like a beautiful maze,” I breathed as I watched my reflection glisten in the pearl walls. “It’s so cool.” 
 
    I wasn’t even aware that I had spoken aloud until Kalista paused and looked back at me.  
 
    “Do you want to see something actually cool?” the dwarf asked with a hint of mischief in her eyes.  
 
    “Kal, I don’t think so,” Ariette responded hesitantly, “we’ve got so much to do.” She clearly knew what Kalista was thinking, and my curiosity was piqued.  
 
    “Come on, Ari!” the dwarf fired back sweetly. “Don’t you think our newest team member deserves the whole tour? Besides, it’ll take like five minutes, and it’s not like he ever really does anything.”  
 
    Ariette quirked an eyebrow as she considered Kalista’s request.  
 
    “Oh, come on, I want to know!” I begged as I threw my most charming smile at the statuesque elf. Her resolve broke, and she rolled her eyes with a nod.  
 
    “Yes!” Kalista exclaimed before she ran off down a hall to our right. Ariette and I had to hurry to catch up with her. 
 
    As we got further into the building, we began to descend slowly. The floor was tilted a few degrees downward, and it brought us into the cold, damp earth. Things were darker down here and torches lighted the way instead of artificial light. We passed a room that looked suspiciously like a cell, and a roar cried out from its depths. I stopped in front of the bars, which were made out of dull iron, to look inside.  
 
    It wasn’t even a room. The bars separated me from a huge hole. It must have been as wide across as a football field, and much, much deeper. The roar came again. It emanated from the depths of the pit, but I couldn’t see to the bottom.  
 
    “What is that?” I asked with wide eyes as I glanced at Kalista.  
 
    “That is one of the Seelie’s best-kept secrets,” the dwarf replied with a grin, “which you’re now privy too since you’re on our team. He isn’t really talkative but--” 
 
    Suddenly, there was a flash of orange-red light, and a wave of searing heat blasted my face. I didn’t step back, though, because what came screaming out of the pit was a sight I thought I’d never see.  
 
    A huge green creature covered in shimmering scales soared out from the pit. Enormous wings flapped the air until its flight was stopped by a thick iron chain that surrounded one of its back legs.  
 
    A dragon.  
 
    I stood about fifty yards from a real dragon. I didn’t know the beasts still existed.  
 
    One fiery red eye turned on me, and its nostrils flared. A lipless mouth curved into a nasty smile and exposed razor-sharp teeth that were as long as my arm. I readied myself to run in case the beast was about to unload a stream of fire on me, but it did no such thing.  
 
    “You are a human.” Its rumbly voice echoed through the hall.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ariette and Kalista turn and walk back toward me. Both warriors looked ready to yank me away from the dragon, but I put out a hand to stop them. I was mere feet from a creature of legend. There was no way I would leave until I absolutely had to.  
 
    “Yes,” I said, and I kept my voice low and steady.  
 
    The beast’s red eyes looked me up and down, and then it pointed one golden claw at me.  
 
    “You are not just any human,” the beast growled with an almost musical cadence. “You have the Hand of Blood. Do you know what that means?”  
 
    “No, but I bet you do,” I replied.  
 
    The dragon tilted its head, and its green scales caught in the torchlight and glimmered once again. Then a deep haunting laugh escaped its mouth. It threw its head from side to side as it laughed before it abruptly looked back at me.  
 
    “I do,” the dragon said. “I have seen it. You will be one to remember for a very long time, Milton Bailey.” It savored my name and drew out each syllable.  
 
    “How do you know my name?” I asked as I stepped closer to the bars.  
 
    “Milton,” Kalista let out a warning, but I ignored her.  
 
    “That is not important. What is important is you. You will ensure that evil does not reign, Milton Bailey. You are the Racmoth.” The dragon smiled at me again.  
 
    “Reign? Racmoth? What are you talking about?” I rushed toward the cage without a thought of my own safety and wrapped my hands around the bars.  
 
    The dragon said no more and instead tilted its head in a slight bow. Then it dipped its wings downward and disappeared from sight. I heard the chain rattle for a second before there was dead silence.  
 
    My ears rang, and it took a moment for me to realize Kalista and Ariette stood on either side of me. Both of them wrapped their hands around my biceps to keep me from collapsing, and then my world went hazy. It took a moment to recover while I stared at the place where the dragon had been moments ago.  
 
    Ariette and Kalista hauled me ten feet down the hallway before I forced them to stop.  
 
    “What was that back there?” I said and pointed an accusatory finger between my teammates. “How do you have a dragon here? I thought they all died centuries ago.”  
 
    They shared a look before Ariette spoke.  
 
    “They did, all except for him,” she said with her arms crossed over her chest. The elf looked uncomfortable and purposefully avoided my gaze. “He’s the last of the dragons.”  
 
    “So why is he here? Why keep him chained up?” My blood boiled, and my voice grew louder.  
 
    “Because dragons are like weapons of mass destruction, except they don’t explode and die after one use,” Kalista interjected. “A dragon is like a flying nuclear warhead, and they have no allegiance. Seelie, Unseelie, they don’t care who they work for, as long as they get treasure. If we let him out and the Unseelie got their hands on him…” 
 
    “But the Unseelie live in their own realm like they have for half a millennium. And the treaty stops them from doing any harm to our realm, so it shouldn’t even matter.” I threw my hands up in the air wildly as I spoke.  
 
    Again, the Fae women shared a look. Something passed between the two of them, and I could see that an unspoken decision was made. 
 
    “What?” I queried with my hands on my hips.  
 
    “A long time ago,” Ariette started, “the Fae realm was separate from the human realm. We knew you existed, but you didn’t know about us. Magic was ridiculed as fake, something only found in stories. The Unseelie liked to come into your realm and screw with you guys. Make things go missing, cause couples to fight, trip people, that kind of thing. Mostly harmless.”  
 
    Ariette sighed and lowered her eyes. “It was like that for millennia. About six hundred years ago, though, some of the Unseelie grew restless with the little parlor tricks. They began to recruit others and eventually formed a faction. It didn’t take long for every single Unseelie to go along with them. They moved up from pranks to starting wars among the human race that caused destruction on a massive level. The Seelie Court tried to stop it, and suddenly, the war wasn’t just among the humans. It was a war between Seelie and Unseelie, too. Both of these wars together forced the two realms to merge into one, kind of like the Big Bang. All of a sudden, all of us were here together, Seelie, Unseelie, and humans.” 
 
    Ariette paused, and an intern rushed past us with a huge mug of coffee. When he was gone, she went on. 
 
    “Merging the two realms wasn’t enough for the Unseelie, though. They decided they wanted to destroy the human race and have everything for themselves, but the Seelie and the humans worked together and managed to wage a strong war against them. We brokered a tentative treaty with them, and then the Unseelie retreated beyond the dark border, past the Dracun Mountains--” 
 
    “Yeah,” I interrupted her before she could continue. “I know all of this. Tenth-grade history. So why is that dragon still chained up if the Unseelie were basically forced into the nether realm by the Seelie?”  
 
    Once again, the warriors shared a knowing look. I clenched my fist in aggravation.  
 
    “Because the Unseelie aren’t all that likely to stick to a piece of paper with a signature on it if they find a dragon,” Kalista said darkly.  
 
    “You just said we pushed them past the Dracun Mountains, which is supposed to be like a place of no return--”  
 
    “We did,” Ariette interrupted, “but some of the Unseelie have figured out how to come back over here. Like the fairy who gave you your hand.”  
 
    “You think he was trying to break the treaty?” I asked. 
 
    “Why else risk being caught?” Kalista pointed out.  
 
    “Look,” Ariette said with her hand on her hip, “if we find an Unseelie, we kill it. End of story.”  
 
    “Okay, fine. So evil still roams the Earth and ignores a magical treaty. Then what did the dragon mean when it said I would make sure evil doesn’t reign?” I asked as my eyes drifted from one Fae woman to the other.  
 
    Ariette shrugged. She wouldn’t meet my eyes, so I turned to Kalista.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she answered. “It’s never spoken to anyone before. I thought we might see a flash of scales or a bit of flame. I didn’t expect him to actually speak to us.”  
 
    So the very first time the captive beast spoke, and it said something cryptic as hell to me.  
 
    “Great,” I snarled. I didn’t mean to be pissed at her, but I was seriously over the lack of straight answers I got around here, so I paced in a circle for a moment and let my breathing return to normal.  
 
    “Next question, how did it know my name?” I asked as I rounded on the women. “And what was it that he called me? Racmouth or whatever?” 
 
    “Racmoth,” Kalista corrected quietly. “It means ‘blood wielder’ in the language of the dragons.” 
 
    “And as for him knowing your name, dragons see the future,” Ariette replied with a shrug. “It knew you were coming, and it knew who you were.”  
 
    “So then…” I trailed off, lost in my thoughts.  
 
    “So then whatever it meant about you defeating evil is in the future,” Kalista finished with a sigh. 
 
    The three of us stood quietly for a moment. Ariette’s eyebrows knitted together, and she crossed her arms over her chest in that sexy stance of hers. Kalista had both hands on her head, and her full breasts rose and fell rapidly.  
 
    “Come on,” Ariette interrupted our silent moment. “We can worry about what the dragon said later. Right now, we’ve got to get you to the testing room, HC.”  
 
    We finished our trek through the bowels of the guild hall and finally came upon a huge oak door. It was completely bare, except for a silver doorknob. Ariette turned the knob and swung the door open to reveal a huge room that looked like a gym.  
 
    Except most gyms weren’t filled with deadly weapons and fist fights.  
 
    There were dozens of Fae inside the room. Some were fighting with swords, others were working on archery skills. A few were off in the far corner as they practiced their magic.  
 
    “Watch out!” I heard someone screech to my left. I whipped toward the yell just in time to see a tiny figure as it bolted through the air, straight for my head. I barely registered the pointed green face when two emerald lips parted to screech once again.  
 
    “I’m sorry!” the lips yelped as the tiny figure crashed into my face full on and sent me careening to the ground.  
 
    My head spun, and my vision was fuzzy as I lay on the itchy gray carpet for a moment. Then, I realized I couldn’t breathe because something covered my entire face.  
 
    “Yo, look where you’re flying, would you?” I heard Kalista grumble from somewhere above me. Then the weight was lifted off my face, and I gasped in a breath of air before my vision totally cleared and I looked up.  
 
    Kalista held a tiny green fairy in her hand. The pointy face and emerald lips were attached to a thin body that was no more than six inches long, and she wore a thin brown tunic with holes cut into her back that allowed translucent green wings the space needed to pop out. Kalista pinched the part of the tunic between the fairy’s shoulder blades as the tiny creature hung her head in apology.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she squeaked, and her neon pink eyes looked up at me full of tears.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I nodded to her as Ariette helped me stand up. She looked pretty pissed off too.  
 
    “Maybe learn how to fly in a crowd of people, okay?” the elven warrior said curtly. The little fairy nodded silently, her eyes wide as she stared at Ariette before she wriggled in Kalista’s grasp. The dwarf let go of her tunic, and the fairy zoomed off to the opposite corner of the room.  
 
    “Pixies,” Ariette shook her head, “very useful but very stupid.”  
 
    “It’s alright, really,” I assured her, but my mind was already over the incident as I continued to look around the room and take in the assortment of magical creatures as they practiced. 
 
    One Fae, a statuesque elf, had his eyes closed. His right hand hovered in front of him and curled and flicked in the air. It wasn’t until we got closer to him that I noticed what was in front of his hand.  
 
    Three tiny flames danced in unison with his movements. When he curled his fingers inward, the flames flickered out. He opened his hand, and the flames reappeared and grew bigger. Then the elf swung his arm to the right, and the flames flew through the air before they stopped abruptly like they hit a wall.  
 
    A few feet from the elf and his fire was a dwarf. I could tell she was a female only by the breasts sticking out from her chest. Her long black hair blended into an equally long beard, and she couldn’t have been more than three and a half feet tall.  
 
    The dwarf had her eyes open, but she was concentrating so hard that she didn’t notice me as I looked at her. Both of her hands were by her side, and I could barely hear her hum a soft tune. I squinted my eyes a bit and noticed there was a small group of gnats flying in a circle in front of her. There was probably about twenty of them, and they formed a circle as they danced and spun along to her melody.  
 
    “Hand of Music,” Kalista whispered when she caught my stare. I looked at her in surprise, and she winked. “You should see what she does with horses.”  
 
    “Hello, you two, we don’t have time to stare rudely at people who are just practicing.” Ariette snapped her fingers in both of our faces. “Let’s go!”  
 
    We followed her back into a room on the other side of the gym. This room was about a quarter of the size, and it had a computer in one corner along with weapons, target boards, and a punching bag.  
 
    “Alright, HC, let’s see what you got,” Ariette announced. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    I stood in the center of the mat and waited for Kalista and Ariette to return. They had left me over twenty minutes ago, and I started to wonder if this was part of the test.  
 
    Test number one: how long can we make the human wait before he comes to find us?  
 
    Finally, they returned, and Kalista held a rabbit in her hands. Danira entered moments after them and stood against the wall farthest from me with a smirk. Her black eye looked me up and down confidently, but she said nothing.  
 
    “Oh, no,” I protested with a shake of my head, “you guys are not about to make me kill a rabbit so Danira can figure out how strong my magic is. Nuh-uh. Not gonna happen,”  
 
    “Please, Milton, we’d never let you hurt an innocent little bunny!” Kalista exclaimed with indignation. “This is just a robot with some blood inside.” 
 
    I frowned and studied the animal again. Then I noticed that the creature’s eyes were a dull gray, and there were hinges where its back legs met its body.  
 
    “But we’re not there just yet,” Ariette said, and then she pointed to the wall of weapons behind me. “Take out your gun.”  
 
    I unholstered my weapon from where it sat on my hip and relished the feel of the cool heavy metal against my skin. The knowledge that intensely strong magic ran through my veins, and that I also held a sleek gun capable of warding off the strongest of foes, made me feel powerful in a way I’d only ever dreamed about before now. I felt the child inside me jump for joy once again, and I smiled.  
 
    “Okay,” Ariette said with a light laugh and pressed a button on the computer. Then a target dropped down from the ceiling behind me. “Empty the chamber.”  
 
    “I haven’t shot a gun since I was ten,” I admitted. I didn’t want to embarrass myself in front of the hot warriors. “I’ll be a terrible shot.” 
 
    “Fae have extreme accuracy. How accurate you are helps test the strength of your magic. Are you afraid you’ll miss?” Ariette teased with a twinkle in her eye.  
 
    I set my jaw and lifted my chin. 
 
    “No, I’m not afraid of anything,” I grunted. Then I turned around and raised the gun as I tried to remember everything my best friend’s dad had told me about shooting. I locked my elbow, wrapped my index finger around the trigger, and lined up my shot.  
 
    The gun went off twice. I paused and realized I’d put both shots in the exact same place. There was a gaping hole in the middle of the black head on the target board.  
 
    “Okay!” Kalista exclaimed gleefully. “I think we can stick that one in the accurate category.”  
 
    “Very well done, Milton,” came Danira’s voice from the side of the room, “but don’t get too comfortable. All Fae are highly accurate. The real test is to see how you do in a magical battle.”  
 
    The commander stepped forward, and a sly grin spread across her face. Ariette and Kalista both hid snickers behind their hands as they watched what was definitely a worried expression cross my face. I stumbled backward for a step before I forced myself to stand my ground. 
 
    “You can put that thing away,” Danira grunted with a look at the silver weapon still clutched in my hand.  
 
    “O-okay.” I swallowed and nodded, then replaced the gun in my holster as she began to circle me.  
 
    “Connect with your magic, Milton,” Danira instructed as her black eye stared me down.  
 
    I nodded and tried to recall the feeling from that morning. The magic had vibrated inside of me instinctually when I smelled the blood of that poor man, and then when I saw the little girl, it was like I was on autopilot. I didn’t really know how to summon it and, on top of that, I wasn’t too sure I could trust myself not to kill the commander.  
 
    “You won’t hurt me, Bailey,” Danira chuckled, “even if you try.” 
 
    I didn’t find the situation quite so amusing as the commander did, but I figured if she was that confident I had nothing to worry about.  
 
    Hopefully.  
 
    “Alright,” I sighed, and I closed my eyes briefly as I concentrated.  
 
    Then I felt it. It was like my entire body began to vibrate at a cellular level, and my Hand grew warm. The blood in my veins rushed faster, and it was like the world slowed down for a moment. I opened my eyes to see that my Hand glowed a soft crimson red, just as Oragon’s had.  
 
    “Good,” Danira said proudly. “Now let’s see you actually put it to some use, boy.”  
 
    I waited, but she said nothing else. And then suddenly, she raised her left hand, and a torrent of water came gushing out of it, headed straight for me. I didn’t act quickly enough, and the water soaked me to the bone as it encapsulated me. I was swept up in a sphere of water that floated two feet off the ground. Through the swirling liquid, I saw Danira twist her hands in a circle, and the water suddenly flipped upside down and took me with it. My lungs screamed for air, and I pushed against the waves until I hit cool air and fell hard onto the floor.  
 
     The magic left my cells swiftly as I spluttered and gasped for air.  
 
    “What was that?” Ariette cackled from the place where she and Kalista stood. The dwarf was bent over her knees and also shook with laughter.  
 
    A small surge of frustration flared through my body as I wiped a sopping piece of hair from my forehead.  
 
    “Well, I wasn’t ready!” I protested.  
 
    “No enemy is going to wait until you’re ready,” Danira pointed out. “Again.”  
 
    She raised her Hand once more, and I noticed it glowed a bright blue color. Quickly, I called on my magic and the warmth of its vibration rose within me. This time, when Danira brought her Hand forward, I willed myself to connect with her blood. My Hand shifted, and it was as if I had grasped onto the commander and could push her in any direction I wanted. I watched the water build up and start to crash toward me, and then I pushed my Hand forward and felt a surge of magic as she was thrown to the side. The water landed about five feet to my left, but I almost didn’t register it as I took in a breath as the heat receded. My Hand vibrated with the aftershock, and I realized I was slightly lightheaded from the effort.  
 
    So, magic powers were not as easy as I thought they’d be.  
 
    “Good!” the commander called from the floor. Kalista went over to help her up, but Danira shooed the dwarf away. I readied myself for another water attack, but Danira went over to mutter something in Ariette’s ear.  
 
    Ariette didn’t say anything as she nodded, but then she walked toward me. Suddenly, she threw up her hand, and a bolt of electricity shot out of it. Without thinking, I lifted my arm and felt for her blood. My hand tingled as I felt the blood cells race through her body, and then I pushed my hand forward a tiny bit. I didn’t want to hurt her, just move her away from me. The muscles in my hand clenched as I sent her body careening backward, and she crashed into the wall so hard some of the plaster crumbled down. I ducked to avoid her shot of electricity, and it blasted the wall behind me to pieces.  
 
    “Shit, I am so sorry!” I gasped as I stepped toward the elf on the floor, but Ariette stood up with a grin on her face.  
 
    “Don’t be, that’s exactly what I wanted to see!” She was way more excited than pissed. “So, you can control people’s blood while it’s still inside of them, and you don’t need to rip it out. And you have decent reflexes. That’s going to come in handy, HC.”  
 
    Ariette went back to the computer and tapped on the keyboard, no doubt to add to the growing test results for me.  
 
    “Okay, next one,” Kalista said as she placed the robot bunny in front of me. “Tear its blood out, but don’t send it flying. Leave it there.”  
 
    I concentrated on the rabbit as my Hand grew warm and then the vibration changed as I connected with the blood inside of it. Instead of a push against the blood inside the thing, I threw my Hand to the side as I channeled my magic and imagined the blood being ripped from the white fur.  
 
    But nothing happened.  
 
    I took a deep breath and felt for the blood inside the rabbit again. I could feel the heat of the blood cells. I connected with that and concentrated on it for two breaths. Then, I threw my hand out and willed it to leave the robot’s body.  
 
    Still, nothing happened.  
 
    “What the hell?” I cried out in frustration.  
 
    “What’s the matter, Milton?” Kalista teased. “Scared to hurt a precious little robot?” 
 
    “Just concentrate, HC.” Ariette silenced Kalista with a raised hand. The elf leveled her eyes with mine and dipped her head. “Where do you want the blood to go?”  
 
    I nodded and took a deep breath. My heart jumped as I felt into the blood again. Then I closed my eyes and ripped the hot red fluid from the fake body with a loud grunt.  
 
    The blood hovered in the air above the destroyed robot, and it was then that I saw inside the rabbit.  
 
    It was made out of iron.  
 
    “Interesting,” Danira breathed as she stared at the blood.  
 
    “What’s interesting?” I asked. 
 
    “Well,” Danira started and looked up at me, “most Fae wouldn’t have been able to get past the iron. You did, but it was hard, so it tells us something good.”  
 
    The commander trailed off in thought, and I looked to Ariette to finish her sentence.  
 
    “It tells us you can still use your powers around iron, but that isn’t normally something Unseelie can do or any Fae for that matter. Your power could definitely play to our advantage,” she finished, lost in her own thoughts now, too.  
 
    I considered her words and thought about what they could mean for me. If I was face to face with an Unseelie, I could weaken it with iron and still be able to use my Hand. I had the feeling that gift would save my life someday.  
 
    I looked at the blood hanging in the air above the destroyed rabbit and wondered what else I could do with it. Before I thought too much about it, my body moved on its own like it had when I killed troll-2.0 earlier.  
 
    The nerves in my hand vibrated as my fingers curled in on themselves and replayed the motions I’d seen the male elf use in the gym. Sweat beaded up on my brow, but I ignored it and inhaled slowly through my nose. Then, the blood shifted in the air and hardened, and red darkened to an almost black as the blood formed into a sword.  
 
    Ariette and Kalista stared wide-eyed at the weapon. Without a thought, Kalista reached a hand out and grasped onto the blade.  
 
    “Ow!” she exclaimed and pulled back in alarm.  
 
    Blood began to drip from her palm. Instinctively, I flattened my hand and watched as my power staunched her bleeding.  
 
    “So, two new things,” Ariette said in awe. “You can make solid objects out of blood, and you can stop a wound from bleeding. Damn, HC, that fairy must have been fucking powerful.”  
 
    Suddenly, the sword transformed back into a pool of blood and crashed to the floor. Red droplets splattered everywhere. At the same time, Kalista’s hand started to bleed again. 
 
    “Oh, shit, sorry, I don’t know what happened,” I fumbled.  
 
    “No problem.” Kalista shook it off and reached under the computer desk to produce a roll of gauze. She wrapped her hand up and looked back at my apologetic face with a laugh.  
 
    “Powerful, but definitely in need of some training.” Ariette smiled. “What about fighting skills, HC? Got any of those?”  
 
    “I just showed you them,” I retorted.  
 
    “Hand to hand combat, Milton, can you do that?” Kalista asked in mock annoyance.  
 
    “Uh, I’ve taken some self-defense classes. Just to make sure no perp ever tried to steal my packages.”  
 
    That earned a laugh from both of the beautiful warriors.  
 
    “Take a break, grab some water,” Danira stated. “The computer’s going to take a moment to process everything before we get your results.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, the four of us were huddled around the computer screen as my test results came up.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Kalista muttered under her breath when a bright green number twenty popped up on the screen.  
 
    Ariette looked at the number in shock. “How is that even possible?”  
 
    The women looked at the number on the screen like it had told them they were pregnant. A mixture of shock and excitement was expressed in all of their faces. I waited for someone to tell me what they were so weirded out by, but all three warriors seemed to be in their own world.  
 
    “Guys,” I snapped my fingers in front of their faces to bring them back to reality, “what does that number mean?” 
 
    “HC, you’re as powerful as any Fae I’ve ever met,” Ariette said. Then her blue eyes looked into mine, and I couldn’t tell if they held awe or worry.  
 
    “Well, the fairy who gave me his power was definitely crazy awesome.” I shrugged my shoulders. “You saw what his magic did to that troll dude on the street.”  
 
    “Yes, he probably was pretty powerful,” Kalista piped in, “but in the transfer, the power never stays that strong. Humans don’t have the capacity to hold in that much mana. It would rip them apart on a cellular level. It should have ripped you apart by now.” 
 
    Kalista began to circle me with her arms crossed over her chest as if she looked for any evidence that some part of me had ripped apart on the cellular level. She found none because she came to stand back in front of me with a huff and continued to stare.  
 
    “So freaking weird,” the dwarf breathed in awe.  
 
    “Milton, did anyone ever tell you anything about your parents?” Danira asked. “Were they connected with the Fae in any way?”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “I mean, no, no one ever told me much about my parents. I know they were killed by a drunk driver when I was two. That’s it. I don’t even remember much more than their faces, but nobody ever said they had any connection with the Fae. They were accountants.”  
 
    “Well then, the good news is that it isn’t ripping you apart,” Ariette stated. “The bad news is that you’re definitely going to need some serious training to learn how to defend yourself without your Hand, and probably a mind enrichment lesson too so you don’t lose control as you did with Kalista’s hand and the blood sword.”  
 
    “But I get to go out there and kick some ass with you two,” I said flirtatiously, and that earned a wry smile from both women.  
 
    “Hell yeah!” Kalista exclaimed and gave me a high five.  
 
    Ariette, ever the poised warrior, simply tilted her head and smiled. Danira rolled her eyes in mock annoyance before she turned to Ariette.  
 
    “Analytics room. Milton stays here,” she said cryptically before she strode out of the room.  
 
    “We’ll be back soon, just wait here,” Ariette assured me as she turned to dash after the commander.  
 
    “I’m going to go too, gotta hack the High Court,” Kalista said as she wandered toward the door.  
 
    “Why the hell would you want to do a thing like that?” I called to her retreating back.  
 
    “Got to stay up on the news straight from the source,” she mumbled over her shoulder. “I’ll be back in a little bit. Try not to hurt yourself while we’re gone.” 
 
    “Uh, ok, guess I’ll just stay here, by myself, all alone, in a strange place, then,” I called after her form as it retreated. 
 
    When she walked out of the door, I frowned and looked around at the small and empty training area. I decided there was little for me to accomplish here since I didn’t know how the machinery operated, and I didn’t want to break anything, so I strolled back out into the main room of the gym. Then I sat alone along the back wall and watched the Fae at work.  
 
    Many of them trained in hand to hand combat. I was entranced as I watched them do a dance of footwork, defensive moves, and offensive strikes. Two elves in the middle of the floor caught my attention. They were both female warriors, dressed in clothing similar to Ariette’s.  
 
    As I watched, the brunette elf charged at the blonde elf, her body low to the ground. The blonde sidestepped her charge and brought an elbow down hard on her opponent’s back. The blow forced the brunette to the ground, but she quickly rolled over and swept the first elf’s feet out from under her. She then launched herself into the air to straddle her partner with both hands wrapped around the blonde’s thin wrists. The pair stood up with solemn expressions and bowed to each other before they parted ways.  
 
    As I watched the hot warriors, I didn’t notice that a male elf had taken the seat right next to me.  
 
    The moment I became aware of his presence, I slid both my eyes to the side to take him in. He was tall, even for an elf, and his black hair was cut in a crew cut. That was very unusual. I had noticed even the men wore their hair long. He wore tight black leggings and a gray t-shirt, and his feet were clad in thick black combat boots.  
 
    A smell pervaded my nostrils. It was sickly sweet and heavy, and I knew this guy wore way too much cheap cologne.  
 
    One green eye caught my sneaky gaze, and he turned toward me.  
 
    “I’m Arendor,” the elf stated as he extended a hand in my direction.  
 
    “Milton,” I replied and accepted his hand.  
 
    “Milton.” He chuckled snidely. “Not the name I would have expected from a warrior.”  
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t expect so much then,” I replied with an edge to my voice.  
 
    Arendor just laughed. It was a short laugh, monosyllabic, and it reminded me of the sound someone makes when they get the wind knocked out of them.  
 
    “Maybe I shouldn’t,” he said. “So, you’re the newest addition to Ariette’s team. A human.”  
 
    He didn’t even try to hide the sneer in his voice, but then his tone changed slightly when he said Ariette’s name. It was almost reverent, like the tone of a religious follower when they talk about their pastor.  
 
    “Yep,” I said shortly.  
 
    “And how, pray tell, did a human land a coveted spot on her team?” the elf retorted. “You’re not even a part of the guild.”  
 
    He looked around the room nonchalantly as he spoke. His actions told any onlooker that we were in the midst of a friendly but uninteresting conversation. However, I could tell the elf found this conversation anything but boring by the constant glances he threw in my direction and the way his jaw tightened as he waited for my answer.  
 
    “Guess I’m just talented.” I smirked with a shrug of my shoulders.  
 
    Arendor’s green eyes flashed instantly to me, and his gaze held a fiery hate. I didn’t even know this guy, but I could tell he would have killed me if we’d been anywhere but the guild.  
 
    “Don’t mistake talent for luck, Milton,” he said in a dangerous tone.  
 
    “Oh, I don’t think I’ve made any sort of mistake, Arendor,” I growled. I made sure the implication in my tone was clear. I knew that he was trying to intimidate me, and I wouldn’t have it.  
 
    The elf stepped close into my personal space, and I drew myself up to my full height as I stared into his hateful eyes. One finger poked itself into my chest as he prepared to speak, but the flare of anger pulsed through me at his contact.  
 
    Before he could say a word, I lashed out and pushed hard against his chest. He stumbled and nearly fell as a slew of Fae onlookers turned to watch the drama.  
 
    “That was a mistake,” he growled before he charged directly at me.  
 
    But I was ready, and as soon as he came close enough, my fist collided with the side of his face. Arendor’s head whipped around, and he hit the ground.  
 
    I stepped back, ready to let this be over, but he threw himself toward my legs and wrapped his arms around my knees. I hit the floor, hard, and he scrabbled to get on top of me. Thanks to my new Fae reflexes and apparent fighting skills, I sent a knee into his gut, and he crumpled in on himself. 
 
    My Hand tingled, and I focused in on Arendor’s blood. I didn’t want to kill the guy, but I did want to see the extent of these new powers.  
 
    The moment my Hand pulsed in time with his heartbeat, I threw a hand out, and Arendor flew about five feet backward. He flipped through the air and landed on his back. I heard the air leave his lungs, and he took a moment to recover.  
 
    His eyes were murderous as he slowly stood up, but I kept my hands by my sides and waited to see if he would come for me again. He took two steps backward as he regained his balance, and then he shoved a younger elf out of his way.  
 
    “You think you’re all that, human?” he taunted as he began to circle me.  
 
    I matched his movements and narrowed my eyes as I readied my hand. Arendor charged forward, but I flung him backward again. He sputtered this time as he stood up. 
 
    I didn’t move or attack again. I was perfectly happy to let this go.  
 
    “Big… mistake,” the elf repeated as he stood up slowly. Ice crystals began to form around his hand until it looked like a club of rock solid crystal. Suddenly, he flung the ice straight at my head, and I ducked to avoid it before it bashed in my skull. As I ducked, he launched himself at me and took us both to the ground. The elf landed a solid punch across my jaw before I could connect with his blood again.  
 
    This time, I forced his body to fly up against the ceiling, and he slammed into it like a rag doll. Then, I pushed him back into the crowd of Fae who came to observe us fight. It took him a long moment to recover from that one, and I spat out a little bit of blood on the ground as he did.  
 
    Arendor readied himself for another attack when his eyes suddenly snapped to something behind me.  
 
    I turned around to see Ariette with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Arendor,” she said in a low tone. “How are you?”  
 
    I got the sense that the question was a mere formality.  
 
    “Ariette!” Arendor exclaimed as the ice disappeared from his hand. “I’m, uh, I’m good. Just getting to know your newest recruit over here.” He stood then, his posture stooped slightly, and he folded his hands in front of himself awkwardly.  
 
    “H-how are you?” the elf added with a shy smile.  
 
    “Fine, now that we’ve got Milton on the team,” Ariette answered shortly.  
 
    Then she placed a hand on my shoulder, and I knew she couldn’t have missed the jealous gleam that crossed Arendor’s green eyes.  
 
    “Milton, let’s go somewhere more private to train,” Ariette said as she jerked her head over her shoulder and eyed Arendor up and down. “Where we won’t be disturbed.”  
 
    Then she turned on her heel to leave without another word to Arendor, but the male elf caught my bicep as I went to follow her.  
 
    “Careful, human,” he sneered dangerously. “It can be a scary business, fighting evil. Wouldn’t want you to get hurt.” 
 
    “I think I’ll be alright, thanks,” I said as I ripped my arm from his grip.  
 
    I caught up with Ariette a few steps outside of the gym. She stood impatiently in the hall with her arms crossed and one slim hip cocked to the side.  
 
    “What was that about?” she demanded as soon as I stepped out of the door.  
 
    “Nothing I can’t handle,” I replied with a shake of my head. “What’s that dude’s problem, anyway?” 
 
    “HC,” Ariette sighed, “not every Fae likes the idea of working with humans, much less having them as part of the guild. Some of them think we’re… better than humans and shouldn’t associate with your kind.”  
 
    “So they’re racist,” I stated.  
 
    “Basically, but Arendor has it out for you on more than one count because he’s been trying to make it onto this team for over a decade,” she laughed. “Getting here would be like becoming royalty to that guy, but Danira can’t stand him.”  
 
    “I think he wants on this team for another reason, too.” I smirked at the elven beauty.  
 
    “Oh, yes, I’ve noticed,” she said in an exasperated tone. “Arendor has a special agenda against any guy that’s on my team. He’s had a thing for me for years.”  
 
    “And do you like him?” I asked, and I felt a twinge in my heart as I waited for an answer.  
 
    “Not in the slightest.” She grimaced. “He wears far too much cologne. Now come on, you should be saving your energy for more… interesting activities.” 
 
    “I like the sound of ‘more interesting activities,’” I said as I winked at her. My flirting was rewarded with a light laugh, and she quickly glanced down at my chest before she gestured for me to follow her.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    We walked down a short hallway in silence. My eyes drifted to watch my combat boots stomp along the clean white floor until the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. Then I looked up to find Ariette’s blue eyes glued to my face. They flickered back and forth, and something about them seemed sad.  
 
    “You know, HC, this job isn’t always easy,” she began. “It’s fun and adventurous, and we get to be heroes, yes, but at the end of the day, it’s hard. There are moments when you’ll be absolutely sure you’re never going to see another sunrise. There will be moments when you wonder what your life could have been like if you’d just got some boring office job.” 
 
    “I know that,” I said softly.  
 
    “No, you don’t,” she replied with a shake of her head and stopped me in the hallway. “You don’t know until you’re in the middle of it, and then it’s too late. I guess what I’m saying is, I need to make sure you will be ready to die tomorrow. If not, say something now.”  
 
    “Ariette.” I placed a hand on her shoulder this time. “I said yes. I’m not changing my mind.”  
 
    “Good.” She nodded, and then she transformed back into the steely warrior. “Then let’s go see what you can do on a mat.”  
 
    We headed to another room that was about as big as the gym but completely empty save for the blue mats on the floor.  
 
    “Are we going to learn how to do gymnastics?” I joked as I motioned to the mats.  
 
    “No, HC.” Ariette laughed. “You’re going to fight me.”  
 
    “I’m going to what?” I stuttered. The thought of a fight with the elven beauty seemed scary but also pretty damn hot.  
 
    “Oh, come on, HC, you won’t hurt me. Trust me.” She smirked.  
 
    “Oh, really?” I questioned as I crossed my arms and swaggered over to stand a few inches in front of her. I watched her breathing speed up, but she played it off as she wrapped her hands in cloth.  
 
    “Alright then, if you’ve got so much confidence, stand back and get ready,” she said.  
 
    Ariette walked a few feet backward, her eyes on mine the whole time. Her body crouched low to the ground with her torso over her thighs, and then the look in her eyes shifted to one of hunger.  
 
    Cockily, I moved backward and took the same stance as her. With her willowy figure and skinny arms, this should be a piece of cake.  
 
    I quickly realized I’d spoken too soon. 
 
    Before I knew it, the warrior was in front of me in a flash and had her hand wrapped around one of my ankles. Gracefully, she wrenched her hand upward and threw me on my back.  
 
    The wind was knocked out of my lungs as my spine hit the dense blue mat, but Ariette didn’t give me a chance to recover. She pinned my wrists to the floor above my head, and then she sank one knee into my stomach.  
 
    Her blue eyes sparkled with glee, and she threw me a victorious grin. As she went to open her mouth to speak, I made a move that wiped the smile right off her face. My body moved of its own accord, and I could feel the muscles in my arms and leg ripple. I was way faster and stronger than I had ever been before.  
 
    My Hand didn’t just give me magic, it also gave me superhuman strength and speed. 
 
    I used the strength in my legs to flip myself in a backward somersault. The movement took Ariette’s body along with mine, and she let out a grunt as I flipped her onto her stomach.  
 
    “Ready to give up yet?” I questioned. One of my hands landed on her butt, and I felt its plumpness rise into my hand. I lost myself in my thoughts and didn’t realize what she was doing until it was way too late.  
 
