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      You know those days when everything seems to go wrong? When it seems like Fate is going out of its way to screw you? Ever have one of those days?

      I'm having one of those lives.

      I've been trying to remember the last time I had a really good day. Not just a day that didn't end with me wanting to drink myself into a stupor. I’m talking about a really good day. A day that ends with a feeling like, "Fuck yeah, that's what life is about!"

      I think that day was fourteen years ago. It was the day I was ordained as Protector of the Relic, Order of the Florentine Cross. Sounds impressive, right? It was. At age twenty-two, I was the youngest seer to be ordained by the Order in about a hundred years. If you're not a seer, you might not understand. Imagine getting your PhD in physics from Princeton. Studying under Einstein. And then joining the Manhattan project to do ground-breaking, history-making research. Now you're getting close.

      I remember that day very clearly.

      I remember the burning sensation as the High Chamberlain of the Order imbued the runic symbols of protection on the back of my hand. I didn't know then that I would later accumulate more such tattoos, imbued with illegal Black Arcane magic, because I would need them to survive.

      I remember the beaming smile on my mother's face, the proud tears in her eyes as she squeezed my step-father's hand while they chanted the acceptance of a new Protector. I didn't know then that they both would be murdered soon, right in front of my eyes, and that I would barely escape with my own life.

      I remember the great pride with which I shook the hand of each master sorcerer in turn, the women and men from whom I learned so much, knowing that although I was not yet their equal, I was now their peer. I didn't know then that most of them were about to be hunted down and killed by the Seers Guild, an organization that was, ostensibly, formed to protect them.

      I remember the intensity, the passion, the ecstasy of making love with Marina that night, and afterward, the confidence in our voices as we made plans to defy Guild rules and get married once Marina was ordained. I didn't know then that before that could happen, I would be forced to choose between betraying my lover or breaking my most sacred oath; and that I would regret that choice for the rest of my life.

      There seems to be a pattern. Happiness lies in not knowing what the future holds.

      And that sucks for me. Because I'm a Fate-bender.

      Seeing the future is what I do.

      So, if you’re a normal person, and you find yourself homeless, reduced to sleeping on your bartender’s couch, and nursing a gunshot wound in the belly, you might think you’re having a bad day.

      But if you’re Mack Kincannon, seer, Fate-bender, Protector of the Relic, and outlaw, you might just chalk that day up into the "win" column. After all, the bullet didn’t hit any vital organs. Doc said you would be good as new in a couple of weeks. The couch is a lot more comfortable than the back of your shitty hatchback. And best of all, nobody you cared about died or got seriously screwed that day.

      And I could have just gone to sleep with that good-day feeling and had pleasant dreams. But no. I had to check my email.

      Half a dozen messages waited for me, and none of them were good news. Most of the messages were from the Elders of the Order, confirming some facts that I had obtained myself through the enterprising method of nearly getting myself killed. The messages said an "unknown organization" was actively moving against the Order. All Protectors were warned to take precautions.

      I don’t know why the Elders try so hard to be diplomatic. They knew as well as I did that it was the Seers Guild moving against us. It wasn’t the first time. Maybe the Elders had started to grow complacent since the Purge ended.

      Don't bother trying to find the Purge in the Guild Chronicles. It's not there. Instead you will find reference to something they call the Piero Conflict. The Chronicles tell a cockamamie story about a cabal of Fate-benders who had gained access to the Piero Codex. The spells in the Codex gave them extensive abilities to see and control Fate. According to the official record, this cabal of Fate-benders were abusing those abilities to manipulate events on the global stage. Supposedly, the Guild tried to stop them. They fought back. The whole affair devolved into a sort of civil war among seers.

      The official story is bullshit. I know it's bullshit, because I am a Protector of the Relic, and the Piero Codex is the relic I protect.

