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      I’d just scooped up my last bite of cornflakes and milk when Sarah appeared beside me. I managed not to jump, but I did freeze with the spoon halfway to my mouth. You’d think after a year together I’d be used to my ghostly partner popping in and out of my life.

      You’d be wrong.

      After waiting a second or two for my heart rate to normalize, I put that last bite of cornflakes in my mouth, chewed— though they were soggy enough not to really need it— and swallowed.

      “Morning, Sarah,” I said after wiping my mouth with the paper towel I was pretending was a napkin. “What’s up?”

      She smiled, a cute little dimple appearing in her left cheek. Actually, everything about Sarah was cute. From her long blonde hair tied back in a high pony tail to her peaches and cream complexion, Sarah was a knockout! She was my dream girl, even if she was doomed to wear her hospital scrubs for eternity.

      Just my luck that the girl of my dreams was also a ghost.

      I just popped in to wish you a happy birthday, Gus. She smiled again, this time with a hint of mischief. And to say ‘happy first anniversary’ to us!

      I slid off the stool where I’d been eating breakfast at the kitchen counter and carried my bowl to the sink. Glancing back at Sarah, I nodded. “That’s right. We met last year, on my twenty-eighth birthday.”

      Okay, met might be a bit of a misnomer. I mean, Sarah was already dead when my partner Jack and I showed up to investigate her murder. See, I’m a homicide cop. A detective for the city of Portland, Oregon. Sarah had been a doctor, specifically a resident, completing her training at Sisters of Mercy Hospital. She’d been killed because, like me, she was a seventh-seventh. The seventh child of a seventh child.

      We solved her murder, Jack and I, with a little help from Sarah herself, and discovered that her killer, Jason Morgan, had used the magic of the summer solstice— which happened to fall on my birthday last year— to co-opt the psychic power Sarah was about to come into.

      He’d killed her because she was a seventh-seventh. And once he realized I was one too, he’d attempted to do the same to me. Obviously, he wasn’t successful with me.

      Too bad he succeeded with Sarah.

      I wished on a daily basis I’d met her before Morgan blew her brains out, that I could’ve been there to protect her. But I didn’t and I couldn’t. I’ve only ever known Sarah as a ghost.

      Yanking my thoughts back to the present, I grinned at her. “It’s been quite a year, hasn’t it?”

      That it has. I wonder what this coming year will bring us?

      I snorted. “Murder and mayhem would be my guess. At least this year I’m not dealing with the double whammy of my birthday and the solstice falling on the same day.”

      And it’s not your twenty-eighth. You’ve already come into your power as a seventh-seventh and you know ghosts exist, so no big surprises today.

      “Shouldn’t be,” I agreed, then quipped, “but never say ‘never.’”

      Sarah sighed. Well, at least I can’t be sacrificed on the cusp of the solstice this year.

      “True enough,” I agreed, wishing I could give her a comforting hug. “Hopefully tomorrow’s solstice will just be a long day followed by a short night.”

      She nodded, making that cute little pony tail bob. Hopefully with no murders or supernatural invasions.

      “Amen to that!”

      Just then my cell phone rang. Glancing at the display, I sighed.

      “It’s Mrs. D. What are the odds she’s just calling to wish me a happy birthday?”

      Sarah gave me a skeptical glance, and I had to agree. With another deep sigh, I answered the call.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, Mrs. D. What’s up?”

      Ethel Douglass was a seemingly sweet little old lady from Seattle. Trust me, appearances can be deceiving. While Mrs. D was undeniably old and unfailingly polite, she possessed a spine of steel and integrity to match. She was also another seventh-seventh.

      Turns out that there are different types of seventh-sevenths. Three that I’ve identified so far. Guardians like me and my friend Luke Young— we usually gravitate to military or police careers before our abilities manifest; healers like Sarah and our friend Alex Davidovich; and those who use higher mathematics to tune into and forecast movements in alternate realities. Mrs. D was one of those math geniuses. So when she called, I knew a supernatural event was likely in the making.

      “Good morning, Gus,” she said in a no-nonsense voice. “I have some disturbing news for Portland.”

      I sighed, but managed not to say so what else is new?

      “I’m sure you’re aware that tomorrow is the summer solstice,” she continued, not bothering to comment on my sigh. “A very auspicious time for intrusions from other dimensions. One in particular: the realm of the Fae. If my calculations are correct, and they usually are, Portland will suffer a major breach tomorrow night.”

      “The Fae?” I asked. “That’s not so bad. Fairies can’t be nearly as horrific as ghouls and demons.”

