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Jen didn't mind the night shift. It put her on the same time zone as Elena in Italy, even though she lived and worked in Long Island. These days she heard more from her friend than from Michael anyway. Hopefully her ex was doing well with his new girlfriend.

She was doing okay, even though she was the only woman on the night shift. Her boss and her colleagues were nice enough, and it was just another job in retail, like most of her previous ones. Her quilting hobby didn't pay the bills, unfortunately. Her gifts didn't either.

Jen was currently kind of disillusioned about love. Even another half-blood hadn't managed to stay by her side. It couldn't be because she was a half-Fire and her fairy companions were dragon fae, led by Ezit who was always perched on her shoulder when she was home.

Her failed marriage to Michael and subsequent divorce meant she'd had to go back to her parents' which, one month shy of forty-seven, wasn't ideal, but she'd had no choice. Michael had kept the apartment in Chicago and she had gone back to her hometown after their ten-year marriage went to hell.

The good thing about the divorce was that it happened before the pandemic and subsequent lockdown. It would have been worse if she'd had to spend a few months with someone who no longer loved her. At least her parents still loved her – even if her mother wasn't actually her biological parent.

Jen was the daughter of Ashglow, a Fire Elemental who had fallen in love with Bill Smith and given him a daughter, but promptly forgotten about both of them when he boasted to others that he had an immortal, magical wife. Which wasn't completely true, since Elementals were long-lived but not immortal. And mentioning the true nature of an Elemental spouse meant losing them.

Bill had remarried when Jen was still a child, and Laura hadn't been told little Jen was as magical as her real mother. It was a secret between Jen and her father, and she normally didn't boast about her abilities.

Jen was very good at pyrokinesis, which had probably scared away all her previous boyfriends, including her half-Earth husband. Elena, who was also half-Earth, wasn't afraid of her, but men were obviously a different matter.

Flaxen-haired and petite, she was very pretty, and many tried hitting on her, but when they found out her true nature – which she promptly showed if she wasn't interested – they just vanished on her. She had to give Michael credit that he had stuck with her for a decade.

Then he had fallen out of love, probably having met someone else, although he never introduced her to Jen. She had packed her things, including the half dozen dragon fae that followed her everywhere, and had flown back to New York, heartbroken.

Sometimes Jen thought that, like Elena, she'd never find a true love to last for the rest of her life. Friendship would have to suffice until she met someone who set her on fire like Michael had done fifteen years ago. Their passion had burned bright for the first seven years, then it had slowly faded away, overwhelmed by a boring routine.

Jen had now settled back to her previous life in Long Island. She had found a job – working the night shift, but she didn't care – and had gone back to her teenage room, much like Elena had done when she had retired from being an active interpreter.

Jen finished her shift, waved good-bye to the rest of the night team and headed for her truck, noticing dawn was very close. She climbed in and headed home, listening to Def Leppard on the car stereo and wondering when she'd be able to go to another concert.

The worst of the pandemic might be over, but who knew when live events would start again. When she'd be able to travel, and possibly head to Europe to visit Siobhan and Elena, and maybe see Def Leppard live once again.

She stopped at a crossing and looked left and right before proceeding, but had to brake suddenly as a chase led by a mythological figure escorted by a ghostly group of hunters in wild pursuit crossed her path.

She gaped at the Wild Hunt as it vanished down  the street. It was the first time she'd witnessed the hunters – generally the souls of the dead or ghostly dogs, sometimes fairies, Valkyries, or elves. Seeing the Wild Hunt was thought to presage some catastrophe such as war or plague, or at best the death of the one who witnessed it.

She slowly moved forward, but no other creature seemed to follow the hunters, so she drove the rest of the way home. Why was she seeing a Wild Hunt now, instead of at the start of the pandemic? Did it have something to do with the upcoming presidential elections? More catastrophes hitting the country?

As if the pandemic and the riots weren't enough already! And the elections and the conspiracy theories and all the fake news floating around.

Despite being a half-blood, Jen was also a proud American who had been devastated when 9/11 unfolded before her incredulous eyes. She'd worked in Manhattan back then, and was on the train to work when it had happened.

Jen was still rattled when she parked in front of her parents'. The house was quiet and dark, and she tiptoed upstairs to her room, where Ezit waited for her, perched on her nightstand.