      What actually happened was this. Some Guild oligarchs got delusions of grandeur and decided they wanted to seize the Piero Codex for themselves. In fact, the greedy bastards wanted to horde all the Relics of Power in their little trophy room in the Ring. The thing about power is, some people can never get enough. They couldn’t be satisfied to lead an organization that was basically the seer mafia and the NSA combined. Sticking their fingers in every seer’s business was just the appetizer. They didn’t want to regulate us. They wanted to rule us. Once the Guild held all the Relics of Power, they would use that power to turn all seers into serfs, with them as lords of the manor.

      The Piero Codex was the linchpin of their plan. Leonardo da Vinci developed spells that would allow a Fate-bender to see years, even centuries, into the future. His apprentice wrote those spells down in the Codex. With that power, the oligarchs could make their plans with confidence. They could anticipate any move made against them and counter it before it happened. They needed to control the Piero Codex. The Order refused to give it up. That’s what started the Purge.

      The Guild faked up the charges against this imaginary cabal of Fate-benders and started a witch hunt. Any Fate-bender who wasn't in the Guild was labeled a conspirator. Arrested. Taken back to the Ring and interrogated. A few of them survived. A handful. But most didn't. My parents didn't.

      It’s a sick piece of irony. The Seers Guild was created to protect seers from witch hunts.

      The real bitch of the thing was, it nearly worked. The Elders of the Order had to work some major mojo to keep the relic out of the Guild's hands. They invented a spell that would create an impenetrable container, a bubble of physical reality within the astral plane. Within that bubble, they hid the Piero Codex.

      In order to preserve access to the Codex for future generations, the bubble was anchored to the physical plane at three different points around the world: the Piero Gates. Even the Elders themselves don’t know where the gates are. Only the gatekeepers hold that secret. Three gatekeepers for each gate. Nine people in all the world.

      Even if the location of a gate was somehow disclosed, the enemy could not open them. The Elders ensured that the Piero Gates were locked with an impregnable spell. To open a gate, you need a key. The Elders created three keys and placed them under the protection of the Order. Those who hold the location of a key are known as keymasters. Three keymasters for each key. Nine people in all the world.

      With that drastic action, the Guild was thwarted. When every Fate-bender and every Protector had known the location of the relic, torturing people at random could get the Guild what they needed. But after the Elders' sacrifice, only nine people in the world knew the location of a gate. Only nine people in the world knew the location of a key. To obtain the relic, you needed one person from each group.

      The Purge ended. The relic was safe.

      Or so we all thought.

      The emails I read that Tuesday night told me that half a dozen Protectors around the world had gone missing that day. Whether they were killed, kidnapped, or simply went underground, no one knew. This, by itself, was enough to make a Protector of the Relic as nervous as a teenager buying condoms. Then came the topper: four of the missing six were keymasters.

      No one outside the Order was supposed to know who the keymasters were.

      The implications of those emails were enough to make any Protector lose sleep. I had some nightmares myself that night, but not because of the emails from the Elders. No, it was the last email that had me sweating in my pillow. The note from Marina.

      I had not heard from Marina in almost five years. Since shortly after I faked my own death and dropped off the radar. That was when I broke it off with her. Told her I was getting out of the magic game altogether. Told her I was tired of having to choose between fighting and running. Being officially dead made hiding an option, and I planned to take it. She lost faith in me after that. Thought I was breaking my oath. Said she could never trust me again. I was as dead to her as I was to the rest of the world. It’s not remotely adequate to say it broke my heart to let her go. It made me ill. I’ve been treating that condition with bourbon ever since.

      Marina’s message was brief.

      "Mack, I need your help. ASAP. Please don't let me down this time. — M"

      Not the kind of message you expect to get from someone who vowed never to trust you and hasn’t spoken to you in five years. If she was reaching out to me, she had to be at the very end of her rope and losing her grip on it. It wasn’t difficult to guess what the trouble was about.

      Marina was a keymaster.

      Attached to Marina’s email was an appointment card. It had an address: her home. It had a time: the next day at 1pm.

      The question of whether I should help her never even presented itself in my mind. I was already there.
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      The next morning, I found myself preparing to walk into the office of the Seers Guild. The organization I had spent the last decade of my life hiding from.