    “Not even close,” she stated.  
 
    Then she threw me off her, and I rolled backward along the mat. For a moment, neither one of us moved. We locked eyes, and I took in the sweat that plastered her hair to her forehead, and the way her breasts fought against the edge of her shirt as she breathed heavily.  
 
    Far too fast, she was back in action. She lunged forward and her hands wrapped around my waist as her momentum brought me back to the mat. But I was ready, and I used my weight to flip us around quickly.  
 
    The air whooshed out of her lungs as I threw her down on the mat and pinned her wrists above her head. She struggled, but as she tried to push me off with one of her legs, I slid my knee into the space between her thighs.  
 
    To my surprise, I felt a lot of heat make contact with my knee.  
 
    Ariette froze and panted up at me. 
 
    “How’s that for a win?” I grinned with pride.  
 
    “Well, HC, I don’t know who’s the real winner here,” she said as she batted her eyelashes.  
 
    “And you think that because...?” I laughed.  
 
    The expression on her face surprised me. Her cheeks were red, and her blue eyes were huge. She drew her lips together in a pout, and I watched as her pupils dilated.  
 
    “I think I’d have to declare myself the winner in this situation, because I really, really like you being on top,” she breathed.  
 
    My pants got really tight the moment I heard her words, and my pulse quickened. Heat filled my body, and goosebumps rose on every part of my body that was in contact with hers. For a moment, I just looked at her.  
 
    I took in the soft curve of her hips, the flush across the top of her full breasts, and the way her lips parted and shut.  
 
    Without warning, the elf raised her head and planted her lips on mine. Her kiss was soft and warm, and her lips moved against my mouth in the most wonderful rhythm imaginable.  
 
    Ariette pulled back, and I let out a soft huff when she broke contact. Her blue eyes were dark with a hint of danger as she looked at me from under thick black lashes.  
 
    “I think I should show you where your room is now,” she whispered.  
 
    We barely made it up the stairs before we crashed into the wall. My lips covered hers as she slammed me against the doorframe. Then one slender hand reached out for the doorknob to my new room, and she turned it without breaking our kiss. As soon as the door was open, Ariette guided me backwards and then she kicked the door closed.  
 
    The back of my knees hit the bed, and I toppled onto it.  
 
    Her hands were everywhere. They quickly undid the button and zipper on my cargo pants and pulled my boxers down with them, and then they ripped my shirt off. Ariette paused momentarily to undo her own ensemble with nimble fingers.  
 
    “Were you this seductive before you got your Hand?” she whispered as she unbuttoned her top. “Because I swear it feels like my blood pressure is rising simply by being this close to you.” 
 
    I wondered about that for a brief moment as I watched her nimble fingers slide along the buttons. I’d always been a ladies man, but I’d never quite felt the pull toward a woman like I did today. It was like my blood had called her in and heightened the already strong attraction between us. And as her shirt came free, I decided I was really, really glad about that. I sent out a silent thought of gratitude for the dead fairy and his Hand. 
 
    I smiled and yanked her gently toward the bed as she continued to undress. I sat back against the pillows, focused on nothing but the beautiful elf as she got naked in front of me. Her black top slid down past her breasts and released them from their prison. Pert pink nipples stood out against pale full breasts. The top came down further, and it glided over toned porcelain abs, and finally over two sharp hip bones.  
 
    Ariette threw the outfit behind her and didn’t even look to see where it landed before she was on top of me, and then our lips collided.  
 
    “Wait,” I pulled back to mumble, “I thought you said you like me on top.”  
 
    That earned a wry smile, and I flipped us over, so I hovered above her. She was beautiful to look at.  
 
    Blonde hair had pulled free from her braid and splayed out across the pillow. One hand was thrown next to her head, and the other ran softly up and down my abs. Her cheeks were flushed, and the red ran all the way down to her breasts. I cupped one in my hand and brushed softly over a nipple, and the warrior below me moaned.  
 
    My eyes continued down over her flat stomach as it rose and fell rapidly in anticipation. I took in the small patch of golden hair between her legs just as they spread even further apart.  
 
    “Hey, HC,” she mumbled as her hand trailed up my chest. 
 
    “Yeah?” I whispered softly as I looked back to her.  
 
    “I don’t like waiting.” 
 
    I nodded at the hidden order and used my hand to guide myself into the warmth between her legs. Both of us let out a sigh as our bodies joined together. Ariette closed her eyes and threw her head back, and the sight below me was enough to make me almost lose control. Her hand stayed on its path up and down my stomach as her hips thrust upward to meet my movements. I drew the moment out as long as I could, but it didn’t take long for Ariette to let out a growl of pleasure, and I felt her clench around me. I followed within seconds.  
 
    We locked eyes as I pulled out of her, and then she bit down on her bottom lip as her hands trailed up my back. I leaned down and pulled her soft bottom lip into my mouth, and then I kissed down the silken skin of her neck. I drank in the sensation of her delicate pulse against my lips as I kissed down her stomach until I finally felt the heat of her arousal against my lips. Slowly, I lapped at the warm skin of her clitoris as she let out a sultry moan.  
 
    “Oh, fuck, Milton, right there.” She sighed as her hips left the bed and began to thrust toward my mouth. I flattened my tongue against her as the friction caused her to convulse in another orgasm. Her hands twisted in the sheets, and as I looked up from my vantage point between her legs, my eyes were met with the sexiest sight I had seen in my entire life.  
 
    Ariette’s nipples were hard against the cold air, and her breasts bounced slightly as her chest rose and fell hard. Her blue eyes were screwed shut in pleasure, and her lush lips formed a perfect circle. I licked her slowly as she fell back against the bed, and then I crawled back up her body as my dick screamed for its own second release.  
 
    As if she could read my mind, her legs wrapped around my hips and she lifted her pelvis as she looked at me alluringly from under thick black lashes. The elf licked her lips seductively and nodded once. I slipped myself back inside her warmth and began to rock in and out of her. Our breathing picked up speed, and I nuzzled my nose into the soft skin between her neck and shoulder as her lips trailed over the crown of my head. This time, I felt her muscles clench tightly around me as I spilled inside of her once again with a soft grunt.  
 
    “Oh my God, yes!” Ariette all but screamed out as she came for the third time.  
 
    I took a moment to catch my breath before I rolled off her. Her chest was still heaving as she pulled a blanket over our bodies and turned to face me.  
 
    “Too bad that’s not a talent we need more of in the guild,” she said breathily.  
 
    I threw my head back against the pillows and laughed. 
 
    We fell asleep tangled up not long after, and I slept heavily and easily until I slipped from the world of dreams into the world of nightmares.  
 
    I was back on the street from earlier as I watched the monstrous troll throw people and cars through the air. Brick exploded out from walls as objects were thrown into them, and screams echoed down the road as everyone ran for their lives.  
 
    Then, suddenly, it was dead silent. The people were gone. Dead bodies littered the street. I looked up to see the creature head toward the little girl, and I watched as she squeezed her teddy bear closer to her chest.  
 
    “Hey, ugly!” I yelled.  
 
    The creature looked up at me, but it didn’t continue to reach for the child as it had done before. Instead, it looked at me and smiled. Its teeth dripped with blood, and one fang curled over its bottom lip. 
 
    “You will fight a great evil, Milton Bailey,” troll-2.0 said in the dragon’s voice. 
 
    Then I sat up straight in the bed, and my chest heaved as I panted.  
 
    I looked over to see Ariette still deep in sleep with one hand thrown across the mattress. I took a moment to look around my new room and calm myself down.  
 
    I had been far too busy when we first barged in to take in my new home. It was pretty sparse with less stuff than I figured the guild would give a warrior. The room was no more than one hundred square feet, and the floors were covered in plush white carpet. The bed we were laying in was in the far corner of the room, nestled under the window. The red curtains fell from a golden rod in between the bed and the wall, and directly across from me was a tall dresser and a big wooden desk. The desk had two drawers down the side, a sleek black laptop centered on top of it, and a gray chair tucked beneath it.  
 
    I rolled carefully out of bed so I wouldn’t disturb Ariette. My feet hit the carpet and were instantly engulfed in the soft material. I plodded over to the dresser and pulled out the top drawer. It was filled with boxers. The next drawer down held shirts and vests of the exact kind I had picked out yesterday. The last drawer was filled with cargo pants and socks. I put on an outfit and was surprised at how perfectly the clothes hung on my body.  
 
    Slowly, I pulled on my combat boots and stepped out of the room. The door closed behind me with a click.  
 
    The guild hall was eerily quiet in the early morning. The light of the sunrise peeked through glass windows near the ceiling, and the hallways were completely empty. I encountered no one as I tried to remember how to get to my intended destination.  
 
    I passed the control room and looked in to see Danira alone at the round table. She concentrated intensely on the computer screen in front of her as it replayed the recording Ariette had taken after the monster attack. After a moment, I continued onward so that I wouldn’t disturb her thoughts.  
 
    When I got to the break in the hallway where it forked in two different directions, I racked my brain to remember which way Ariette took me yesterday.  
 
    Unable to remember exactly, I took my chances and turned to my right.  
 
    My decision paid off because moments later I felt the floor begin to dip downwards, and the hall I walked in was now lit only by sparkling faerie lights.  
 
    I noticed things that I hadn’t yesterday in the rush of the moment. The white walls of the guild building were much duller and dirtier down here, and the hall was lined with barred doorways. It seemed the dragon wasn’t the only prisoner the guild held.  
 
    I paused at one of the doorways and looked in to see if there was a giant pit in it. Instead, I saw a dirt floor with a bench pushed up against the opposite wall. On the bench sat the nastiest ogre I had ever seen.  
 
    It was enormous. Its sickly blue skin was covered in warts and wounds, and it wore nothing more than a dirty rag around his waist. The beast sat on the bed, hunched over a raw and bloody piece of meat. As I watched, it raised the meat to its mouth and tore off a chunk. Then the ogre raised its head and looked straight at me as blood dripped from its jaw.                
 
    “Hello, human,” it growled, “are you enjoying the show?”  
 
    “Not particularly,” I shot back.  
 
    The beast shrugged and turned back to its meat.  
 
    “Unless you are here to free me of this prison, you are not welcome here,” it roared before it tore another chunk out of its meal. “Leave.” 
 
    I stumbled backward slightly before I righted myself and turned from the beast. 
 
    The dragon’s pit was farther down than I remembered from yesterday. When I finally came upon it, I realized I didn’t have a plan. After I heard the dragon’s voice in the dream, I had simply felt some strange pull to come down here.  
 
    What he said to me yesterday didn’t make much sense. I was no more important than anyone else here, so why would I be the one to end evil’s reign? Why not Ariette, or Danira, or, hell, even Arendor?  
 
    I didn’t like all those questions in my head, so I came down here for answers, but as soon as I came across the rusted iron bars and looked out into the pit, I realized I had no idea what to do.  
 
    I waited for a moment as I looked into the pit and hoped the dragon would fly up here as he did yesterday. But, as the moments passed and I stared into the black abyss, I realized that was highly unlikely.  
 
    “Dragon,” I called out. My voice reverberated through the hall, and I waited with bated breath, but nothing happened.  
 
    “Dragon,” I tried again. “It’s Milton. Milton Bailey. From yesterday. I want to ask you something.”  
 
    I waited, and still, nothing happened, but just as I was about to call out again, I heard the flap of powerful wings come from deep inside the pit.  
 
    Then it occurred to me that I was about to be face to face with a fire breathing beast again, but this time there were no friendly living creatures in sight. As green scales emerged from the black depths, I stepped to the side of the door in case I was about to be met with a hot blast of fire.  
 
    Giant wings flapped a few more times, and then I heard the creature land heavily on the ground in front of the pit. Snorts of heated air blew out of the bars and tickled my shoulder, but I still stood to the side.  
 
    “Milton Bailey, if you wanted to see me, you are not doing a very good job of it,” the dragon rumbled.  
 
    I took a deep breath and swung around to place myself in front of the bars.  
 
    The dragon was quite a sight. His muscles rippled through his huge body, and he folded his wings into his sides. There was a regal gleam in his red eyes as he looked me over.  
 
    I didn’t say anything as I almost forgot what I had come here for while I stared at the beast.  
 
    “You have returned,” he stated, “because you have questions, Milton Bailey of the human race.” 
 
    “You knew I was coming, didn’t you?” I asked. I tilted my head as I watched the beast smirk. It was almost overwhelming to be so close to such power and wisdom.  
 
    “Yes, I did,” he rumbled.  
 
    “I need to know more,” I said.  
 
    “More about what?” he sneered.  
 
    He wore an expression of twisted joy like a cat did as it played with a mouse right before it killed and ate it.  
 
    “What do you know about me?” I asked as I fought to keep my voice level. “What else, other than what you said yesterday?”  
 
    “I know a great deal about a great many people, Milton Bailey,” he laughed. “However, I will tell you the things that I know you need to hear, but first, let me tell you about me.”  
 
    I frowned. I hadn’t come here for story time, but I didn’t want to risk offending the dragon, so I guessed I had to listen.  
 
    “Alright.” I shrugged, and then I sat slowly on the cold hard floor and waited while the dragon readied himself.  
 
    “I come from the beginnings of time,” he started. “I was born so long ago in the past that you cannot even fathom the existence of any living being. I was one of many. A great many beasts roamed the world then, and they have all faded into myth now, but the dragons were the mightiest of the bunch.”  
 
    The dragon inhaled with a shudder and his nostrils flared.  
 
    “The earth was filled with wonders,” he continued, “until one day, the Fae appeared. They decided their technology made them superior to any being. One by one, they hunted down species to extinction, destroying families and plundering the world for themselves. I was saved from this fate by a young elven warrior. She could not stand to see the actions of her people, and she hid me away. For centuries, I remained hidden, until one day my mountain was invaded by a group of traveling Fae. They hailed from this very guild. The Fae found me while I was sleeping, and I woke up in this pit, with a chain around my ankle.”  
 
    The beast shook its back leg so that the chain rattled.  
 
    “I’m so sorry--” I started, but the dragon shook his head.  
 
    “I do not tell you this story for an apology, Milton Bailey,” he rumbled. “I tell you this story so that you learn one thing: the world is not always so black and white as you think it is. Good and evil are one and the same when taken to their extremes. I am held captive here by the ‘good’ Fae, but captivity is the greatest evil of all.” 
 
    I shook my head at his words. He was right, the fact that this lonely beast was held in a cage was a gross injustice. I couldn’t help but remember Kalista’s words from yesterday though. A loose dragon could destroy the world.  
 
    “What am I supposed to do with this knowledge?” I asked as I met his huge red eyes.  
 
    “You will know one day, Milton Bailey,” he said. “Now, you have listened to my story. What is it you came here to discover?” 
 
    “You called me Racmoth earlier,” I started with a frown. “I was told it means blood wielder in your language. You also said me having the Hand of Blood was significant. What did you mean by that?” 
 
    The dragon bent his head closer to the door to scrutinize me from head to toe. His red eye was the size of my head, and I watched as his slitted pupil dilated before he snorted steam out of his great nostrils.  
 
    “Long ago,” he growled, “it was prophesied that when the world burns and good and evil become the same, one will emerge from the weakest of the races. He will be the one to defeat evil. He will be the one to right the wrongs of the overzealous, and he will be the one to unite the most unlikely of friends. He will be called Racmoth, and his mission will change his life forever.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat below my sternum. That could mean anything. It could be good, it could be bad, or it could mean I’ll get a really great deal on a new car.   
 
    “H-how exactly am I supposed to go about defeating evil?” I asked as I swallowed past my suddenly dry throat. “I only started this gig today.” 
 
    The dragon’s maw stretched in a wide smile, and it was a very disconcerting expression given the fact that he had razor sharp fangs as long as my arm. “Well, as I have already said, good and evil can be one and the same.”  
 
    “Okayyyyyy,” I drawled as I scratched my head, “how am I supposed to define ‘evil?’ You just said I’d stop its reign, but then you told me a story about how the ‘good’ Fae are kind of evil for imprisoning you. So who am I supposed to stop?” 
 
    “Precisely,” the dragon snorted. “It’s a rather amusing conundrum. I’m interested to see what you will do.”  
 
    With that, he flapped his huge wings and dropped back into the pit. 
 
    “Wait, I--” I started to yell out, but he was already gone.  
 
    I slapped at the door and gnashed my teeth as the dragon’s confusing riddles circled around in my head.  
 
    “Thanks for nothing,” I grumbled, and then I sighed and began to trudge back the way I came.  
 
    As I walked back to my room,  the guild hall began to come alive once more. A few interns already rushed about with large cups of coffee in their hands. I passed the control room to see Danira right where I left her. She still studied the computer screen, and the voice recording played over and over again.  
 
    I made it back to my room to find Ariette still asleep in my bed. While I’d been gone, she had shifted so that her head lay in the middle of the two pillows. The outline of her arms and legs was visible beneath the sheet, and all of her limbs were stretched out to take up most of the bed. Her blonde hair spread over the pillows in a beautiful web.  
 
    I watched her for a moment as she breathed deeply and gently. She looked even younger in her sleep.  
 
    Her elven senses must have known I was standing there because her eyes slowly blinked open to look at me. A soft smile crossed her face.  
 
    “G’morning, HC,” she mumbled heavily.  
 
    “Morning,” I replied.  
 
    She sat up and wrapped the sheet around her upper torso as she stretched and yawned.  
 
    “You’re already dressed and ready for the day, I see,” she said.  
 
    “Yeah, I am,” I answered. I debated whether I should tell her about my early morning conversation with the dragon.  
 
    I watched as she rose from the bed to pick up her outfit from a corner of the room. She got dressed slowly and winked at me when she caught my eyes on her naked form.  
 
    I took a deep breath and decided to come clean. 
 
    “I actually, uh, I went back to see the dragon this morning,” I said as I rubbed the back of my neck.  
 
    “What? Why?” Ariette whipped around and crossed the distance between us with lightning fast speed.  
 
    “I just wanted some answers about what he said yesterday,” I said as I placed my hands on her arms to calm her down.  
 
    “And what did he say?” she asked quietly, and her blue eyes stared right into mine.  
 
    “Nothing helpful.” I shook my head. “Just that good and evil might be the same. Oh, and apparently there’s some ancient prophecy about how I, the Racmoth, am supposed to defeat evil and keep the world from burning but I might be destroyed in the process.”  
 
    Ariette blinked in shock, and then a severe frown marred her beautiful face as she considered my words. After a few silent moments, she finally sighed and rubbed at her brow.  
 
    “It is too early for prophecies and the apocalypse,” she muttered. “I need some food in me first. Come on, let’s go get some breakfast.” 
 
    She reached out, grabbed my hand, and began to tug me toward the door. Her expression was still troubled, and I didn’t like to see the beautiful elven warrior upset, so I plastered on a smile and squeezed her hand.  
 
    “Drummed up an appetite after our workout last night, huh?” I teased.  
 
    Ariette glanced over her shoulder, frown still in place, but when she saw my over-exaggerated leer, her lips twitched upward.  
 
    “Perhaps,” she replied as she started to smile, “or maybe I’m just fueling up for an encore.” 
 
    My dick twitched in my pants and, suddenly, dragons and prophecies and the end of the world were the furthest possible things from my mind.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Ariette led me to yet another part of the huge guild building for breakfast. We walked through an arched doorway, and the sweet scent of cooking cinnamon, the savory smell of bacon and fried grease, and the aroma of freshly baked bread assaulted my nostrils in a very welcome way.  
 
    The large room was a bustle of activity, and tons of Fae sat in groups at long tables. The echo of laughter and excited voices rang through the room and bounced off the vaulted ceiling.  
 
    In the center of the food hall, a large chandelier hung from the ceiling. It was made of a crystal that glowed a soft, flickering yellow. As I got closer, I saw that the chandelier was not illuminated by flame but instead by fireflies, and the insects swirled around their crystal enclosures with a soft buzz.  
 
    At the far end of the hall stood a long table where elves in white aprons served out heaping piles of sausages, pancakes, waffles, cereal, omelets, and other fresh breakfast foods. 
 
    Ariette caught the dopey grin on my face as she handed me a silver tray.  
 
    “What’s the matter, HC, you don’t see anything that you like?” she teased with a laugh.  
 
    “Absolutely not!” I replied as I crossed my arms in mock annoyance. “You Fae clearly don’t know how to eat. I mean, shit, who the hell likes French toast for breakfast?”  
 
    The dwarf that stood about two feet in front of us turned around and shot me a glare. I smiled back at him and waved in apology. He clearly wasn’t one for humor in the morning.  
 
    “Careful,” Ariette whispered as she sidled up to my side, “his wife’s the cook, and he’s got a mean temper.”  
 
    “I’ve got to remember that most of you Fae don’t understand the meaning of the word ‘joke,’” I muttered back to her.  
 
    She swatted my bicep and rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Or, maybe, you’re just not all that good at them,” Ariette shot back with a small smile.  
 
    “Next,” the tired elf behind the counter hollered out. Wisps of hair escaped from his hair net, and he didn’t bother to look at us as Ariette surveyed her choices.  
 
    “Two pancakes, three sausage links, two strips of bacon, a mango, and, uh, give me some of that coffee cake too,” she ordered.  
 
    The server sighed as he doled out her food onto plates and set them onto the tray.  
 
    “You’re going to eat all of that food?” I asked the warrior as I surveyed her slim figure. After the night before, I could attest to the fact that there was literally no extra weight on her frame.  
 
    “I told you, I worked up an appetite,” Ariette said with a wink.  
 
    “Next,” the elf behind the counter called out again. He sighed as I looked in wonder at all the choices in front of me.  
 
    “Um, what are your thoughts on French toast versus the pancakes?” I asked him with a hand on my chin. Ariette giggled behind me.  
 
    “I don’t care, just pick one,” the server muttered.  
 
    “Okay then, I will have…” I trailed off as I looked at the selection of pastries that I hadn’t noticed before.  
 
    “Yo, human, speed it up over there!” someone called out behind me.  
 
    I huffed and decided quickly. “Just give me what she’s having,” I said to the elf.  
 
    He let out a frustrated grunt as he handed me my food. 
 
    “You’re going to have to be fast tomorrow, HC,” Ariette said as she grabbed my arm. “People don’t have much patience around here in the mornings.”  
 
    “Clearly,” I replied as I looked back at the line. It moved a lot faster now.  
 
    I followed as Ariette led me to a table at the front of the room where Kalista and Danira were already seated. Nobody else was at the huge table even though others were overcrowded with breakfast goers. Fae sidestepped the table as much as they could. Some of them even threw slightly scared looks Danira’s way as they made their way to the food.  
 
    “Good morning,” Ariette called out as she plopped herself in front of Danira.  
 
    “Mornin’,” Danira grunted as she sipped her coffee. The commander’s plate of food sat practically untouched before her, and her brow was furrowed in thought. She seemed preoccupied, so I opted against bothering her and turned instead to my own breakfast.  
 
    I took a bite of my pancakes and had to stifle a moan as my taste buds lit up in pleasure. My pancakes were the perfect mix of fluffy, buttery, and sweet.  
 
    The food in heaven couldn’t even be as good as this.  
 
    Quickly, I shoveled in a bite of every type of food on my plate. The coffee cake was the perfect balance of sweet and cinnamony, with a soft sponge-like texture. My bacon was crisped to perfection, exactly the way I liked it, and grease dripped off the end as I put a piece in my mouth. Everything was magical. I would never leave this place if this were what my meals were going to be like. 
 
    The Fae really did have it better than us human folk. 
 
    “So, how did it go yesterday, Milton?” Danira asked as she fixed her lone black eye on me. “Did Ariette teach you a thing or two?” 
 
    “Uh, well, it was very informative, a great experience all around,” I said evenly. I couldn’t look at Ariette because the night before replayed in my head, and I recalled her gorgeous breasts as they came loose from her top. Quickly, I shook my head to snap myself back to the present moment.  
 
    I couldn’t wait to do that with her again.  
 
    “Good to hear,” the commander said with a curt nod before looking at Ariette. “Do you think you can get him up to our standards soon?”  
 
    Danira turned to Ariette, and I caught Kalista as she stared at me with a playful smirk. She tilted her head and looked me up and down. The dwarf definitely knew what I’d been up to last night.  
 
    And she definitely liked it.  
 
    “Oh, yeah, absolutely,” Ariette said with both her eyes fixed on Danira. Under the table, one hand slid up my thigh but stopped right before it hit my groin. She didn’t look at me once, but I knew I had all her focus.  
 
    “How long do you think you’ll need?” Danira asked.  
 
    “Oh,” Ariette said and finally turned to look at me, “not too long. Maybe a week if I spend every night training him.”  
 
    “Good.” Danira sighed, and then she lost herself in her thoughts for a moment.  
 
    “So,” Kalista asked as she lifted a bite of egg into her mouth, “was Ariette a good teacher?”  
 
    “The best,” I replied smoothly. Ariette’s breath quickened next to me, and Kalista smirked again.  
 
    “Oh?” Kalista laughed. “Was her groundwork as impressive as I've heard?” Ariette shot her an embarrassed look.  
 
    “I’m going to go to the control room,” Danira said as she stood up abruptly. “Ariette, meet me there in ten.” 
 
    The teasing atmosphere evaporated instantly, and Ariette nodded as Danira left the table.  
 
    “I’d better go join her,” Ariette winced with a shake of her head. 
 
    The elf stood from her seat and disposed of her tray before she exited the hall, and I couldn’t help but notice the many pairs of male eyes that followed her path.  
 
    “So...” Kalista began as she slid her tray over in front of mine with a playful smile.  
 
    “Uh, no, Kalista, I am not giving you any details.” I shook my head at the hacker. She pursed her red lips in an exaggerated pout, but I shook my head again.  
 
    “That’s fine,” she sighed dramatically. “I guess I’ll just have to see for myself how you are in bed.” 
 
    I let out a loud laugh in surprise, but her violet eyes looked at me with absolute sincerity.  
 
    “R-really?” I stuttered. “I mean, but Ariette--” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right,” Kalista interrupted with a nod. “You humans have that whole monogamy thing going. Yeah, that’s not a Fae thing at all, even when we get married. Our style is definitely more along the lines of fuck whoever you want and have a damn good time.” 
 
    My eyebrows shot up, and my pants tightened again.  
 
    “Well, that’s good to know.” I smirked, and then I lifted another delicious forkful of food to my mouth.  
 
    “What I mean to say is that you shouldn’t get too hung up on sleeping with just Ariette,” she said as she winked at me. “It wouldn’t be good for the team’s morale if you were to play favorites.” 
 
    She leaned toward me as a flirtatious smile tugged at her lips before she pulled back and pushed a bite of egg onto her fork.  
 
    My entire body pulsed with anticipation as I imagined Kalista naked in my bedroom. I shoveled another forkful of coffee cake into my mouth as I remembered that I was still in the middle of the dining hall, and Kalista winked at me as she watched. 
 
    In an effort to take my mind off my tightening pants, I looked around the food hall and took in the bustle of Fae activity. Interns dumped their food and hurried off to start their day while some higher level Fae were clearly just arriving.  
 
    I caught sight of Arendor as he entered the food hall with his shoulders thrown back, and his chin lifted high. He surveyed the damn place like he owned it. After a moment, his eyes landed on me, and I couldn’t help but give him a smirk and a wave. I wished desperately I could tell him what Ariette and I had been up to last night.  
 
    Kalista caught my movement and followed my eyes.  
 
    “Milton,” she said as she looked back at me, “you don’t want to get too far on Arendor’s bad side. He is not the most pleasant elf to deal with.”  
 
    As if on cue, Arendor stared me down. If he could have shot fire out of his hard eyes right then, he would have.  
 
    “Why not?” I asked Kalista. “He’s the one who started it. I didn’t have a problem with him until he came up and threatened me.”  
 
    “Just ignore it,” she pleaded. “Be the bigger person. The last time he had a problem with someone, the fairy ended up moving out of the city and transferring to a different guild. Everyone knew Arendor had something to do with it, but the prick sucks up to Hasen every chance he gets so he rarely suffers any consequences.”  
 
    “Who’s Hasen?” I asked.  
 
    “He’s the guild master,” Kalista replied with a wave of her hand. “He can also be a prick, but he’s generally a good guy so try not to get on his bad side. And you really do just need to ignore Arendor.” 
 
    “Fine.” I sighed and broke off the stare down between Arendor and me. “But if he tries anything, I won’t hesitate to kick his ass.”  
 
    I caught sight of Arendor out of the corner of my eye. He stared daggers at me the whole way through the breakfast line, and he still kept his gaze on me when he sat down.  
 
    Kalista waved in front of my face to bring my attention back to her. “Yo, dude, stop trying to figure out which one of you has the bigger penis. I’m positive it is you, so let it go.”  
 
    “Alright, alright,” I said as I put my hands up in surrender.  
 
    “Thank you,” she replied, and then she blew me an air kiss as she winked at me. 
 
    As I pulled my gaze away from my enemy and focused back on my food, I thought about my conversation with the dragon earlier that morning.  
 
    “Hay, Kalista, can I ask you something?” I looked at her as she cut her pancake up into tiny little bites.  
 
    “Yeah, shoot,” she said but didn’t look up at me.  
 
    “The dragons, what happened to them?” I asked.  
 
    Her head shot up, and her violet eyes looked at me with an intense mixture of anger and confusion.  
 
    “They were killed off, I told you yesterday,” she said, and I knew she purposely avoided my real question.  
 
    “Yeah, I know that,” I responded, “but by who? Was it us?”  
 
    The hacker sighed and put her fork down as she met my eyes. She inhaled deeply before she spoke.  
 
    “It wasn’t so black and white back then,” Kalista said. “The Seelie weren’t so good, and the Unseelie weren’t so bad, but, yes, it was us.” A tear threatened to spill over onto her cheek, but she quickly rubbed it away.  
 
    “So, if it was us, why would we keep one here?” I questioned.  
 
    “Because by the time we found him, things had… changed,” she whispered. “The guilds had appeared, and the world was peaceful. We didn’t need to kill him immediately, and, besides, having a dragon at our disposal could serve as a very powerful weapon.” 
 
    “I get it,” I spat bitterly. “He’s a captive here until we need to use him as a slave.” I knew it wasn’t her fault, but my words still sounded like a personal attack.  
 
    Her head shot up, and her violet eyes went hard.  
 
    “Why are you asking me all these questions, Milton?” she asked with an edge to her voice.  
 
    “I went to see him this morning,” I answered as I lifted my chin.  
 
    “Milton, why would you do that?” she asked, more loudly than she intended. As she realized that, the hacker bent her head closer to me so we could talk more privately.  
 
    “Because I needed to know what he meant yesterday,” I whispered. Suddenly, this conversation felt like a very dangerous one to have in the middle of the food court.  
 
    “And what did he say?” Kalista shot back at me.  
 
    “Just that good and evil can be one and the same, and that makes the world unbalanced,” I stated in a low voice. “I’m supposed to make sure evil doesn’t reign somehow. He quoted some prophecy at me, something about the world burning. He said the Racmoth, which is me, is meant to defeat evil but I could end up being destroyed in the process. I don’t know, the thing kept speaking in riddles.”  
 
    Kalista didn’t respond right away. Instead, she furrowed her brow and toyed with the necklace she wore. I watched as she mouthed my words to herself. The hacker closed her eyes, and I could almost see the wheels spinning in her head.  
 
    Then her violet eyes snapped open.  
 
    “We’ve got to tell Danira,” she said firmly as she shot to her feet.  
 
    “Right now?” I protested as I glanced down at my half-eaten plate. “Can’t it wait until after breakfast?” 
 
    “No, Milton,” she said as she rounded the table and yanked on my arm. “Prophecies are serious fucking business. We need to tell her now.” 
 
    “Just--,” I started to argue more, but the small hacker only pulled me to my feet and began to drag me from the mess hall.  
 
    I cast one last forlorn glance at my unfinished pancakes before I stumbled out of the eating hall and straight into Kalista’s back. The hacker had come to a dead stop outside the door, and she stared down at a device in her hand with a frown.  
 
    “Hey, what are you doing?” I asked as I tried to peek over her shoulder. “I thought we were going to see Danir--” 
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, an alarm began to screech. It had a fast cadence and a high pitch. Everything about it signaled serious danger. As soon as it went off, every Fae around us broke into an immediate run. Elves and dwarves toppled over each other as they tried to get to their destinations. Fear and worry were written across every face I saw.  
 
    It took me a moment to realize Kalista wasn’t in front of me anymore. I turned and saw her about twenty feet down the hall to my left, and she waved frantically at me.  
 
    “Come on, Milton, hurry your ass up!” she yelled down the hallway.  
 
    I used my newfound super speed to catch up to her, and we were on the third floor in an instant. The control room was tense as interns and commanders alike rushed around. Shouts echoed through the room as the Fae communicated the latest information. Less than a second later, an answer would be hollered out from the other side of the room. Everyone spoke in Elvish, but their tones were panicked.  
 
    We rushed up to Danira and Ariette at the bank of computer screens. Ariette sat at the keyboards, her expression one of concentration.  
 
    “I need eyes on the street!” Danira yelled in Ariette’s direction.  
 
    “I’m working on it,” Ariette shouted back.  
 
    Kalista quickly took her seat in the middle of the computers and pulled the keyboard from Ariette’s grasp.  
 
    “What street?” the dwarf asked quickly.  
 
    “Second and Main,” was Danira’s gruff reply.  
 
    Kalista’s fingers flew across the keyboard. She paused for a moment and looked up at the computer above her, but the screen was still black.  
 
    “What the hell?” she muttered to herself.  
 
    “Kalista?” Danira’s question came from the back of the room now.  
 
    “I’m locked out!” she yelled with her eyes still fixated on the keyboard. “Someone is keeping me out of the street cams. Give me a minute!”  
 
    “Ariette!” I called to get her attention. Her beautiful face turned toward me immediately, and I raised my hands in silent question.  
 
    “Another troll attack,” she replied. “Started five minutes ago. There are no agents on the ground to stop it.”  
 
    Fuck. So there were more of those creatures.  
 
    “I got it!” Kalista yelled suddenly, and the room stopped for a brief moment as the video feed came up on the screen.  
 
    Another monster rampaged through the street on the monitor. It threw people and cars about, but not in such a random way as the troll-2.0 that I had stopped. This creature seemed to have a path as it ran down the street with purpose. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    The creature rampaged down the road, and then suddenly a blinding blue light flashed across the screen. When the flash disappeared, the creature was gone, too.  
 
    “Again?” Danira yelled out. “How do these things keep disappearing?”  
 
    I threw a glance at Ariette, and she saw the unasked question in my eyes. 
 
    “We’ve been tracking these attacks--” Ariette started before I cut her off.  
 
    “Whoa, attacks? As in, more than the one yesterday and today?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Danira replied, “there have been six over the last three weeks. They’re getting more and more frequent, and it’s always the same. Some big lump of a creature pops up out of thin air and starts trashing shit, killing people and Fae, and causing mass destruction. There’s no rhyme or reason to where they come up, how long they stay, or what they destroy. It’s like these things are empty pods with one goal: to wreak havoc. And then just like that, they’re gone. Poof.”  
 
    “And,” Ariette added, “they don’t seem to be affected by iron. The humans had all but bombed them with iron and nothing happens. The first time one of them got caught was when you came along.” Her ocean blue eyes focused on me and then flickered across my face and down to my hand.  
 
    One of the phones on Kalista’s desk rang, and she picked it up immediately.  
 
    “Yeah,” she mumbled into the phone. She placed it between her neck and shoulder so that she could type as she spoke. “Uh-huh… Okay, got it… Yeah, we’ll be there, I’ve got an idea though… We’re going to hang back for a sec to figure it out if you don’t need us right now… Thanks, Officer.”  
 
    Kalista hung up the phone and swiveled her chair around to face us. Her arms were crossed over her chest, and she looked pissed.  
 
    “How do they keep doing that?” she asked herself, and then she turned to look at me. “That’s what every single one but the thing you killed has done. Pop in, cause a craze, and disappear within minutes in a blue flash. We have no idea where they’re going.”  
 
    “Or where they come from,” Ariette said ominously as she leaned back over the desk and stared at the black computer screens like they had all the answers.  
 
    “Kalista, can you pull up video from the other attacks, and show us when those things pop up and disappear?” Danira asked, and then she turned to me. “I want you to see what happens with these creatures when no one’s there to stop it.” 
 
    Kalista nodded, and then the central computer screen lit up. The first video was an attack outside of city hall. A streak of blue light shot down the center of the video feed and obscured the shot for a split second. When the flash disappeared, a giant troll bolted down the street.  
 
    It swung its arms and smashed into anything in its vicinity. Anyone close enough to its meaty fists was picked up and torn apart. People ran from it as fast as they could, but those that didn’t get out of the way in time collided with the monster’s arms and flew through the air. Within seconds, it had barreled off the edge of the screen.  
 