The dragon fairy was the size and color of a lizard, but with purple butterfly wings and little horns on its head. It didn't spit fire, but its big yellow eyes were shining in the dark before Jen switched on the light.

"Did you see the Wild Hunt?" it asked immediately, its chameleon-like tail curled up around it.

"Yes! Do you know what's going on?" she said, dropping her purse and quickly undressing.

"I think it's a warning." The horned lizard's face managed to look thoughtful. "Something's afoot."

"I'll call Elena as soon as I wake up," she decided, sliding under the covers. "Good night, Ezit."

She switched off the light, but saw the yellow eyes glow for a moment. Then Ezit must have closed its eyes, because the room went dark. She dozed off.
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She awoke feeling a shadow looming over her. She'd been blissfully free of the visits during her marriage, but now the being, whatever it was, was back. An incubus she had no power over.

Her mother had warned her this might happen, although she'd had no visits since she had come back – until now. She even knew the being's name, Shaye, although she hadn't felt it in years.

She lay there, letting it do what it wanted, ignoring its threats and its teasing. She didn't even try to move or push it away. Neither she nor Ezit were powerful enough to get rid of the creature.

A Shadow Elemental. The fifth kind, also known as Underworld Elementals, very different from Fire, Water, Earth and Air. She had never found out why the Shadows sometimes haunted her or how to get rid of them.

When the being of darkness vanished, letting the sunlight into the room at last, she sighed. No way was she going back to sleep.

The familiarity of her old bedroom was comforting – the bookshelves, the collection of Living Dead Dolls, the dragon figurines that allowed the dragon fae to vanish among them whenever someone stepped into the room.

Yes, her double bed was as empty as it had been before her marriage, but enough dwelling in the past. Michael wasn't coming back. And hopefully neither would the dreadful Shadow who had just forced itself on her, not for the first time.

Ezit stared at her from the nightstand again, thoughtful.

"I'm so sorry, Jen... You know I can't help you against Shadows."

"Yes, I know," she grumbled. "Michael's presence was very effective at keeping them at bay, but now they're back. After a Wild Hunt. Do you think it means something?"

"I think you should check with the other half-bloods," it replied. "Maybe they know more than we do."

"Right." She sighed and got up, heading for the bathroom for her morning ablutions.

Then she grabbed her laptop and sat on the bed, checking the half-blood chat room. Sure enough Charlie had already set up a Zoom meeting and she had half an hour to have breakfast before joining the discussion.

Something was definitely afoot for such a general meeting to have been arranged. Once, during the pandemic, they had met at Elena's, taking the ghost bus to reach her apartment during lockdown, when international travel had come to a standstill, but they had decided to meet online since.

Jen went to grab a quick breakfast at Dunkin' Donuts, then settled back on her bed with her laptop, Ezit by her side. It was midday by then.

The group currently had a dozen members, although Michael had dropped out when they had divorced. They used to share screen space (like Charlie and Mandy were currently doing), but she'd been alone for almost two years now, and he hadn't joined again on his own, as if he weren't interested in keeping in touch with the others.

Her laptop screen soon filled with familiar faces as they discussed the Wild Hunt. All had seen it, along with other weird things. All reported upset house fairies acting more hectic than usual.

Well, Ezit was quiet, but it was a dragon fairy, not a pixie. Jen could see its siblings looking at her from the bookshelf, curious to hear what was going on. They must feel something was wrong as much as Ezit did.

Then Elena mentioned her visit from a Shadow. She was in her fifties and past the menopause, but this wasn't the case for the other half-bloods who had had the displeasure of meeting Shadow Elementals during the night, often with sex included in the interaction.

Jen wasn't the only one who had been visited, then. She worried, since she still had her periods. Why the Shadows wanted babies from half-bloods was anyone's guess.

"Did you know there are already half-Shadows around?" Elena asked. "I thought nobody liked them!"

"Well, if they can take human form long enough to give birth, in the case of succubi, or impregnate women, in the case of incubi, why not?" Charlie replied.

The Canadian fifty-something had dark hair and dark eyes, and had spent a decade with Elena. His new girlfriend, Mandy, was half-Air, while he was half-Fire like Jen. Neither Charlie nor Mandy had been visited, since they lived together, but Charlie mentioned he might have sired mixed-bloods when he was between relationships.