      “Gus,” she said, and I could almost see her shaking her head at my naivete. “You’re confusing the popular image of fairies— tiny little winged folk, like Tinkerbell— with their reality. The Fae are an extremely dangerous and ancient race. They once ruled this world and were banished to their current realm at great cost. Don’t underestimate the damage they can do even if their incursion is limited to a single night… and the shortest night of the year, at that.”

      “Great,” I said with another hearty sigh. “Why is it always Portland? Why doesn’t Seattle ever have to deal with these things?”

      “We have,” she said simply, “but this time, Portland is the target.”

      “Okay. Do we have a point of entry?”

      “We do,” she said, her voice firm. “O’Reilly’s Irish Pub will be hosting a Solstice Watch Party, and my calculations show that some of their events will involve real summoning rites. Whether they know it or not, they’ll be opening the door to the Fae and inviting them in. You and Luke, and Sarah, of course, will need to be there to protect the patrons from the worst effects of the owner’s foolhardiness.”

      I frowned. “Can’t we just tell them not to do that part?”

      I could almost hear the shrug in Mrs. D’s voice. “You can try, but I doubt you’ll get anywhere. I believe the owner of the pub is under Danu’s influence.”

      “Danu?”

      Sarah spoke up for the first time, The Goddess Danu considers the Fae her children. They’re under her special protection.

      My eyebrows shot up in surprise. “How do you know these things?”

      Sarah scowled at me. I read, Gus. Something you should try.

      Mrs. D chuckled on the other end of the phone line. Clearly her psychic abilities had allowed her to hear Sarah’s comments.

      “Just make sure you’re at that pub tomorrow night, Gus,” Mrs. D said briskly. “Even if the owner agrees not to perform the rite, you and Luke should be there to counter any break-through incursions.” She paused, drew an audible breath, and then added, “Oh, and happy birthday, Gus.”

      “Gee, thanks, Mrs. D,” I said, sarcasm dripping from my words. “You give the nicest presents.”

      She laughed. “Good luck, Gus, and give my best to Luke and that nice Detective Barnes.”

      Before I had a chance to respond, she ended the call.

      I turned to Sarah, and giving her a quizzical look, said, “So. You up for a night out at an Irish pub?”

      She grinned. Are you asking me on a date?

      I chuckled and nodded. “Of course. And just to make sure your reputation is safe, I’ll invite Luke and Jack along as chaperones.”

      She giggled, and after a moment, I joined her with a full throated laugh.

      At least the whole deal with the fairies wasn’t happening on my birthday this year.
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      I called Luke Young, an army captain and recruitment officer and also my fellow seventh-seventh guardian. He immediately agreed to meet me at the pub the next night. Then I called my partner, Detective Jack Barnes.

      Jack wasn’t a seventh-seventh. He had absolutely no paranormal abilities. In fact he’d spent the first year of our partnership making fun of me because my family, especially my father, loved to make sure everyone I knew was aware that I was the seventh son of a seventh son. Jack used to love to razz me about my supposed mystical status.

      That is, he did until we investigated Sarah’s murder and he learned that she’d been killed because she was a seventh-seventh. He decided at that point that if someone had been murdered over it, it wasn’t a laughing matter.

      Then last Halloween he’d learned first-hand that supernatural monsters were real. Since then, he’d helped me out with a couple of other incidents. Now Jack was a true believer and one of my best allies when it came to a fight.

      “You’re kidding, right?” Jack said with a snort of laughter. “I mean, really… fairies?”

      I scowled. I could almost see Jack’s slightly flabby cheeks reddening with mirth, his eyes twinkling with humor… at my expense.

      “Have you ever known Mrs. D to kid?” I asked dryly.

      “This is from Mrs. D?” he asked, his voice drained of all humor.

      “Yep, and she wants us to be at O’Reilly’s Irish Pub tomorrow night before the sun sets.”

      “Right,” he said. “I’ll be there. Who else is coming?”

      “Just me and Luke.”

      “What? No Sarah?”

      I laughed. Jack had only been able to see Sarah on a couple of occasions, but he accepted her reality and knew that she was usually with me.

      A lot had changed in the last year, and not just for me.

      “Sarah will be there too,” I said. “I was just listing the people you’d be able to see.”

      “Right. Well, I might not see Sarah, but I’ll feel better knowing she’s there.” He fell silent, but I could tell he had more to say. After a moment’s pause, he added, “She’s a good influence on you, Gus. Kind of grounding. You know what I mean?”

      I nodded, though he couldn’t see it. “I do, and you’re right. Plus, she provides a lot of information that I should know, but don’t.”

      Jack chuckled. “Yeah, you and me, we’re action guys. Research is necessary, and we can do it, but it’s a pain.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re telling me!”

      “Okay,” Jack said, his voice all business, “I’ll meet you at O’Reilly’s tomorrow night before sundown. Eight sound good?”

      “Eight sounds fine. See you then.”
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