    And left a trail of destruction behind it.  
 
    Cars were turned upside down. Lucky passengers crawled out of some of the vehicles while others were engulfed in flames. Shattered glass lined the street, and dust still settled from the remnants of caved in walls. It looked like a bomb had gone off out of nowhere.  
 
    Kalista switched to another video. In this one, the monster careened down the street from beyond the camera’s view. As in the first video, it swung its arms and collided with anything possible, or picked people and objects up and ripped them apart without hesitation.  
 
    Suddenly, the creature stopped and froze where it stood. It cocked its head as if it listened to something. And then, another bolt of blue came through the screen. When it was gone, so was the creature.  
 
    “We don’t know what the blue energy is,” Ariette answered my question before it even left my lips. I looked over and saw a single tear spill over onto her cheek. She wiped it away quickly and glanced around to make sure no one saw. I averted my eyes so she wouldn’t be embarrassed.  
 
    “But,” Danira piped up, “we do know that it can only be seen on the cameras. No witnesses reported seeing a flash of blue light when that thing appeared. I don’t know what that means, but it’s got to mean something.”  
 
    “Are they all like that?” I asked quietly.  
 
    “Yes,” Kalista responded, and she bowed her head to look at her necklace.  
 
    The phone rang again, and Kalista reached to pick it up with lighting fast speed.  
 
    “Yo, what is it?” She paused and cocked her head as she listened. Her features slowly became more and more anxious. After a moment, she hung up the phone without saying another word. Her violet eyes looked at all of us with a mixture of anger and confusion, and we waited with bated breath as she regained control of her voice.  
 
    “It’s back,” Kalista whispered. “That was the humans. They said the thing popped up in the middle of the bank. We’ve got to go.”  
 
    “Go,” Danira commanded with a flick of her wrist. “Take Milton with you.” 
 
    “Come on, HC,” Ariette said, her voice light again with the anticipation of action. “Let’s get you into a better bedroom.”  
 
    “Wait, what?” I asked as I followed her.  
 
    “You do more missions, you earn a higher rank. Soon enough, you become a full member, then you get better housing. Ariette thinks your bed is too hard.” With that, Kalista barreled past us, all business once again.  
 
    “I didn’t say it was too hard!” Ariette exclaimed to Kalista’s back. “I just said that next time we should use my bed because it’s a feather mattress.”  
 
    I followed the warriors out of the guild hall and back to the van that sat in the large parking lot. 
 
    “I think I’m calling this the Van of Death,” I announced as I stepped inside. Ariette had parked herself in front of the bank of computers, and Kalista was behind the curtain.  
 
    “Oh yeah?” the hacker smirked as she peeked her silver head out of the black cloth. “And why is that?” 
 
    “Uh, because you can’t see out of the damn windows,” I stated matter-of-factly.  
 
    She raised an eyebrow and stared me down before she gave me a flirtatious wink. “Buckle up, cowboy, we’re about to have a wild ride.”   
 
    The engine revved up, and then the computers came to life. Ariette leaned back in her seat and glanced across the information that began to scroll across the screens.  
 
    While the elf was preoccupied, I took the opportunity to close my eyes and practice a few breathing exercises. Life in the guild seemed to be one of nonstop action and intrigue. If it wasn’t grotesque beasts wreaking chaos in downtown Jefferson City, it was dragons spouting prophecies and visions of a fiery future. Ever since that Unseelie fairy came crashing through that bakery wall, I had barely been able to take a moment to breathe, let alone process everything that had happened to me in such a short period of time.  
 
    Sure, I now had incredible Fae powers that could both slay terrible monsters and entice women into my bed, but there was also a downside. Mainly diving headfirst into dangerous situations like this. A part of me, the part that wanted to be a badass Fae warrior when I was a kid, was ecstatic about the prospect of defeating the troll and showing off a little for Ariette and Kalista. But the rest of me, the logical adult part of my brain mostly, couldn’t help but worry about the dangers that lied ahead.   
 
    “Doing alright there, HC?” Ariette asked as she drew me out of my thoughts. 
 
    I opened my eyes and plastered on a smile as the van rumbled out of the guild’s gates. “I’m fine. I mean, I had a pretty amazing night last night, and now I’m about to go on my first real mission. Super excited.” 
 
    Ariette pursed her lips and scrutinized me with those ocean blue eyes of hers.  
 
    “It’s okay to be nervous, Milton,” she said gently as she completely saw through my false bravado. “This is all new for you. Guild members usually have months if not years of training before they first go out into the field.” 
 
    “Oh thanks, that makes me feel a lot better,” I muttered as my heart skipped a beat.  
 
    “What I mean to say,” Ariette replied as she smiled and leaned over to squeeze my hand, “is that you don’t have to pretend to not be affected by any of this. Even I vomited after my first field mission.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked in surprise. “I… wouldn’t have guessed that. You always seem so capable and badass.” 
 
    “Well, I am,” the elven warrior said as her smile widened, “but it took time for me to become what I am now. It’ll take time for you to hone all your skills, too. But you already have several advantages.” 
 
    “Like what?” I questioned.  
 
    “Like the fact that you scored higher than almost all adepts during your tests,” she pointed out. “You are incredibly powerful, HC, and with a little work, you could be unstoppable. And, you have us. Kalista and I will be with you every step of the way and, together, we’ll eliminate this threat that looms over Jefferson City.” 
 
    A true smile tugged at my lips as her words filled me with hope and excitement. I might be new at this, but I wasn’t alone. My team had my back, and with their help, I’d figure out this Hand of Blood/Racmoth thing. I simply had to go through a little on-the-job training.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I squeezed Ariette’s hand back. “Have I mentioned how glad I am that I was in that alley yesterday? Even with all the destruction and chaos, if I hadn’t been in the right place at the right time, I wouldn’t have gained this amazing power, and I wouldn’t have met you.” 
 
    “I am happy we met, too,” Ariette replied, and her eyes dropped down to my lips.  
 
    I was about to lean down and kiss her full and luscious mouth when the van lurched into motion. I was thrown backward into the counter, and my neck shuddered with the impact.  
 
    Ariette, ever the prepared warrior, gripped the edge of the desk with her hands. She laughed at my fall, but the sound couldn’t be heard over the full screech of the engine.  
 
    “Sorry, should have warned you,” Kalista hollered from the front of the van. “You okay, Milton? I heard a bump.”  
 
    “You don’t even know it was me!” I responded.  
 
    “Yeah, I do, shut up,” came Kalista’s laugh.  
 
    “I’m fine then,” I said with exasperation, “thanks for asking.”  
 
    We hit multiple rough turns on our journey to the bank, but I finally got a good hold on the desk next to Ariette. She was lost in her thoughts as her body slid from side to side.  
 
    “What are you thinking?” I whispered in her ear. My nose touched her hair as I leaned forward, and I inhaled that beautiful sweet scent of flowers and vanilla. She turned to me, her lips and nose mere centimeters from my face.  
 
    “Just trying to piece everything together.” She spoke just over a whisper, and her warm breath tickled my chin. “These attacks have to stop, one way or another.”  
 
    “You just gave me a pep talk,” I whispered. “Now I’m giving you one. Didn’t you say we’d solve this together?”  
 
    Ariette nodded her head, and I planted my lips on her forehead as she took in a shuddering breath. A few moments later, the van screeched to a halt. When the engine died down, I could hear the clamor of voices outside.  
 
    Kalista came out from behind the curtain and grabbed an ax off the wall. Ariette followed suit, took down her sword of light, and tied the belt with its sheath around her waist. When it was my turn, I opted for a compact gun. It resembled a Glock, but it was made from dulled silver. I checked the magazine and found golden bullets securely inside. Hopefully, I wouldn’t need it, though, since my magic had been enough last time.  
 
    We stepped out of the Van of Death and onto the hot blacktop. A canopy tent had been set up just outside the steps that lead into the bank. Caution tape was wrapped around the entire front of the building to create a zone of no passage. Human cops stood in huddles under the canopy tent as they had a whispered conversation.  
 
    It was deadly quiet.  
 
    I turned around to survey the scene behind the blockade. The rank metallic smell of blood and death made my heart sink in my chest.  
 
    This thing was so strong it had ripped cars in half. Some still smoked with the remnants of fires. Others leaked gasoline. The sidewalk to my right had been crushed under the force of something immensely heavy and strong, and now only sand and dust remained. A tree on the other side of the street was split in half. The top of the tree, filled with green leaves, sat upside down on the pavement.  
 
    Next to the tree was a dead woman. Blood spilled out of the top of her head, and her neck was bent at an unnaturally sharp angle. Both eyes were open, and her mouth was agape as if she had called for help.  
 
    “Here,” Ariette said as she tossed me a tiny round ball, “put this in. It’s a comms unit. It’ll connect you with Kalista and me.”  
 
    I shoved the little ball into my ear and heard it crackle to life.  
 
    “Does that ever get any easier?” I asked as I motioned to the dead woman in the street.  
 
    “No,” Ariette said quietly, and her voice rumbled in my ear from both her mouth and the comms unit.  
 
    We approached the tent with the human police, and they all turned in unison to watch us as we walked. I caught a few go slack-jawed at the sight of Ariette’s leggy figure, but she ignored their obvious drooling as she came up to the table.  
 
    “Who’s in charge?” she barked.  
 
    I was surprised at how rough her tone was, but the edge in her voice had the desired effect. Most of the cops shrank back slightly, and the ones who didn’t were silent. Finally, a buff man emerged from the crowd of officers.  
 
    “I am,” he said with a raised hand. 
 
    His blue uniform was crisp and clean, especially compared to some of the other officer’s. He was one of the few that wasn’t covered in dirt or torn cloth. The officer had short black hair and dark brown eyes set deep into his face. His slim nose came to a sharp apex that gave him a strangely ethereal quality, especially when mixed with his hard jawline and pointy chin.  
 
    “Officer James Alfrisco,” he said as he reached out to take Ariette’s hand. She accepted and gave him a firm shake before she dropped his hand roughly.  
 
    “I need an update,” Ariette ordered and cocked her head at the bank.  
 
    “With all due respect, we’ve got it under control,” Alfrisco replied with a smirk. “You can go back to your guild.”  
 
    Ariette took one step closer to him and drew herself to her full height. The blonde beauty stood at least two inches taller than the officer, and he fought hard not to shrink back under her gaze. Tension laced the air.  
 
    “With all due respect,” Ariette spat as she repeated his words, “is the thing still in there?”  
 
    “Well, yes--” he started, but she threw a hand up to cut him off.  
 
    “Then you do not, in fact, have it under control. Put aside whatever disdain you have for me and my kind so that you can help save innocent lives.” Ariette’s eyes were on fire as she stared him down. 
 
    Alfrisco took a split second to debate whether it was worth it to try to fight her or not. His nostrils flared as he inhaled sharply, and then he called over his shoulder.  
 
    “Tang, report,” he said. His eyes never left Ariette, but she stood her ground.  
 
    A short round officer bumbled up behind Alfrisco. His gray hair stuck out in strange clumps from his head, and he had about five chins. Unlike Alfrisco, Tang’s uniform was dirty and torn.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” Tang said sharply. His voice was high and effeminate, not something I would have expected from the squat man.  
 
    “Report,” Alfrisco repeated.  
 
    “Oh, uh, right,” Tang stuttered as he scratched his head. “Well, sir, there’s a giant monster inside the bank.”  
 
    “Thank you, Tang,” Alfrisco growled as he rolled his eyes. “We are all very well aware of that fact. What has been the monster’s activity?” 
 
    “Well, sir, we don’t, uh, we don’t know that answer,” Tang said quietly, before he added, “sir.”  
 
    Alfrisco’s body vibrated with rage, and it took everything in me not to burst out in laughter at this pompous ass’s terrible display of authority.  
 
    “Maybe,” Ariette drawled with a smirk as she looked into the police commander’s dark eyes, “we should send in a drone.”  
 
    “Oh, yes, ma’am, that would be a very good idea,” Tang spoke up excitedly. Quickly, Alfrisco shot him a demonic look, and Tang bowed his head and folded his hands in front of him in apology.  
 
    “Send the drone, Alfrisco,” Ariette ordered.  
 
    The police commander huffed and stomped back toward the canopy tent as Ariette turned back to Kalista and me.  
 
    “I take it they’re not our biggest fans,” I remarked.  
 
    “You could say that,” Ariette replied darkly. “They feel like we’ve taken away their independence with our government.”  
 
    “Have we?” I asked. Instantly, I knew it was the wrong thing to say.  
 
    “No, HC, we haven’t,” Ariette snarled back at me. 
 
    “Okay,” Kalista interrupted, “so what’s the plan, Ari?” 
 
    “First, I want to see inside that building,” she responded. “Then we come up with a plan.”  
 
    “Uh, ma’am,” Tang’s voice called from a table underneath the tent, “we’ve got a drone right here.” 
 
    The human police had a small black drone flying in front of the table. It was as big as a softball, and the entire exterior was a sleek black, except for the small camera lens that moved around as it captured different angles.  
 
    Alfrisco stood in the back corner of the tent as he glared at the three of us with his arms crossed. Tang didn’t seem to notice as he waved us over excitedly.  
 
    “We got this in last week,” he said as he motioned to the drone. “Super advanced technology straight from New Age Tech. I’m pretty excited to give it a test run!”  
 
    “Don’t be so excited, Tang, people are dead and dying,” Alfrisco called from his perch in the corner.  
 
    “Right, sorry, sir,” the rounder officer quickly corrected himself.  
 
    “How does it work?” Ariette asked.  
 
    “So, this,” Tang said as he held up a square made of the same black material as the drone, “is the controller. You use a finger and move the thing around where you want it to go. Up for up, down for down, you get the idea.”  
 
    “And the video comes up there?” Kalista asked as she pointed to a screen on the table. It showed a picture of Alfrisco’s scowl, and Tang quickly turned the drone around to show us the front of the bank.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Tang responded.  
 
    “Do we know if anyone’s alive inside?” I asked.  
 
    There was silence for a moment before every officer there slowly shook his head.  
 
    “Doubt that’s possible,” Alfrisco growled. “Thing is massively destructive. If anyone’s still in there, they’re dead for sure.”  
 
    “Alright, let’s send it in then,” Ariette ordered. She shifted closer to the viewing screen, and Kalista and I followed suit.  
 
    The drone slowly flew up to the doors of the bank and through a hole in the shattered glass of the building’s front. The lobby of the bank was totally empty, even of dead bodies. Desks and chairs had been overturned, and some had been torn apart, then the drone’s camera swept past huge metal columns placed throughout the bank lobby.  
 
    “Iron,” Ariette muttered in an annoyed tone.  
 
    The glass partition that divided the bankers from the public had been smashed to smithereens, and tiny shards of glass littered the floor on the way to a set of stairs in the back of the building. From there, the drone flew up one flight of stairs and stopped in a hallway. Tang looked up at Ariette hesitantly.  
 
    “Keep going, Tang,” she said softly. 
 
    He nodded and slid his finger on the screen to continue the drone’s path. It peeked in the first two doors, and both scenes were nearly identical. Mangled and bloody bodies lay among the twisted remnants of desks and chairs. Some had their eyes open, and others had their eyes shut. A few looked as if they’d died frozen with arms thrown across their faces and heads.  
 
    “Where are you?” Ariette muttered under her breath. She stared so intensely at the screen that she didn’t even blink.  
 
    Tang continued to take the drone on its trek through the bank building. When it finally reached the third floor, he flew it into the first room, and a gasp rose up from everyone, myself included.  
 
    There, huddled under a desk, was a young brunette woman. Blood covered the front of her shirt, and her eyes stared at a spot on the floor in front of her.  
 
    “She’s alive!” Kalista exclaimed unnecessarily.  
 
    “Yeah, she is, but not for long if we can’t get her out,” Ariette responded.  
 
    “Well, why don’t you go in and save the day, then?” Alfrisco asked snidely from the back.  
 
    “Because,” Ariette snapped as she whipped around, “we still don’t know where the monster is. Would you like to go in there and get her? Because if you do, be my guest.”  
 
    Alfrisco shut up after that.  
 
    Tang flew the drone closer to the terrified woman, but she was so fixated on the floor that she didn’t see it.  
 
    “Tang, can we get sound on this thing?” Ariette barked.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am, let me get that up,” the officer said. Moments later, there was a crackle, and sound emanated from the screen in front of us.  
 
    Everything was dead silent in the bank. There wasn’t the normal hustle and bustle of a busy workplace, and there was no growl that would indicate the troll was anywhere nearby. The woman’s shaky and unsteady breath was the only sound we heard as the drone moved closer.  
 
    “Can she hear us?” Ariette whispered, so quietly it was almost an extension of her breath.  
 
    Tang just nodded his head.  
 
    “Okay, fly a little bit closer,” Ariette requested. “I don’t want her to scream.”  
 
    The drone flew two feet closer, and Ariette put a hand up to stop Tang’s progress.  
 
    “Hello,” she said as she leaned toward the controller in his hands.  
 
    As Ariette had suspected, the woman was startled. To her credit, she didn’t scream, but she jumped so hard she rattled a piece of the desk that was situated next to her leg.  
 
    “Shhh, it’s alright,” Ariette said softly into the speaker. “My name is Ariette. I’m with the Jefferson Guild. Don’t say anything, just nod or shake your head, okay?” 
 
    The woman stared at the camera with wide green eyes and slowly nodded her head.  
 
    “Good job. Do you know where the creature went?” Ariette asked.  
 
    The woman shook her head this time. Then her body crumpled in on itself, and she wrapped her thin arms around her legs.  
 
    “That’s alright, that’s alright,” Ariette said soothingly.  
 
    I watched in amazement as Ariette talked to the fearful woman. She had a strong, motherly quality to her words, and even I felt calmer as she spoke. 
 
    “Can you walk?” the elven warrior asked the woman.  
 
    The brunette moved her arms over her body and checked to see if anything was broken. Shakily, she stood up and looked into the camera to give it a hesitant nod.  
 
    “Okay, that’s very good,” Ariette soothed. “We’re going to get you out of here, but you need to wait for just a moment. We’ll check to make sure everything’s clear, and then come back to get you, alright?”  
 
    Again, the woman nodded. Ariette took her eyes off the screen briefly to look at Tang.  
 
    “Fly that thing back down the hallway to the second floor as fast as you can,” Ariette ordered.  
 
    The drone zoomed through the building, and everyone kept their eyes peeled for any sign of movement. Suddenly, on the corner of the screen, the troll stepped around a corner.  
 
    “There, move the drone in! Let’s get a closer look at this ugly bastard,” Ariette said, and Tang whipped the drone around so we could get a good look at it.  
 
    “That thing is massive,” Tang whispered in a shaky voice.  
 
    The moment Tang spoke, the troll turned two black eyes directly to the drone and stared straight into the camera with a menacing smile. Then one hand came down on top of the equipment before Tang could even think to move it.  
 
    The creature lifted the camera up right in front of one of its eyes and let out a loud roar before it crushed the thing into scrap metal.  
 
    “It’s intelligent,” Kalista gasped. “Look at the coordination, and how it stared right at us. It knows that’s a drone, and it knows we’re watching.” 
 
    “We’ve got to go in there and save her,” I said and started to head toward the bank, but Ariette put a hand on my arm.  
 
    “HC, I don’t know if that’s a good --” the elf started before I cut her off angrily.  
 
    “She’ll die,” I said shortly.  
 
    The elf stared at me with big blue eyes for a tense moment before she nodded.  
 
    “You’re right.” She sighed and scrubbed her face with her hand. “So I guess that means we need to get her.” She met my eyes. “We.” 
 
    “If you want to come with me, I’m definitely not going to argue.” I nodded at her. “Come on.” 
 
    She didn’t move. Instead, she stared at me for a solid three seconds, and as I was about to leave her standing there, she finally spoke. 
 
    “You have that gun?” she asked.  
 
    I held it in the air to show her as I waited impatiently.  
 
    “Good.” She nodded again. “Hopefully we won’t need it.” She took another deep breath and finally started walking toward the bank.  
 
    I fell into step behind her and looked up at the face of the bank as we moved toward it. With each step that I took, my heartbeat kicked up a notch as adrenaline and a bit of fear coursed through my veins. I knew this was the right decision, I knew we needed to get in the bank or that woman would die a horrible and gruesome death, but that didn’t lessen the fact that this monster had killed dozens of people in a few minutes and this was only my second day on the job. I suddenly felt out of my depth and wondered if I should have asked the human police for a little backup.  
 
    No. I shook my head as we climbed the steps in front of the bank. I couldn’t go in there plagued with doubts. Doubt and hesitation got people killed in situations like this. I lifted my head and watched Ariette stalk toward the building in front of us. I needed to have faith, both in the elven warrior before me and in myself. Ariette had said I was one of the most powerful adepts she had ever met, and I knew for a fact the blonde elf could really kick some ass. She was one of the top operatives of the Jefferson Guild, and I was the Racmoth. We could totally take down this troll and save the day. We simply needed to be careful and clever.  
 
    As soon as we made it into the lobby, we crouched down and stepped as softly as we could over the broken glass and scattered debris. Without a word, we crept up the stairs to the second floor. The troll was nowhere in sight. My breath was like a windstorm in my ears, and I tried to slow it down so no one else could hear, but my palms were still slick with sweat.  
 
    When we made it to the third floor, a low rumble emanated from the hallway in front of us, so we flattened ourselves against the wall and listened intently.  
 
    My pulse sounded like a war drum, and it was so loud I was afraid the troll would hear it from down the hall.  
 
    “She’s right in there,” I breathed directly into Ariette’s ear, and the elf nodded in response.  
 
    I turned and slid forward enough so I could glance down the hallway. Only, I didn’t see the troll anywhere, so when I turned back to look at Ariette, I shook my head.  
 
    She took a shaky breath and nodded. 
 
    Go time.  
 
    We slunk around the corner quickly and dashed into the first room. There, huddled under the desk with her eyes squeezed shut, was the young woman. Her fingers were stuffed into her ears, and a slight whine left her mouth with every breath. Her entire body shook. She didn’t hear us come into the room, and I approached her cautiously as Ariette stood guard at the door.  
 
    I crouched down next to the woman and reached out a hand very slowly. The moment I touched her kneecap, her eyes flew open, and her mouth started to form a scream, but I pressed one hand over her mouth with lightning speed, met her eyes, and then I placed one finger over my lips to tell her to be quiet. She gave me a shaky nod, and I removed my hand.  
 
    I went to help her stand when Ariette rushed over to us. She waved her hands wildly, and then I heard heavy footsteps come down the hall. While part of me wanted to push her behind me and take on the beast, I had no way of knowing if this one would go down as easily as the last, and if I was wrong, we could all die. No, it would be better to take care of the creature after we got the woman to safety. Then I wouldn’t have to worry about her becoming collateral damage.  
 
    Beside me, the woman started to hyperventilate, so I pushed her back behind the desk so that she was out of sight before Ariette and I crouched down next to her. Then I listened intently as the heavy footsteps stopped just outside the door.  
 
    I could hear the monster’s raspy breath wheeze in and out of its lungs, and I willed it to go away, but it didn’t. Its footsteps echoed as the troll came into the room. The woman began to shake violently when the beast came up right on the other side of the desk. Ariette and I locked eyes, and she flicked her gaze over to an overturned conference table to our left. I nodded, and then I pushed the woman’s arm as I motioned silently to the table.  
 
    As the troll began to move around the desk, we quickly crawled over to hide behind the table and out of its view. Its wheezing breaths came close again, and we crept around the table in a circle.  
 
    Now, we faced the door, with the creature on the other side of the upturned table. I pushed the woman toward the door, and she needed no further encouragement to take off and took off running faster than I had expected she could sprint. Ariette and I sprinted after her. Thankfully we weren’t caught as we launched ourselves down the staircase. On the second floor, the woman froze and tried to start down the hallway.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Ariette hissed as she grabbed the lady’s wrist.  
 
    “My friend’s down there,” she sobbed quietly, but Ariette shook her head.  
 
    “We’ll come back for her,” I whispered to the woman. She paused for a moment, but then she nodded and continued down the stairs and into the lobby.  
 
    As soon as we hit the tile floor of the lobby, a huge roar echoed throughout the bank, and I looked back to see the troll on the second floor. The hulking beast spotted us, and its face twisted in a snarl as it lifted a desk high above its head. Then it heaved the desk with all its might at our rapidly retreating figures.  
 
    “Duck,” I hollered as I fumbled for the gun at my hip. I shoved Ariette and the woman toward the door as the desk crashed into the tile a few feet from us. Then  I spun on my heel, raised the gun up, and fired rapidly at the creature. My shots smacked into the creature’s center mass, and it jerked back as it stumbled.  
 
    I felt victorious for half of a second, but then the monster regained its footing, locked eyes with me, and let out a ferocious roar.  
 
    “Milton, come on!” Ariette shouted from halfway across the lobby floor.  
 
    I gritted my teeth, jumped down the last three stairs, hit the floor at a run, and pumped my arms to catch up with the two women in front of me. As all three of us ran toward the door, the woman stumbled, but I grabbed onto her arm and held her up. Another desk flew over our heads, slammed into the exit door, and blocked our way.  
 
    “It’s trying to keep us inside,” Ariette snarled beside me. 
 
    “It’s coming down the stairs,” the woman cried hysterically. 
 
    “Of course it is,” I grunted.  
 
    My heart leapt into my throat, and my palm was slick around the handle of the gun in my hand. Instead of stopping the troll, my bullets only seemed to have pissed it off, and now it looked like it was salivating for my blood.  
 
    We needed to get out of here.  
 
    With the blood pounding through my ears, I lifted my gun, aimed at the massive wall-sized window to my left, and fired. The bullets tore through the glass, and as they rained down in a crystalline shower, I grabbed the woman around the waist. 
 
    “Come on, Ariette!” I cried as I leaped through the broken doors and landed on the concrete sidewalk outside.  
 
    The elven warrior was a step behind me, and I threw a glance over my shoulder and watched as the creature stopped just inside of the bank doors. It snarled at us, saliva dripping from its fangs and hate swirling in its eyes, but it didn’t move to launch itself after us. As it growled and stomped on the glass on the tile floor, I realized it didn’t want to follow us out of the bank.  
 
    That was odd, but I didn’t want to question it while we were still feet away from the bloodthirsty beast so I wrapped a hand around the woman’s arm and tugged her quickly away. The woman stumbled beside me, but I held onto her as we entered the tent area in front of the bank. Ariette was doubled over her knees, and she took in huge swallows of air. I handed the woman to a medical officer as I tried to regain my own breath.  
 
    “My friend…” she started again.  
 
    “We’ll get her,” I responded gently. “I promise.” 
 
    Ariette and I shared a glance, and the elf let out a huge sigh before she smiled wryly at me. “Well, aren’t you quite the hero?” 
 
    “You do call me Hero Complex for a reason.” I shrugged back at her but my heart was currently a whole percussion symphony in my chest, and I was half worried my ribs might fracture under the force of it.  
 
    The elf held back a laugh and shook her head before she turned to Kalista.  
 
    “Get Danira on comms.” She took a breath and scrubbed tiredly at her face. “Tell her HC, and I are going back in there.” 
 
    She sounded like she wanted to do anything but go “back in there,” and honestly, I felt the same way. I wasn’t exactly eager to throw myself into the lion’s den again, but the woman that we rescued said there were people still trapped inside, and I knew I couldn’t sit here and twiddle my thumbs.  
 
    “Will do,” Kalista replied to Ariette.  
 
    “Thanks, Kal,” Ariette responded with a strained smile, and then she schooled her expression into her authoritative mask, crossed her arms, and turned to Alfrisco. 
 
    “Alright, Alfrisco,” the elven warrior barked, and the commanding officer lazily uncrossed his own arms as he stepped toward us. “We’re going back in then, and when we send the civilians out, your men need to meet them at the door. Understood?”  
 
    Alfrisco raised an eyebrow and gave a slight nod, and while it seemed to satisfy Ariette, it pissed me the fuck off.  
 
    “Hey,” I snapped as I took a step toward him and pointed at Ariette. “Why are you being such a dickbag? She went inside to rescue that girl. What have you done?” 
 
    “Well, I--” 
 
    “That’s right, you’ve done between jack and shit.” I glared at him. “So the least you can do is pretend you’re relevant by letting the people who fight the monsters inside. Got it?” 
 
    Honestly, I wasn’t sure how he responded because I’d already spun on my heel and started to walk back toward the bank, but from the look on Ariette’s face, I could tell the elf was quite pleased.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Ariette and I slowly crept toward the front of the bank once more. We stayed low to the ground and dropped nearly flat as soon as we got to the big glass doors. Then we crawled through the huge hole that I had made when I shot out the glass panels during our first escape. I went first and checked to see if the coast was clear before I waved Ariette in.  
 
    In the few minutes we had been outside after the woman’s rescue, the troll had retreated somewhere inside the bank. It was nowhere to be seen.  
 
     “I don’t see it anywhere,” Ariette whispered from behind me. “Where do you think it went?” 
 
    I shrugged as I looked around the lobby. Sweat slid down my temples, and my shirt was already damp and stuck to my spine and under my arms. Somehow, this silence was more fear-inducing than the troll roaring or throwing desks at us.  
 
    My eyes scanned the room for any movement, and then I noticed that behind the teller stands was a huge silver vault door.  
 
    And it was wide open. 
 
    “That thing’s smarter than we gave it credit for,” I muttered to Ariette as I motioned toward the vault with my chin.   
 
    She followed my gaze, and I watched her eyes widen as she took in the open vault.  
 
    “It cracked the lock on the safe,” she whispered back to me, and I nodded in agreement. 
 
    “What?” Kalista asked in our ears, and I could practically see her puzzled frown. “How the hell did it do that?” 
 
    “Don’t know,” I replied quietly. “We’re going to go check it out.”  
 
    “Be careful,” Kalista muttered.  
 
    “Careful is my middle name,” I joked to try to distract myself from my racing pulse.  
 
    I reloaded my gun with a new magazine as Ariette unsheathed her sword, and as the blade caught the light, I stared at it in awe for a moment. 
 
    It was a pure white, the kind of white I imagined heaven would look like, and it glinted brilliantly. Elven swords were the most beautiful weapons I had ever seen.  
 
    Beautiful… but deadly, and I was counting on the latter quality to help us out right now.  
 
    We stayed low to the ground as we came up to the teller stands. And I held up three fingers as I mouthed, “One, two, th--.” 
 
    Suddenly I heard a strange sound come from the other side of the teller stands. Something pattered across the tile floor, and by the level of noise, I guessed it was a lot of somethings. Then I heard a high pitched chattering in a strange language that wasn’t Elvish or English. I glanced over at Ariette, and I saw that her eyes were as wide as saucers. Immense confusion swam through those eyes before the warrior slowly rose and peeked over the wooden wall that we rested against.  
 
    “Oh man,” she breathed before she shot backward and readied her sword, “we’ve got a lot of company here, HC!”  
 
    I jumped to my feet and readied my gun as I swung around to face the peculiar sound.  
 
    And I immediately saw why Ariette’s eyes had gone so wide. 
 
    A group of probably twenty or so tiny creatures swarmed out of the vault opening as I watched. They all looked identical, with beady green eyes and sharp teeth that stuck out haphazardly from under their lips. The creatures stood not more than two feet tall and had sagging sickly yellow skin. Much like the troll from yesterday, they were all clothed in worn-out brown cloth.  
 
    The chattering picked up speed when they saw us, and suddenly the mass of creatures swarmed. Pointed nails and razor-like teeth were all I could see as their tiny feet pounded on the tile.  
 
    “Ew, gross, tiny goblins!” I exclaimed before I shot a three-round burst into the crowd of little monsters. To my satisfaction, I saw two fall and watched as green blood dripped out of them.  
 
    “I can’t use my Hand,” Ariette grunted out from a foot to my left, “too… much… iron.”  
 
    The elf shook her head in frustration as the swarm of goblins got close enough to attack us. One lunged at her with its teeth bared, but the warrior whipped around in a circle, brought her sword down swiftly, and chopped the ugly thing in half in an explosion of green blood and blue entrails.  
 
    Another grotesque little creature stepped in a pool of his partner’s blood, but that didn’t even phase the thing. Those sharp teeth gnashed together as it fixed its murderous green eyes on me, and I was shocked at what I saw there.  
 
    Those eyes were empty. I was sure that if I could understand the string of high-pitched noises that emanated from its mouth, the monster would be saying something like “kill, kill, kill, kill,” over and over again, like a broken record. Whatever evil force had created these creatures had instilled only one purpose in them.  
 
    And that was so horrible, my stomach twisted into a knot of anger.  
 
    Before I could become too lost in my own thoughts, I aimed at two creatures that lunged at me in tandem. As soon as I pulled the trigger, their bodies fell out of the air and crashed to the ground, but the two dead monsters were simply replaced by more malevolent creatures.  
 
    To my left, Ariette spun around as she cleaved the head off one of the goblins. The creatures had backed her up nearly against the wall, but it didn’t phase her at all. As one creature fell, she used the momentum from her turn to launch herself against the wall behind her. She took two steps parallel to the ground as she climbed up the wall gracefully, and then she backflipped over the heads of the goblins.  
 
    Clearly, they weren’t imbued with the same intelligence as the troll because the group of monsters took too long to react to Ariette’s sudden movement. She swung her sword through the creatures easily, and they fell like wheat before a sickle.  
 
    I fired off another shot and watched with satisfaction as a disgusting little goblin’s head exploded, but then heavy, loud footsteps echoed through the lobby over the sound of the fighting. Instantly, every single goblin froze, and then the swarm retreated back toward the vault in unison.  
 
    “Uh, I don’t think that’s a good sign,” I muttered out of the corner of my mouth.  
 
    And I was right.  
 
    The grotesque troll emerged from the vault as soon as the last goblin made it inside. For a moment, it said and did nothing, but then a slow smile spread across its face.  
 
    That disgusting smile told me it wanted to play with us before it killed us. It wanted to take its time. 
 
    “Did you like my newest invention?” the troll asked as it stared us down. 
 
     Ariette gasped, and I took a step back when the thing spoke.  
 
     Its voice was creaky and robotic, and none of the other muscles in its face moved when it spoke. It was almost like… it wasn’t speaking, but was being spoken through.  
 
    “Personally, I think they still need a little work,” it continued as it took one slow step forward, “but they do work as a fantastic distraction. I have to say, though, I think this body is my finest piece of work, don’t you?”  
 
    “Who are you?” Ariette asked, and despite her pale face, her voice was completely level.  
 
    The troll just tilted its head and laughed.  
 
    “Ah, Ariette, you are very demanding,” it snorted, “but that’s not how this game is played. Now, if I were you, I would get my weapon ready.”  
 
    I had half a second to wonder how the troll knew her name before it bounded toward the elf at lightning speed. As it did so, one trunk-like arm swung in my direction and knocked me backward onto the floor before I could react. The air whooshed out of my lungs, and I struggled to stand as the troll turned on Ariette.  
 
    The elven warrior stood ready with her sword held high in the air as she glared at the monster.  
 
    “Your sword won’t have any effect on this body,” the troll snarled, and saliva dripped from its jowls as it stalked toward the lethal looking woman.  
 
    Ariette bared her teeth, took a flying leap toward the troll, and flipped over its right shoulder. As she did so, she brought her blade down and cleanly took its arm off in a single movement. She landed nimbly behind it, and silver liquid dripped from its severed shoulder socket. But the creature didn’t fall. In fact, it didn’t look hurt at all as it calmly bent down to pick up its severed arm.  
 
    The troll growled as it shoved the limb against its shoulder socket, and I watched in horror as the skin crawled together in a snake-like motion. When the troll let go, the arm had completely reattached itself.  
 
    “What did I tell you?” the thing barked as it whipped back around, focused solely on Ariette. As I slowly stood up, air solidly back in my lungs now, I was thankful she had its full attention. Clearly, the troll had misjudged me.  
 
    The creature stood there and snarled at her as I raised my Hand to connect with its blood. I felt a push back against my magic as if the tingling sensation was stunted. I followed the dampening feeling toward the ceiling and saw that it was lined with iron bars. 
 
    I couldn’t tell if they were decorative or an anti-fae security measure, but either way, they sucked.  
 
    I stayed calm as the creature approached. It walked slower than when it had originally bounded toward her. The way it moved reminded me of a mountain lion as it stalked its prey. The troll’s head was lowered, and I saw the deadly gleam in its eye and the creepy smile on its face as Ariette readied her sword.  
 
    I redoubled my efforts to summon my Hand, and the magic vibrated in my being like a mini earthquake. I remembered the feeling from the street the day before and noted how much stronger this vibration was. That was a damn good sign. Every cell in my body shook with effort as I tried as hard as I could to push the magic out through my Hand and rip the blood from the creature.  
 
    I could feel the blood in its body. The rush of the liquid roared in my ears as the troll’s heart pumped it through thick, wide veins. I gritted my teeth and willed my Hand to rip the blood out of the hideous creature before me.  
 