      The Seers Guild was born in a darker age when people with special abilities were apt to be burned at the stake or drowned as witches. It was an organization created for the protection of seers against Simples, with a centuries-old mission to keep the existence of magic a secret from the Simple world. The Guild consider themselves the police. But, as with any centuries-old institution, the Guild was prone to corruption.

      In the modern world, the Guild operates less like the police and more like the mafia. Any seer who makes money using magic is required to pay a tax to the Seers Guild, for "protection" against discovery by Simples. Of course, all seers are assumed to be making money using magic. Everyone pays, if they value their property and their kneecaps. Everyone except a few outlaws like me.

      You might expect that the headquarters of the southeast district for an organization that was effectively the "magic mafia," would be extravagant, flamboyant, ostentatious. You would expect it to be a corner office in some shiny, glass-and-steel tower downtown.

      You would at least expect it to have windows.

      You’d be wrong. The actual place was two interior rooms on the fifth floor of a renovated, century-old brick warehouse at the edge of the Old Fourth Ward. It was the office of Rebecca Mann, private investigator.

      I parked my rusty excuse for a bug-out vehicle at the Starbucks in the shopping center across the street. Bought a cup of coffee. Eased myself into a comfy chair, being careful not to pull too hard on the stitches in my belly. Opened my inner eye onto the astral plane.

      A seer’s inner eye gives them access to higher planes of reality, beyond the physical plane. The astral plane is the lowest of these non-corporeal realms. All seers have access to it. It looks like a glowing layer of energy laid atop the physical plane, like a fog generated by the auras of every living thing.

      I watched the steady flow of urban dwellers willing to overpay for a fancy coffee-flavored beverage. Crunchy granola types who had been shopping in the organic grocery across the lot. Skinny women in yoga pants coming from their vipassana classes. Hipster boys with chest-length beards, wearing cargo shorts, arriving via bicycle. Jewel-adorned women with still-drying manicures. And a never-ending parade of office workers from across the street.

      I wasn't watching them idly. With my inner eye open to the astral plane, I could see their auras. Glowing, amorphous clouds of ethereal light, the visible symbol of the living soul. Visible to seers like me, anyway. I was watching for auras that were not clouds, but sharp, fully resolved shapes. The mark of a seer with their inner eye open on the astral plane.

      I didn't see any. And that bugged me. In a city this size, I figured there must have been a hundred or two Guild operatives. Why did their headquarters have only one occupant?

      I wasn't too worried about being seen myself. After all, I was about to walk right into Guild headquarters. The captain of the Seers Guild didn't seem to want me dead or locked up, despite long-standing orders to the contrary. For fourteen years, the Guild has been trying to send me to a dark hole in the Ring. She'd had ample opportunity to take me down if that had been her goal.

      Instead, she had asked me to help her out on a case.

      I'm not generally inclined to assist people whose job is to hunt down seers. I made an exception in this case. We had a mutual interest. The seer she was looking for was a fortune teller calling herself Madame de Fortuna. Said fortune teller had, barely a week before, drugged me, tied me up in a basement, and tortured me to try and discover the location of the relic I protect, the Piero Codex. Needless to say, I was a little sore about that. Figured some payback was in order.

      Seeing nothing of interest on the astral plane, I shifted my inner eye’s attention to the other plane I had access to. The Tapestry of Destiny. We call it the Tapestry because of its peculiar appearance. Every human Fate is a thread in the Tapestry of Destiny, glowing faintly with the power of life and possibility. Every decision a person faces, from whether to order the skinny latte or full fat, up to marriage and life-and-death stuff, every future decision creates a fork in their thread. All those threads intertwine with each other to form the Tapestry. Only Fate-benders have access to the Tapestry. If we learn to read it right, we can use it to predict the future. If we learn the right spells, we can even change the future.