"I had a warning from my mother," Jen added. Before marriage and divorce these encounters were more frequent. "I'm going to Elsewhere as soon as we finish this. I want to make sure I'm not pregnant!"

"My mother admitted to protecting me while she lived with me," Elena said. "Apparently my own personal incubus is called Heinios."

"When did she tell you about him?" Charlie asked, frowning.

"This morning, when I told her of the night visit." She shrugged. "Did any of your Elemental parents show up to tell you what the situation is? It seems they do have some kind of census of the half-bloods, including Shadows, and I'd love to know where we're at."

"I think the High Council is still discussing the matter," Charlie replied. "They probably have quite a lot of data in their magical census folders. Although we are mortal and short-lived compared to them, there's probably still quite a lot of us around."

"Anyone know how to discern half-Shadows from humans?" Siobhan – a red-haired Irish woman in her forties – asked, worried.

Earth, Air, Fire and Water had ways of sensing each other, but Shadows were trickier. The Underworld Elementals were different from the other four. Nobody in the group had any idea of how to recognize half-Shadows.

"We'd better wait for our Elemental parents to give us more info," Charlie said, determined. "Then we can make plans. Until then, stay safe, everybody!"
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Since there weren't actual bus stops in the vicinity, Jen waited for the ghost bus in front of the entrance of the school buses depot near her parents' home. She usually took the train to go to Manhattan, and her truck to get to work, she didn't have much use for buses, except to go Elsewhere and visit her mother.

She opened the public transport app and it allowed her to call the ghost bus. Other half-bloods went to regular bus stops, so it wouldn't look strange if they had to wait for a few minutes, but the street was deserted and Jen didn't care if anyone saw her standing in front of the parked school buses, looking at her phone.

The transport app couldn't find any bus nearby, but it still flashed the one-minute-wait sign. Jen frowned, and kept fidgeting with her phone, pretending to be too busy to resume her walk.

The ghost bus shimmered into view, a small electric bus with an Air Elemental at the wheel. She often wondered how those winged drivers could spend so much time on those seats, but maybe the Air ghost bus was different from the others for the driver's part.

She gave him one of her Silvers, the tokens her mother had left her in a carved wooden box before vanishing, and went to sit across from an olive-skinned Arab who looked worried and had his earbuds in.

Jen sighed and tried to relax, but the magical mist outside the window wasn't helping. She almost felt in the Shadow's embrace again, and it wasn't a good sensation. And she had forgotten her own earbuds, so she couldn't listen to any music while she commuted.

Not that it was a long trip. She had Elena to thank for helping her find her way to Elsewhere and reconnect with her mother. They had met at the end of the 20th century when Elena had come to visit the States with her mother.

Some four years later Elena had come back for Halloween, Jen's favorite holiday, and they'd gone trick-or-treating together, despite both being too old for it. Elena had dressed as the Mighty Sorceress known as the Lady of the Unicorn – with a long black wig and a gothic gown she had bought in Amsterdam – and Jen as a Catrina, the popular costume in Day of the Dead celebrations in Mexico. She too had covered her pale-blond mane and used a lot of make-up to look like a skeleton.

Yeah, lots of fun, especially for Elena, as it was her one and only American Halloween. Pity it was more than two decades ago. The world was different back then. Slower, less technological, more innocent. No 9/11, no internet trolls or social media drama yet.

Both Jen and Elena had changed – had loved and fallen out of love and split from that special someone, becoming more self-assured, but also more lonely. Neither would go trick-or-treating again, although Jen still carved pumpkins every year.

The eight-year age gap meant they considered each other half-sisters, since they lived in two different continents. Elena had been luckier, since her mother had stuck with her until she was twenty-nine, but she was always happy to help Jen if she had doubts about her nature or their very different Elemental mothers.

Ashglow had married Bill Smith, then vanished when Jen was ten. Jen had reunited with her at twenty-five when Elena had visited alone and they had spent Halloween together, as well as going Elsewhere together on the ghost bus.

It had been a real discovery for Jen – finding out about the other dimension and her mother's true nature. And after seeing quite a few Fire Elementals, especially on the ghost bus as drivers, she had to admit her mother was unique.