    And then, it happened.  
 
    I felt the rush as my magic burst past the iron’s dampening aura, and I hollered triumphantly as green liquid tore out of the creature. But, as suddenly as it flew out, the blood was sucked right back in and the troll reformed completely.  
 
    “What the hell?” I muttered as the creature shook itself and continued straight for Ariette. Behind the troll, I could see Ariette stare at me with wide, shocked eyes.  
 
    I took a few steps back and shook my Hand before I connected with its blood again. I felt the rush of the liquid, and my Hand tingled. Once again, I threw my Hand to the side and forced the blood to leave its body.  
 
    Green liquid exploded from its front, but the blood didn’t make it very far out of the troll’s body before the creature regenerated completely. There wasn’t even a scratch as it prowled toward me with a sick smile on its face.  
 
     “We need a new plan,” I called to Ariette as I lifted my gun and took another step back.  
 
    As she nodded in response to me, the troll realized I was perfectly fine and alive. Quicker than I could think, it turned away from Ariette and lunged directly toward me with arms spread to grab me. With lightning-fast speed, I somersaulted between the monster’s legs and was instantly by her side.  
 
    My quick maneuver confused the creature, and it paused before it turned around and began to lumber in our direction once again, that malevolent smile still there. I took a moment to take aim and fire off a shot at the center of its chest, but the bullet bounced off its skin like it was made of rubber. 
 
    “My power isn’t working. That thing is regenerating too fast,” I muttered as the troll shook off being shot like the bullets had been annoying gnats.  
 
    “We need to find a way to trap or incapacitate it, or we’ll never be able to extract the rest of the people in this bank,” Ariette grumbled as she twirled her sword in her hand.  
 
    “Easier said than done,” I replied as the troll broke into a sprint and launched itself at us. Ariette and I dove to opposite sides, and I felt the air stir right behind me as the troll just missed the back of my shirt.  
 
    Ariette and I kept moving toward opposite ends of the room, and the troll paused for a moment as if to consider which of us it wanted to kill more.  
 
    “Follow me!” Ariette shouted as she made her way toward the stairs.  
 
    I quickly bounded after her as the beast’s loud footsteps crashed behind me. We dashed up the stairs, weaved through the maze of hallways, and finally ducked into a destroyed conference room. An upturned desk caught my eyes, so I pulled Ariette toward it, out of sight of the door. We ducked behind the desk and took a second to catch our breaths.  
 
    “I want to know what the hell just happened,” Ariette panted quietly.  
 
    “It’s like it completely healed itself,” I responded darkly. “My Hand was working fine. That thing is just crazy strong.” 
 
    Suddenly, we heard the heavy footfalls of the monster, and I could tell it was at the doorway.  
 
    I locked eyes with Ariette, and our hands brushed. She gripped my fingers tightly as my ears strained to hear where the creature was at. After a moment, the breathing of the troll grew softer, and its footsteps headed away from the door.  
 
    “Let’s get back downstairs before it comes back,” I whispered to her. “Hopefully, it will stay up here and keep looking for us.”  
 
    We stood in unison and went to the door. Ariette peeked her head out and nodded that the coast was clear, then she stepped through the threshold. Though our footsteps were soft, my heart was thumping hard in my chest as we padded through the hallways back the way we’d come only moments before.  
 
    Ariette and I finally made it to the landing before the staircase. We stopped as the troll’s footsteps grew louder again, and my heart pounded.  
 
    “So much for hoping it would stay upstairs,” the elf breathed. 
 
    Ariette and I raced down the steps and into the empty lobby and planted ourselves as tightly against the far wall as we could. That way, we would have the most space to maneuver as possible. Only a few moments later, the creature appeared at the top of the staircase with a manic gleam in its eyes.  
 
    As it headed down the stairs with heavy steps, I heard Ariette take in a shuddery breath next to me. The creature reached the tile at the bottom of the stairs and stopped about thirty feet from us. We both waited with bated breath, tensed to move, but it simply stared at us.  
 
    “There is no winning,” that robotic voice said. “I’ve made a few improvements since the Blood Wielder destroyed my creation yesterday. You can’t beat me this time.” 
 
    “Let’s flank it and try another attack,” Ariette muttered to me, “I want to see if there’s a point where this thing can’t regenerate.” 
 
    “You got it,” I said with a tilt of my head, but before we could move, the monster smiled again. Drool dripped from its huge teeth and down its chin as it stood there watching us. 
 
    Then its chest rumbled with deep laughter.  
 
    “Why are you doing this?” I asked as its eyes met mine. “Why kill all these people?” 
 
    The troll cocked its head like a predator considering its prey, but its mouth remained closed. Ever so slowly, one hand came up to its mouth and drew two fingers across its lips before it turned those fingers with a flick of its wrist. It was the classic sign that said, “my lips are sealed.”  
 
    Then with a roar, it charged us.  
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, Ariette leapt to the side and used her momentum to run up and along the wall beside us. I watched as her face twisted into a snarl, and then she pushed off the wall and swung her sword in a giant arc. The blade connected with the troll’s shoulder again, but this time, it rebounded off its skin with a clang. Shock registered on the elf’s face as her momentum carried her forward, and she executed a barrel roll as she landed on the lobby’s tile floor.   
 
    “Kalista,” she shouted as she sprang to her feet and whirled around to face the beast again, “my sword isn’t doing anything! This thing is learning and growing too quickly.”  
 
    “What the fuck?” came the response in our ears. “That’s not good. That sword is as sharp as a Fae weapon can possibly be.”  
 
    “Sharp as hell or not, we’re screwed if we don’t come up with something,” I replied and readied myself to fire the gun as Ariette ran back to my side.  
 
    The troll still had that disconcerting smile on its face as it circled us, and a shiver of fear raced up my spine.  
 
    I lifted the gun and tried to aim for its eyeball. I figured that was the softest part and, hopefully, the least bulletproof, but the giant creature’s sudden charge made it a very small and quickly moving target. My finger squeezed the trigger, but the bullet ricocheted right off the troll’s forehead.  
 
    “Dammit,” I cursed as Ariette swung around to slash at the troll from its side.  
 
    Before she could take three steps, the monster surged with a speed it hadn’t shown before. It smashed his fist into her stomach, and her sword flew from her hands to clatter across the tile. I heard the air leave her lungs violently as she flew back five feet and crashed into the sharp end of a splintered desk. It looked like her armor had saved her from getting impaled, but I guessed it would take her a few moments to recover. 
 
    That was time she didn't have because the creature was already racing toward her to finish the job. It seemed like the troll was done playing games because it made it to Ariette’s side seconds before I could. 
 
    Ariette lifted her head up a few inches, and a pained expression crossed her face as she tried to disentangle herself from the wreckage. The monster lifted one giant foot and let it hover in the air above Ariette’s body. She stared up at the foot that was about to crush her, but it was that arrogant hesitation on the troll’s part that gave me a chance to raise my gun.  
 
    “Don’t even think about it!” I shouted as I aimed for its eye. I couldn’t get a clear shot at this angle, and I didn’t have enough time to change positions, so I squeezed the trigger three times in rapid succession and hoped for the best.  
 
    All three bullets collided with the side of the troll’s skull. Each one ricocheted off the thick skin, but the raw force of the impacts was enough to make the monster turn toward me with a snarl. As it looked away from Ariette, the elven warrior managed to push herself out of the way as the troll’s foot crashed down on the floor.  
 
    I took a quick step back and snapped my aim to the troll’s eyeballs again as it rushed toward me. My shot hit it right between the eyes, and its head snapped back violently from the impact. There was no splash of green blood, however, and when it shook off the force of the bullet, I saw utter fury in its eyes.  
 
    It opened its maw and released a roar so loud it made the glass on the lobby floor chime. Then it lowered its head, bared its teeth, and barrelled straight for me.  
 
    I realized then and there that with Ariette out of commission, there was no one left but me to stop this thing.  
 
    I had to try. I had to give it my everything. No matter the cost.  
 
    So I lowered the gun and raised my Hand. I dug deep inside myself and summoned up the power that had been thrust upon me. Heat tore through my veins, and I gritted my teeth as the veins in my arm and hands began to glow a bright red.  
 
    “Fuck you,” I spat at the troll that was now less than fifteen feet away from me. Then I gathered every ounce of power and magic in me and sliced my hand to the side.  
 
    Blood exploded out of the troll in a green tidal wave. It seemed to gush out of every pore. The beast stumbled but remained on its feet, and I could feel as the blood wanted to race back into its body.  
 
    “Fine,” I snarled, “take it back.”  
 
    Then I clenched my Hand, and I watched as every droplet of blood reshaped into a sword just like it had done back in the guild’s testing room. My arm shook under the strain of reforming the blood and keeping it out of the troll’s body, and sweat slid down my brow and into my eyes. When I couldn’t hold the connection any longer, I let it go with a gasp and stumbled backward.  
 
    The dozens of blood swords hung suspended in the air for a moment, and then, all at once, they rushed back toward the troll’s body and skewered him from every angle.  
 
    The troll’s eyes snapped wide, and its jaw fell open as the blood swords slammed into its body. Its flesh ripped and tore under the onslaught, and it teetered on its feet for a moment.  
 
    “You think you’ve won, don’t you?” The troll asked as its knees gave out and it crashed to the floor. “But all you’ve done is given me more data. Next time we meet, I’ll be ready for your little trick, Blood Wielder.” It coughed as green blood began to pour back out of its dozens of stab wounds.  
 
    It seemed even regeneration had its limits.  
 
    Still, I didn’t want to take any chances, even if it meant giving this bastard more ‘data.’ As the troll tried to pull itself along the floor toward me, I raised my gun. My body felt like it had been through a woodchipper, and my vision swam with spots, but I wasn’t about to leave this job unfinished.  
 
    I drew up beside the troll and aimed down at its eyeball once again. It snarled at me, but the sound was now wet and pitiful instead of deep and terrifying. The troll’s gaze darted back to the vault one last time before I placed my finger on the trigger and squeezed.  
 
    The resounding bang echoed through the lobby, and the troll’s head slammed against the floor as my bullet buried itself deep in its gray matter. Then everything was silent except for my racing heart and my ragged breath.  
 
    “HC,” a voice rasped, and I snapped my head to the side as I remembered Ariette.  
 
    She was lying on the floor about a dozen feet away, and she groaned as she propped herself up on one elbow. I lowered my gun and ran across the tile floor so fast I almost slipped. As I drew closer, I finally got a good look at her, and my heart plummeted into my shoes. The elven warrior had a long and thin spike of wood jutting from her abdomen. 
 
    “Shit, Ariette,” I gasped as I knelt beside her.  
 
    “Hey, HC,” she said with a strained smile, “what took you so long?”  
 
    “Oh, you know, just saving the world,” I tried to joke as I stared at the splintered wood in her stomach.  
 
    “I hate to say this, but I think I’m going to need your help,” she joked as she motioned to the bloody wound. 
 
    Blood sluggishly pumped out around the wooden stake, and I lifted my Hand even though I already felt drained and on the verge of collapse. I closed my eyes and concentrated, and I felt her blood as it rushed to the hole in her abdomen. I tried to connect with it and stop its movement, but nothing happened. The wood stopped the wound from healing, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to pull it out and heal her fast enough. 
 
    “We have to get you outside,” I said to her. “I need Kalista to pull this thing out of you so I can heal you. I’d do it myself, but you’re going to start hemorrhaging once the wood comes out, and I need to be able to focus on knitting you back together.” 
 
    Ariette nodded, and then she let out a huge sigh.  
 
    “Okay,” I bent to help her before I remembered the people the woman had told us were still trapped inside. They were the whole reason we came back in here, I couldn’t abandon them. “Shit, give me one second,” I said to the elf.  
 
    I swung around as I recalled the tiny ugly monsters that had herded themselves back into the vault. I could hear their high-pitched chatter as I approached the back of the teller stand and unhooked a grenade from my tool belt. To hell with the mess. Ariette was hurt, and I needed to take care of those little sons of bitches quick.  
 
    Deftly, I removed the pin before I tossed it right into the open mouth of the vault with a smirk. Instantaneously, there was a collective screech, and then a loud boom shook the lobby as the bomb went off. Smoke trailed out of the open vault door, and I squinted through the haze as I searched for any survivors.  
 
    Small bodies lay strewn across the vault floor, most of them in pieces, but not a single one moved.  
 
    As quickly as I could, I spun around and dashed up the stairs. Then I knocked on every door I could find, and I repeated the same thing on the third floor.  
 
    “This is a member of the Jefferson Guild,” I hollered as I ran down the hallways. “The beast has been killed, and you are safe. Please exit the building and report to the nearest officer for aid and assistance.”  
 
    A few people came out of the rooms, terror on their faces, and followed me to the lobby as I ran back to Ariette.  
 
    “Let’s get you up,” I said when I reached her side. I carefully slid one arm under her back to help her sit upright. She grunted with the effort but pushed on until she could stand.  
 
    “Hold on to me,” she whispered as she leaned heavily against me. I paused as I watched the color drain from her face. She inhaled deeply, and then she took one small step across the floor.  
 
    “Oh, no, you’re not walking.” I shook my head and swept an arm under the back of her knees. Then I picked her up gingerly and walked as fast as I could to the outside of the bank. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    As soon as my feet hit the concrete in front of the shattered glass doors, I knelt down and put Ariette on the ground.  
 
    “Oh, shit, Ari,” Kalista gasped as she barreled over to us in a panic. Without another word, she knelt to join us on the sidewalk to examine the elf’s wound.  
 
    “Eh, come on, Kal,” Ariette replied weakly. “This isn’t even the worst one.”  
 
    “I think the only thing that beats this,” Kalista retorted as she motioned to the wound in Ariette’s abdomen, “is that time on the Mountain of Kaul where you spent a day in a coma.”  
 
    I ignored them as they continued to debate whether or not this injury even made it into Ariette’s top ten and instead concentrated on Ariette’s blood. As the red liquid spread slowly, I put a hand above her stomach, thankful we were far enough from the iron now that I would be unimpeded. The blood stopped moving under the power of my Hand. I directed as much of it as possible back into her body, and the three of us watched in fascination as the dark spot on her stomach grew smaller.  
 
    Finally, the wound stopped bleeding completely, but the desk leg was still inside of her.  
 
    “Neat trick, Milton,” Kalista muttered as she watched. “Thank God you’re here.” She nudged my shoulder playfully, and I smiled back at her.  
 
    “Uh, hey, guys, that’s cute and all, but I still have a giant piece of wood in my stomach,” Ariette joked as she raised an eyebrow at us. “As much as I like being impaled, I like not being impaled way more.” 
 
    “But if we pull it out, you could risk bleeding to death.” Kalista bit her lip before she turned and looked at me. “Can you stop the bleeding if I pull this out?”  
 
    “Yes,” I said as I focused on the wound once more. 
 
    “I believe in you, Milton,” Ariette said with a nod. 
 
    “Don’t let her bleed out,” the dwarf added before nodding once. “Actually, why don’t we wait for the medics to get here? They’ll be here any moment, and they're trained to deal with this.” 
 
    “Yeah, but none of them have the Hand of Blood,” I said and then locked eyes with Ariette, my Hand above her stomach. “Besides, I'm pretty sure her natural regeneration will kick in as soon as we get the spike out of her.” 
 
    “Okay fine,” Kalista relented as she wrapped her hands around the stake. “On three! One... two... three!”  
 
    On cue, the dwarf slid the wood out slowly and evenly from the wound. Ariette’s blood tried to surge forward, but I kept it steadily inside of her. With another push of magic, I commanded the blood to clot. From there, Ariette’s Fae magic took over as the wound slowly closed up and began to heal.  
 
    “Alright, your blood’s clotting now,” I sighed as I leaned back on my heels. “You should be good to go soon. I wish humans could heal that fast.”  
 
    “You and me both, HC,” Ariette stated as the color returned to her cheeks, and she sat up gingerly. “Well, that was fun, but let’s not do that again, okay?”  
 
    “Agreed,” Kalista said with a forceful nod.  
 
    “Wait, but what happened to the creature, HC?” Ariette asked as she looked at me with a frown. “I-I heard you fight it, but it was kind of hard to concentrate with a giant stake through my gut.” 
 
    “Killed it,” I responded with a tired but victorious grin. 
 
    Suddenly, three white vans screeched to a halt on the street in front of us, and twenty Fae jumped out of the vans as Alfrisco started to wave his arms and shout at them.  
 
    “Slow down, you idiots!” he yelled. “The thing’s dead!”  
 
    Kalista scowled, jumped to her feet, and ran over to stand in front of the police commander with her hands on her hips.  “Yo, Alfrisco. Would you shut the fuck up already? I didn’t see you trying to help my team while they were in there. Now let our clean-up crew do their work.” 
 
    The cop pursed his lips and looked like he wanted to argue, but he eventually, if reluctantly, nodded. “Fine.”  
 
    “Good boy.” Kalista turned on her heel and walked away from the human with a shake of her head. Ariette hid a laugh behind her hand. 
 
    “Go on, Kal, tell him what you really think,” the elf teased as she stood up carefully. She winced as she started to step forward towards the organizing Fae, and I moved to match her stride.  
 
    “Is it feeling better?” I asked as I reached out an arm to help her walk.  
 
    “Oh yeah, I’ll be healed in a few minutes,” she responded.  
 
    “Good,” I told the elf as I turned back to Alfrisco. The cop was still glaring after Kalista, who was busy corralling the clean-up crew. “Hey! Why don’t you get your people in there! There are still living victims inside.”  
 
    Alfrisco huffed at me, but then he turned on his heel and motioned for a group of police to go into the bank. As for our team, we moved to meet up with the rest of our guildmates, just as a familiar voice shouted through the crowd. 
 
    “Ariette, are you okay?”  
 
    A second later, Arendor pushed through the warriors and ran up to us. He almost reached out a hand to touch Ariette’s face, but she frowned and pulled back.  
 
    “I heard you were injured,” Arendor said softly. He stared at Ariette’s stomach as if he could still see the wound for a long moment before he turned and shot me a dark glare like it was my fault. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, tends to happen in the line of duty. Not that you would know, since you’re typically a part of the clean-up crew,” Ariette responded snidely. She took the rest of her body weight off me as she healed further.  
 
    “Let me know if you need anything,” Arendor implored as he widened his eyes in a sad attempt to look sincere. “Anything at all.”  
 
    “What I need is for you to stop talking and get everyone to listen to me,” Ariette demanded, back to her old self again.  
 
    “Will do.” Arendor nodded vigorously as he turned to the crowd of Fae behind him. “Listen up everyone, the commander would like to speak.” 
 
    Every pair of eyes turned on Ariette. She cleared her throat and straightened her spine as she looked at the clean-up crew.  
 
    “Okay, everyone,” she started. “We have neutralized the threat, but we still don’t know what the creature was doing here or why. Right now, I want us to go in there and search for any clues we can find. Understood?” 
 
    There was a murmur of agreement in the crowd, and a few men nodded in confirmation. 
 
    “Great,” Ariette replied. “Then let’s get to work.” 
 
    As the other Fae dispersed to collect their gear and head into the bank, I reached out and caught Ariette’s elbow.  
 
    “Shouldn’t you take a break?” I suggested with a frown. “You were a shishkabob like five minutes ago.” 
 
    The elven warrior arched a slim eyebrow at me. “Thanks for the concern, HC, but we don’t have time for breaks. Like you said, my natural regeneration abilities have already begun to take effect. I’m fine.”  
 
    I wanted to argue more, but I knew she was right. “Okay, but I’ll be keeping an eye on you.”  
 
    “When do you not?” Ariette teased with a wink, and then she spun on her heel and marched back toward the bank with three other Fae soldiers in tow.  
 
    When we entered the empty lobby, the silence was almost deafening after the previous carnage. My boots crunched against glass, and then I came to a stop behind Ariette. The elf stood with her spine straight as a pole, and her ocean blue eyes were wide as she stared down at the troll’s corpse strewn across the lobby floor. Green blood pooled around it, and one of its black eyes stared up blankly at the ceiling while the other was nothing more than a crater carved by my bullet.   
 
    “Hey,” I said quietly to the frozen elf, “are you alright?”  
 
    “Yeah, um, I just…” Her voice shook as it trailed off, and I watched her clench her fists and shake her head.  
 
    I reached a hand out to touch her shoulder softly, and her body leaned toward me the moment I made contact. Still, she didn’t take her eyes off the door. 
 
    “Just take a moment,” I said soothingly as I wrapped my arm around her frame.  
 
    “Sorry,” she whispered softly. “I don’t know why I’m so scared.” 
 
    “Probably because that thing almost killed you, Ariette,” I responded just as quietly. She turned her face toward me, and our noses brushed up against each other.  
 
    Quickly, she leaned in and pressed a kiss to my lips. It was warm and soft and almost made me forget we were still in the middle of a war zone with a group of men behind us. They all coughed and looked away awkwardly.  
 
    “Okay,” she said, her tone even now, as she stepped back after a moment and dipped her head. “I needed that.” 
 
    She threw a glance over her shoulder at the clean-up crew behind us, but they all looked around the lobby and pretended to have seen nothing. 
 
    “I think we should start our search in the vault,” I suggested to break the awkward silence. “Right before I killed the troll, it tried to crawl back in that direction. Maybe it left behind some clues as to what it was doing here in the first place.”  
 
    “Good thinking, HC,” Ariette said with a nod, and then she looked back toward her men with a stern expression. “You three. Collect the body and have it shipped back to the guild hall. I want this thing analyzed from top to bottom.” 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” the three Fae replied in unison as they saluted her. Then they turned toward the troll corpse while Ariette and I faced the vault.  
 
    “Let’s see what we can find,” I said as I took a step forward, but then my vision swam, and I stumbled.  
 
    “Whoa,” Ariette said as she caught my elbow. “Are you alright? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said with a strained smile as I righted myself. “Just a little drained after the fight and healing you up.” 
 
    Ariette frowned and opened her mouth again, but I cut her off with a nudge to her shoulder.  
 
    “Hey, if I can’t worry about you, you can’t mother hen me,” I teased. “It’s like you said. We have a job to do. We can sleep when it’s done.” 
 
    The elven warrior’s mouth snapped closed as she realized I had used her own logic against her.  
 
    “Fine,” she grumbled, “but if you faint, I am sooooo telling Kal, and you’ll never live it down.” 
 
    “That’s fair,” I chuckled. “Now, come on.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, squared my shoulders, and strode toward the vault. The door was wide open, and the interior was a scene of utter chaos.  
 
    Not only were the blackened and dismembered bodies of the ugly goblin creatures strewn all over the vault floor, but money and shelves were also scattered throughout the room, and I even spied some jewels and other riches that had apparently been ripped out of their safety deposit boxes. Everything was charred from the bomb, and the nasty blue innards of the creatures were smeared across the far back wall.  
 
    “What do you think they were after?” Ariette asked as she kicked one of the overturned shelves.  
 
    “I’m not sure.” I walked around the table in the center of the room and observed the torn up bills. Every shelf had been ripped down from the walls, and plaster and nails hung off the sheetrock haphazardly. Most of the bills were ripped to shreds and charred along the edges, but there were also several cloth sacks tossed up against the far right wall that were only partially singed. When I leaned down to inspect them, I realized either the troll or the goblins had stuffed them full of intact bills, gemstones, and gold.   
 
    I walked around the shattered remnants of a table, and then I found something on the ground that definitely did not belong.  
 
    A blue-black oval sat in the middle of the floor between the table and the wall. The swirling void had to be pure magic as it spun in place on the floor. It reminded me of what black holes look like in pictures. The curious part of me wanted to reach out and touch to see what it felt like, but the newfound adept in me said that was a bad idea.  
 
    “Hey, Ariette,” I said to her with my eyes still on the oval. “I think I found something.” 
 
    “No way,” she gasped as she yanked me backward three steps. “No freaking way that’s possible.”  
 
    “What is it?” I asked as I tried to get in front of her eye line.  
 
    The blonde warrior just stood there as if she had seen a ghost. Her cheeks paled, and her hands went to her chest to hold herself together.  
 
    “How the hell could they be using those?” she muttered, more to herself than to me.  
 
    “Ariette!” I exclaimed and snapped my fingers to get her attention. “Using what?”  
 
    “That,” she replied as she pointed a trembling finger at the oval, “is a dark portal.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked as I grabbed one of the few intact stacks of bills and then tossed it into the hole.  
 
    The void expanded as it caught the bills, and then it closed in on itself abruptly like the jaw of an alligator as it snapped closed. When it reopened, the bills were gone.  
 
    “I guess that’s why the troll was trying to crawl back here. It was trying to escape,” I mused as I leaned down and inspected the mysterious hole. “I wonder where it goes.”  
 
    “Uh-uh.” Ariette gripped my arm tightly like she was afraid I would step into the portal and never be seen again.  
 
    “I’m not getting in it,” I replied. “What’s the deal with these things, anyway?”  
 
    “Well, a dark portal can only be created by a dark wizard, and we killed every single dark wizard that there was,” she grumbled as she tilted her head. “So, that thing should not exist, and on top of that, I don’t care how smart that troll thing was, there is no way it was powerful enough to create this.”  
 
    “It’s possible the guild missed one of the dark wizards, or maybe a new one’s come up,” I suggested as I rubbed the back of my hair. Ariette’s tension made me a little nervous.  
 
    “Nope, no way,” she said adamantly. “You can’t even access the dark texts. The Seelie have confiscated them all so even a descendant of the original wizards wouldn’t have the knowledge needed to master their arcane talents. It’s just not possible.”  
 
    Ariette and I stared at the dark portal in silence for a few moments. My chest was heavy, and a pit formed in my stomach.  
 
    “How is it still here?” Ariette finally asked as she circled the open hole. “Every other time the creatures have come through, they simply disappear. No one’s reported seeing a dark portal from the previous attacks, and as you can see, they’re kind of hard to miss.”  
 
    “It must be the iron,” I said as I looked up at the iron bars that lined the vault ceiling much like the bank itself. Definitely an anti-Fae security measure. “The troll must have opened the portal before it came out of the vault. I guess we arrived just in time to catch him before he escaped, and he and the goblins switched off on keeping us distracted while the other grabbed the loot. But my guess is the iron in this building is making it difficult for the portal to close. See how small it is?”  
 
    “I guess that makes sense,” Ariette replied with a shrug before she squatted next to the portal to peer into it.  
 
    “You’re not thinking of going in there,” I joked.  
 
    “I’m wondering how we’ll ever figure this out if I don’t,” she responded darkly. “There’s no guarantee we’ll be able to find the portal during the next attack.” 
 
    “Portal?” Kalista suddenly chimed in our ears. “What portal? Also, can I come to join you guys now? Alfrisco is getting on my last damn nerve.” 
 
    “We’ll be on our way back in a moment, Kal,” I replied as I watched Ariette and the swirling oval in front of her closely. “We just need a figure out what to do with this dark portal first?” 
 
    “Wait did you just say, ‘dark portal’?” the hacker screeched in my ear.  
 
    “Yup,” I replied. “Found it in the vault. We think this is how the troll meant to escape.” 
 
    “Oh man, I have to freaking see this,” Kalista muttered.  
 
    I watched as Ariette inched closer to the portal and leaned over it, but then the oval began to shrink in on itself, and within seconds, it had disappeared.  
 
    “Well, there goes that idea,” I quipped to the elf, and then I spoke into the comms. “Don’t bother coming in, Kal. It just disappeared.” 
 
    “Damn it,” the hacker cursed. “Why do I always miss all the cool stuff?” 
 
    “Probably wasn’t the best idea to follow it anyway,” Ariette replied as she stood up. 
 
    “This time,” I muttered. 
 
    “What was that, HC?” she asked as our eyes met. 
 
    “You know as well as I do there is going to be another attack,” I said, “and if we haven’t figured out what is happening by then, our only choice is to go through the portal.” 
 
    The beautiful elf-warrior stared into my eyes for a few long moments. 
 
    Then she nodded. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Ariette leaned her head around the doorframe of the vault and watched as the police officers and guild members dispersed. The troll’s corpse was gone, and only a few human CSI members and detectives combed the area for more evidence.  
 
    “We’ve got to tell Danira about this,” she said as she pulled her sleek black communicator from her back pocket. When the screen came to life, she dialed the control room at the guild, but the call shut down before it even rang once.  
 
    Instantly, a new call lit up the screen. The name was in Elvish so I couldn’t read it.  
 
    “Oh no,” Ariette inhaled sharply.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked with a hand on her shoulder. Her blue eyes looked over at me.  
 
    “It’s the guild master,” she whispered, and her blue eyes locked on me as her thumb hovered over the answer button.  
 
    “Well, answer it!” I exclaimed as it continued to ring.  
 
    “Right.” She nodded, and then she slid the button across the screen.  
 
    A pale elven man’s face filled the screen. The guild master had a long and hooked nose that was set under thick, bushy brown eyebrows. His chocolate brown eyes were surrounded by tiny wrinkles, and his thin lips were pressed into a hard line. I didn’t have to see the rest of his body to know that his arms were crossed. Long brown hair was pulled back from his face in a braid, and he had the plumpest cheeks I had ever seen on an elf.  
 
    The guild master was silent as he stared Ariette down. She shifted her expression into the most naïve look she could possibly muster and gave him a huge, fake smile.  
 
    “Hasen!” she exclaimed. “How are you today, sir?” 
 
    “I am the same as any other day, Ariette, old and tired,” he responded in a complete monotone. His voice was deep and husky, and it had a dangerous edge to it. He definitely sounded like the kind of guy that no one should mess with. 
 
    “Right.” She nodded vigorously as if that was a perfectly normal answer. There was an awkward silence as the guild master slid his eyes over to look at me.  
 
    “Milton, is it?” he questioned.  
 
    “Uh, yes, sir,” I responded quickly.  
 
    “Hmm,” he said, and he drew out the word for an awkwardly long amount of time. “You look stronger than I expected.”  
 
    “Okay?” I said in confusion. 
 
    “The monster was killed, I understand?” Hasen asked as he turned back to Ariette.  
 
    “It was, sir, but--” Ariette started before Hasen cut her off.  
 
    “And yet we don’t have any more information about these attacks than we did before,” he growled. “I hope you know that we are trying to put a stop to the violence in Jefferson City, not just rack up our kill count.”  
 
    Ariette choked back her words and nodded.  
 
    Anger flared up in my body at his tone, and I spoke without thinking. “She almost got killed fighting that thing today.”  
 
    Ariette looked at me with gratitude in her eyes, but Hasen simply lifted his eyebrows calmly and pursed his lips.  
 
    “Good thing she didn’t then,” was all he said in response.  
 
    “Sir, we called Danira to report a dark portal, but the call didn’t go through,” Ariette said as she steered the conversation back to safer ground.  
 
    “Yes, I am aware of that,” the guild master responded. “I blocked your call so you and I could speak. Is there anyone else there with you?”  
 
    “No, sir,” Ariette said with a shake of her head. “We sent the clean-up crew and humans home. Kalista is outside with the van and our data.”  
 
    “Good,” he responded. Again, he took a long pause.  
 
    Ariette and I looked at each other, unsure if we should say more.  
 
    “Sir?” I finally asked, and Hasen’s chocolate brown eyes flicked over me. “The portal stayed open long after that thing summoned it. I think it’s because the room is filled with iron. I think we could hold the portal open next time and go through it with a team.” 
 
    “Intelligent conjecture, human, but we don’t know for sure if it’s because of the iron,” the guild master began. “I will not send my warriors into a dangerous situation without knowing what they’re facing.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Ariette responded. “It’s just our best guess.” 
 
    “We don’t guess in the guild,” Hasen shot back before he leaned back in his chair and sighed. His billowing white robes were now visible. When I looked at his whole figure, with his dark hair, pale skin, and white robes, he sort of looked like an overzealous priest.  
 
    “What should we do about the portal, Hasen?” Ariette asked after a moment. The muscles in her neck were taut, and it was obvious she wanted out of this conversation.  
 
    “Have you told anyone else about this portal?” 
 
    “No,” Ariette responded quickly, and she elbowed me softly in the ribs so I wouldn’t mention Kalista.  
 
    “Excellent,” the guild master crooned. “Tell no one.”  
 
    “We’re covering this up?” Ariette questioned with an edge in her voice. She clearly didn’t like that. “Shouldn’t people know the truth? If we’re dealing with a dark wizard here, people need to be prepared.”  
 
    “Ariette, think of the confusion and panic that would cause,” the guild master explained with a sigh. “There is no need to terrify an entire population based on a single incident. For all we know, it wasn’t actually a dark portal. Maybe your eyes misled you.”  
 
    “With all due respect, sir,” Ariette said through gritted teeth, “my eyes did not mislead me. I know what I saw. It was a dark portal, and that means a dark wizard is on the loose.” 
 
    “We can’t cause mass panic, Ariette,” he repeated with a stern look. “That would cause more death and destruction than these creatures could ever dream of causing. If the humans find out that there are dark wizards about, or at the very least, someone with the power to create dark portals, we could have an uprising on our hands.”  
 
    “Of course, sir,” I cut in with a nod.  
 
    Ariette threw a glare in my direction, but I couldn’t help but agree with Hasen. He may have a superiority complex, but he was right about one thing: humans would snatch hold of this opportunity, and we could end up with a war on our hands. Or, at the very least, a lot more mayhem and chaos than some trolls could ever cause. 
 
    “I will be putting you on this case, however,” the guild master said slowly, and Ariette perked up beside me. “My agents will be wiping your information off your computers, but you will have access to it all on a system that isn’t connected to the outside world. Even though Kalista is very good, we can’t risk your systems being hacked. Furthermore, I need you three to meet me back at the guild to discuss our next moves. We have clues about the whereabouts of the mastermind behind these attacks.” 
 
    Before Ariette could respond, the screen went black. That was a good thing because then she grunted in frustration and threw the device down on the table. Surprisingly, it didn’t break.  
 
    “Stupid, condescending, grumpy old son of a bitch!” she shouted into the empty room. “I swear, it’s like he thinks that I’m a child who needs to be taunted and teased in order to fall into line.” 
 
    “He makes a really good point though,” I said as I placed my hands on both her shoulders. I looked into her eyes as she took a deep breath and rolled her head to look up at the ceiling. 
 
    “You are right,” she said as she looked back at me, and then one soft hand went to trace my stomach through my shirt.  
 
    “Telling the public would cause mass panic,” I muttered. “Think about how freaked out you feel right now and multiply that by millions of people.”  
 
    “I know,” she relented, “but it just doesn’t seem right. People are dying. They should know what they’re up against.”  
 
    “But we know,” I responded as I rubbed her shoulders. “And you, me, and Kalista can figure this out, proper protocol be damned.”  
 
    “Why, HC,” she laughed, “those are four words I never thought I’d hear you say.”  
 
    “I guess I’m playing bad cop right now,” I replied with a smirk.  
 
    I stared into her ocean blue eyes for a moment. They were so full of compassion and strength that I was in awe. I bent my head down, and she met me halfway to capture my lips in a warm kiss. Her tongue slid over my bottom lip, and I walked her backward until she leaned against the table.  
 
    “Damn, what is with you? I just want you so bad.” One of her warm hands slid up my shirt and lightly traced the lines of my abs in a way that made me shudder. I slid a hand over her back to squeeze her butt, and I relished in the feeling.  
 
    As her hand started to make its way underneath the waistband of my pants, we heard voices enter the bank building. We jumped apart, and I quickly fixed my shirt as a group of elves dressed in all black rushed into the vault entrance with guns drawn.  
 
    “Uh, hi, can I help you?” Ariette demanded as the elves looked around the room.  
 
    “You two need to leave,” one of the elves in the front of the group said gruffly. He was wearing tight black jeans and a black tank top, and an old-fashioned comms unit hung from his ear. Cradled lovingly in his well-muscled arms was a sniper rifle.  
 
    “Excuse me!” Ariette challenged as she took on a fighting stance, her arms crossed and legs spread apart. “Who the hell do you think you are?”  
 
    “Black Ops, ma’am,” the first elf responded, and two more elves emerged from the crowd of soldiers and headed straight to the spot where the portal had been. “We had been told you would be expecting us.” 
 
    “Black Ops?” Ariette scoffed. “Where were you lazy fucks half an hour a--” 
 
    “We need you to leave now, under orders of the guild master,” the original elf commanded again. “If you don’t wish to leave of your own accord, I can have my agents escort you out.”  
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” I said as I put up a hand to calm him down. Then I grabbed Ariette by the forearm, and she followed me out of the vault reluctantly.  
 
    As soon as we exited, the entire team of agents poured inside the vault and slammed the door shut behind them. With nothing else to do, we continued on outside the bank. 
 
    The street was completely deserted now. The canopy tent where the human police had been set up was gone, and the only intact thing in sight was our van. 
 
    “Fantastic,” Ariette grumbled. She glanced back through the shattered glass front doors at the vault more than once like she expected an agent to open it suddenly and invite us back inside.  
 