      According to legend, the Piero Codex contained spells so powerful, they allowed the wielder to see hundreds of years into future, and influence Fates decades ahead. Personally, I was skeptical about that. I had never been able to see further than a month or two, myself. But some important people must have believed it. They wanted the Codex, and they were willing to kill to get it.

      Sitting in the coffee shop, I wasn’t trying to look a century into the future, or even a month. I was only concerned with the next couple of hours. After all, I was about to walk into the office of the Seers Guild. I didn’t have any reason to mistrust Recca. But the last time I walked into a place without checking my future first, I nearly got killed. Like the old man said: trust, but verify.

      I continued watching the foot traffic, on multiple planes, until my coffee went cold. Then, I forced myself out of the comfy chair, feeling the tug of the sutures. Hobbled my way across the street with a group of coffee-bearing office workers. Took the elevator to the fifth floor.

      Normally I would take the stairs. I don't like being boxed in. But the whole left side of my abdomen was aching like a… well, like a damn gunshot wound, which it was. If you ever have a choice about getting shot, I recommend against it. The Tapestry of Destiny didn't reveal anything dangerous in my immediate future. So, I took the easy way.

      The office was easy to miss. From the outside, it looked like a storage closet. But she had added a sign since the last time I was there. A little placard with small black letters. "Private Investigator" it read. I knocked. The door opened.

      Rebecca Mann — Recca to her friends, which I guess included me now — had natural red hair and emerald eyes as sharp as broken glass. Her face had a look of experience, but not age. I figured her for early thirties. Her aura, when it was resolved, was lithe, muscular, powerful. Even on the physical plane, the woman had presence.

      She pinned me with those sharp eyes and held me in place for a few seconds. A subtle smile grew on her lips.

      "Canceled your move out of town," she said. It was more a statement than a question.

      "Postponed, anyway," I said. "I'd feel a little more confident in my new digs if I knew that fortune teller was off the streets."

      "Come inside, let's talk about that."

      Recca was a puzzle. An enigma, even. The district captain of the Seers Guild seemed to be some kind of throwback to a lost era of chivalry. She had told me, with a straight face, that she fought for justice. Her aura gave no indication of deception when she said it. And I knew she wasn't afraid to break every rule when she needed to. That’s why I was still alive, and Manny Ramamoorthy was dead.

      Manny had been a Guild tracer, and he was looking to lock me in a damp cell in the Ring and pull out fingernails until I spilled my secrets. When it came down to the final choice, the gunfight where I had received my belly perforation from Manny's pistol, Recca took my side against him. Even though he was a Guild operative, and I was an outlaw.

      Recca told me Manny was a member of a shadow organization called the League of the Dragon. I had never heard of the League of the Dragon before Recca mentioned them to me. Up to then, I thought it was the Guild itself that was trying to collect the Relics. Recca claimed it was this shadow organization. Now the whole business was a gray area. Maybe it was the Guild itself, maybe a shadow organization within it, maybe a third group entirely. I still wasn't going to trust the Guild. But, Recca was sincere. Either she was right about the League of the Dragon, or she didn't know she was wrong.

      Recca's office was sparse. A wooden desk with a task lamp on it, and a worn swivel chair behind it. A couple of hard-back chairs the other side of the desk, facing it. Bookshelves lined the walls on the left and right of the desk. Behind it hung the only other wall decoration, a framed certificate indicating Rebecca Mann was a licensed investigator. There was a sofa and another chair to the left of the door, surrounding a small coffee table. To the right, a door led into a smaller room with another sofa, a filing cabinet, and a folding table with a secretary chair. The overhead fluorescent lights were turned off. The rooms were lit instead by warm floor lamps. There was no computer on the desk, but there was a laptop on the coffee table.

      Recca plopped herself into the corner of the sofa and plucked the laptop from the coffee table. "I haven't been able to nail down an identity on your fortune teller," she said. "There are dozens of women fitting the description, but none of them registered with the Guild in Atlanta or the surrounding counties."

      I eased myself into the chair, wincing a little. "I thought you said you had a lead?"