Ashglow now lived in the Dusty Dungeon, the lair of Chaimare, Lady of The Yellow, a real dragon much bigger than Ezit the dragon fairy. The Dusty Dungeon was built of yellow sandstone, hence the female dragon's designation of Lady of The Yellow.

The dragon herself was red, horned, with glistening scales and huge bat-like wings. She dwarfed not only Jen, who was petite, but also Jen's tall and slender mother Ashglow. A dinosaur-like dragon who spit fire and was very close in nature to Ashglow.

The Fire Elemental had skin like molten lava and long pale-blond hair she kept in a high ponytail that flowed behind her like a veil, its tips a bright orange that matched her complexion. She wore few clothes over her curves, an obsidian-black bikini armor that left very little to the imagination and a kind of skirt formed by four long tongues of fire that reached the shins and left the legs uncovered in the front. The navel was also uncovered and black flame tattoos adorned her legs.

Jen had often wondered what she had looked like on Earth, when she had met Bill and married him. There were no pictures of her left, since her father had thrown them out after she vanished on him.

Jen's childhood memories were of a beautiful woman with bronze skin, youthful looking despite the pale-blond mane. Jen might have inherited her hair color from Ashglow, since her father was dark-haired, but she had Bill's blue eyes and fair skin. Ashglow had obsidian eyes with long eyelashes that hadn't been passed on to her daughter.

Jen got off the ghost bus and her skin took on an orange hue – her mother's blood showing Elsewhere. Her jeans and T-shirt also vanished, leaving her in a simple sleeveless tunic that matched the color of the forget-me-nots growing at the ghost bus stop.

She headed inside the Dusty Dungeon, a yellow-sandstone square keep with a huge door that allowed big animals such as elephants or dragons to enter. There was no bailey or courtyard, just a single huge room with a very high ceiling right beyond the main entrance. No windows either, only a line of torches that led to a human-sized door on the side of the main room.

By now Jen had fully reconnected with Ashglow and no longer felt embarrassed or lost when she reached Elsewhere. She was used to her slightly different looks and clothes, and she had become quite proficient at pyrokinesis thanks also to her mother's dragon roomie, who seemed to be rather fond of her, despite her human nature.

Jen passed by Chaimare, sleeping over her hoard, without disturbing her, and reached her mother's chambers beyond the small door across the dragon's lair. A much smaller room also with no windows, but fully lit with candles and chandeliers, their flickering light dancing on furniture and Jen alike. Even her skin looked orange in that light.

The stone walls were mostly empty except for candle holders and one single tapestry hung across the door that showed Ashglow in all her warriorly glory as she observed an ancient battle. It was the first thing one saw as one stepped into the room.

Then there was a big curtained bed on the left side of the room, with a nightstand and a wardrobe next to it. A small door on the right led to the bathroom, and beside it sat a desk with a shelf above it holding some notebooks and a few trinkets. There was a comfortable armchair next to it.

Ashglow sat there with a book in her lap. Despite the lava coloring, her skin didn't burn. The tome in her hands looked old and much used, leather-bound and with thick pages. Jen wondered where her mother got her book from, since there were none in the room. Maybe a magic library.

Ashglow looked up from her tome, slightly surprised to see her.

"Oh, hello, Jennifer. What brings you to Elsewhere?"

"Shaye is back," she answered gloomily. "And I'm afraid they're trying to impregnate me again."

Ashglow rose and put the book on the desk, frowning. Her warm hand touched Jen's belly as she closed her eyes to listen to whatever her fire told her. She still intimidated her daughter when she saw her in her true form.

Jen waited, breathing shallowly, not moving her belly under the warmth of her mother's fingers. It wasn't the first time her mother had used pranotherapy on her. Ashglow was better than any doctor on Earth with her purifying fire.

"Breathe in with your belly, inhale as much as you can, then let it all go through your mouth," Ashglow instructed at last.

Jen did as she was told. She felt dizzy and her mother promptly caught her.

"Bathroom?" she asked shakily.

Ashglow nodded and led her to the windowless bathroom. Jen knew it must be magic that kept it so odorless. She sat on the toilet and felt something come out of her body. She flushed without looking at whatever it was and felt much better.