    “I thought we were the highest ranking special ops group in the guild,” I questioned as we approached the Van of Death.  
 
    “So did I,” Ariette responded. “Black Ops doesn’t normally work in the city. Hasen’s really worried about this getting out, I guess.”  
 
    Ariette threw her arms up in the air and stomped up to the door of the van. It slid open to reveal Kalista in the desk chair with one arm behind her head and the other with a gun pointed straight at the door. The moment she saw it was us, she put the gun down.  
 
    “I thought you guys were more of those stupid black ops agents trying to take more of my stuff,” she grunted angrily. “I swear I’m going to kick all their asses from here to Kaul if they come back in here with their holier-than-thou attitudes and orders from on high.”  
 
    “Maybe don’t kick the asses of highly trained and higher ranking officers, Kal,” Ariette responded as I shut the door behind me.  
 
    I looked around the inside of the van, but everything seemed to be in perfect order except for the angry dwarf with a gun, of course.  
 
    “What happened?” I asked her.  
 
    Kalista stood from the chair with a loud huff and stomped over to the weapons cabinet to put her gun back.  
 
    “That stupid elf, with his all-black outfit and fancy rifle,” she started as she waved her arms wildly, “knocked on the door and then just barged in like a freaking human cop, and he was all, ‘I have orders to take your information,’ and I was like, ‘uh, no you don’t, you random elf that I don’t even know,’ and he was all, ‘you can sit quietly or be restrained,’ and I was like ‘bitch, please, try me.’ And so they did.”  
 
    Kalista paused and looked at us sheepishly before continuing. “Then I had to sit there and watch as they wiped my entire computer system clean of all the info I had on these monsters,” she whined. “The damn idiots didn’t even know what the fuck they were looking for, so I had to tell them where all the data on the attacks were stored. Then they uncuffed me and left like it was a totally normal day. Stupid bureaucrats.”  
 
    Kalista sat back down in the desk chair with a crash and pouted like a small child.  
 
    “They kicked us out of the vault,” I mentioned as I leaned against the desk next to Kalista. “They said we weren’t supposed to talk about this with anyone.” 
 
    “And we spoke with the guild master,” Ariette added.  
 
    “You spoke with Hasen about this?” Kalista exclaimed as her eyes popped open. “Shit, this must be serious.”  
 
    “So serious that he wants to put us on this case,” Ariette responded as she looked at the two of us. “He said he’s got some information and a mission for us.” 
 
    Kalista thought for a moment before she stood up to head to the front of the van.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Ariette asked her.  
 
    “We’re going to park somewhere else because I don’t want to run the risk of that asshole elf interrupting us,” she responded.  
 
    “Why?” I questioned.  
 
    “Because we’re going to look up all the information we’ve got on dark portals and see if we can figure out how someone’s making one,” the dwarf stated before she ducked into the driver’s seat and revved the engine.  
 
    We drove about a mile away and parked in the lot of the local library. The three of us grabbed snacks and water from the kitchen before we settled in front of the computers, with Kalista at the keyboard.  
 
    “Where should we start?” the dwarf asked.  
 
    “Uhhh, I don’t really know anything about them,” I said. “So, I think we should start with the history. How they came to be, what’s their purpose is, that stuff. So then we know what the likely motivations of the people behind this are.” 
 
    “So, basically, why is a dark portal dark?” Kalista clarified. When I nodded, she set to work on the keyboard and pulled up an article from the database. It was written in Elvish, so Ariette paraphrased it for me. 
 
    “It says that the first dark portal was created when a dark wizard named Martimus broke out of jail over two millennia ago,” she read. “The story goes that his anger at his imprisonment was so strong that it shattered his evil soul, and a piece of his soul left his body and formed the portal. So, in order to create a dark portal, you need powerful magic, and every time you call for one, your soul leaves a piece of itself behind. The more you use, the more soulless you become, but a dark portal will take you anywhere you need to go, and it will be untraceable.” 
 
    “That sounds fun,” I interjected with a smile.  
 
    “The spell for creating the portal lies in section three of the dark texts,” she continued, “but can only be used by someone ready to give their entire being over to evil.”  
 
    “So,” Kalista said slowly, “I get why they’re being used, but by who?” 
 
    “That’s the real question,” I agreed with a nod. “Are you guys sure the guild is the only place where the dark texts are?” 
 
    “The original ones were destroyed when we took down the Unseelie,” Ariette explained. “I mean, it’s possible there’s another copy somewhere, I’m not going to rule that out at this point, but there is no possible way a dark wizard exists. We killed all those members of the Unseelie court.” 
 
    “We should get going,” Kalista sighed with a shake of her head. “We don’t need to risk Hasen calling us to ask where we are.”  
 
    Ariette and I nodded, and then Kalista disappeared back into the driver’s seat, and the van rumbled to life beneath us. 
 
    Thankfully, and surprisingly, we arrived back at the guild relatively uninjured, no thanks to Kalista’s driving. I made a mental note to figure out how to un-paint the windows so that the hacker could actually use her eyes to see.  
 
    We wound through the guild quickly and climbed up the stairs to the very top of one of the towers. Ariette led us into a huge office with a giant wooden desk and chair in the center. Aside from a computer and a few papers on the desk, the room was completely bare, and it looked lonely.  
 
    The walls were just as barren as the floor. The only piece of decoration, if it could even be called that, was a marble fireplace that was set in the center of the right wall. Red and orange flames flickered inside of it as they ate away at a pile of wooden logs.  
 
    In front of the fireplace stood Danira and Hasen. Both were in the middle of a hushed conversation and didn’t turn our way until Kalista let the huge door slam shut behind us with a loud crash.  
 
    “Sorry,” the hacker muttered with a shrug that said she was anything but sorry.  
 
    Danira shot her a glare.  
 
    “Good of you to join us,” Hasen said sarcastically as he eyed the three of us. “And so timely, too.” 
 
    I stood straight and tall under his piercing gaze. To my surprise, the corners of his lips quirked in a strange little quarter smile.  
 
    “You are powerful indeed, Mr. Bailey,” he announced after a moment. Unsure of what to do with that, I nodded and dropped my gaze away from those wizened eyes.  
 
    “What can we do for you, sir?” Ariette asked abruptly as she brought us back to the task at hand.  
 
    “Yes, Ms. Dieyre,” the guild master said as he cleared his throat. “I have called you three here because I would like to help you track down these monsters.” 
 
    “How are you going to help us?” I piped up.  
 
    “That is the question, isn’t it?” Hasen said. He tilted his head and surveyed us for a long moment before he continued. “You see, I have an agent, my best agent, on the case. And there is information that she has that could help us crack this wide open and arrest the person responsible, but she needs some help to do so.”  
 
    Silence hung in the air, and anger boiled in my veins. This entire time he had someone on the case, and this woman had information that could lead us directly to the murderer? And no one had thought to tell our team?  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us this before?” Kalista demanded before I could form my thoughts into words.  
 
    “I had hoped my agent might be able to take care of the problem herself,” Hasen responded calmly as Ariette snorted, “but, as you can see, that has not been possible. She needs help.” 
 
    “Alright,” I replied diplomatically, “so what does she know?”  
 
    “I believe it would be best if she informed you of that herself,” the guild master said as he turned toward his desk, picked up a scrap of paper, and handed it to Ariette. “She has requested you meet her at this address in one hour. We want to keep this discussion out of the guild to make sure that no information leaks out.”  
 
    It was silent for a moment before Hasen sat down at his desk and made it pretty clear we were no longer needed there. Ariette turned to Kalista and me with a shrug.  
 
    “Thank you, sir,” she muttered as she led the way out of the room.  
 
    “Man, he needs an attitude adjustment!” I exclaimed as soon as we were out of earshot.  
 
    “Or three,” Kalista grumbled as she marched ahead of us and then turned down a different hallway than the one we’d entered through.  
 
    “Uh, where are you going?” I asked as Ariette went to follow her.  
 
    “To get our reward, HC,” the elf laughed at my bewildered look. “Remember?”  
 
    “Yeah!” Kalista smirked. “It’s not like there’s a monster attack going on right now, and mama has got to be paid.” She rubbed her hands together while Ariette rolled her eyes and muttered something about gold and dwarves. 
 
    As I moved to follow them, my heart leapt in my chest. The prospect of more gold made my stomach do flip-flops, and by the time we were near the control room, I was practically salivating at the prospect of all the things I could buy. 
 
    We met up with Ekador back in the control room, and he handed each of us another sack full of coins. I weighed the brown cloth bag in my hand and smiled when I noticed it was a good bit heavier than the first reward. Pretty soon, I’d be a rich man.  
 
    Hell, compared to only a few days ago, I was already an incredibly rich man. 
 
    Ariette and Kalista both laughed at the wide goofy grin that adorned my face. 
 
    “What?” I protested at their glittering eyes.  
 
    “You’re going to keep the gold, aren’t you?” Kalista asked as she stuffed the sack into a pocket.  
 
    “Uh, yeah, what else would I do with it?” I shot back.  
 
    “Fae don’t care about gold,” Ariette replied as she took stock of the contents of her own bag, “but we could trade this in for some seriously cool upgrades. I think I’ve got enough coins now for a bathroom upgrade. Jacuzzi tub, here I come!” 
 
    I looked at them as they high-fived and remembered what Ekador had said about the car. I could just imagine myself, pulling up to my old job in a yellow convertible, revving the engine as I pulled to a stop. Bill’s face popped into my head, and I almost laughed out loud at the bewildered and jealous expression I knew my old boss would wear. 
 
    “How many credits do I need for the car?” I asked my teammates.  
 
    “Keep fucking up evil plots to destroy half a city block, HC, and you’ll be there in no time!” Ariette exclaimed with bright eyes.  
 
    “Come on guys,” Kalista pushed past us as she bounced out of the room, “let’s go meet up with this special agent and take this guy out. I want a Jacuzzi tub, too!” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    We all jumped back in the van, and Kalista took off instantaneously with a loud screech of the tires. After a few nasty turns that almost gave me a concussion, Kalista’s driving finally slowed enough for me to take a proper seat in a chair next to Ariette. She leaned her head on my shoulder as I leaned back gently against the computers. One of my hands involuntarily went to stroke the side of her face, and she pressed her cheek into my touch.  
 
    “I never thought I’d be dealing with this kind of stuff on my second day,” I chuckled. “I mean battling monsters and saving women, sure. But now we have these Black Ops watching everything we do?” 
 
    “Hasen prefers to control every part of a situation,” Ariette replied with a frown. “I’m still relatively new to the guild, but even in that short time, I’ve realized he can be a bit… overzealous.” 
 
    “You’re ‘new’ to the force? What is that, like, two hundred years, you elf,” I joked as I swatted the back of her head lightly.  
 
    “Nope, more like twenty,” she responded. She dug her elbow slightly into my pelvis and then winked at me as if to say that I was in no position to aggravate her at that moment.  
 
    “Wait,” I said as I tried to do the math. “You’ve only been in the guild for twenty years?” 
 
    “HC, how old do you think I am?” Ariette gasped in mock offense. Then she put one hand over her mouth and looked at me with wide, innocent eyes.  
 
    I froze.  
 
    If there’s one thing I knew about women, it was that age is a very touchy subject.  
 
    “Uh,” I stuttered, “I don’t know, like, uh…”  
 
    “Uh-huh.” Ariette laughed as she watched me struggle to find a good answer. “Careful with your words there, buddy.” She nuzzled into my neck again, and her hand fell back into my lap. 
 
    But now I was curious.  
 
    “So, Ariette, like--” I started before she cut me off.  
 
    “Seventy-two, HC,” she responded as she opened her eyes again. For a moment, she looked at me in anticipation, like she expected me to push her away and never sleep with her again.  
 
    This gorgeous creature was absolutely wrong.  
 
    “Cool,” I said before I cradled her face in my hands, bent to the side, and engulfed her lips in a deep, long kiss.  
 
    “Good,” she said when I pulled back, “I don’t have to kill you now.”  
 
    I laughed and ran a hand down her soft cheeks. My fingertips danced across the tops of her breasts as they rose and fell with her breath. We locked eyes and stayed there for a full minute.  
 
    “So you’re younger than the interns,” I teased softly.  
 
    “That’s what happens when your dad is a war hero, and you’re a super powerful elf.” She shrugged. “The guys at the top want you out in the field.” 
 
    “What’s your score, then?” I asked in reference to the tests they had put me through yesterday.  
 
    “Why?” she shot back as she raised a delicate eyebrow at me. “Are you afraid I’ve got you beat?”  
 
    “Nah, I’m sure of it,” I replied with a smile.  
 
    “Twenty-two, HC,” she said as she ran both of her hands up and down my thighs.  
 
    “Ah, so, I’m your competition.” I smirked. “Guess I have to get that twenty I scored up to a twenty-three.” 
 
    “In your dreams, Milton Bailey,” she whispered as she leaned in close to me. For a moment, she didn’t move, just sat there with her lips a centimeter from mine. Her blue eyes took in my face like she wanted to memorize it. 
 
    “Damn,” she muttered. “Why am I so hot for you? We just finished a mission, we have important work to do, but all I can think about is ripping your clothes off and riding you right now.” 
 
    “Uhh,” I gulped. “I’m not going to complain. Honestly, I can’t really get you out of my head either. You’ve got this like… beautiful light to you, and--”  
 
    Before she could actually rip my clothes off, Kalista banged on the van wall.  
 
    “Hey, guys,” came the dwarf’s voice, and she sounded extremely stressed.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” I called back to her.  
 
    “We’ve got a problem,” she replied.  
 
    Suddenly, the van jerked to the side hard. The tires screeched as the vehicle spun around. Ariette and I looked at each other frantically, and then she dove toward the curtain to open it.  
 
    “Kalista, what’s going on?” the elf demanded.  
 
    We could see Kalista in the driver’s seat now. She had propped herself up on one leg so that she could yank the wheel from side to side faster. Her eyes were focused on the black window to her right.  
 
    “We’re being followed,” the dwarf responded ominously.   
 
    “By who?” I yelled as my body was thrown about again.  
 
    “Um, a large flying… thing?” Kalista grunted in reply. “I don’t know, it’s big, and it’s got wings.” The van swerved again, and I held on so I wouldn’t be tossed across the interior.  
 
    “Can we outrun it?” Ariette asked.  
 
    “I’m trying,” the dwarf growled. The engine roared as she floored the gas, but a moment later there was a screech right outside the back of the van. Whatever was behind us smacked into the back of the vehicle and threw me straight into Ariette. Kalista tried to maneuver away, but there was no time. A series of bangs sounded across the roof, and then three metallic clangs echoed off the back wall.  
 
     “Shit,” Kalista hollered, “it’s got like, claws, or talons, or something! Ari, I need you up top.”  
 
    Ariette nodded and grabbed a huge machine gun off the weapons rack. It was heavy and black with a huge barrel, and she cradled it in one hand and went to the center of the van where the antennae were located. The elf jumped a little bit in order to pull two ladders, spaced about three feet apart, down from the ceiling. Then, she climbed up the one on the left and pushed a hatch at the top of the van open. She left most of her lower body in the van as she positioned her gun on the roof, and then she wrapped one leg around the backside of the ladder to give herself more stability. 
 
    Suddenly, Ariette ducked as something whistled past her head, and I ran to stand beneath her.  
 
    “What is that?” I heard her mutter under her breath. 
 
    “What can I do?” I yelled up to the elven warrior.  
 
    “Get a gun and get up here,” she replied hurriedly without looking down at me.  
 
    I fumbled at my belt for the semi-automatic handgun that I had chosen back at the guild. The vehicle jerked again as I unholstered it and made my way to the second ladder on the right of Ariette. Then I hauled myself up with one hand and peeked my head out of the roof.  
 
    We were being followed by a huge flying horse. Or horse-like creature, I realized as I got a better look at it. Where a horse would normally have hooves, this thing had long talons like an eagle. And instead of blunt square teeth, the creature bared its lips to reveal sharp, pointed fangs much like a shark’s. Huge, bird-like wings protruded from its back, and I estimated they had a span of about fifteen feet. 
 
     Just as I made it to a stable place on the ladder, the horse monster let out a high-pitched screech and dove toward us with its sharp talons. 
 
    I yanked on the back of Ariette’s shirt, and we ducked down into the van as the talons ricocheted off the hatch where Ariette had been half a second earlier.  
 
    “Goddammit,” Ariette muttered as she popped up and let loose a spray of bullets in the direction of the creature. Almost effortlessly, the horse-monster-asshole tipped its wings to one side and pulled back, completely avoiding the spray of bullets. 
 
    As quickly as I could, I willed my Hand to connect with the horse-monster’s blood. But just as I felt a connection, the van rocked to the right, and I was violently thrown against the side of the hatch. My connection was lost instantly.  
 
    “I can’t get steady enough to use my Hand,” I shouted over the rush of the wind.  
 
    “Me neither,” was her response, as her ocean blue eyes were still focused on the monster. 
 
    I took a moment to see if there were other cars anywhere near us since I didn’t want to take the risk of injuring a civilian. We were on a two-lane road that ran along the side of a huge mountain. The road was lined with trees and bushes, and there was no one in sight for miles.  
 
    “HC, eyes on the monster here!” Ariette hollered over the wind.  
 
    I turned back around to try to get a good shot at the thing, but it was almost useless. It dipped and twirled through the air so gracefully and quickly that even my newfound Fae accuracy wouldn’t help. 
 
    “Can you hold it off for a minute?” I called out to Ariette as sharp talons flew over our heads. Both of us ducked, and I heard the material of my shirt rip as it very nearly took my arm off.  
 
    “I think so,” she replied, and her eyes focused on the beast as she prepared to unload another burst of bullets. 
 
    I clambered back down and stuck my head through the driver’s curtain.  
 
    “Kalista, how fast can you turn this thing around and get us underneath it?” I asked as I leaned over the dash.  
 
    “Ten feet above us, five feet behind us,” she muttered to herself as her violet eyes jumped wildly from the pitch black windshield to the pitch black window to her left. “Uh, I can do my best.” 
 
    “Alright, that’s going to have to do,” I said. “I just want to get a clear shot at its belly. See if this thing’s totally bulletproof.”  
 
    With that, I sprinted back to the ladder and hauled myself upward. The moment my head popped out of the roof, I grabbed onto the ladder as tightly as possible.  
 
    “You’re going to need to hold on,” I instructed the elf beside me.  
 
    Ariette didn’t even glance my way as she nodded and latched onto one of the bars on the van’s roof rack. Less than half of a second later, Kalista spun the Van of Death and sent the wheels skidding into a perfect bootlegger’s reverse. We immediately headed in the opposite direction in an attempt to get right up under it, and Ariette and I readied ourselves to fire.  
 
    Unfortunately, the beast had the presence of mind to propel itself forward with a screech, and it zoomed past us almost instantly.  
 
    “Dammit, that thing’s quick,” I grunted as I adjusted my grip on the gun. I finally got a shot at it and squeezed the trigger. But, as I had been afraid of, the blast that flew from my barrel made contact with the creature’s chest and simply fell away. 
 
    But that wasn’t the end of it. I watched in shock for a moment as the horse spun around in the air above us with a whoosh of its wings and then barreled toward us at an impossibly fast speed. Its red eyes glinted murderously as the talons on its two front legs stretched themselves open. 
 
    “Ariette, get down!” I shouted as I dropped down the ladder into the van.  
 
    The elven warrior quickly followed suit as she dropped back down her own ladder and landed back inside the van behind me.  
 
    “Kal!” she called out as she dropped her gun back on the rack.  
 
    “Yeah, I know!” the dwarf yelled back to us. “That thing is way faster than we are!” The engine roared as Kalista floored the gas pedal.  
 
    “This isn’t exactly the best vehicle for a car chase,” I muttered.  
 
    I barely finished my sentence before the van rocked hard to the left and the grinding screech of talons on metal filled the air. Ariette and I were knocked forward with the force of the impact, and the van’s tires screeched down the road as the beast continued to plow into us. The entire vehicle spun in a circle as we went at least sixty miles an hour.  
 
    There was no time, and no way to right ourselves before another loud crash filled the air. Ariette and I flew toward the driver’s seat and landed in a sprawling heap as the huge door of the van popped open and slid backward as sunlight filled the room. 
 
    “I can use my Hand now!” Ariette hollered, and before anyone knew what she was doing, she leapt out of the van’s open door. Kalista and I followed her quickly.  
 
    There, hovering in the air above us, was the horse creature. Its red eyes stared us down, and a shadow of a smile seemed to flash across its face. I saw Ariette call her Hand to battle and watched blue sparks dance at her fingertips as the beast flapped its wings and prepared to dive down on us.  
 
    As those giant wings folded into its back and its talons glinted in the sun, a giant bolt of electricity shot from Ariette’s hand. The beast had no time to react before it was knocked out of the sky. The horse’s body smacked into the ground with a loud thwack, but none of us moved.  
 
    Suddenly, Ariette threw her Hand forward, and two more electric bolts crashed into the creature. The smell of sizzling flesh permeated the air, and I did my best to repress a gag. 
 
    “For good measure,” Ariette grunted with a shrug as she dropped her hand.   
 
    I stared at the charred carcass warily, but I knew it wasn’t getting up again. 
 
    Kalista stomped over to the beast and nudged it with her foot before she nodded with finality to signal that it was, indeed, dead.  
 
    “Oh boy, I found something,” the dwarf gasped as she knelt next to its trunk-like neck and unbuckled what looked like a dog collar. She held it up in the sunlight, and a wave of shock and excitement crossed her face.  
 
    “What is it, Kal?” Ariette demanded.  
 
    “For someone so smart, this bad guy is pretty damn stupid,” the dwarf announced before her violet eyes landed back on us. “It’s a GPS homing beacon. He wanted to track this thing, probably because it flies and is apparently not as sentient as the bank troll had been. But I can also use this to track him.”  
 
    “And that, plus whatever information Hasan’s agent has, should--” I started.  
 
    “Should make us the top level operatives in the entire Jefferson Guild!” the dwarf cried back as she fist pumped.  
 
    “Alright, we gotta go,” Ariette announced as pursed her lips and glanced down the road where sirens sounded in the distance. “Somebody heard the commotion and apparently called the authorities.” 
 
    “Wait.” I held out a hand to stop Kalista as she headed toward the driver’s seat. “Do you guys think this might mean… Do you think there’s a traitor in the guild?”  
 
    Ariette and Kalista didn’t respond, and the three of us looked at each other for a long moment, before Ariette finally spoke.  
 
    “No way,” the elf shook her head, “No Seelie would be this terrible. No way.”  
 
    But she didn’t sound too sure.  
 
    “Okay,” I allowed, not in the mood to make us even more scared. “Turn off our GPS system first. The one on the van. I bet that’s how that beast found us.”  
 
    Quickly, the dwarf disabled all location systems as Ariette closed the van door with a slam, and then we screeched back on to the road. Fifteen minutes later, we pulled to a stop in the parking lot a block away from the address Hasen had given us, and we all took a collective breath before we got out.  
 
    There really wasn’t a dull day in the world of the Fae.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    We hopped out of the van as the sun began to set over the neighborhood, and the street we walked on was run down, especially in comparison to the fancy bank building we’d left hours earlier. A few bums lined the streets and grumbled in their alcohol-induced hazes, and trash littered the gutters.  
 
    Ariette had her guard up as we rounded the corner onto Oak Park Avenue, but one bum sidled up to Kalista’s side and smiled with his haggard, brown teeth.  
 
    “Uh, no,” she growled, and he instantly retreated.  
 
    Seconds later, Ariette stopped in front of a short, run-down building. A neon sign that hung on the front read “The Spot,” except the pink light of the ‘t’ was out, so it sort of looked like “The Spo.”  
 
    We stepped over the uneven cobblestone of the sidewalk in front of The Spot and brushed past a large human, dressed in all black. He put a hand on my arm before we could step inside.  
 
    “Entry fee,” he rumbled at me.  
 
    “Excuse me?” Ariette asked him with fire in her eyes.  
 
    “Not for the ladies,” he replied with a smirk. His dark eyes took in their figures, and I watched him lick his lips.  
 
    “How much is it?” I demanded, short on patience.  
 
    The guard looked back at me and considered. “Twenty,” he said.  
 
    “Seriously--” Ariette started to argue, but I simply raised a hand at her. We didn’t have time to fight over something as stupid as this.  
 
    “Here,” I grunted as I shoved a twenty-dollar bill at him. He took it and waved us inside.  
 
    “Nice place this agent’s sent us to,” the elf muttered next to me.  
 
    It was a typical dive bar, full of rough and tumble humans clad in leather and denim. The women wore dark eyeliner and deep red lipstick while the men had beards that hung to their chests and looked like they hadn’t been brushed in days. A dirty bar lined the wall to our left with a sad assortment of cheap booze and peanuts stored behind it.  
 
    A beautiful woman, clad in a tight white tank top that showed off her ample cleavage and dark skinny jeans, looked up from the drink she poured to shoot me a wink.  
 
    “Come on, HC,” Ariette muttered as the bartender stared at me. “The longer you stand here in the open, the more women fall in love with you.” 
 
    “Where do you think she is?” Kalista asked as she scanned the crowd for Hasen’s agent.  
 
    “Let’s just wait it out,” Ariette replied under her breath. “She’s probably going to make us wait to assert her authority or some stupid bullshit like that.”  
 
    We took a seat at a tall table toward the back of the bar. Ariette and I stood while Kalista hopped onto a stool so she could be even with our eye line.  
 
    Ariette’s gaze darted around the room as she continuously looked for threats, and the beautiful elf dodged winks and lewd stares from the men that filled the bar. Most of them were too drunk to even stand straight.  
 
    “I don’t see a single Fae in here other than us,” Kalista complained as her violet eyes followed a path of their own through the crowd of humans.  
 
    “That’s probably the point, Kal,” Ariette replied. “No one’s going to overhear important guild intel in a dirty human bar.”  
 
    A redheaded waitress approached our table just as Ariette finished her sentence, and I watched her raise a single eyebrow before she cocked a hip and sighed. 
 
    She was dressed in the same tight white tank top as the bartender, and her cleavage did it just as much justice. I could see the outline of her pink nipples under the fabric.  
 
    “Can I get you anything from this dirty human bar?” the girl asked as she stared directly at Ariette.  
 
    “I’m fine with a water,” the elf replied snidely.  
 
    “Same here,” Kalista stuttered when the waitress looked at her.  
 
    Finally, the redhead turned her blue eyes on me and smiled when she saw I was human as well. “What about you, honey? You look like you know how to have a good time, can I get you a beer?”  
 
    “Uh, yeah, beer’s good,” I responded.  
 
    “Coming right up.” She winked at me as she sauntered off to the bar area.  
 
    I put my hand down on the tabletop and instantly lifted it right back up. It was sticky and lumpy and definitely full of nasty things that I did not want to think about. There was a brown bowl filled with peanuts and a napkin dispenser in the middle of the table. I grabbed one of the sheets of paper and laid it down in front of me.  
 
    “I kind of like this place,” Kalista said as she popped a peanut in her mouth.  
 
    An extremely drunk blonde woman, wearing denim from her head to her toes, stumbled into Ariette’s back and threw the elf forward. Ariette’s ribs collided with the lip of the table before she turned toward the drunkard with a snarl.  
 
    “Watch where you’re going,” the elf growled. The blonde human sneered back at her.  
 
    “Why don’t you go downstairs, where your kind are more welcome?” she snapped back before she stumbled off and weaved among the tables.  
 
    The three of us exchanged looks before my eyes caught the banister of a staircase toward the back corner of the room. We’d missed it earlier. I motioned toward it with my chin, and the two women followed my gaze before each let out a quick sigh of relief.  
 
    The three of us scrambled to get to the stairs as we weaved through the crowd of humans and tables. Ariette pushed and elbowed people out of her way until she finally stopped in front of a rectangular hole in the floor against the wall. We stepped up to it to see the spiral staircase and the flash of blue-green, yellow, and pink lights that came from the downstairs area.  
 
    Ariette cocked her head at us, and then she led us down the creaky stairs into an underground club.  
 
    The light came from a disco ball that spun on the ceiling in the center of the makeshift dance floor. It looked like someone had simply unfurled a wooden mat in the center of the room. Fae danced and swayed to the loud music as it pounded through the basement room.  
 
    My eyes fell on one couple as they swayed slowly, completely off-beat with the music, at the edge of the dance floor. The male was an elf, tall and lean with a thick brown braid that trailed from the top of his head to the bottoms of his knees. The female was considerably shorter and squatter, a dwarf, with a round bottom and heaving breasts that pushed into her partner’s stomach. They spun around in a slow circle, their eyes locked onto each other. Then the elf bent down and pressed a long, hard kiss to her lips. 
 
    A pixie, less than a foot tall, floated a few feet from the loving couple. Its wings twisted and turned as it flitted about in quick circles and jerked its body in time with the beat. Pale pink eyelids were stretched closed over large eyeballs, and even though the pixie was all alone, it looked like it was having a fantastic time. 
 
    Ariette motioned for us to follow her on to the dance floor, and the three of us swayed along to the music as we made our way to an empty space below the disco ball.  
 
    I looked around, but no one seemed to notice or care that the three of us were there. People were too busy as they danced, made out, or looked like they wanted to have sex with their clothes on in the middle of the dance floor.  
 
    “Dance,” Ariette whispered in my ear.  
 
    I realized I had just been standing there as I stared at everyone. I grabbed her hands and spun her around so that her back was against my front.  
 
    “Where do you suppose she is?” I muttered back to her.  
 
    “I don’t know, but we have to blend in, or people might start asking questions,” she replied, her voice low and soft in my ear. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt a feather light touch on my lower back. The hand traced from my spine to my hip bone and sent a shiver over my entire body. Every single hair stood at alert at the feeling of that touch. Ariette and Kalista looked over my shoulder with wide eyes as a woman came to stand beside me. 
 
    She was beautiful. Tanned skin could be seen in the glow of the lights, and full lips formed a perfect pout underneath her upturned nose. Her auburn hair flowed down to her waist in perfect waves and created a beautiful contrast to her green eyes. They were the brightest green I’d ever seen, like the kind of green you’d expect paint or a real emerald to be. And they looked me over with a mixture of hunger and anticipation. Clearly, this was the special agent Hasen had sent us to meet. 
 
    Or at least, I hoped it was. 
 
    “May I cut in?” she said seductively as one finger drew itself up and down my arm.  
 
    “Uh,” I stuttered. I looked back at the two warriors, but none of them said a word.  
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes, now come on,” the woman replied before her eyes flicked to Ariette.  
 
    “Just you and Milton?” Ariette questioned as she surveyed this special agent.  
 
    “For now.” The new woman tilted her head with a smile. “It will only take a moment.”  
 
    She turned and led me to the other side of the dance floor without another word, and as she did, something about her face struck me as very familiar. The way her eyes sat in their sockets and almost took over her entire face, and her extremely high cheekbones that made it look as if she was perpetually pouting, made me wonder if we’d met before. But we couldn’t have because I knew for a fact I would remember meeting this dazzling woman.  
 
    And then, it struck me just who she looked like. Her eyes and cheekbones, and the way she looked at me like I held the answer to all her problems, reminded me of the Fae whose Hand I had absorbed during the first attack.  
 
    She looked just like the fairy whose blood now ran through my veins.  
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    “Is right here okay?” the woman whispered to me as she stopped at the edge of the dance floor.  
 
    Couples and groups moved and swayed around us, and they completely blocked my team from sight.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s fine,” I replied as I looked her curvy figure up and down. Her coloring and hair looked very human, but there was something familiar about the shape of her face and bone structure that sent a chill up and down my spine. Oragon’s dying face popped into my head, and I realized she looked just like him, minus the blue skin and bloody wound. The way she moved her mouth when she spoke even reminded me of him, and my heart started to beat a little faster. I shook it off as I noticed her proud smirk.  
 
    “Like what you see?” she asked with a raised eyebrow and a laugh. She stepped closer, and I could tell she already knew the answer to her question.  
 
    My eyes traced over full breasts that wanted to break out of the corset-like top she wore. Her top was a mixture of silky black fabric and emerald green cloth that was laced up tight, and it showed off her round breasts and wide hips very nicely.  
 
    “I do, actually,” I replied cockily as I stepped toward her and grabbed her around the waist. She wrapped both of her arms around my neck, and swayed slowly with me, even though the beat of the music was pretty fast.  
 
    “I was hoping you’d say that,” she said breathily as she leaned a tiny bit closer to me. Her body pressed against mine, and I was sure she felt the hardness between my legs against her thighs, but she said nothing.  
 
    She was almost my height, maybe an inch less, and I found my nose buried in her gorgeous, wavy locks as we danced. The woman didn’t smell sweet the way Ariette and Kalista did, but she didn’t really smell human, either. The scent of her hair was a mixture of fresh cinnamon and something alluring, like citrus. It didn’t smell like anything that could come from a bottle.  
 
    “Why just me, and not my whole team?” I questioned into her hair. “Aren’t we all supposed to work together on this?” 
 
    “Mmm, I think you know why just you,” she said seductively. “Your team will be updated soon enough. Besides, I simply had to come to snatch you away from them for a while.”  
 
    “Oh, did you?” I whispered in her ear. “And why is that?”  
 
    “Well, I had to get a chance to dance with the man who absorbed my brother’s Hand, you see,” she said into my shoulder. Her head didn’t even turn to look up at me, but I jumped backward at her words.  
 
    “Your brother?” I asked. Shock tinged my voice, and I realized I’d spoken too loud. A few heads turned to glance our way, but the woman smiled and waved at them to say that everything was okay.  
 
    “Yes,” she said as she sauntered the two steps back into my arms. “Now, would you keep dancing, so you don’t cause a scene?”  
 
    Hesitantly, I grasped her around the waist again and continued to sway slowly back and forth. That explained why her face looked so familiar to me.  
 
    “But you… you don’t look like Unseelie,” I said into her hair. Oragon’s skin had been a dark almost navy blue, but this woman’s was tanned like she had just spent the summer on a beach.  
 
    “Well, I’m actually half human, but yes, I don’t really look like this,” she replied, with particular emphasis on the word ‘look.’  
 
    “How--” I started to ask before she cut me off.  
 
    “Glamour,” she said with a shrug, “it’s my special talent. That and tricking handsome men into my bed.” She smirked. “You might have noticed that, actually.” 
 
    “Men falling into my bed?” I asked curiously. “Can’t say that I have.” 
 
    “Maybe you haven’t tried hard enough?” She gave me a wink. “And no. What I meant was that you’ve probably noticed enhanced sex appeal.” Her eyes flicked around us. “Even now every woman in the room is watching you, even ones who probably would never have had any interest in you before. They are practically panting with need. It’s one of your powers. You haven’t noticed?” 
 
    “Oh, that explains it,” I said as I glanced around the room and realized that she was right. Nearly every woman in here was watching me out the corner of their eyes. “I mean, I’ve never been bad with women, but…” 
 
    “But you never thought you’d have elves falling over each other to fuck you?” Her eyes twinkled mischievously. “Welcome to the perks of the Unseelie, mortal. We’re like catnip when we want to be, you especially since you have the Hand of Blood.” 
 
    “Is that really true?” An involuntary shiver went up my spine at her words, and she pressed her chest harder into my torso.  
 
    “Of course. You’ve heard the phrase ‘bring the sexy back,’ right?” she chuckled into my chest, and her hot breath tickled my nipple. “Well, for us, it never left.”  
 
    “Right…” I muttered as I tried to process that thought. “So what you’re saying is your brother’s power has made me more attractive?” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t say ‘attractive’” She smirked. “How about ‘irresistible?’ Yes, that is a much better word. You could take any of these women home with you with only a few encouraging words.” 
 
    “Shit,” I said as my mind spun. “I wish I’d known that earlier. Things would have made a lot more sense if that had been in the database.”  
 
    “But now you know,” she purred as she pushed her body into me a bit more. “So what are you going to do with it?” 
 
    “Uhhhh,” I sighed as my brain did cartwheels and tried to focus on my actual job. “You know, we tried to figure out who your brother was right after he gave me his Hand. I wanted to know why an Unseelie wanted to save people. The Seelie database had nothing on him.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have been able to find him there easily,” she said with a sigh, “the Seelie database has a few holes when it comes to the special ambassador from the Unseelie court since he isn’t supposed to exist. But if I know my brother, he had to have seen something special in you for him to give you his magic.” 
 
    “Special ambassador?” I cocked my head and looked at her beautiful green eyes. My Hand tingled differently than it did when I used my magic. It was a pleasant sensation like my Hand responded to her very presence. I took a breath as the tingling grew stronger. For whatever reason, my magic had a natural reaction to this woman.  
 
    “Yes.” She nodded but didn’t say any more, and as the silence stretched between us, I realized she wasn’t going to elaborate. 
 
    “Alright, fine,” I finally said, and the tingling dulled a little bit. “I have some questions first, though, and you’re going to answer them.”  
 