      She cut into me with her sharp eyes. "My intel indicates that she was working in gray market trade. Most of the gray market trade in this area is controlled by a Fae family named Laroche. Since she wasn't registered with the Guild, odds are good that she was connected to the Laroche organization. I have some sources checking on that. But it would help if I had more to go on. What can you tell me about this fortune teller?"

      I rubbed the stubble on my chin and tried to recall the details of that very bad day. "She was about fifty, I guess. Short. Plump. Mediterranean look to her. When she wasn't doing her Gypsy psychic act, she had a New York City accent, Bronx or Queens or something. Maybe Jersey, what do I know? She claimed that she had studied at the Guild Academy. She could read the runic script in my tattoos so that might even be true."

      Recca looked up from her laptop, locking her gaze on the symbols inked over my right hand. Each finger bares an intricate runic design, ward runes. The back of my hand has a Florentine Cross, the symbol of my order, surrounded by runes of protection. "She recognized your sigil? Knew you were an ordained Protector of the Relic?"

      I nodded. "Not only that. She recognized my ward runes, too. That's Black Arcane magic. There's what, a thousand seers in the whole world with that level of training?"

      Recca frowned. "A few more than that, but you're right, that's not something your average seer is going to know."

      "Any chance she's connected to this League of the Dragon you told me about? The ones trying to nab all the relics?"

      Recca shrugged. "I don't have a lot of intel on them. I won't be able to verify that. But, it is possible."

      "There's something else, too," I said. I paused for a moment. Took a breath. "She's a mind-bender. And she's been trained in magical interrogation techniques."

      Recca marked the hardness in my eyes. Took a few seconds to process that. Connected the dots in her head. After a long pause, she said, "I'm sorry."

      I shrugged. "My parents were killed in the Purge. I've been fighting for my life ever since. It was just another bad day."

      Recca's eyes softened a little. "You know the Piero Conflict ended years ago. Fate-benders are no longer anathema."

      I snorted. "Sure, now that most of the Fate-bender lines outside the oligarchy have been wiped out or decimated, suddenly we're welcome back into the fold. Forgive me if I don't feel very welcome in the organization that murdered my entire family."

      Recca leaned forward like she was about to say something else. She stopped herself. Leaned back again. Returned her eyes to her laptop screen. "What else can you tell me about this fortune teller?"

      "One more thing. Guy she was with called her 'Beryl.' Don't know if that was an alias or her legit name, but it's unusual enough that you might pick up something on it."

      Recca typed that into her notes. "Anything else?"

      For a brief moment, I considered telling her about the threat to the Piero Codex. The missing keymasters. The plea from Marina. I wanted to believe I could ask her for help. I would like to think that the Guild was an instrument of justice as Recca professed. But what if it wasn't? What if it was actually the Guild itself making a move on the Codex? Even if they were not the culprits, if the Guild did poke their nose in it, I had no guarantee they'd be on my side, or Marina's.

      "Nothing else," I told Recca.

      She finished typing her notes and shut her laptop. She stood and walked back over to her desk. Every once in a while, my mind forgets that Recca is a captain of the Seers Guild, a black belt in martial arts I can’t pronounce, and deadly as a viper. I experienced one of those forgetful moments, as she walked across the office, and I was captivated. Recca was beautiful. Her body was beautiful. Her face was beautiful. Her aura was beautiful.

      Lilly had tried to convince me that Recca actually had the hots for me. I didn’t buy that for a second, of course. But watching her walk to her desk, the thought crossed my mind. The fantasy of having a real relationship flashed through my head.

      Then I remembered how well I handled the last relationship I’d had. Marina hadn’t spoken to me in five years. By the time Recca set her laptop down and turned around, the thought was gone. She was the lethal Guild captain again.

      Recca looked at me curiously. "What?" she inquired. Wondering what I was looking at, I guess.

      I shook the dust out of my head. "Nothing. Sorry. So, what’s our next move on the fortune teller?"