When she left the bathroom, she found her mother at her desk, frowning at her laptop screen. The modern technology looked strange in the Dusty Dungeon, but maybe it just looked like a laptop and was something completely different instead.

"Sit down, Jennifer." Ashglow pointed at the armchair without looking up. "And tell me everything from the beginning. It looks like something is going on, and I need to know more to form a better picture."

Jen sat on the plush armchair, relieved to be able to consult with her Elemental mother. She recounted the night visit and the Zoom meeting, and she wondered if Michael was all right.

Ashglow shot her an amused smile.

"Still not completely over him, huh?" she asked. "What's his new girlfriend's name?"

"It starts with an M, Melanie, Molly, Megan, Michelle, I'm not sure. I haven't met her."

"So you don't know if she's half-blood or not."

"Exactly."

"Well, even if she's human, he's not sleeping alone, so Shadows will probably not bother with him. As for Shaye, I'll make sure they stay away from you. You say Heinios taunted Elena, daughter of Karydia, even though she's past the menopause?"

"Yes! And Charlie mentioned he might have sired mixed-bloods when he wasn't in a relationship!"

"Yes, Zhanglong is aware of that, and he's keeping an eye on them, but they're still in their teens."

Zhanglong was Charlie's Fire Elemental father, who on Earth looked like a Chinese man, Elsewhere he looked like a human volcano, with short black hair and yellow eyes, his skin darkened and crackled to show the molten lava beneath.

"And has he told Charlie about them?" Jen frowned.

"No, and it's none of your business. Until Charlie asks, Zhanglong won't tell him."

"I guess men can be totally oblivious to having children." She sighed. "I wonder if Michael had any between me and Em-whatever, or even before me."

"Honey, you worry too much about your ex. He's a man, he can take care of himself." Ashglow sounded a little impatient. "Take care of yourself instead. And possibly find somebody else to team up with."

"But who?" Jen knew she sounded whiny. "Should I talk to random strangers on the ghost bus?"

"Good heavens, no." Ashglow rolled her eyes. "Why are you so obsessed with a sex partner? You don't need to team up with a lover, do you?"

"Actually, I do," she snapped. "I had no visits when I had someone in my bed."

"Well, anyone will do, then, even a girlfriend."

"I don't feel comfortable sharing my bed with a woman." Jen glared at her mother. "I have my Elemental Police team, but I can't move in with any of them. I need to be under the same roof as another half-blood to keep Shadows away, don't I?"

"You need someone in your bed, friend or lover, human or half-blood, doesn't matter. Just forget about Michael, will you?"

"Whatever," Jen muttered, looking away.

Her mother was right, though. She should forget her ex-husband. Maybe she could ask her team for help. Maybe they had the same trouble, at least one of them, although she wasn't too keen on moving in with him...

Decisions. She went back to Earth without having made up her mind.
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Jen had planned to fly to Chicago for Halloween – not to check on Michael, but to visit her best friend Amy. The two of them had grown up together, then lost touch during the college years and reunited only in the past decade, when Amy had moved to Chicago for work and Jen was still married to Michael.

Amy was just human, so she didn't know everything about the break-up, but she knew most of what had happened. She wasn't aware both Jen and Michael were half-bloods, but she had seen them both in love and at loggerheads at the end of their ten-year marriage.

Jen had gone to Amy's when she and Michael had fought – she had already used Amy's couch, she could use it again for Halloween.

Not that they planned to go trick-or-treating, but they enjoyed carving pumpkins, reminiscing about the good old days, when both were young and naive and always in love. Amy's love life wasn't much better than Jen's at the moment, so it wasn't easy for anyone.

Jen looked forward to going back to the Windy City. Especially if she could play the tourist where she'd lived for ten years, away from the hustle and bustle of downtown and the Loop, and see other friends, although most had been friends of the married couple, so when she and Michael had split, they'd vanished.

Michael's friends might not talk to her anymore, but Amy wasn't the only one she used to hang out with while living in Chicago. Jen was still in touch with a few people who were on her side at the time of the divorce, but Amy took precedence over everyone.