    She let out a laugh at that, and it was an enchanting sound, like wind chimes on a warm summer day when the evening breeze rolled through. Her green eyes met mine as she swayed back into my arms, and then she tilted her head to tell me that she was ready.  
 
    “We should know each other’s names before you get quite so demanding, don’t you think?” Her voice mocked me playfully.  
 
    “Yeah, I guess we should,” I relented. “I’m Milton.”  
 
    She bounced against me as she avoided a drunk couple that almost barreled us over, but she never took her eyes from mine.  
 
    “Maaren,” she responded with a grin. “Maaren Euphry.”  
 
    Even her name was enchanting. It sounded like a poem or a song, and I swallowed hard as I made a concerted effort to maintain eye contact. It was like she could read my thoughts as she smirked at me and bit her lip.  
 
    “Okay, Maaren,” I said with a smirk. “What’s your story?” 
 
    “Don’t you think we have more pressing matters?” she replied as she arched an eyebrow and ran her fingers down my back.  
 
    I shrugged in response. “I like to get to know my teammates before we jump into any end of the world business. Just a personal preference.” 
 
    Maaren’s eyes sparkled with mirth as she laughed.   
 
    “Fair enough, but prepare to be disappointed, Milton,” she whispered, and then she sighed against me as if she was used to this story and already prepared for the sad reaction she would get from it.  
 
    “Try me,” I replied with a softer smile.  
 
    Her green eyes looked at me, filled with sadness and a hint of rage, and then she started.  
 
    “As I said before, I’m not full Fae,” she explained, “I’ll just get that out right away. Generally, it seems to change people’s opinions.”  
 
    Those green eyes looked away momentarily and then came right back to me. I kept my face still and blank. I didn’t want her to run away or stop her story.  
 
    “My mom was human,” Maaren continued gently. “I don’t actually know very much about her. She died giving birth to me. My grandma used to tell me that my mom died so I could live. Anyway, she’s dead too now, so it was only me for a while. But I got curious. Young woman, all alone in the human world, never quite feeling like she fit in, typical sob story. So, I went and found my dad. Turns out, he’s the king of the High Court of the Unseelie, so that was… shocking, to say the least.”  
 
    Maaren paused, and her eyes went to a place far away, like she was in the middle of a memory and watched it all pass by her again. Quickly, she refocused and shook her head. Her hips swung once more in tune with the music, and she continued her tale.  
 
    “But that’s how I met my brother. You can see the family resemblance, I’m sure,” she smirked and drew her hand under her chin to present her face to me. “I kind of ran from that, though. I was raised in the human world, and the Unseelie were like these evil, mythical beasts to me. It took me a long time to come around and accept that as a part of me. But the Jefferson Guild found me before I could go running back to Daddy. They said they admired my talents and abilities, but really, they just wanted to keep the Unseelie ruler’s daughter far, far away from him. They don’t understand…”  
 
    Again, she trailed off, and I watched as she lost herself in her thoughts.  
 
    “Maaren?” I asked gently, and the gorgeous woman shook her head as her eyes refocused. 
 
    “Wow, I am making a great first impression,” she joked with a soft voice. Then she stepped back to give me a small but over exaggerated curtsy. Maaren raised her hands in the air and ignored the looks from the surrounding Fae. She dipped her head a little bit and looked up at me with those emerald eyes as she waited for my response.  
 
    “So then how do you know I have your brother’s Hand?” I asked.  
 
    “Magical sibling bond, I guess,” she replied with a smirk.  
 
    For some reason, I trusted her. It might have been gut instinct, or the connection we shared because of her brother’s Hand. Or it might have been because she was one of the hottest women I had ever seen, and yet her eyes held all the naivete and innocence of a child. Whatever the reason was, I held her even tighter to me as I brushed my nose against her ear.  
 
    “So, why exactly has Hasen sent us out here to help you?” I questioned softly. I was ready for some information. 
 
    “Look, Milton, you need to trust me, because what I’m about to tell you is the absolute truth,” she started as she looked up at me with a frown.  
 
    There was probably a cautionary tale about trusting mysterious, beautiful strangers, but my team was in the middle of a black hole, and Maaren held the only rope that could pull us out of it. Plus, Hasen had sent us out here specifically to help her, and as much as I was annoyed by his asshole personality, the guild master wanted these things stopped as much as I did. I didn’t have much of a choice.  
 
    “I trust you,” I said with a nod.  
 
    Maaren searched my face for a moment but seemed to be satisfied. 
 
    “The monsters aren’t being created by the Unseelie,” she whispered hurriedly. “They’re being created by a Seelie scientist. I followed the trail of one of his dark portals about three weeks ago, and it led me straight to his stronghold. I don’t know his name yet, but he had the crest of the Jefferson Guild on his door. He’s not working with the guild, and it’s not condoned at all, but he’s Seelie, nonetheless. Which gave him access to --”  
 
    “The dark portals,” I interrupted her.  
 
    “Yes,” Maaren continued, “and a lot of supplies and knowledge he wouldn’t have had otherwise. But he’s nearly untraceable, and no one has been able to catch him, so the attacks keep happening.”  
 
    “And that’s why Hasen wants a small team on this, to make it less conspicuous, and to keep this knowledge from getting out,” I said, and she nodded.  
 
    “So then I’m sure you know that the dark portals are how they’re getting around,” she continued after a moment, “which means that the Seelie behind this is slowly becoming more and more soulless. The longer it takes to stop him, the less he’ll care, and the worse he’ll become.”  
 
    I nodded in response to her, and then I urged her to come closer and dance before too many drunk Fae stared at us. One ugly dwarf came up behind her as if he was about to ask her for a dance, but I gave him a long hard glare to send him on his way. The number of people who could overhear began to make me slightly nervous.  
 
    “The guild is covering it up,” I muttered into Maaren’s hair, and she nodded.  
 
    “Yes,” she responded quietly. “Hasen thinks it would look bad if this all got out, and that people would start to mistrust the guild. He’s not wrong. He wants to cover up these attacks until they find the culprit, but so far, he hasn’t had any luck. Clearly.”  
 
    “And you know this how?” I questioned.  
 
    “Bugged his office,” she shrugged, but I could hear the pride in her voice.  
 
    “You are one interesting woman, Maaren,” I laughed.  
 
    “So I’ve been told,” she replied. “He’s sending out black ops teams to make sure the portals can’t be traced once they close up, and to destroy any evidence of the attacks. It makes it seem like the creatures appear and disappear out of nowhere because anyone that sees what’s happened gets their memory wiped.”  
 
    “But then why keep sending our team out there, if he knows he’s just going to cover it up?” I asked her as I watched a petite blonde nymph with curly hair come a little too close for comfort. She winked at me before she spun away.  
 
    “He’s got to keep up the facade,” the brunette replied. “Imagine if he didn’t send his special ops team to the site of the attacks. The questions would have started ages ago. Probably with that pretty blonde elf you were dancing with earlier.”  
 
    I tilted my head and considered her point. She was right.  
 
    “So we need to track this scientist down and take him out,” I considered with a tilt of my head. 
 
    Maaren simply nodded, and then she peeked over my shoulder as someone approached behind us. I turned quickly, in case it was an enemy, but it was only Ariette, who planted herself right next to me and sized Maaren up. 
 
    “Alright, that’s enough private time,” the elf muttered as she stared at Maaren, “Hasen sent all of us to help you out, not just Milton.” 
 
    Ariette’s tone had an edge to it. 
 
    “Ohhh,” Maaren said with a slow nod. “A little kitty is jealous. I simply wanted a quick chat about his Hand.” 
 
    “I am not jeal--” 
 
    “Ariette,” I said to her as I pushed on her shoulder, “this is Maaren. She was telling me about the person who’s been making the trolls.”  
 
    “Oh, really?” Ariette asked as she leaned closer to me, and the edge dissipated from her voice.  
 
    “She said it’s a Seelie scientist,” I replied carefully and waited to gauge Ariette’s reaction.  
 
    The blonde froze, and her body tensed again. Her blue eyes roamed up and down Maaren’s body, and I could tell the other Fae was uncomfortable under the gaze of those stony eyes. I couldn’t blame her. Ariette knew how to give a person a damn good once-over.  
 
    “Really?” Ariette said again after a few moments of awkward silence that was broken only by the loud music.  
 
    “Yes,” Maaren responded evenly.  
 
    “So, what, you think one of our scientists has gone rogue and decided to kill everyone?” Ariette asked, her tone slightly too loud. A few heads turned our way, and I put my hands on her shoulders to get her to calm down.  
 
    “Ariette, think about it,” I urged her as I made eye contact. “It makes sense. He would have access to the resources, the spells, the lab equipment.”  
 
    The elf took a deep breath in through her nose and crossed her arms over her breasts in consideration.  
 
    “Alright, I’ll give it to you then,” Ariette said with a raised eyebrow, “but explain to me why the guild hasn’t already stopped this rogue Seelie scientist. Why not just kill him and solve the problem?” 
 
    “He’s smart,” Maaren said matter-of-factly. “Not everyone is so easily caught, elf.” 
 
    “And why did you want to talk to HC about his hand? What does that have to do with anything?” Ariette queried with furrowed brows. 
 
    “Her brother’s the one who gave me my Hand,” I responded quietly.  
 
    “She’s an Unseelie?” Ariette whipped her head around, stared at me with two wide blue eyes, and reached for her sword. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    “It’s okay!” I hissed as I gently laid my hand on the blonde elf’s wrist. “We can’t fight here.” 
 
    “But she is Uns--” 
 
    “Look,” Maaren interrupted with a sigh, “can we take this outside? I’m not in the mood to keep dancing around like an idiot while we try to come up with a plan and you get your panties in a knot.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ariette replied gruffly as she took her hand off her sword’s grip.  
 
    She spun on her heel and threw a hand up in the air to motion to Kalista, who stood against the wall awkwardly.  
 
    As soon as we made it back out onto the dirty street, Maaren turned to the left and headed down a dark alleyway. It reminded me of the kind you see on television, the one where some poor unsuspecting soul would walk down the alley right before a murderer chopped his head off.  
 
    Kalista, Ariette, and I shared a glance before we followed her. I nodded my head to them and motioned for everyone to go in front of me so I could bring up the rear.  
 
    Maaren stopped halfway down the alley, in between a smelly dumpster and a pile of rotted pallets. She peeked under everything and looked around to make sure we were absolutely alone before she leaned back against the dirty brick wall and surveyed our faces.  
 
    “Nice of you all to join me,” she quipped with a half-smile.  
 
    “And who exactly are you?” Kalista questioned. “Hasen said you were a special agent, but he didn’t give us any more details.” 
 
    I was surprised at the lack of suspicion in her voice. I figured out of everyone, the tenacious dwarf would have been right up in Maaren’s face to demand answers to all sorts of questions. Instead, Kalista stood there with her legs apart and her hands shoved into her pockets as she watched Maaren. Her question wasn’t an accusation but genuine curiosity.  
 
    “Maaren Euphry,” she replied. “I’m half Fae.”  
 
    Suddenly, a flash of white light enveloped Maaren’s entire form. If I had blinked, I would have missed the ripple, but the moment it was gone, she looked slightly different. It took me a second to put my finger on why she looked odd since the glow of the street lamps hardly gave any light.  
 
    But then it clicked. 
 
    Her hair was now white, and her skin had a dark blue hue to it. The color could have been mistaken as an effect of the street lamps above us or a trick of tired human eyes, but it was clear to me thanks to the Fae blood that now ran through my veins. Even if I hadn’t seen it, the gasp that rose from both Ariette and Kalista would have been enough to tip me off.  
 
    “You’re Unseelie!” Kalista whisper-shouted, and then Ariette took two steps forward and placed herself squarely in Maaren’s personal space. The half-Fae didn’t shrink back at the elf’s presence, but she did put two hands up calmly.  
 
    “Half Unseelie, actually,” Maaren replied in an even tone, “and I was raised by a human. So really, I’m not Unseelie at all.”  
 
    “But your skin and hair--” Kalista started again, but then she stopped abruptly like she didn’t want to be rude.  
 
    “... are an unfortunate consequence of genetics.” Maaren shrugged nonchalantly.  
 
    “Why put on a glamour?” Ariette questioned harshly. “If we can trust you, why not just come to us looking the way you’re supposed to?” 
 
    The elf waved a hand up and down Maaren’s body to indicate the way she was “supposed” to look, and then she cocked a hip as if she’d won some sort of battle. Ariette’s hatred for the Unseelie was stronger than she had hinted at before.  
 
    “And would the reaction have been any different?” Maaren questioned with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    The other women stayed silent as Maaren nodded. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” the half-Fae said proudly. “At least this way, I’ve already gained your trust.”  
 
    Maaren looked pointedly at me as she spoke, and I could tell it was my turn to interject.  
 
    “She’s right, you guys,” I defended her as I stepped forward.  
 
    Ariette shot me a glare but moved back a few feet as her resolve began to crack.  
 
    “Maaren’s given me a lot of really helpful information,” I continued as I made eye contact with each woman in turn. “She knows who’s making the creatures. And Hasen sent us to help her.”  
 
    “Why would Hasen allow an Unseelie to work for the guild?” Kalista questioned doubtfully. 
 
    The half-Fae shot a sharp look at Kalista. “I’m a hunter. I was raised by my human grandmother, and Hasen found me about ten years ago after she died. He gave me a job and a purpose, and my loyalty is to no one but the Seelie. Unseelie is just a part of my blood. It’s not who I am.”  
 
    “A hunter?” I questioned. This was new information. “What’s that?” 
 
    I shared a look with Kalista and Ariette, and the curiosity in their eyes told me they had no idea either.  
 
    “We’re, well, kind of like assassins,” Maaren started with a wince. “We work alone, and we get sent on the most difficult missions. It’s supposed to be a secret.”  
 
    “The Unseelie are known for having assassins,” Kalista whispered into my ear. “It’s not a Seelie thing, or well, it’s not supposed to be a Seelie thing.”  
 
    “I’m supposed to be tracking the Seelie scientist who’s been making the creatures and creating the dark portals,” Maaren said in a way that made it clear that she wasn’t going to respond to Kalista’s comment.  
 
    “It’s a Seelie?” Kalista questioned, and I could see the wheels turn in her head. “Of course. That’s how he can make dark portals.” 
 
    Maaren smiled at Kalista, relieved to have at least one person instantaneously on her side. “Blood doesn’t always determine whether a person is good or evil.”  
 
    “And intelligence doesn’t always determine whether a person overlooks the obvious, apparently,” Kalista joked at her own expense.  
 
    “We all missed it, Kal,” Ariette soothed her. “No one ever wants to think it’s someone who's supposed to be on their own side.”  
 
    “So what makes you think you can stop this scientist if the highest trained operatives haven’t been able to do so?” Ariette asked as she directed the conversation back to the immediate problem.  
 
    “Because the most highly trained operative hasn’t actually tried yet.” Maaren shrugged with a smirk.  
 
    Ariette raised her eyebrows, and her facial expression went blank. Silence hung in the air before the elf let out a laugh.  
 
    “Well, alright then,” she chuckled.  
 
    “Look, the problem so far is that the black ops teams have all been called in after the attack has started,” Maaren explained. “That does no good. This guy is too smart to be anywhere in the vicinity of the attacks while they’re actually happening. I’ve been trying to predict his movements, establish a pattern, and I managed to triangulate his comfort zone, but it spans half of the city.” 
 
    “So, now, you just need help to pin him down like the roach he is,” Ariette finished with a smile.  
 
    For the first time, Maaren smiled back at the elf. “Precisely.”  
 
    “I think I can help with that,” Kalista said thoughtfully. Her eyes were far away, and she didn’t continue until Maaren cleared her throat kindly. “We have a GPS from a creature that attacked us on the way here earlier. I was planning on using it to backtrack the scientist’s location once I cracked the security.” 
 
    Maaren’s brow arched at the mention of the creature attack, but then she nodded firmly and swept her arm to the side as if to say, “lead the way.” Kalista proudly marched ahead, excited to assert her knowledge over yet another person, and took us back to the van where she surveyed her set up with the GPS tracker we had found on the horse hybrid.  
 
    “Hold on, the algorithm locked up,” Kalista grunted as she looked over the pixelated computer screen. Deftly, her fingers tapped on the keyboard which caused an error message to flash on the screen. “What do you mean it’s not seated right?” Kalista glared at the screen for a long moment before she reached out and fiddled with the tiny silver tracker chip where it was locked into the computer. Then she smacked the whole thing on the side for good measure, and like magic, the pixels disappeared, and a map began to form. “Sometimes you need to show it who's boss.” She glared at the system before typing a bit more, and when a new message appeared on screen, she grinned from ear to ear. “We’ve got him!”  
 
    The computer lit up behind her with a satellite view of what looked like a compound in the middle of a grassy field. 
 
    “Okay then,” I said as I shot a pointed look at Maaren. “So what do you propose we do? Run in there and tell him to surrender?”  
 
    “Not likely,” Maaren replied with a laugh.  
 
    She leaned in closer to the computer and analyzed the stronghold. Ariette shifted next to me, and from her stance and the fire in her eyes, I could tell she was unhappy at being told what to do by someone other than Danira. Maaren didn’t seem to notice, or if she did, she just didn’t give a shit.  
 
    “So this,” Maaren said as she tapped the image of the gray building, “is his stronghold. And this,” she swept her finger over a thin white circle I hadn’t noticed before, “looks like a fence around it. It’s probably electric, by the looks of it. Most people wouldn’t be able to get past it, except, according to Hasen, we’ve got a lightning rod.”  
 
    Maaren looked up at Ariette, and the elf smiled as she lifted her hand and let sparks dance between her fingertips.  
 
    “And it’s a good thing, too,” the elf responded, “but I will need some sort of source, like an electrical box, so I can shut it off.” 
 
    “Right,” Maaren nodded, and then she looked back to the map before she pointed to a spot toward the far edge of the fence. “That’s probably what this is. It looks huge, and it’s sitting at the back of the fence, all the way away from the street. So if you and I go back there, you can disable it.”  
 
    “And we can come in through the front,” I said as I motioned between myself and Kalista.  
 
    “Exactly,” Maaren responded with a smile. “Then Ariette and I can come in from the back too, and he’ll be surrounded. I don’t think we should take this van though. It’s too obvious.” 
 
    The three of us nodded in agreement. While the Van of Death was great, it wasn’t exactly made for serious missions in the middle of the night.  
 
    “We’re going to have to disable all the tech,” Kalista whispered.  
 
    She finally brought her head out of her hands to look at us. When none of us said anything, she rolled her eyes.  
 
    “This guy is smart,” she said like it was obvious. “He’s been finding us somehow. No tech, no signal, he won’t know we’re coming.”  
 
    “Okay,” Maaren nodded. “No tech. We’ll be flying blind so…” she leveled each of us with a long, hard look, “don’t fuck it up.”  
 
    I held up three fingers on my right hand. “Scout’s honor. Cross my heart. I’ll pinky swear if you want me to.” 
 
    “Good.” Maaren narrowed her eyes at me, and then she spun on her heel and marched out of the alley.  
 
    Kalista, Ariette, and I shared a look, and then we followed Maaren out of the alley and to her own car as quickly as possible. My guard was up the entire time as I searched for any sign of danger. But no one came out at us, and it was now so late at night that everything was deadly silent. My guess was it was around three a.m. 
 
    Maaren led us about a half a block away from the bar we’d originally been at. Parked on the side of the street was a sleek, black, two-door sports car. It was clean and shiny with fresh tires like there was always someone to take care of it. Hell, the car looked like Maaren treated it better than most people treated themselves.  
 
    The glow of the street lamps was reflected in the side door underneath the dark windows. Maaren unlocked it quickly and pushed the front passenger seat forward to reveal a small backseat. Kalista and Ariette slid inside.  
 
    Then I slipped into the passenger seat as Maaren made her way behind the wheel, and I had to stop myself from drooling as I took in the car. It was every guy’s dream car.  
 
    The leather interior was soft, and the seat underneath my butt began to heat up as Maaren drove away. The dashboard was full of all the latest technology, from a top of the line navigation to a hi-tech radio system. I could only imagine how the bass sounded when the music was on.  
 
    We kept everything off, though, just as a precaution. Maaren didn’t think there was any way the scientist knew about her, but she didn’t want to risk it and get us all killed.  
 
    Very soon, we made it out of the city. The headlights of the sports car were the only light source for miles as we drove down a two-lane road in the middle of a bunch of fields.  
 
    “It’s official,” Kalista said from the back seat, “this is my favorite mission.”  
 
    “You say that every mission,” Ariette chuckled.  
 
    I turned to see Kalista shrug as she looked out the window with glee. Ariette wasn’t quite so excited, and I could tell that her mind wouldn’t stop thinking.  
 
    “What makes this one your favorite?” I asked Kal, and her violet eyes turned to look at me excitedly.  
 
    “I think it’s the car,” she said as her head nodded seriously. “Yep, definitely the car.” The dwarf ran one hand softly over the leather of her seat and winked at me.  
 
    “This is it,” Maaren said ominously as the car slid to a silent stop.  
 
    She had pulled over onto the dirt shoulder, and I could see the glittery lights of a building about a half of a mile away. Everything else was pitch black, though, which was a good sign. No one could see us, and no one was looking for us.  
 
    “Alright,” Maaren said before anyone got out, “comms devices from the hunters’ tech. No one’s going to get a location out of these guys.”  
 
    The half-Fae handed us all tiny black balls, and we stuffed them into our ears. Then, she pulled a sleek black tablet from the glove compartment of her car. I couldn’t help but think how they matched each other, and I chuckled to myself.  
 
    “Here, Kalista,” Maaren said as she handed it to her, “you can hack into his security system when we get closer so we can get eyes and ears in the building. We need to get a keycard from one of the guards to hack the system quickly, but I think I’ve got a good idea on how to do that.”  
 
    Maaren gave us all a slow smile, and then she winked at me as she held out the tablet to our resident hacker.  
 
    “Oh, hell yeah,” Kalista said as she took the device, “a Manapod Eight. I didn’t even know these were on the market!” 
 
    “They’re not,” Maaren said with a smile and a shrug. “I’ve got an in with the company head.”  
 
    “Enton Scine?” Kalista said, and her entire body lit up. “You have to introduce me to him! That guy’s like, my ultimate hero.”  
 
    “You get us through this mission, and you’ve got yourself a deal,” Maaren responded.  
 
    I looked the beautiful hunter up and down. The way she smiled softly at Kalista made me think that she’d never really had friends before, and she was eager to please as much as she could. My stomach twisted, and I felt a bit sorry for her.  
 
    Maaren’s bright green eyes turned on me as if she could read my thoughts, and she inhaled sharply through her nostrils. My eyes landed on her parted red lips before she turned away from me and looked back at everyone else.  
 
    “She’s a bit cold, but I think I kind of like her,” Ariette whispered in my ear.  
 
    I looked into her ocean blue eyes and nodded in response. “Me too.”  
 
    “So, is everyone clear on what we’re going to do?” Maaren asked, almost like a kindergarten teacher.  
 
    I saw Ariette’s eyebrow twitch at the half-Fae’s tone, but she didn’t say anything. She wasn’t used to being bossed around, but Maaren wasn’t used to working with a team, either.  
 
    “Yep,” I said confidently when no one else answered. 
 
    “Alright, then it’s time to go,” Maaren said as she hopped out of the car, and the rest of us followed.  
 
    The hunter went around to the trunk of her sports car, popped it open, and reached into the interior. A moment later, she stepped back and lifted out a sharp but beautiful axe. It had a carved silver handle that looked like curled ribbon and had elaborate etching on the side of the blade. The weapon looked like it could cut me if I even looked at it long enough. 
 
    “Um, that is so cool!” Kalista squeaked. She hovered at Maaren’s side, and her violet eyes were wide and full of excitement. 
 
    “Thanks,” the hunter replied with a smile. “This is my axe, Foveros.”  
 
    “I want one,” the dwarf muttered under her breath as her eyes ran longingly over the axe, “and no one is allowed to make racist jokes about me being a half-dwarf.” 
 
    “You can fawn later,” Ariette said with a sigh. “Come on, we have to go.” Then she turned and strode toward the compound.  
 
    We all fell into step behind her and jogged quickly toward the lights. To our relief, not a single car came down the road as we went, and we made it to the perimeter fence without any incident.  
 
    Maaren took the lead and crouched down behind a group of tall, thick bushes that lined the side of the gravel driveway. They were large enough that they hid us from view in case any guards came around on patrol.  
 
    I took in what I could see of the building from behind the bushes.  
 
    The fence was tall and looked like any regular chain-link fence around any regular old house. I wouldn’t have ever guessed it was electrified if Maaren hadn’t said so.  
 
    At that moment, a tiny bird pelted through the air toward the fence. It looked like a flying blob in the dark of the night. A stupid blob, apparently, because it flew directly into the middle of the fence. I watched as blue electricity shot out of the metal, and the bird let out a small squeak before it fell to the ground.  
 
    “Well, that’s pleasant,” I said sarcastically.  
 
    Past the fence was a plain two-story house. There were a few lights outside of it, and their yellow glow let me see that the building was painted a light tan color. Most of the windows were lit up. Anyone who walked or drove by would think it was just a normal residence, probably a farm or someone’s home. This Seelie scientist had made damn sure no one would come by accidentally.  
 
    On the front porch sat a lone guard, and we kept low behind the bushes so that he wouldn’t see us.  
 
    “Will he have the keycard?” Kalista whispered, and Maaren nodded in response.  
 
    “What’s the plan?” I asked. “Do we take him out from here? Can we?” 
 
    “We could,” Maaren replied with a smirk, “or we could be a little subtler. Why don’t you sit back and watch a professional at work?” 
 
    Then, a shimmer passed over the hunter’s body. The snow-white hair and dark blue skin disappeared and was replaced by the luscious auburn hair and beautiful tanned skin she’d had when we had first met. Maaren adjusted her top so that her breasts strained even further against the material, and then she shot me a wink when she caught my stare.  
 
    “Wish me luck,” she whispered before she stood up and stumbled from the bushes like a party girl who’d had too much to drink.  
 
    “Oh my God,” she giggled innocently when she came to the fence. “Hi! Yoo-hoo! Hi there!”  
 
    Maaren waved over-enthusiastically at the guard, who clambered down off the porch slowly. I watched his eyes go wide as he took in the sight of the very hot, and seemingly very drunk, girl before him.  
 
    “Um, do you, like, live here? Because I think I’m lost.” Maaren’s face twisted into a messy pout, and she ran her hand up the right side of her body.  
 
    “Where are you coming from?” the guard asked. With my Fae hearing, I could tell his tone was unsure, but I could also see his eyes drag slowly over Maaren’s body. 
 
    “Ummmmmmm,” the hunter drew the word out and spun around lazily before she pointed a shaky finger at the road. “That way? Oh no.”  
 
    She stumbled drunkenly toward the electric fence, and the guard jerked forward.  
 
    “Don’t touch the fence!” he gasped as he rushed to stop her before she touched the wire.  
 
    Maaren giggled as she toddled on her feet. “Whaaaa?”  
 
    The guard wrenched open the gate, stepped forward, and reached out an arm to pull her away from the live fence. The gate slammed closed at his back as Maaren fell into his arms and smiled charmingly up at him.  
 
    “Thank you, handsome,” she giggled again, and she patted his chest sloppily.  
 
    “You’re, uh,” the guard cleared his throat nervously. “You’re welcome.”  
 
    He righted her on her feet, and I watched her right hand shove something small into her back pocket.  
 
    “What is a pretty lady like you doing out here all alone?” the guard asked as he ran his hands over her hips.  
 
    “Oh, you know,” Maaren giggled lightly again, “just breaking and entering.”  
 
    Shock started to register on the guard’s face, but then Maaren rammed her elbow into the side of his head and knocked him completely unconscious. As the guard fell to the ground, she straightened her shirt where his hands had been, and then she reached out her left hand.  
 
    Slowly, his limp body rose into the air as if it was carried on a slab of concrete, and the hunter directed it toward us and followed.  
 
    “Way to go, Maaren,” Ariette muttered as soon as the hunter squatted back behind the bushes.  
 
    “Thank you very much,” Maaren responded smugly. Then she took the keycard from her back pocket and handed it to Kalista.  
 
    “What’s your Hand?” I asked as the guard’s body came to rest near us behind the bushes. “That was pretty cool.” 
 
    “Oh, Hand of Air,” she replied with a smile. “I can control the temperature of the air as well as how hard and fast the air moves. I can use it to lift things, too. And, I can fly a little bit.”  
 
    “Niceeeee,” I said with wide eyes. I was only a little jealous. “You’ll have to show me that sometimes.” 
 
    “It’s a date.” The hunter winked at me and then turned to the hacker beside her.  
 
    Kalista had pulled out her new tablet, and I watched her as she set to work with the keycard.  
 
    “This is so freaking cool,” she breathed out as her fingers tapped the glass. “You can stay for as long as you want, as far as I’m concerned.”  
 
    Her violet eyes were completely entranced by the screen in front of her, and the wide smile never left her face.  
 
    Maaren blushed a little, and I found it endearing.  
 
    While I kept an enhanced ear out for any approaching guards, I looked up at the night sky that was filled with tiny twinkling lights. In the city, you were lucky if you saw one star at night, but all the way out here, thousands of stars dotted the sky. They shimmered and glittered merrily, and I took a moment to appreciate how beautiful it was. Even with monsters and mad scientists, the world was a gorgeous place.  
 
    “Ooohh, I’m in!” Kalista squealed quietly. “You were right, Maaren. That was super easy with the keycard.” 
 
    “Being right is one of my favorite things,” the hunter replied with a smirk, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.  
 
    “Alright, let’s go,” Ariette whispered in the dark. Then she and Maaren crawled off to find the controls for the fence while Kalista and I hunkered down to wait for their signal. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    While we waited for Ariette and Maaren to deactivate the fence, I sat up and moved next to Kalista, but the dwarf sighed angrily.  
 
    “Alright, whoever does their camera setup needs some serious help,” she growled.  
 
    Her slim finger drew a line across the screen, and the camera moved to show us an empty kitchen. It looked extremely normal. Kalista slid her finger again, and we stared at a long, gray, empty hallway. Another camera change and we looked at the front porch.  
 
    “None of these show us anything useful about what’s inside,” Kalista huffed. “What? You people don’t feel the need to keep an eye on your lab?” 
 
    She flipped cameras again, and we now stared at a control room. Two guards were seated in chairs, with their feet on the table, and pizza slices in their hands. There were a few computer screens in front of them that showed the feeds on the security cameras, but neither paid too much attention. They were too busy with their conversation.  
 
    “They have no sound and only four cameras.” Kalista sighed as she put the tablet in her lap. “So much for trying to give ourselves a heads up.”  
 
    “I think if you shut down their cameras when we’re ready to go in that will buy us some time,” I said.  
 
    “Got it,” the dwarf nodded. “You know, you’d think that someone who’s doing top-secret experiments would be a little better with the security.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s got too much in there he wants to keep a secret,” I guessed aloud. If the scientist wanted to hide everything from even his hired help, he wouldn’t want cameras in his lab.  
 
    Just then, Ariette’s voice sounded in our ears.  
 
    “Okay, guys, I took the fence down,” she said. “We’re headed in.”  
 
    “We’re going in now,” I responded.  
 
    I heard Kalista tap on the screen, and then she let out a victorious, but muffled, cry.  
 
    “Their systems are down,” she said through a giggle. “The idiots are bumbling around on their computers like it’s just a power outage.”  
 
    “Come on,” I said as I rolled my eyes, and then we made our way toward the compound. “How do you want to do this?” I gestured toward the gate. 
 
    “Honestly?” Kalista grinned at me. “I kinda wanna jump over it.” And with that, the dwarf shimmied up and over it so quickly, I was sure she was part spider monkey. 
 
    As she dropped to the ground on the other side, I hauled myself up to her. A few days ago, scaling a fence this tall and avoiding the razor wire at the top would have been all but impossible to do quietly, but thanks to my Fae abilities, it was child’s play. As I landed next to Kalista, I let out another smile of gratitude for the Fae magic that gave me such good coordination.  
 
    “Are you’re done being impressed by your own abilities?” Kalista asked, and when I glanced at her, I saw her smirking at me. Then she smacked me on the ass. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We snuck up to a window on the ground floor that was partially ajar. Kalista peeked inside quickly and confirmed there was no one in there before we pushed the glass upward enough for our bodies to slide through, and then we landed silently on the ground.  
 
    The room was dark, but I could make out a little bit of what was inside. There was a long couch, a TV, and a small coffee table. It looked like a normal living room in a normal house.  
 
    “Okay, we’re in Ariette, Maaren,” I whispered in the dark.  
 
    “We’re standing at the top of some stairs back here,” came Ariette’s reply, “and I think you guys are going to want to come see what’s down here.” 
 
    The two of us snuck out of the room and down a hallway, careful not to make any noise. Twice, we had to dash inside a darkened room as the sound of footsteps passed by, but no one caught us. 
 
    At the end of the hallway, two whispered voices called us into a room, and we turned in to find Maaren and Ariette crouched against the wall.  
 
    “Someplace, huh?” Maaren asked quietly. “Like a creepy house in a horror movie.”  
 
    “The stairs are back here,” Ariette whispered. She stood, and we followed her to the back corner of the room where the floor had been roughly cut out in the shape of a trap door.  
 
    “How did you find this in the dark?” Kalista asked.  
 
    “I stepped on it when we were avoiding one of the guards,” Ariette replied. “I’m not ready to take them down and make our presence known just yet.” She paused for a second. “Anyway, I wanna check this out first.”  
 
    Ariette pulled up the trapdoor to reveal a set of badly carved wooden stairs. They were very dimly lit, but faint moans drifted up from the shadows at the bottom.  
 
    “So you haven’t been down there yet?” I turned to look at the elf.  
 
    “No,” she said as she shook her head. “Wanted to wait for you guys.”  
 
    “Well, let’s go then,” Kalista grunted as she started to step down the stairs.  
 
    The floorboards creaked with each step we took. As we descended, the faint moans grew louder, and the darkness began to fade as dim lights came into view. We finally hit the bottom of the stairs and were greeted with a sight that elicited a gasp from all three women beside me.  
 
    The stairs had led us into a small and dank room. The floors were made of dirt, and the walls were plain gray concrete. To the right was a solid wood door that was shut and locked, and recessed lights lined the ceiling. 
 
    But that wasn’t what made my team gasp. They gasped because the floor was littered with cages.  
 
    And inside the cages were living beings.  
 
    Some cages were small and held little creatures that flitted about. Every time one of the creatures would get too close to the bars, they’d be met with a sharp jolt of electricity. I could tell those tiny flying things were pixies.  
 
    Other cages held goblins and trolls. The ones who were awake had dead eyes and looked like they’d been drugged into complete submission. Still, other cages kept elves and humans at bay. Toward the back wall, I could see creatures that looked strange, like nothing I had ever seen before.  
 
    One huge cage sat in the far back corner, and I could see what looked like a lion and a snake inside of it. As I stepped toward it, the creature shifted, and I realized the lion’s head was attached to the snake. It was a chimera.  
 
    Across from the chimera’s cage was a huge aquarium. Inside of it, I could see a mermaid. She floated in the water with her eyes closed and I would have thought she was dead if it wasn’t for the shallow rise and fall of her chest.  
 
    Every single creature looked sickly and tortured, the way soldiers look when they’ve come home from a brutal war. The ones who were awake flinched at the mere sight of us like they immediately expected brutal pain. 
 
    “What is this?” Ariette muttered as she looked around at the half-dead creatures. “This is… this is sick.” 
 
    I turned and saw that her blue eyes were filled with tears. So were Kalista’s. Maaren stood stoically as she surveyed the cages filled with Fae and humans, people and beasts. My stomach churned violently, and I heavily debated how seriously I thought I might puke at the sight.  
 
    Kalista and Ariette began to try to open the locks to some of the cages that held elves and humans as Maaren stood guard at the bottom of the stairs.  
 
    It was then I realized there were still faint moans in the room. They sounded like they came from a singular source, and I froze as I turned in their direction and realized one of the cages held an emaciated young redheaded woman.  
 
    The woman wore a thin white nightgown, there were deep purple circles underneath her light blue eyes, and I could see every single bone in her arm. She looked up at me and smiled weakly when I came close.  
 
    As terrible as this scientist was, I had never felt so angry at him until now. This woman looked like a mere shell of what I’m sure was a beautiful vibrant human. I wanted desperately to pick her up and take her somewhere safe, but I knew that wasn’t an option yet. We needed to find this guy first.  
 
    “Hey,” I said softly as I knelt down next to her. “You’re going to be okay. We’re the Jefferson Guild. We’re going to get you to safety. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Jessa,” the woman croaked softly. 
 
    “Hello, Jessa. My name is Milton. We’re here to stop the scientist,” I mumbled as I looked for the door to the cage.  
 