      "Come back to see me tomorrow afternoon," Recca said. "I should have something lined up by then."

      I pushed myself to me feet. On the way to the door, I stopped and turned back. "Say, Recca, where are all your minions?"

      "Excuse me?"

      "The Seers Guild is a big organization, right? City this size, I figure there must be a hundred operatives. But you’re all alone in here. Don’t even have a secretary. Why not a fancy corporate headquarters instead of a hole in the wall?"

      Recca rolled her eyes and gave me a disdainful smirk. "Some Guild captains think looking impressive is more important than getting the job done. I am not one of them. I don’t waste my limited budget on useless decoration. My operatives are in the field operating. Having an office for them to loiter in would just encourage loitering. I don’t need them taking up space here."

      I smiled at that. Not sure I would want Recca to be my boss. "Fair enough, I guess. See you tomorrow."
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      I had some time to kill before I was due at Marina’s place, and I had some long overdue business I needed to take care of.

      I'd been using the alias John McClane, but that alias had been through a meat grinder. Hospital records. Police investigation. Even the fortune teller knew that name. It was only a matter of time before someone who did want me in a hole traced that name and found me.

      I needed a new identity. Actually, I needed two. McClane was a backup identity I had been using since my primary was blown a couple of weeks back when a rogue Fate-bender cast a noisy curse and pulled every Guild tracer out of their doughnut shops looking for sorcerers. I needed a new primary and a new backup. Unfortunately, that same curse killed the guy I got my fake papers from.

      The first rule of survival is, always have a plan B.

      It was a short drive from Recca’s office to the university area downtown. I parked on the street, fed the meter, and walked a few blocks north, past the university dining hall, toward the hotel district. Nestled into a quiet corner of a brick walk-up was a sad-looking convenience shop that made all its money on lottery tickets and cheap beer. The two exterior walls of the place were grimy windows backed by a lattice of wrought iron bars, with neon signs advertising several brands of that cheap beer.

      I pulled open the door and stepped in. Didn’t recognize the guy behind the counter from the bald spot on the top of his head, which was all I could see since his face was buried in a magazine. "I’m looking for Marco," I said. The guy jerked his thumb toward the back without looking up. I slipped into the back and through the "employees only" door.

      Marco was there, moving some boxes with a hand truck. Marco Gutierrez was a short, stocky Mexican in his late twenties. He was a hustler. He had a handful of legit jobs, like working at this convenience store. Plus, he had a shady side-hustle for every day of the week. He pulled down a substantial amount of scratch knocking out fake IDs for college kids, so they could buy booze and get into the nicer clubs. He could also do higher-end work, when properly motivated.

      "Mack! Long time no see!" Marco said when he noticed me.

      "Marco," I greeted him with a nod. "I need a package. Some of your better work."

      "Sure, Mack. What’s on your shopping list?"

      I handed him a slip of paper with two names. "Driver’s license and social security card, to start."

      "Piece of cake! Anything else?"

      "Credit cards, with active accounts."

      "Cloned mag stripe good enough, or you need the new chip cards?"

      "Mag stripe will do fine," I said.

      "No problem, then. Anything else?"

      I leveled my eyes at him and give him my serious look. "Passports?"

      Marco’s eyes turned to saucers. "US passports?" he asked, incredulous.

      I nodded.

      Marco sighed. "I could probably fake you up something that would work from a distance, but nothing that would fool customs or border patrol. I don’t have the materials to make anything that would stand up to inspection."

      "What would it take to get the materials?" I asked, still wearing my serious face.

      "For real?" he asked. He ran his fingers through his greasy hair and shook his head. "Probably three grand a piece. And three months to source them."

      I frowned. I didn’t have six grand. Or three months. "Alright, forget the passports. What about the other stuff?"

      "Sure, when do you need 'em?"

      "Like a week ago."

      "Hey man, time travel costs extra!" he complained.

      I sighed. "Three days enough time?"

      "Yeah, no problem."

      "How much?"

      Marco did the tally in his head. "Fifteen hundred."