She was happy to see her friend again after a full year. Last year they had celebrated Halloween together in Long Island, then lockdown had happened, so they couldn't spend any vacation time together abroad like they did every other year. It would be a joy to be together again.

Amy was a plump brunette with tattoos on her arms who liked hard rock as much as Jen. They had gone to dozens of concerts together and looked forward to going to live events again. Both were fully vaccinated and hopefully soon they'd be able to go to their favorite bands' shows again.

That night they went out together to their favorite pub to meet their local friends. As usual, Jen was the shortest of the lot, but she was glad to spend some time with them, including a local band – off duty for the night.

When the two of them were back in Amy's small apartment, the true catching up began.

The place had a small living room with kitchenette, a bedroom and a bathroom. Enough for one person, possibly two, in a suburb well-connected to the rest of the city. Amy didn't work far away, and usually walked to work, leaving her car parked under the three-story building.

"What a dreadful year!" Amy sighed, curled up on the couch with a last beer in her hand.

Jen sat next to her, still not ready to go to sleep. She'd been looking forward to spending some quality time with her best friend. They were used to living apart by now, but it had been too long since their last night out.

"At least we still have our jobs, and a roof over our heads," Jen said, thoughtful.

"Yeah, well, working from home in this hole wasn't optimal, trust me!" Amy replied, shaking her head. "I almost quit, except I wouldn't be able to go back to my parents', not during lockdown."

"Don't go back to your parents'." Jen looked her friend in the eye. "Trust me, being almost fifty and still depending on them is not nice."

"We don't have the money to pay a mortgage," Amy replied. "I mean, even when you were married, you lived in a rented apartment!"

"But at least we were independent!" Jen hesitated. "Is he still living there?"

"Yeah." Amy rolled her eyes. "Bumped into him a couple of times."

"And his new girlfriend?" Jen felt a pang of jealousy. "What is she like?"

"Melissa? Nothing special." Amy shrugged. "You're prettier. She must have some hidden gift."

"Maybe she agrees to all his kinks." Jen scoffed.

She'd had the best sex ever with Michael at the beginning, but then it had become burdensome. Some of his wishes were too much for her. It might have been one of the reasons he had lost interest in her. He'd expected more fire from a half-Fire – except, of course, that wasn't how it actually worked.

"Maybe he has become a pervert and you're better off without him." Amy patted her knee. "You're fine, hon, you'll find someone else."

"And what about you?" Jen smiled. "It looks to me you're as lonely as I am at this time. What happened to... what was his name?"

"Dave?" Amy huffed and rolled her eyes. "I'm better off without him. What do you think of Titus?"

"I'd need a ladder to kiss him but you're taller," Jen joked. "I don't know, tonight was the first time I've seen him when he wasn't playing with his band, and he seems nice enough."

"He is," Amy said, thoughtful. "And I'm kind of curious about what they say about African-American men."

"Bitch!" Jen burst out laughing. "I knew it had to do with sex!"

"Indeed, but don't you miss it?" Amy replied. "Why can't we be happy without them?"

"I don't know, I kind of miss the sex part too... and the cuddles..."

"True..." Amy raised her bottle. "Here's to us finding decent men to keep us warm in winter!"

Jen toasted to that. They had been unlucky so far, but one day the perfect man would walk into their lives and they'd live happily ever after.

If only. She had stopped believing in fairy tales long ago, when she had discovered Elsewhere, where those legendary creatures and folk tales existed for real. There was no Prince Charming, or fairy godmother, or evil witch on Earth.

There were just humans, who lately seemed to be quite lost, and a handful of half-bloods. Jen didn't like discussing politics, but she did talk about things with Amy. Both were worried for the coming elections, as well as all the stupid people still around.

Eventually both dozed off on the couch, dropping their empty beer bottles to the ground.
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Amy had taken the day off, and the next morning they went to buy pumpkins for their Halloween "feast". They took pictures at the farm, surrounded by pumpkins of all sizes, and shared them on social media.

They brought four back and immediately got to work carving them. They took a break for lunch and finished in the afternoon. Then, as the sun went down, they placed candles inside the carved pumpkins and put them on the windowsill, like four ghosts looking out at the Chicago night.

They went out for dinner. A friend was celebrating her birthday at a restaurant. No fancy dresses required, so they didn't dress up.
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