    “No,” she said as her eyes filled with fear, “you have to leave. You can’t let him get you, too. The things that happened here are horrible, so, so horrible.”  
 
    “I’m not leaving you,” I responded soothingly, “I’m part of the Seelie guild. And we’re going to get you out of here.” 
 
    I moved around the cage until I found the door. It was locked with a combination lock, and I shook it in frustration. Maaren came up behind me and placed a soft hand over mine as I switched to rattling the door of the cage instead.  
 
    “I’ll open it,” the hunter said gently.  
 
    She bent down and put an ear against the back of the lock. Then she slowly spun the dial as she listened for the click that would indicate a correct number. I turned back to Jessa and watched as she weakly lifted herself into an upright position.  
 
    “Can you tell me what happened here?” I asked as I looked at all the other creatures in cages.  
 
    “This guy was going around town,” she replied weakly, “he was telling people he could pay them a lot of money to participate in a study. Said he was a scientist with the guild. Told us to show up to this address. When I got here, someone knocked me out from behind, and I woke up in this cage. Then he kept taking my blood. He kept saying my DNA was a perfect baseline for fusion, whatever that means.” She swallowed hard, and it looked like she was going to cry. “I guess that’s why he kept me alive for so long. Most of the others never came back, but all he ever took from me was blood.” 
 
    She took in a deep, shaky breath. Her blue eyes welled with tears, and one spilled over onto her cheek. I put a hand through the bars of the cage, and she grabbed onto it tightly.  
 
    “I got it,” Maaren said proudly as the lock fell to the floor with a clang. 
 
    I hurriedly stepped forward and swung the door open so that I could help Jessa slide out. She wrapped both her arms around me and threw her head into the crook of my neck as she sobbed. She was smart enough to muffle the sobs in my shoulder as I rubbed her back gently.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I whispered into her soft hair. “We’re going to get you out of here.”  
 
    Ariette came up to us then, and I noticed she and Kalista had managed to open a few more cages. Maaren moved on and set to work on the lock of the cage next to Jessa’s where an elderly elf lay on the floor. His breath was shallow, and he was so out of it that he didn’t even look up when Maaren rattled the lock.  
 
    “Do you know where the scientist is right now?” Ariette asked the crying girl softly.  
 
    Jessa shook her head against my chest.  
 
    “He’s not h-here,” she gasped out between sobs. “He goes out to the town every night. To find new humans and Fae to… to experiment on.” 
 
    Jessa swallowed sharply and buried her face back into my chest. 
 
    “Okay,” Ariette said, and I heard her breathe a sigh of relief.  
 
    “Can you tell us what happened? What has he been doing exactly?” Ariette asked Jessa softly as she turned back to us. We shared a look as Jessa nodded into my shoulder. Both of us already had a very good guess.  
 
    “H-he’s been doing ex-experiments on u-us,” she sobbed out softly. Her body fell toward me further, and I brought us to a seated position on the ground because I was afraid Jessa might collapse. Ariette came with us and sat cross-legged while she rubbed the sobbing woman’s back.  
 
    “Do you know his name?” Ariette questioned gently.  
 
    Jessa hiccuped a few times as she got herself under control, and then she wiped away her tears as she nodded.  
 
    “He said his name was Fernell Tamber,” she responded.  
 
    Ariette’s eyes went wide, and she sat back for a second as she thought.  
 
    “Fernell Tamber,” she repeated slowly, “damn, I would not have pegged him for a crazy. He always seemed so nice. I saw him sometimes in the food hall. We never talked much but… he always asked how I was doing.”  
 
    “I want to know what’s behind that,” I said as I motioned toward the wood door at the bottom of the stairs.  
 
    “Don’t,” Jessa whispered. “That’s his experiment room. The things he keeps in there…”  
 
    Her voice trailed off as she was struck by another bout of tears. She ducked back into my chest, and I held her close and kissed the top of her head.  
 
    “Jessa, I’m going to leave you right here with everyone else,” I said softly as I led her to where the other rescued Fae and humans were.  
 
    They all had the same dark circles and thin, weak bodies that Jessa did. There was an elf, a human, and a fairy already free, and Kalista and Maaren worked on two other cages that held elves. I helped Jessa sit on the ground, and she leaned against the fairy as she cried. The two held each other, and I could tell they had formed a deep bond while they had both been held captive.  
 
    “Okay, let’s go look in there,” I muttered to Ariette.  
 
    The elven warrior stepped up behind me and drew her sword. I readied my Hand for whatever might be in there and also drew my gun from my waistband. Then I stepped up to the door and tried the handle. Surprisingly, it wasn’t locked. I guess the mad scientist wasn’t worried about someone breaking into his lab so much as he was worried about his subjects breaking out of their cages.  
 
    The door swung open silently, and I took a careful step inside. Everything was pitch black, and I felt along the wall for some sort of light switch. When my hand hit plastic instead of cold concrete, I flipped the switch up.  
 
    The room was instantly bright thanks to the huge fluorescent lights that lined the ceiling. What I saw before me reminded me of a dentist’s office but from a nightmare.  
 
    There was a huge chair in the middle of the room, like the kind that dentists have, but leather straps sat on both arms and at the foot of the chair. The white material of the chair itself had multiple red and green stains on it that were clearly blood.  
 
    Next to the chair was a long steel table with all sorts of terrifying instruments laid out on it. There were vials of silver, green, and red blood lined up in a tray. Another tray was filled with vials of thick black liquid, and notebooks sat scattered across the table. They were filled with black scribbles that were indiscernible to anyone but the writer, but they also had diagrams in them. There were drawings of human and Fae anatomy, as well as the trolls, and other creatures that were probably a part of Fernell’s experiments.  
 
    “Hey, HC, you have got to come to see this,” Ariette called softly from across the room.  
 
    I walked around behind the chair to see what she looked at. The elf stood in front of another steel table, but this one was empty except for a small glass aquarium. The aquarium was filled with a thick, light blue liquid, and something floated in the center of it, attached to a bunch of tubes and IVs. The thing looked like no living creature I had ever seen.  
 
    Its skin was a strange gray hue, and it had no legs. The arms on its torso were skinny and twig-like, and both eyes were shut. As Ariette and I watched a skinny leg began to grow out of the bottom of its torso. Within seconds, the leg was fully formed, and then it began to grow a foot and toes.  
 
    “How much do you want to bet that this is going to be a monster within a few hours?” I asked the elf softly.  
 
    “Nothing,” she replied as she shook her head and turned away from the table, “because I don’t like to lose.”  
 
    The elf strode over to another table and began to sift through the notes and vials of blood and other liquid.  
 
    “He’s been extracting their blood and fusing different combinations of DNA together,” she muttered as her thin fingers flipped through one of the notebooks. “It looks like he’s trying to build an indestructible army.”  
 
    “Why the hell does he want to do that?” I wondered aloud.  
 
    When Ariette didn’t respond with her typical quip, I looked back at the elf. She stared at a thick book that I had missed earlier. Her breathing became erratic, and she slowly opened it as if some monster was going to jump out and bite her head off.  
 
    I approached her slowly and took a good look at the book.  
 
    It was about six inches thick, and it looked like it weighed a few pounds. The edges of the pages were all yellowed and crumpled, and the brown leather that bound it had begun to peel apart. I saw a design burned onto the front that I didn’t recognize. It was full of swirls and rounded triangles and lettering in a language that I had never seen before.  
 
    Ariette ran one slim finger down the page as she stared at it with a mixture of fear and awe.  
 
    “Is that…” I began to ask, but then I trailed off. My heart pounded and my stomach twisted as I realized what that book had to be.  
 
    “The dark texts,” she whispered in horror, “he stole them.” 
 
    “Where was it?” I asked as I scanned the paper in front of me. The same lettering that was on the front cover was also on the page.  
 
    “Under the table,” she responded with a shake of her head. “This book holds some of the darkest magic ever known, and that idiot left it sitting on the fucking coffee table.” 
 
    “Some coffee table.” I laughed humorlessly as Ariette slammed the book shut with a heavy sigh.  
 
    “This is going straight back to the guild,” she muttered with finality, “and we are going to lock it up in some deep, dark hole where nobody can ever get to it again.”  
 
    Her wide blue eyes stared up at me, and I could see the intense sincerity in them. As much as I lacked knowledge on every single aspect of Fae history, I knew one thing for absolute certain: that book had caused a lot of people a lot of pain and terror, and it had no place in the world.  
 
    “Why not just totally get rid of it?” I asked as I stared at the withered pages. Even the yellow edges seemed twisted and nasty.  
 
    “Because…” Ariette hesitated, and I looked up to see her bite her bottom lip hard. I could tell she was afraid I’d judge whatever idea had formed in her head.  
 
    “Hey,” I stepped closer to her and gripped her small shoulders. “What is it?”  
 
    “Sometimes, HC, you have to fight evil with evil,” she finally said, although she still wouldn’t meet my eyes. “If any evil wizard, or Unseelie, ever tries something like this again, or worse, and all we have is a couple of Seelie guilds and some well-trained fighters… we’re toast. But if we have this book, no matter how terrible and evil its history, we will have a much better idea of what kind of magic they are using because it will be in here. That will give us a much better shot at surviving.”  
 
    I couldn’t even argue with her logic. I looked around the lab at the scary looking torture chair, the genetically engineered creature that was still growing before our eyes, and finally at the scribbled notes on white pieces of paper. My chest felt heavy. The room had a tension in it that made me realize just how close we were to the terrible things Ariette was thinking. And, as I took in her wide ocean eyes that pleaded with me to understand, I knew this wasn’t the first time she had seen the world come so close to destruction. And it wouldn’t be the last.  
 
    But she was right about this book. If we could use the spells and knowledge hidden within its brown and worn pages to help stave off that destruction, we owed it to ourselves to do so. After all, the world was a terrible place and this? This was an edge. 
 
    “We’ll take the book back to Hasen and Danira,” I said, and the elf in front of me breathed a sigh of relief. “But we have to make damned sure it never falls into the wrong hands ever again.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    “Nice book,” Maaren said, and her voice startled both Ariette and me. Ariette clutched the dark texts slightly closer to her chest, suddenly wary of the half-Fae as she stood in the doorway. 
 
    “I hope your father won’t mind that we’re taking his people’s history back to the guild,” I said to Maaren as I flashed her a strained smile.  
 
    “He doesn’t ever have to know,” the hunter said with a shrug.  
 
    “Wait,” Ariette said with her brows furrowed, “your father? Who’s your father?”  
 
    Maaren turned to her and debated for a moment whether or not she should say anything. I watched her green eyes narrow before she spoke.  
 
    “King of the Unseelie,” the hunter responded as she lifted her chin, “but we don’t exactly get along. Me working for the Seelie guild and all. Kind of throws a wrench into our daddy-daughter days.”  
 
    “I’m sure it does,” Ariette responded icily. I couldn’t tell what she was so mad about now, but I figured it was best to just move on with the night. After all, we were still in the secret basement lab of a mad scientist.  
 
    “Let’s get back out there,” Ariette added as she turned back to the door “We have to figure out how to get everyone to safety, especially since we can’t call the guild for backup being on a secret mission and all.”  
 
    “Wait.” I put up a hand to stop them as I went back over to the table with the mini troll in the aquarium. In the time we had spent away from it, the thing had grown both of its legs fully, and I could see the formation of sharp teeth in its mouth. I took a deep breath to remind myself this wasn’t a living thing yet, and then I unplugged the tubes that stuck out of the liquid. The thing thrashed around for a moment before it stopped moving completely. 
 
    “Good idea, HC,” Ariette said as I came back over to them, “that’s at least one more that won’t cause mass murder.”  
 
    “And, bonus, we’ll get paid for killing a hybrid troll.” Maaren gave me a wink. “Isn’t it awesome how you can do the right thing and be paid for it?” 
 
    “I suppose it is,” I said as we walked back out to where Kalista was busily freeing all the non-predatory Fae. “I’m guessing we’re leaving those in their cages?” I pointed to the trolls and goblins that were still locked up before gesturing at the monsters in cages along the back wall.  
 
    “Just in case any of them are violent, figured it was best to leave them in the cages,” the dwarf said as she motioned to the ones that were still locked down. “We’ll get them out of here after we take care of everyone else.”  
 
    “Seems reasonable,” I said with a nod. “So, with that in mind, what do you think our next move should be?”  
 
    “I think we should probably take out the remaining guards,” Ariette said, and when no one objected, she continued, “Kalista, how many guards have you seen on those cameras?” 
 
    “I’ve counted four,” Kalista responded, “but there’s not enough camera coverage to be sure there aren’t more. And there’s no sign of Fernell.”  
 
    “Jessa said he goes to town every night,” I said, “but we can still take out those guards.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Maaren said. “The three of us should go after the guards. Kalista, will you watch the cameras and help us out? And stay down here with these poor people? We’ll take out the guards, and then we’ll wait for Fernell to get back before we deal with him.”  
 
    “You got it,” Kalista said with a firm nod.  
 
    “Who’s ready to kick some evil ass?” I questioned as I pulled my gun out of my waistband.  
 
    Ariette and Maaren both held their weapons up a little higher, and they wore matching sharp grins.  
 
    “Milton,” I suddenly heard Jessa say from the ground, and I went to kneel beside the redhead.  
 
    “I’m going to make sure you’re safe,” I assured her softly. “You and everyone. We’re going to get this asshole.” 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered as she looked up at me with watery blue eyes, “just make sure you’re safe too, okay? I-I don’t want to see you in one of these cages.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about that,” I responded with a wink. “This Fernell would be hard pressed to shove me in a cage.” I reached out and squeezed Jessa’s hand comfortingly before I stood and turned back to Ariette and Maaren. “Let’s go.”  
 
    We climbed the stairs slowly and carefully. When I got to the trapdoor, I lifted it a half of an inch so that I could check and make sure the room was clear before we climbed out.  
 
    As soon as all three of us were out of the trapdoor, Ariette looked around for something to put on top of it just in case anyone tried to come in the room. She found a compact ottoman that was made of some sort of heavy metal, and Maaren and I helped her lug it over the door. Even with three of us, it was difficult. The ottoman wouldn’t stop someone, but it would sure as hell slow them down long enough for Kalista to know they were coming and figure out what to do.  
 
    “Okay, guys,” Kalista said over the comms unit, “right now, I’m counting three guards in the security room, and one in the kitchen. My advice would be to take out the one in the kitchen first, then go after the three idiots.” 
 
    “Got it,” I responded, “first floor or second?”  
 
    “First,” came the dwarf’s reply.  
 
    The three of us crept back down the hallway and peeked in each room until we found the kitchen. It was on the left side of the hallway, and I peeked my head around the doorframe slowly to see what was inside.  
 
    The room was wide and open, with a counter and rundown appliances against the back wall. There was a wooden table off against the wall to my right but nothing else.  
 
    The guard, dressed in a green polo shirt and black slacks, had his back to us. He stood at the counter as he hummed to himself, and we could clearly see the gun on a belt around his waistband. I watched as his hips bopped along to whatever tune he hummed, and his arms moved through the air as he danced and made his sandwich.  
 
    Maaren motioned for Ariette and me to stay put and keep watch, so I looked up and down the hallway to make sure we weren’t about to be found out as the hunter moved in.  
 
    Her footsteps were light and silent, even on the tile floor. The poor guard didn’t even know what hit him as the half-Fae crept up behind him and grabbed him in a chokehold. She spun him around so he couldn’t grab for anything on the counter and one of her long legs came up to block his gun. His meaty hand clutched for the weapon as he choked, but it was no use.  
 
    After a long moment, he went totally limp. Maaren dragged his body over to the pantry to her right and shoved him inside before she shut the door triumphantly.  
 
    “One down, three to go,” she whispered as she crept back over to us.  
 
    “Kal, are all the other three still in the room?” Ariette asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” Kalista replied, “You’re going to have to be fast, though. The room’s pretty small. They’ll be on you the minute you go inside.”  
 
    “Got it,” Ariette replied, “which floor?” 
 
    “Second,” Kalista grunted.  
 
    We headed back into the hallway and rounded a corner in search of the stairs. There was a staircase to our left at the back of the house, but it was the kind that had a landing smack in the middle where the stairs stopped before they continued going up.  
 
    I mounted the stairs first with my gun drawn. As soon as I made it close to the landing, I turned to make sure no one was at the top of the staircase. It was clear, so I motioned for the other two to follow me, and I kept my gun pointed straight ahead in case anyone came around the corner.  
 
    As soon as I got to the hallway at the top of the stairs, I stopped to listen, and laughter echoed through the building from my right.  
 
    Slowly, I roamed down the hallway. Thankfully, the floor was carpeted, and the sound of my footsteps was absorbed by the material as I grew closer to the echoing laughs. I could feel Ariette and Maaren behind me, weapons at the ready.  
 
    There was no way we’d be able to take down these three in silence. We would have to be quick about it and be ready for any retaliation. 
 
    Finally, I made it to the door where the laughter came from. Yellow light spilled into the hallway, and Ariette stopped a few feet back so that she could talk to Kalista without being heard by the guards.  
 
    “Kal, tell us their placement,” Ariette’s voice whispered in my ear as Maaren crept up behind me, and I felt the hunter’s breasts press into my back as we waited.  
 
    “Two are seated directly across from the door,” Kalista replied, “then you got one standing to the left, no, wait, your right, of the door.” 
 
    I inhaled as we listened to the conversation for a moment while I thought of a plan.  
 
    “Nah, Ernie, tell me you screwed her!” one of them hollered out.  
 
    “I did, I did,” came a gruff voice. That would be Ernie. “But then, see, her boyfriend caught us! Turns out, we were in his car, and she never even said a word!”  
 
    “I hope it was damn worth it!” the first one replied. There was laughter for a moment.  
 
    “It was!” Ernie belted out between chuckles.  
 
    “I’ll take the two across from the door,” I whispered to the warriors beside me. “Ariette, you to get the one to the right. Maaren, you be ready in case something goes wrong.” 
 
    Ariette and Maaren nodded in confirmation, and I readied my gun. 
 
    Quickly, I stood and stepped into the open door frame. Shock ran across the faces of the two guards in the chairs directly across from me, but I didn’t give them much of a chance to react.  
 
    I fired at them in quick succession. The first one fell back in his chair when my bullets hit him in the chest, but the second one dove to the side as he narrowly avoided my shot. The third one who had been beside the door attempted to grab my gun.  
 
    He didn’t even have a chance because Ariette’s sword came down on his neck before he got anywhere near me.  
 
    The guard I'd missed earlier fumbled for the gun at his belt. Without thinking, I reached out with my magic and connected with his blood. I felt the pulse of blood in his veins as my Hand tingled. And just as fast, I forced the life-giving liquid to rush into his heart all at once. The guard dropped dead to the ground instantly, gun halfway out of his holster as static crackled in my ear.  
 
    “Incoming!” Kalista shouted into the comms unit. “You got three more coming up behind you. I think they must have been doing rounds outside!” 
 
    “Dibs!” Maaren hollered with a wild grin as she turned to face the new guards that came barreling down the hall.  
 
    “We got them, HC,” Ariette said as she turned and raced Maaren to meet the newcomers. “Save your ammo.” 
 
    Before I could even respond, Maaren used her Hand to throw one of the guards forward, and then he was impaled on Ariette’s shiny sword. Then she kicked him backward off her blade and sent him stumbling into the guard immediately behind him. The poor guy tripped over his dying comrade and wound up falling right into Maaren’s axe as she swung upward, cleaving him from crotch to crown in a single blow.  
 
    As the guard’s body collapsed to the ground in a messy heap, Ariette raised her hand and electrocuted the last one. His body jerked and spasmed as Maaren stepped in and took his head off with her axe.  
 
    The two Fae stood still for a moment as they breathed heavily.  
 
    “Nice work,” Maaren sighed out as she surveyed the dead guards.  
 
    “You too,” Ariette replied as she put a hand on Maaren’s shoulder. They smiled at each other before they turned back to me.  
 
    Something bothered me as I looked at the dead guards. None of them had used magic, and as I took a step toward the closest one, I realized why. None of them were Fae.  
 
    “They're all human,” I growled as I stared at the guard’s corpse. “Why the fuck would he use humans when he had access to, well, this?” I gestured at the surroundings.  
 
    “No offense, HC,” Ariette said with a chuckle, “but you humans are the most easily corruptible species. I bet all Fernell had to do was use some pretty words and a half-decent paycheck, and these guys were hooked. That was probably way easier than trying to make a bunch of smart mutants. At least at first, anyway, and after they were here, well, why get rid of them?” 
 
    “Right you are, Ariette,” a voice suddenly echoed throughout the hallway, and all three of us leapt into defensive positions. I raised my gun, Maaren held her axe in the air, and Ariette stretched her sword out, ready to cut anything that moved. But the voice had seemed to come from above and all around us.  
 
    “Guys, I don’t see him on the cameras,” Kalista breathed into our ears.  
 
    “You won’t, Kalista,” the voice spoke again, “I’m just a little too smart for that, my dear.” 
 
    That’s when I heard it. A slight crackle filled the air, like the sound a microphone makes when you breathe into it.  
 
    Actually, it was exactly the sound a microphone makes when you breathe into it. I scanned the hallway, and there, in the corners near the ceiling, were tiny white speakers that blended into the wall that I would have never noticed if I hadn’t been looking for them.  
 
    “I see you’ve found my speaker, uh, Milton, is it?” The voice echoed through the hall and reverberated off the blank walls. It was the same voice that the troll had spoken with back at the bank.  
 
    “I’d rather find you,” I growled as I clenched the gun in my hand.  
 
    “Ah, ah, ah,” Fernell singsonged before he let out a small chuckle. “You’ll have to deal with my man Garod here first. You remember him, don’t you, Kalista?” 
 
    There was a sharp inhale of breath in my ear, and Kalista let out a choked sob at the name of her father’s murderer. Then footsteps reverberated off the wood flooring behind us, and Ariette, Maaren, and I turned slowly to face them.  
 
     Garod Durn’s hulking blue form stood at the end of the hallway, and his dull grey eyes gleamed excitedly at us like he was a child ready to have his favorite dessert. The bulky muscles in his arms rippled out from under the haggard ends of his ripped black tank top, and his legs were clad in tight leather pants. In each hand, he held a long silver machete. His brown hair was pulled into a low ponytail which perfectly exposed the array of tattoos on his neck. A slow, malicious smile spread across his face as he let us observe him.  
 
    “Of course you’re not dead,” Ariette whispered bitterly, more to herself than anyone else. But Fernell took it as an opportunity to brag.  
 
    “Ohhh no,” the scientist said, and the microphones crackled once more. “Garod is very much alive, but I can see why you might be confused. After all, I was the one who changed his status from alive to dead. He was so grateful to have the Seelie guilds off his back that he even agreed to be one of my little guinea pigs. Of course, giving him all that extra power might have something to do with that too.” A horrible laugh echoed from the speakers. “Either way, having high-level access makes things so much easier, don’t you all agree?” 
 
    “Why would you even need him?” I asked as Garod simply stood there and smiled at us like a twisted Cheshire cat. There was a gleam of enjoyment and madness in his black eyes, the kind of gleam found only in someone who took the deepest pleasure from killing.  
 
    “Having a serial killer with a mind as twisted as Garod’s was quite helpful in my efforts, you see.” I could hear the nasty grin in Fernell’s voice. “But, that’s enough chit chat. I had my fun seeing just how far you three could get, but now, I’m afraid, it’s time to end this. Garod, kill them.”  
 
    And with that, Durn hollered out and sprinted toward us. As he did, he twirled his machetes in his hands like some deranged psychopath in an old slasher movie.  
 
    I raised my Hand and connected with his blood as fast as I could, but as I yanked every ounce of crimson blood from his body, it all sucked right back in with a squelch, and the Unseelie elf kept on his path toward us.  
 
    Ariette blocked one machete blade before it could chop her in half, and Maaren swung Foveros clean through Durn’s middle. At the same time, I fired a bullet straight into his right eye.  
 
    But none of it killed him. His skin snaked back together, and his eye reformed, and that twisted gleam appeared once again. A machete whistled through the air toward my head, and I somersaulted away from it and backed up a few feet.  
 
    “He’s got the same regeneration the troll did!” Ariette hollered out as her sword clanged off a machete again, “Milton, use your Hand on him again!”  
 
    I didn’t need to be told twice.  
 
    My Hand vibrated, and a drop of sweat beaded on my brow as I felt for his blood. It was a strange feeling, almost like his blood was muddled and slow. The vibration of my cells wasn’t as clean or consistent as I was used to, but I ignored the strangeness and willed his blood to exit his body. It did, and I held the connection tightly as the blood pulled against me and tried to re-enter Durn’s flesh. Instead, I forced it to form into hundreds of tiny knives, and the moment they hardened and darkened, I sent them straight back into the elf’s body.  
 
    I took a deep breath and my heart raced. My vision swam for a moment, and I took a step back to steady myself. But my moment of reprieve ended quickly when the clang of metal on metal sounded once more.  
 
    “What the--” I muttered as I looked up to see Maaren’s axe locked onto one of Durn’s blades.  
 
    He had reformed. I had pierced him with hundreds of knives made of his own blood, and still, he had reformed.  
 
    A second machete came toward Maaren’s head, but this one was blocked by Ariette’s sword.  
 
    Durn looked at me with his beady murderous eyes, and a slow smile crept across his lips. He tilted his head as he pushed both hands down against the two warriors he had locked blades with, but he said nothing.  
 
    Before I could move, Ariette bared her teeth and shoved at Durn with all her strength. He stumbled back a few feet, and Maaren used the opportunity to swing her huge axe at him. Since he was unsteady, he was forced to jump away, and then he careened into the opposite side of the hallway. His shoulder left a dent in the wall, but he didn’t even look fazed.  
 
    “Gods, what is with this asshole?” Ariette snarled as she raised her Hand. “Here, take this!” 
 
    Blue sparks leapt to life between her fingertips, and then the elf hurled a lightning bolt at Durn. He tried to dodge, but it was useless in such cramped quarters, and Ariette’s attack slammed into his left side.  
 
    Durn was blown backward several yards, and he tumbled head over heels to the ground. As he skidded to a stop, he left a trail of blood and charred flesh behind him, and the smell of burnt meat filled the hallway.  
 
    I stifled a gag as I locked my eyes on his still form.  
 
    “Stay down,” I muttered, “stay fucking down.” 
 
    Of course, a moment later, Durn twitched, and then he pulled himself up using the wall. As he lifted his head and fixed his dead eyes on me, bile rose in my throat as I saw that his left arm was hanging on by mere tendons.  
 
    “Oh that’s disgusting,” I grumbled.  
 
    “It was also nearly the best I had,” Ariette spat as she twirled her sword in hand. “What’s it going to take to kill this guy?” 
 
    “Your attack seemed to hurt him the most,” Maaren remarked as Durn slowly slid upright and began to shuffle toward us.  
 
    “Fat lot of good it did though,” Ariette growled, and then she kicked off the wall behind us and sprinted toward the injured Durn as he bent to pick up one of his discarded machetes.  
 
    The bastard was hurt, but definitely not out, and as he lurched to his feet, I saw his face was a twisted mass of healing flesh. I knew that with the troll, dealing enough damage at once had worked. Perhaps we only needed more? 
 
    As Garod stood with his weapon, Ariette drove her sword through his chest and into the wall behind them, pinning him there like a bloody butterfly, only instead of being upset about it, the Unseelie smiled wider. Then he lurched forward, impaling himself further down her sword. As his chest smacked into the hilt of Ariette’s weapon, he grabbed the elf by the shoulders and pulled her toward himself while driving his head down toward her. There was a sickening crack as Garod’s forehead smashed into the bridge of Ariette’s nose, and my stomach dropped. 
 
    “Ariette!” I cried as Garod looked right at me and headbutted her again. 
 
    I lunged forward, and as I did, the Unseelie heaved her backward and into my arms. As Ariette crashed into me, Garod smiled wider, and took a huge step sideways, ripping himself off the sword impaling him in the wall. Only, it didn’t matter because the bastard was already healing.  
 
    “Ariette, are you okay?” I asked as Garod started marching toward us. “Because if you’re not, I need you to get behind me.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Milton--” 
 
    “Let’s see if you can heal this!” Maaren cried right before she smashed her runic axe down onto the top of his head with enough force to split the top half of his body completely in two.  
 
    Only, even as the blade passed through him, I could see tendrils of blood reaching across the gap to pull him back together again.  
 
    Worse, as Maaren tried to pull her axe back for another attack, Garod hugged himself together to trap the weapon inside his body and twisted sharply. The movement tore the weapon from Maaren’s hands and sent her stumbling. Which was right when Garod went about ripping the axe out of his still healing body in a spray of blood and gore and swung it at the assassin who managed to backflip away from his clumsy swing. 
 
    Only, this time, as I watched the blood retreat back toward his body, a light bulb went off in my head. If he could truly heal, why would he need the blood back? I wasn’t sure, but I damned sure wanted to find out.  
 
    “Ariette,” I said as I reached out and grabbed ahold of Garod’s blood. Only this time it was much easier to do since he was still wounded. “I have an idea. Once I pull his blood out, I want you to use your Hand to vaporize it.”  
 
    “Okay…” Ariette said, and as she gave me a confused look, I used my magic to jerk all the blood from Garod’s body.  
 
    “Now!” I shouted.  
 
    This time, Ariette didn’t say anything. She simply threw out her Hand. Blue sparks already over her knuckles as she sent bolt after bolt of electricity through the air. Blue light engulfed the blood I held suspended in the air, and as it dissolved into steam, Garod shook violently.  
 
    Which was when Maaren grabbed hold of her axe, took two quick steps forward, and took his head off with one swing. Then reversed her momentum and slammed the flat end of her axe into his skull with a resounding crack that sent his head bouncing across the ground.  
 
    Only this time there were no tendrils of blood to pull his body back together.  
 
    “I think maybe we got him,” Maaren said as Garod’s body collapsed to the ground in front of her.  
 
    “I want to be sure,” Ariette gritted her teeth, and pointed her hand at the fallen body and unleashed even more lightning.  
 
    Suddenly, Durn’s entire body exploded into ash. His remains fluttered down to the floor until nothing was left but a tall pile of black soot.  
 
    “What do we do about his head?” I asked as I began walking toward it. “Can he regrow from there?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Maaren said as she came up beside me. “Maybe we should ash it too?” 
 
    “My pleasure,” Ariette said as she summoned more lightning and turned Garod Durn’s severed head into a smoking pile of ash. “Stay dead this time.” 
 
    “Uh, guys,” Kalista said in our ears. “I’m happy you’ve killed that bastard, but it looks like we’ve still got at least one guard inside because they’re trying to get in the trap door.”  
 
    The three of us sprinted back down the stairs and made it to the back room in less than five seconds. Thank God for Fae speed.  
 
    Sure enough, a man pulled at the ottoman as he inched it to the right to get it off the trap door. He was hunched over, and I could see his pale blonde braid as it swung with his movement. As he changed positions, Ariette gasped beside me.  
 
    “Guess Fernell was taunting us from in here,” the elf muttered in my ear. “Since that's him.” 
 
    Fernell wore dark denim jeans, with a white polo shirt tucked into them. I couldn’t see his face, but his figure was chunky for an elf. He looked like such a regular guy.  
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” I warned the elf.  
 
    Instantly, Fernell shot up and turned around to face us. His face made me do a double take.  
 
    There was a long scar that went from the middle of his hairline to his left cheekbone. It looked like a someone had clawed him or taken a knife to his face. The dark, dull skin told me it was long healed. His left eye was a milky white color from the injury, and his other eye was a dark brown. As I looked into those eyes, a shiver raced down my spine. There was not a single shred of humanity left in them, there was nothing left at all but madness.  
 
    My stomach roiled as I stood there, and Fernell’s two thin lips curled into a sadistic smile as he looked us up and down.  
 
    “You think you’ve caught me, but you haven’t,” he snarled as a dark portal appeared next to him. “Better luck next time.”  
 
    Then Fernell gave us a sly smile before he dove into it headfirst.  
 
    “Hell no, you’re not getting away!” I snarled. We were too damn close to let him go this easy. I threw the two warriors a look before I made up my mind and hurled myself into the portal after Fernell.  
 
    By the two yelps behind me, I guessed Ariette and Maaren had followed hot on my heels.  
 
    As I descended into darkness, I decided there was no way in hell I would ever travel through one of these again. My entire body felt as if it was being torn apart at the cellular level, only to have the portal rebuild it and then rip it apart again. There was pressure all around me, and I thought I might spontaneously combust. I couldn’t see or hear a thing.  
 
    And then, just as suddenly as it had started, it was all over. I found myself face down on soft grass. I lifted myself up on shaky hands as I shook my head and tried to orient myself to my new surroundings. Wherever we were, it was still nighttime. The sunrise had just begun to tinge the edges of the sky a soft pink.  
 
    “HC, get up,” Ariette whispered as she hauled me up next to her. The elf had her sword drawn, and her Hand raised out in front of her.  
 
    I stood up as the dizziness in my head began to fade. I saw Maaren next to me with her axe ready in one hand and the other hand curled as she prepared to use her own magic. The hunter looked around frantically with wide green eyes and her lips curled in a silent snarl.  
 
    It was then that I noticed that Fernell was nowhere to be seen. We stood in the middle of a clearing in a forest, but we were alone. The clearing was a perfect circle, and there was nothing else out of the ordinary about where we were.  
 
    I squinted into the dark around us. The trees were so thick I couldn’t see through them, but then I heard a gleeful snicker, and I turned toward the sound.  
 
    “Such a mistake!” Fernell’s voice sang out from within the trees.  
 
    “And why is that?” I shouted back in response, but Fernell went silent.  
 
    Maaren, Ariette, and I formed a circle with our backs to each other. I connected with my magic and readied myself to pull the blood out of anything that moved.  
 
    “Kalista,” I grunted as I clung to the hope that maybe she could hear.  
 
    “We’re out of range,” Maaren sighed when there was no response. 
 
    For a long moment, there was utter silence. We scanned the trees for any sign of Fernell, but he was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    “Where do you think we are?” Maaren muttered next to me.  
 
    A twig snapped, and all three of us jumped and watched the trees where the sound had originated, but nothing happened.  
 
    “Don’t know,” I whispered back, “but it can’t be too far off. The sun’s at the same place it was back at the lab.”  
 
    “Oh, not too far off indeed!” Fernell called through the trees.  
 
    There was no other sound for a moment, and I still couldn’t locate where his voice was coming from. My heartbeat was too loud in my ears, and my breathing was erratic. It was like he was speaking from everywhere and nowhere at the same time.  
 
    And then, suddenly, something barreled toward us from the tree line, and all three of us spun to face it.  
 
    It was a strange-looking creature. This thing wasn’t the troll we were all used to at this point. Instead, the top half of it looked human. It was a woman with red hair, and it looked scarily like Jessa, but her bottom half had the back paws of a lion, and I could see that wings stuck out of her back. One large paw scraped the ground as she stared us down.  
 
    Instantly, my Hand tingled as I connected with her blood, and then I threw my hand to the left as I drew it out of her in an explosion of red. But just as quickly as the blood left her body, it flew right back inside like a magnet. Her form regenerated before my eyes, and her blue eyes sneered at me.  
 
    “Uh-uh, not so fast,” came Fernell’s voice from behind us. None of us turned in his direction as the beastly creature began to circle around us.  
 
    “Ariette, let’s try what we did back there with the guards,” Maaren muttered on my right. I saw Ariette nod out of the corner of my eye, and then Maaren’s Hand flew up in the air.  
 
    The monster’s body flew upward in conjunction with Maaren’s power, but before she was impaled on the Ariette’s blade, her wings pushed her back with a powerful force. I had to brace myself as I was buffeted by the intense back draft from her wings, and when I managed to lift my head, I saw the monster had landed back at the tree line with a snide grin.  
 
    “Well, this could be a problem,” Ariette muttered.  
 
    Just as she did, I heard a twig snap behind us and then the crunch of leaves under something heavy. I turned around to see a second monster appear out of the trees. This one looked much more uniform than the lion woman. It was similar to the trolls but much smaller. Sharp claws adorned its gray hands, and it snarled to reveal teeth that were just as deadly.  
 
    There was a screech behind me, and I spun around as the first creature charged at Ariette. I could still feel her blood, and I threw her body back into the forest.  
 
    “Think fast, somebody!” Maaren called out as she swung her axe at the troll thing when it charged.  
 
    From over our heads, the lion woman flew down on her powerful wings, and both Maaren and Ariette were forced to swing at the creatures to ward them off. Neither of them were able to make contact.  
 
    I bit harshly at my lip as my mind spun a hundred miles an hour. I needed a solution. Something to counteract the monsters’ regenerative abilities. 
 
    The barest hint of an idea started to take form, but I blurted it out before it could even finish.  
 
    “Maaren, use your Hand!” I shouted to her as I ducked a lion paw.  
 