      I rolled my eyes. "Come on, Marco, if you’re gonna take the shirt off my back, at least leave some skin, will ya?"

      Marco smirked. "Okay, Mack, because it’s you, twelve hundred. Good enough?"

      "Fine. Twelve hundred. Three days."
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      Marina occupied a reasonably large two-story home in an affluent suburban neighborhood north of town, along with her husband and a couple of lazy house cats named Xander and Willow. I knew the cats from the old days before I made the dumbest decision of my life and pushed Marina away. The husband, obviously, was new.

      His name was Richard Delgado. He was a general contractor who did pretty well for himself renovating old houses. For a while he had a show on one of those cable channels, you know the ones, where they sneak into somebody’s ramshackle old digs and give it a makeover and then surprise them at the end. I met him once, couple years back. I had a few too many drinks and crashed Marina’s engagement party. That didn’t end well. I never got to know the guy. I only knew he was rich and good looking and bought Marina a beamer and a ring with a rock the size of a car battery and I really wanted to punch him in the face.

      The cats were good people though. I always liked them.

      I drove my shitty hatchback into the neighborhood. Passed Marina’s house. Down another block. Turned and parked on a side street. With the engine still running, I poked my attention into the Tapestry of Destiny to see what was what. Not that I didn’t trust Marina. It was just habit, all those years on the run.

      Something wasn’t right. Nobody was home.

      I got out of the car and limped my way back up the street to Marina’s place. I scanned backward a ways on its place thread. It had been empty all morning. And most of the previous night. As I stepped up on the porch, I could see Xander sitting in the window like a big, round throw-pillow with eyes. He blinked at me, but otherwise showed no reaction. The birdbath in the front yard was far more interesting to him than I was.

      I scanned further back while ringing the doorbell. Marina had been there the previous night. Probably emailed me from there, around nine o’clock. It wouldn’t have worried me much, except that her thread didn’t spin off to another place. It didn’t go anywhere. It just ended. Around midnight.

      I tried not to panic. There were other reasons Marina’s thread might have disappeared. Besides the obvious answer that she had died. She could have had a mirror spell cast on her. Not likely. She was a shifter, so she could have transformed into her animal state. Also not likely, with the full moon still a week away. But no other threads shared the place thread at the time Marina’s thread ended. She was alone when her thread stopped. That was good. Probably not a violent end.

      The back door was just as locked as the front door, but residential-grade locks are pathetically easy to pick. They had a security system, but it wasn't activated. I didn't see any evidence of forced entry. As I shut the door behind me, Willow plopped down off the kitchen counter and walked a few figure eights around my calves, rubbing the length of her body against my jeans.

      With nothing interesting to see in the Tapestry, I opened my inner eye onto the astral plane. I picked my way through the house. The dishes in the dishwasher were clean. No indication of a physical struggle. The place wasn't turned over. Typical astral glow on most of the objects, from frequent human use. The conspicuous things were the ones that were not there. Marina was gone. And there was no sign of the imbued talisman I knew she had to keep. The talisman that contained the location of the key that Marina guarded. Maybe she didn’t keep it at home. Maybe she took it with her. Nothing to explain why she had left in the first place.

      The one unusual thing that was there, was not physical. Upstairs, in the master bedroom. A huge astral splash covered an area between the king four-poster bed and the open bedroom window. Some seriously powerful mojo had been worked in this spot last night. That explained why her thread disappeared from the Tapestry.

      There was a pink suitcase in the closet. No other luggage. A dresser with some cologne, but no watch, no wedding band, no razor. Next to that, a make-up mirror, with the full battle array of feminine magic powders and elixirs on the table in front of it. There didn’t appear to be anything missing. In the his-and-hers closets, hers was packed to the brim. His had clothes, but with a gap filled by several empty hangers.

      I figured the husband had packed for a trip. Marina had not packed so much as a weekend bag. But of course, she wouldn’t need clothes or make-up where she had gone.