    “That didn’t work--”  
 
    “Just do it,” I commanded harshly.  
 
    A gust of wind suddenly surrounded us as Maaren lifted her Hand with a grimace. It slowed down both creatures, and I seized the opportunity as I called on the troll’s blood with my Hand. As soon as the connection tingled, I willed every ounce to explode out of him.  
 
    “Blow it away,” I yelled at Maaren as the troll’s silver blood started to recede into him. She understood my thought process and immediately swept her hand to her left. As she did, the wind blew the creature’s blood through the trees so that he wasn’t able to regenerate, and his bloodless body crashed to the ground.  
 
    “That was brilliant, HC!” Ariette called as she swiped at the lion woman.  
 
    The creature watched as the troll fell to the ground, and then it turned to flee, but as she did so, Maaren turned the wind on her, and I pulled the red blood from her body. As it blew into the trees, her body fell from the sky and crashed into the clearing.  
 
    The wind died down, and the three of us took a collective breath. We watched for more creatures in the trees, but there were none.  
 
    “Now that just isn’t fair!” Fernell called from the forest. I cupped my Hand, ready to kill him the moment I saw his milky eye.  
 
    “Fernell, get out here!” I yelled into the trees. “Your beasts are dead. Come out now, and we’ll take you in. Don’t make us hunt you down.” 
 
    The world went silent again. Then, slowly, we heard the sound of footsteps in the shadows of the trees. Still, I couldn’t see Fernell to connect with his blood. 
 
    “They’re all dead,” his voice whispered from the forest. “You killed all of my creations.” 
 
    “Those weren’t creations,” Ariette growled. “They were atrocities, and you’re a monster.”  
 
    “Maybe so,” he replied, and I could imagine the sly shrug that came with it, “but at least I don’t pretend to be something I’m not.”  
 
    With that, we heard the sound of his footsteps speed up as he took off running further into the forest. Immediately, the three of us sprinted after him into the dark trees.  
 
    “Stay together!” I called to the warriors as we raced into the bruised impending dawn. My Fae hearing could pick up the sounds of the two women next to me and another set of footsteps about thirty feet ahead. I searched the dense foliage for any sign of him, but there was none.  
 
    We dashed through the forest for what felt like hours but was probably only a few minutes. My face stung as I collided with the low-hanging branches of trees, but I ignored it.  
 
    Fernell was surprisingly fast. Even with the extra weight on him, he outran us.  
 
    I gritted my teeth and pushed myself faster, but then Maaren moved over next to me and spoke in a very low tone as we ran.  
 
    “I’m going to get above the trees and try to see where he is,” she muttered.  
 
    I nodded in response to her, and then she was suddenly gone. A moment later, I heard the rustle of leaves above me as she pulled herself up into the canopy.  
 
    Ariette was a few feet to my left, and I watched as her head moved rapidly from side to side while she searched for the evil elf.  
 
    “Fernell, I could do this all day,” she yelled into the foliage, but there was no response.  
 
    Suddenly, we heard a yelp about twenty feet in front of us, and then the crack of multiple branches.  
 
    “Let me go!” Fernell cried.  
 
    Ariette and I rushed toward the noise and found Fernell flat against the trunk of a tree where huge gusts of wind kept him pinned.  
 
    “What did you think you could gain from this?” Maaren asked with her Hand upraised and her face twisted into a scowl.  
 
    Fernell simply shook his head and attempted to step toward her. The whistle of the wind grew louder as it pushed him back harder against the tree.  
 
    “None of that matters now,” the elf said maniacally. “The discoveries I have made and the things that I have done are too much for your inconsequential little selves to understand. The greater good requires sacrifices, and I have made the greatest sacrifices of all. The guilds, the way this world works, the amount of entitlement that the Seelie have is disgusting.”  
 
    “We are not entitled,” Ariette growled as she tightened her grip on her sword.  
 
    Fernell looked at her calmly with his creepy dead eyes.  
 
    “You’re not?” he smirked. “Your people have come in and taken from those that they deemed less than under the guise of being great and benevolent. I was simply trying to restore the balance.”  
 
    Fernell looked between us before he let out a yell and began to pull himself off the tree once more. He was strong, but the hunter was stronger. 
 
    Maaren stood in front of him with her face twisted in concentration. She didn’t see Fernell’s nasty grin as he raised his right hand slowly. A huge copper spike began to grow out of it, but I didn’t give him a chance to finish his task.  
 
    Quickly, I connected with the rush of his blood. My Hand tingled as I felt the liquid pump through his veins, but I could tell there was a darkness in it. The rush of the liquid felt mechanical like there was no soul to it. The dark portals had sucked every ounce of spirit from him. I forced myself to ignore the odd feeling of Fernell’s blood and instead made it rush away from his heart and into his brain. Instantly, the evil elf’s eyes went wide, and his jaw fell open as he panicked, but it was too late. He struggled for a moment, but then his entire body went limp as he stroked out.  
 
    The wind died down as soon as Fernell went still, and Maaren collapsed with the effort. Ariette and I rushed up to her side and helped her stand as she breathed heavily.  
 
    “Thanks for that,” she said as she patted my chest in a daze.  
 
    “Anytime,” I responded with a dry laugh as my heartbeat started to slow down.  
 
    “Uh, guys,” Ariette said. Her voice shook, and her blue eyes were wide.  
 
    My heart jumped back into my throat as Maaren and I turned to follow her gaze.  
 
    Fernell slowly rose from the ground with a sickeningly malicious grin stretched across his face.  
 
    “Did you really think I’d figure out how to imbue my creations with regeneration and not do it to myself?” he chuckled, and the sound was like gravel and broken glass.  
 
    I tried to summon up my Hand again, but suddenly his right palm flew upwards, and a copper spike shot out of it and rocketed straight for my head. Thanks to my Fae reflexes, I was able to leap in opposite directions as the spike whistled over my head, but I came out of my barrel roll and caught sight of Fernell as he was about to run into the forest.  
 
    “Asshole,” I snarled, and I extended my Hand and used his blood to snatch his body backward. 
 
    Fernell slid across the grass and bared his teeth at me as he fired another copper spike at my face. I rolled out of the way again, and for a moment, all I heard was my heavy breathing.  
 
    My arms were shaky as I tried to push myself off the ground, and I could feel the exhaustion from overusing my Hand start to hit me as I stumbled to my feet. 
 
    Fernell rose at the same time I did, and copper spikes flew in rapid succession at my head. I crouched, rolled, and dodged as the projectiles whistled past me, but I wasn’t able to connect with his blood because I kept having to jump out of the way.  
 
    “I have to say, Milton, I didn’t expect you to do this well. You’re proving to be a great test subject.” Fernell launched another volley of spikes that forced me to throw myself behind a tree for cover. “How about we kick it up a notch?” 
 
    As he spoke, the bastard hurled another spike that tore through the tree and gouged the skin off my cheek.  
 
    “Bastard,” I growled as I lifted a hand to touch the injury, and my fingertips came away red. I had half a second to stare at my bloody fingertips before I saw a flash of lightning to my left. 
 
    “Now, now, Ariette. You’ll have a chance soon enough.” I heard spikes launch into the distance. “There, run away like a good girl.” He laughed. “Now, Milton, where were we? Oh, yes. You were about to die horrifically.” 
 
    I threw myself to the side as his spikes tore through the tree. A horrific crack rang out through the air an instant before the thing crashed onto the ground beside me.  
 
    “Seems this is all you have, Milton,” Fernell said as he came toward me, and as he did, I raised my hand and connected with his blood. 
 
    I half expected him not to care, but instead, his eyes went wide, and he threw himself behind a bunch of bushes while launching another volley of spikes at me that caused me to break my connection with his blood. 
 
    “Fuck!” I cried as I scrambled to my feet and raced after him.  
 
    As I reached the bushes where Fernell had been waiting, he shot a spike at my head, and I leapt backward. 
 
    “I’ve got him!” Maaren called, and one more spike flew toward my head. As I rolled sideways to avoid it, I realized there weren’t any more to dodge. 
 
    I snapped my head up and saw that Maaren had Fernell’s hand stuck in what looked like a mini tornado, and her face was twisted in concentration as she extended her arms out toward him.  
 
    Fernell struggled against her power, and I watched as the veins in his neck bulged with the effort.  
 
    “Gotcha,” I spat. I connected with his blood more easily now that I could focus, and I forced myself to get past the slimy feeling of it.  
 
    “I can’t hold him much longer, so if you have a plan, do it now!” Maaren cried as her arms began to shake.  
 
    “Ariette, same thing as with Durn,” I called quickly as I readied myself.  
 
    The elf just nodded as she came over to my side.  
 
    I willed my body to overcome the exhaustion that had begun to take over, and then I summoned my last ounce of strength to call on Fernell’s blood and rip it from his body.  
 
    The elf’s chest exploded into an array of blackened blood and discolored guts as the liquid left his body. His eyes went wide, and he let out a squeak of shock as he tried to wrap his arms around himself like that would keep his guts in.  
 
    Ariette’s face twisted into a silent snarl, and then a bolt of lightning shot from her hand, and the liquid that had exited Fernell evaporated instantly. It left behind a nasty smoky odor that smelled like dirty socks and rotten eggs. 
 
    Then, as Fernell’s body collapsed lifelessly to the ground and Maaren released her hold on him, Ariette held out her hand and unleashed enough lightning to turn the scientist into a smudge. 
 
    “For good measure,” the elf replied with a nod of finality as we gazed at the smokey tendrils.  
 
    Silence descended on the clearing, and then a sort of hysterical laugh bubbled up from my lips. Holy shit. We had actually done it.  
 
    “Geez, that dude was crazy,” I said as I looked down at the charred spot where Fernell had been. “I might have gotten a little carried away though. We could have maybe made him talk. But…” 
 
    “But what?” Maaren asked as she tilted her head and gazed up at me.  
 
    “But he was threatening my friends,” I replied as I rubbed the back of my neck. “I couldn’t stand that.” 
 
    The Unseelie huntress grinned up at me and giggled. “My hero.” 
 
    My cheeks flushed with warmth, but then I was distracted when Ariette went over to the scorched earth where the scientist had once stood and ground it away with her heel.  
 
    “Take that, you freak,” she said decisively.  
 
    “Hey, uh, I think he’s already dead,” I joked to lighten her mood. She sighed and looked over at me.  
 
    “Sorry, temper,” the elf shrugged, “besides, he deserved it.”  
 
    “Yeah, I suppose he did,” I replied as I turned around and surveyed our surroundings. The sun lit up the tops of the trees now, and shafts of golden light broke through the dense canopy of leaves about us. We were smack in the middle of a forest with no map.  
 
    “So, anybody know where we are?” I asked the two women.  
 
    They shook their heads as they looked around too.  
 
    “The lab is east,” Maaren said after a moment, “but I don’t know how far east. The comms units have a range of a mile, so we’re at least beyond that.”  
 
    “How do you know it’s east?” Ariette questioned. There was no judgment in her voice, just genuine curiosity.  
 
    “Hunter,” Maaren pointed at herself. “I have a really good sense of direction.”  
 
    “Well, then, let’s start heading east,” I announced.  
 
    We trekked back through the trees in silence for a few minutes before we got back to the clearing. The bodies of the beasts still lay there. They weren’t exactly Fae so their bodies would remain until the wild animals got to them, too.  
 
    “Hold on,” Maaren said when we approached the two beasts. She pulled out a tiny bag from a pocket on her pants and went over to the lion woman first. The half-Fae grabbed onto a strand of red hair and yanked it from her head before she put it into the bag. The hunter then repeated the same process for the other monster but took the hair from inside its nose since it was completely bald.  
 
    “Good idea,” Ariette said when Maaren finished, “we’ll want to analyze their DNA.”  
 
    “I have a pretty good idea of what that one is,” I said as I motioned toward the dead lion woman.  
 
    “Yeah, I thought she looked a lot like the girl from the cage,” Ariette responded sadly.  
 
    I nodded grimly and turned on my heel to continue out of the forest.  
 
    After we walked for another three minutes, the comms unit in my ear crackled to life. All three of us jumped.  
 
    “Kal?” Ariette questioned with a tilt of her head.  
 
    “Oh my God, you guys,” came the dwarf’s panicked response. “What the hell happened? Where are you? Who was at the trap door? What happened to your comms? You guys went offline, and I was like ‘oh shit, that’s not good,’ but then the movement at the trap door just stopped, and it didn’t come back, so I thought you guys were--” 
 
    “Kalista!” I shouted to stop her as she rambled on.  
 
    “Yeah,” she responded, and then I heard her take a deep breath in and let it out slowly.  
 
    “Uh, are you guys out?” I questioned with a laugh.  
 
    “Oh, oh yeah,” the dwarf replied quickly. “I called Danira and Hasen to let them know what’s going on. Hasen sent a black ops team here, and they’re extracting all the prisoners. I’m waiting for you at the van.”  
 
    “We don’t exactly know where we are, Kal,” Ariette said as she looked around at the bright forest. Now that the sun had fully risen, the leaves on the trees shone a brilliant mix of greens and golds.  
 
    “Let me track you, hold on,” Kalista said, and the sounds of the keyboard came through the comms unit. “Okay, just go straight. I’ll get them to bring the van to you guys.”  
 
    We did as she requested and walked for another two minutes before we hit the edge of the forest. I could see the blurred gray of the lab building about half of a mile away, and then I spotted a clean white van that was decidedly not the Van of Death as it barreled through the field toward us. As soon as it pulled to a stop, Kalista ran out of the vehicle and waved her arms in the air as if she was afraid we wouldn’t be able to see her.  
 
    “Holy shit, you guys,” the dwarf said breathlessly as she reached us. “This is like, top two for crazy missions. Fucking experiments. Experiments!”  
 
    “I think this beats them all for length, honestly,” Ariette said with a sigh.  
 
    “Well, yeah, that’s because it started yesterday,” Kalista responded with a cocked hip. “So what happened?” 
 
    “Kal, you need to call Danira and let her know we killed Fernell Tamber,” Ariette said seriously.  
 
    Kalista’s eyes went wide before she swung around to one of the younger elves that had come with her in the van.  
 
    “Call the commander,” the dwarf barked in the elf’s direction. “Tell her the responsible party was apprehended and eliminated.”  
 
    The young elf nodded and swung up into the front part of the van to pick up her communication device, and Kalista turned back to us with excitement in her eyes.  
 
    “Details!” she exclaimed.  
 
    “Let’s get in the van first,” I laughed. “I need to sit the hell down.” 
 
    “Oh, right, right,” the dwarf nodded, and then she flung open the side door.  
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Once we got inside the van, Ariette collapsed into the nearest chair.  
 
    “Thank God you’re not driving, Kal, maybe I can actually get some sleep,” she said as she flung one arm over her eyes.  
 
    “Uh-uh,” Kalista said loudly, “you are going to tell me everything!” 
 
    The dwarf strode over to Ariette and pulled her arm off her face as she ignored the elf’s protests and moans.  
 
    “Maybe not here,” I said quietly, so only Kalista, Ariette, and Maaren could hear. I knew these were Hasen’s men, but I didn’t want to give mission details to anyone but Danira and the guild master. 
 
    Maaren backed me up with a solid nod.  
 
    “We should probably be in private,” she whispered. One of the three soldiers looked up at us curiously, and Maaren cleared her throat. “You know, because of all the lady stuff I have to tell you.”  
 
    Maaren even added a wink and a little giggle in Kalista’s direction, and the soldier instantly snapped his head back down. I saw him give me a glance from under his lowered eyelids, and I caught a glimpse of awe in his expression. I hid a chuckle behind my hand and tilted my head toward the ceiling.  
 
    The van pulled to a stop as I was lost in thought, and Kalista kicked me with her foot to get me up.  
 
    “Come on, Milton, we have to debrief and get to the ceremony,” she announced as she stalked past me proudly.  
 
    “Ceremony?” I questioned as I looked at Ariette and Maaren.  
 
    They both shrugged.  
 
    “Uh, yeah,” the dwarf called over her shoulder, “we saved the world! Or, well, the city, but that’s close enough.” 
 
    “But what about the lab? The prisoners?” I asked. “Our report.” 
 
    “Hasen is waiting for your report. Not that he really cares now that the situation is handled.” Kalista waved a hand dismissively. “Black ops is cleaning up. Now come on, hurry up!” 
 
    Besides Kalista, the rest of us trekked into the control room begrudgingly. All I wanted right now was my bed and a warm blanket, but that was not going to be in sight anytime soon.  
 
    Hasen waited next to Danira at the round table in the control room. Danira wore a huge smile when she saw us come her way, and Hasen turned around and gave us all a curt nod. Well, he wasn’t being an asshole, so I counted that as a nod that said ‘well done, team.’ 
 
    “Good job you three!” Danira exclaimed when we approached the table. She beamed from ear to ear, and her black eye shone with pride. Then, she gave Hasen a pointed look.  
 
    “Um, yes,” the guild master said as he cleared his throat, “thank you for completing the task. My black ops team was having a little trouble, and you’ve done them a great service.” 
 
    “A little trouble?” Maaren scoffed as she raised an eyebrow. “Funny way to say they totally suck and we are awesome,”  
 
    “Yes, Ms. Euphry, I suppose you are right about the last part,” the guild master relented after a tense moment. “I would like to know how you took care of… the problem, though, seeing as my team was unable to.”  
 
    “Eh, it was easy,” Maaren shrugged with a smirk. “Milton here did all the heavy lifting. Ariette and I just gave him a helping hand.”  
 
    At that Hasen turned and looked me up and down. I locked eyes with him and stood straight. Finally, he gave me a nod and the barest hint of a smile.  
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Bailey,” he said as he stretched out his hand, “for completing the mission and stopping Fernell from murdering more innocents. We owe you much gratitude.”  
 
    I took the hand he offered and shook it vigorously.  
 
    “Anytime, sir,” I replied warmly. It was true. I was ready to take on another mission as soon as I got a good night's rest. I had never felt a high like the one that came from saving the world, or the city as Kalista pointed out. 
 
    “Well,” the guild master said as he smoothed an invisible wrinkle on his robes, “I will see you all in an hour for the ceremony. The High Court would like to reward you for your bravery.”  
 
    With that, he spun on his heel and walked out of the room.  
 
    “I think that’s the nicest I’ve heard him speak to anyone, ever!” Kalista laughed when he disappeared from sight.  
 
    “That’s nice for him?” I asked in awe. “Geez, remind me to never get on his bad side.” 
 
    “So do we think Tamber was working alone?” Danira questioned darkly, and the jovial mood soured instantly. “Besides his creatures and hired minions?” 
 
    Ariette, Maaren, and I glanced at each other. None of us had an answer.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Ariette finally responded, “but right now, I only want to celebrate a job well done and leave everything else for another day.” 
 
    Danira frowned but then considered Ariette’s words. After a moment, the commander sighed and rubbed at her brow.  
 
    “You’re right, Ariette. We did good, team. We should celebrate,” Danira said with a strained smile. “I don’t know how many lives we saved by preventing all those future attacks, but even if it’s just one, I’ll count that as a win.”  
 
    “There were definitely going to be more,” Kalista said with a shudder. “All that equipment and all those people…” 
 
    “What happened to it all?” Maaren asked.  
 
    “We brought it back here to examine,” Danira grunted. “If you’re wondering about the dark tests, black ops collected the book and brought it straight back here to put it back under lock and key. As for the rest, hopefully, we’ll figure out what Fernell had in his notebooks. Maybe he discovered something worth using.”  
 
    “You mean the guild might build some monsters of its own?” I asked incredulously. 
 
    “HC, if we can have a weapon like that in our arsenal, it might be worth it,” Ariette responded quietly. Her mouth formed a thin line as she spoke, and I wondered if she really believed that, but I didn’t push it.  
 
    “That reminds me,” Maaren said as she pulled out the tiny bag she had used to collect the hair samples. “Thought we could use some DNA from some crazy monsters.” 
 
    Kalista ran up to the hunter and snatched the bag from her hands as she stared at the hairs.  
 
    “What are these from?” the dwarf asked.  
 
    “One’s from some weird lion woman, and the other’s from a sort of troll-looking thing,” I answered.  
 
    The dwarf looked up at me with a mixture of awe and disgust on her face.  
 
    “Dude was crazy, but he had a seriously good imagination,” she muttered as she wandered out of the room with the DNA samples.  
 
    Maaren looked at the three of us in confusion.  
 
    “She’s going to go analyze those things, tear them apart, do some other sciencey things with them,” Ariette volunteered with a wave of her hand.  
 
    “You are an interesting bunch,” the hunter said with a chuckle and a shake of her head.  
 
    “Hey, Danira,” I interrupted as I thought about the lion woman, “what happened to the prisoners? Kalista said black ops was cleaning up but…”  
 
    “You’re asking about Jessa,” the commander said with a knowing smile. “She is as fine as can be expected. We sent her to the human hospital in Jefferson, and her family has been notified. The girl was shaken and starving, but there was no irreparable damage.” 
 
    “Thank God,” I said with a sigh of relief. She deserved some joy in life, especially after what she had gone through. 
 
    “The conquering heroes return!” Ekador exclaimed as he swept into the room with four sacks in his hand. He tossed one to each of the three of us and then looked around in confusion. “Where is Kalista?” 
 
    “She’s off doing something very scientific,” I told the wizard with a wiggle of my eyebrows.  
 
    “Well, I’ll just have to find her later,” he laughed. “I’m looking forward to seeing her face when she realizes she’s got enough for that jacuzzi tub of hers.” 
 
    I weighed my own sack in my hands and made a mental note to ask Ariette exactly how much was needed for that tub. Hot water and jets on my back sounded perfect right now.  
 
    “Well,” Danira said as she clapped her hands together, “we have a ceremony to get ready for. Off to your rooms, all of you, go put on some clean clothes. You’ve got an hour until the ceremony starts.”  
 
    The commander waved her hands at us, and we left the room to head down the hallways. As we did, one elf stopped us. She was young looking, probably around Ariette’s age.  
 
    “Excuse me, can I get your autograph?” she asked hesitantly as she pulled out a pen and paper.  
 
    “Um, sure,” I said with a glance at Ariette, but she only hid a giggle behind her hand and shrugged. I signed the piece of paper for the young elf, and she looked up at me with shining eyes.  
 
    “You are my total inspiration.” she blushed before she ran off down the hallway.  
 
    “Woooowww, HC,” Ariette said as she and Maaren laughed, “you are, like, a total inspiration. That is so cool!” 
 
    “Hey, you don’t have to mock me,” I replied as I shoved her shoulder. “I can’t help it if news of how I saved the day is inspiring the next generation of agents!” 
 
    “I think she’s a bit more inspired by your muscles and good looks,” Maaren shot back at me as she shook her head and continued down the hall.  
 
    “I will take that as a compliment,” I called after her as she turned down an adjacent hallway while Ariette and I continued in the opposite direction.  
 
    “I hope this ceremony goes fast so we can get to the food,” the elf muttered as she stared down another young intern who was about to stop us with a pen and paper in his hand. The intern quickly closed his mouth and walked past us.  
 
    “Hey, I’d be fine with just the food, if it was me,” I replied with a shrug. I reached out and grasped Ariette’s slender hand in mine, and she gave me a light squeeze.  
 
    When I walked into my room, the first thing I saw was my bed. At some point, some magical being had come in and made my bed perfectly. The covers were tucked in and smooth and looked much more inviting than the rumpled mess I had left behind yesterday morning. I resisted the urge to dive under the sheets and sleep for the next twelve hours and instead turned to the uniform that sat on top of my dresser.  
 
    It was pure white with thin gold detailing around the edges. Gold embroidered thread adorned the hem of the shirt and the sleeves with swirls just like the ones on the front door of the guild. I picked up the shirt to find a pair of smooth gray slacks folded neatly underneath. Both items were silky soft to the touch, but I put them back down so I could hop in the shower.  
 
    I didn’t have much time to appreciate the comfort of the hot water as I lathered soap on my dirty body and scrubbed hard at the thick layer of sweat and grime that coated me. Saving the city was a dirty business.  
 
    When I was clean and changed, I made my way out of the room and followed the crowd of guild members as they swarmed down the stairs to the main level. Ariette and Kalista caught up with me when I hit the bottom.  
 
    “Alright, let’s go get honored for being amazing!” the dwarf exclaimed. She and Ariette wore outfits similar to mine, and I missed their own uniforms a little bit. These white shirts were a bit loose for my taste.  
 
    “Oh relax, Milton,” Kalista giggled when she saw me glance at her breasts, “they’re still there.”  
 
    “I think I’ll require proof later,” I shot back with a smirk.  
 
    “Oh, I think that can definitely be arranged.” The dwarf smirked and tossed a wink at me before she spun on her heel and continued to follow the crowd. “After all, a hero deserves a proper reward, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Oh, I agree,” I said with a nod. 
 
    I could barely think about anything else as we walked through the first level and entered a huge room that reminded me of the food hall. Benches lined the wide open space in three neat columns, and a small stage sat at the front with six seats in the middle of it. The seats were huge and made out of molded gold, and one of them was set slightly off to the side next to a table that held a glass case of medals. 
 
    I took in the mix of Fae with awe. It was still a really cool sight to see all of them in a single place. Even though they lived alongside us in the human world, human and Fae interaction was pretty limited. And here I was, the only human in a room full of magical creatures. This was what the rest of my life would be like, and my heart swelled with excitement and joy.  
 
    “Come on, HC, stop gawking,” Ariette said as she tugged me toward the stage.  
 
    “Wait, we get to sit up there?” I asked as we walked down the aisle to the stares of young Fae.  
 
    “Uh, yeah, we’re the ones being honored!” Kalista responded with a grin as she dashed up on stage and plopped into one of the center seats. She surveyed the other Fae with a gleam of pride in her eyes, and I spied a few tears clinging to her lush eyelashes.  
 
    Within minutes, Danira and Maaren had joined the three of us. Maaren was using her magic to change her hair and skin color to look the way I had first seen her, and I was about to say something to them in greeting, but then a hush fell over the entire room. All the Fae quickly seated themselves as Hasen stepped through the doorway, followed closely by a second elf. The other elf looked older than Danira, and I guessed he must be the second in command. The guild master walked tall and with a raised chin as he made his way to sit in the sixth seat next to the glass case. The other elf came to stand behind a microphone that was situated at the front of the stage.  
 
    “Hello, Jefferson Guild,” he said into the microphone. His voice was deep and rumbly, and it reminded me of the voice of someone who had chain-smoked their entire life.  
 
    Simultaneously, every single Fae stood up, and I quickly followed suit. They turned and bowed in Hasen’s direction and then bowed toward us.  
 
    “That’s Magdon,” Ariette whispered in my ear, “he’s Hasen’s vice-master.” 
 
    “Welcome,” Magdon rumbled into the microphone once everyone had taken their seats. “Today is a glorious day. Our elite team has completed an amazing feat: they have caught and killed the scientist who created the monsters that have been terrorizing Jefferson City. We are here to honor them and their bravery. And now, Master Hasen would like to say a few words.”  
 
    Magdon turned from the microphone with his back to the audience and gave Hasen a pointed look. The guild master rose slowly and reluctantly, and he peered out at the crowd with his dark eyes as he approached the microphone.  
 
    “Thank you, Magdon,” he announced as his protruding belly tapped the podium and jostled the microphone stand. He cleared his throat and took a step back. “I would like to thank these brave souls for undertaking a mission of such magnitude. And I would like to reassure all of you that the Unseelie who caused this mess will no longer be an issue as he has been disposed of permanently.”  
 
    “Um, Fernell Tamber was not an Unseelie,” I muttered as I leaned toward Kalista. Her hair tickled my cheek and released some of it’s beautiful scent as she shook her head.  
 
    “He won’t say that. It’s too scary for the whole guild to know,” she breathed back to me. “It’s not like it matters so much now, anyway.”  
 
    I shifted back in my seat and looked out at the crowd of Seelie below us. They stared at Hasen with adoring eyes and slack jaws, and I knew the hacker was right. Any mention of Fernell’s Seelie status wouldn’t matter anymore. All they needed to know was that he was dead, and the monsters were gone.  
 
    “Now, I would like to present each of the members of Commander Danira’s team with a Persean Medal,” Hasen continued. “As you know, this is the highest level of honor to be bestowed upon one of our own. They will wear it with pride as they have earned their medals and your respect.” 
 
    As Hasen finished his speech, Magdon opened the glass case and picked up the velvet stand the five medals sat on. I gazed at them as he carried it over, and then Hasen motioned for me to stand and approach the microphone. The hall was so silent I could hear the sounds of shallow breathing that came from the front row.  
 
    “Milton Bailey,” the guild master announced as I came to stand before him. “Though he has only been with us for a few short days, the human with the Hand of Blood has proven himself.” 
 
    Hasen picked up the medal closest to him. It was a beautiful silver circle encrusted with diamonds on the side. In the center was a three-dimensional design of an elf astride a horse that had risen up on its hind legs. The medal hung on a thin strand of white string that I recognized as elven twine, the strongest substance on earth.  
 
    I met the guild master’s eyes and caught a hint of appreciation in them. He actually smiled at me as he placed the chain around my neck, and I smiled back. Again, every Fae in the room stood and bowed at me.  
 
    “Efharisto,” they all said at the exact same time. I threw an inconspicuous glance back at Ariette when they finished, and she mouthed, “thank you.” 
 
    “Efharisto, Mr. Bailey,” Hasen repeated into the microphone, “our newest adept.”  
 
    My head snapped up when he said that, and to my surprise, the guild master smiled at me a second time. I walked back to my seat full of excited pride. I was officially an adept.  
 
    As I sat down, I saw Kalista look at me with glowing pride, and then one of her hands surreptitiously reached out and squeezed my thigh, very close to my balls. The dwarf looked up at me from under her thick lashes, and there was no mistaking the fire in her eyes.  
 
    “Congratulations, Milton the adept,” she whispered in my ear. Her hot breath tickled the outer rim, and I swallowed hard as I placed my hand on hers and gave it a light squeeze. 
 
    Maaren rose to stand next to Hasen as her name was called out, and I noticed a few of the Fae in the crowd give each other confused looks because they didn’t know who she was. She graciously accepted the gift and then gave me a wink when she walked back to her chair. 
 
    For the first time in days, the weight of everything lifted off me, and I was left with a deep appreciation of where I was now. If I could go back in time and tell myself what my life would look like at twenty-four, the old me would have laughed in my face. I had never thought of myself as someone who could fight crime and save cities, much less possess a shit ton of mana and have a badass Hand. And yet, here I was with a medal around my neck and a cool new job. A few hours ago, I had killed an evil scientist and saved countless lives. I was the hero I pretended to be when I spent my days as a package delivery boy.  
 
    The rest of the ceremony was a bit of a blur. The adrenaline that pumped through my body didn’t slow down until Danira sat back down in her seat and the crowd of Fae below us rose one last time.  
 
    “Efharisto,” the crowd repeated in unison as they gave one last bow. Then a wave of applause and cheers filled the room, and I had to stop myself before I blushed at the grandiose attention.  
 
    Danira rose from her seat, followed by Maaren, Ariette, Kalista, and finally me. We exited the room behind Hasen and headed straight to the food hall. The delicious aroma of roasted chicken and buttered vegetables wafted into my nostrils as soon as the doors opened, and I followed my team as we piled our plates high with meat, fresh bread, vegetables, and thick slices of gooey chocolate cake.  
 
    The moment the meal finished, we dispersed to collapse in our rooms. Kalista trailed down the hallway behind everyone else, and I hung back a little until she caught up with me.  
 
    “Feeling sad that you chose the cheesecake over the chocolate?” I asked as I nudged her shoulder.  
 
    She looked up at me from under her lush black lashes and bit her lip slightly.  
 
    “No, just,” she started, “well, how would you feel about finishing what we started the other day?” 
 
    “Wait, are you being serious?” I asked as I stared at her in shock. 
 
    “Quite serious, Milton.” The dwarf smiled up at me, and a hint of red crept up her neck.  
 
    “Well, in that case--” 
 
    Before I knew it, she’d launched herself forward, and her soft lips crashed into mine. Her hand gripped the back of my head and massaged the short hairs at the base of my neck. I wrapped a hand around her waist and slipped the other down her back to wrap my fingers around the delicate flesh of her butt. After a moment, she stepped back slightly and looked at me with lust filled eyes. 
 
    “Your room is closer,” she whispered.  
 
    I nodded quickly and nearly ran the next ten feet to swing my door open for her. Kalista stepped inside and swung around seductively as she sat on the bed and began to strip. I slammed the door shut and pulled my medal over my head to leave it on the doorknob.  
 
    Kalista was completely naked on my bed now, and I dragged my eyes over her curvy form. Her breasts were full and heaved with desire as she dragged her heated amethyst eyes over me. My eyes latched onto her pebbled pink nipples, and I salivated at the thought of wrapping my tongue and teeth around them.  
 
    “Well?” Kalista purred as she looked up at me from beneath her silver lashes. She widened her legs on the bed and smirked up at me. “Are you just going to stand there all night orrr…?” 
 
    “Nope,” I rasped as my eyes fell to the silver curls between her thighs. “I-I’m coming.” 
 
    “Not that quickly I hope,” the dwarf teased.  
 
    I didn’t have enough blood upstairs to come up with a witty retort, so I simply shucked my shirt and gray slacks down before I landed on the comforter beside her.  
 
    Her soft hands grazed the stubble on my neck, and I breathed in her sweet scent as she rolled on top of me.  
 
    “Gods, you drive me crazy, Milton,” she muttered as she dragged her tongue through the hollow of my collarbone. “I don’t know if it’s your Hand or just you, but I could barely keep my hands to myself during the ceremony.” 
 
    “Don’t keep them to yourself,” I groaned as one of my hands squeezed at her hip. The other slipped between us and tangled in the curls between Kalista’s thighs. The hacker was slick to the touch, and she moaned loudly as I sank two fingers into her warmth.  
 
    “Milton!” she cried as my thumb found her clit and pressed down hard. She ground against my hand, and I doubled the speed and depth of my fingers. Her muscles began to flutter around them, and then she threw back her head with a sharp cry. She collapsed against my chest, and I softly stroked her spine with my other hand as she caught her breath and came down from her high.  
 
    “I want you,” Kalista murmured into the side of my throat. Her tongue lapped gently at the sweat that had gathered there, and my dick jerked against her thigh.  
 
    “Then have me,” I groaned as I wrapped my hands tight around her curvy hips.  
 
    The hacker placed her hands against my chest and slowly rose upright. She looked downright gorgeous in the low light of my room. Her silver hair was tousled like a halo around her head, and her violet eyes shone like the brightest amethysts.  
 
    Gently, Kalista reached out and grabbed my cock before she gave it a few gentle pumps. Then she lifted her hips and sank down on me, and I felt her muscles clench around my length. The hacker let out a soft sigh as she adjusted to my size before she began to move over me. I slid a hand up to cup her full, round breast. My thumb brushed over a pert nipple, and I used my other hand to pull her toward me.  
 
    She tilted her head to meet my lips. A soft, warm tongue traced over my cupid’s bow before it slid into my mouth, and we battled for control as she bounced faster over me. The muscles in my abdomen tensed as my hips began to buck up toward her.  
 
    “You feel so good,” I muttered under my breath when we broke apart for air.  
 
    “You… too,” she responded breathily. “I’m… almost… there.” 
 
    I glanced up to see her eyes had closed, and I felt her fingers dig into my upper biceps as she clenched and shook on top of me.  
 
    The dwarf twisted her hips in a slight circle, and I felt her ass make contact with my balls. I bucked even harder into her as I felt my imminent release. She did it again, and the motion took me over the edge this time.  
 
    “Kalista,” I grunted as I spilled myself inside of her. 
 
    “Milton,” Kalista cried out as she seized around me and found her own release for the second time. 
 
    Man, I was never going to get tired of hearing my name screamed out in ecstasy.  
 
    Kalista slowed her motions as she bent forward and placed her forehead against mine. I opened my eyes to meet her purple ones and took in the blush of her cheeks and the lust-filled glow in her eyes.  
 
    “That was amazing,” Kalista moaned as she slid off of me and nestled into my side, “and well worth the wait, I think.”  
 
    “Seconded,” I chuckled as I wrapped my arm around her and dropped a kiss on the top of her head.  
 
    “There’s just one problem,” she said as she dropped down toward my crotch and gave me a tentative lick. “I want to go at least two, maybe three more times.” She met my eyes. “You up for the challenge?” 
 
    I wanted to respond with something cocky, but as she engulfed me with her mouth, I realized something. Actions spoke louder than words, and well, I was damned sure going to win this challenge. 
 
    As Kalista and I tumbled back into what was sure to be a night of awesome lovemaking, I thanked the universe for putting me in that alley a few days ago. Sure, life had gotten a lot more complicated and dangerous, but damn, did it sure have its new and amazing perks. 
 
    I was looking forward to what my future had in store for me. 
 
      
 
    End of book 1 
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