      After my inspection, I had a pretty good idea what had happened to Marina. I didn’t have a clue why. I made my way back downstairs. Opened the sliding glass door onto the patio. Stepped down into the yard where I could get a look at that open upstairs window from the outside. I squinted against the noon sun.

      I heard a man’s voice, very close.

      "I told you if you ever came near my wife again, I would kill you."

      The statement was followed by the distinct cha-chunk of a pump-action shotgun behind me.
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      The human body has a programmed reaction to the sound of a pump action. Your gut freezes. A flash of electricity runs up your spine, waking up every muscle, causing your body to sort of twitch, all over, all at once. Your heart rate doubles. Your lungs suck in air so hard, it makes a hissing sound. Your body wants to move, to run, without direction or destination, but with speed. All this happens automatically, instinctively, outside your control, before a thought has time to register in your mind. You could be a brave soldier, a cold-as-ice warrior, it doesn't matter. Your body just does it.

      It took about a tenth of a second for my body to react. I was just relieved I didn't piss myself.

      Slowly, I raised my empty hands, and turned to face my doom. It wasn't the first time someone had pointed a gun at me. Hell, it wasn't even the first time this particular someone had pointed a gun at me.

      "Hello again, Dick," I said.

      Dick had a couple of inches of height on me, but he looked a fair bit taller holding that shotgun. His hair and his beard were both light brown and clipped short. The sleeves of his plaid button-down were rolled up to the elbow, and his arms were thick as tree trunks.

      "Where the hell is she?" he demanded, holding the shotgun steady against his shoulder, the barrel aimed at my chest.

      "I wish I knew," I said. "She sent me a message asking for my help. I show up, and she's gone."

      "Bullshit," Dick said. "You abandoned your friends and your sworn duty as a Protector, to crawl under a rock and into a bottle of booze for five years. Now suddenly you're Mr. Show-Up-And-Help-Guy? I don’t buy it. And no way Marina reaches out to you. Not after what you did."

      There was no denying it. Every word was true, more or less. Marina and I had been serious back in the day. But it was never going to work out. We're different Fae lines. She's a shifter. I'm a Fate-bender. Our relationship was technically illegal. And I had my own reasons for breaking it off. Reasons Dick didn't know about. Reasons Marina must never know about. "Marina told me she could never trust me again. So, when I got that message, I figured, if she's reaching out to me, she must be in some deep kimchi. I'm guessing you got a similar message and drew similar conclusions, since you cut your business trip short, and showed up carrying that shotgun. Speaking of which, would you mind pointing that thing somewhere else? I've already been shot once this week."

      Dick smirked at me. So, I pulled up my t-shirt a little to expose the bandage covering the left side of my abdomen. The blood stain made it look like a rusty old pickup on blocks in a rural barnyard. Must have pulled a stitch.

      Dick’s smirk turned to a grimace. "Figures," he said. "Anyone who spends enough time around you is going to have that impulse, eventually." Seeing that I wasn't armed, he lowered the barrel of his shotgun. But he kept it at the ready. "What kind of trouble is she in?"

      "I was kinda hoping you could tell me," I said. "Message I got said she needed help, ASAP. Didn't say why."

      "Well, you'll be happy to know you're off the hook. We will take it from here."

      "We?" I asked. I heard another shotgun behind me. And yeah, my body went through that whole ugly process again. When I recovered, I shouted, "Okay, you people need to find a new way of introducing yourselves!"

      "That's my little brother Lucas," Dick said with a nod. "My apprentice." I turned to have a look at the apprentice. He was a baby-faced giant, dressed like a lumberjack. Well, maybe not a giant. I probably could have squeezed him into the back of my hatchback. If I took off a limb or two. But I'd be surprised if he was old enough to buy his own beer. "Watch him," Dick said to Lucas. Lucas held his shotgun at the ready but was polite enough to point the barrel at the ground and not my chest.

      Dick walked past me, through the sliding glass door that I had left open behind me, and began exploring the house.

      I waited for him to catch up. My sutures
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