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What do you do the Monday after a reanimated magician from the Middle Ages kicks your ass in a magic fight, kills the man you were hired to protect, and brands you with an unholy mark giving you one month before he returns to kill you too? You go to work. I finally understood all the Garfield comics.

And so, I sat in my office, Hain Private Investigations, on this fucking miserable Monday morning. Storms battered Butcher’s Bend. Thick black clouds darkened the sky, extending the feeling of midnight by seven hours. Spring rains flooded the streets, but morning traffic refused to slow to safe levels. Horns honked from the street outside my office. The frequency and variety of honks suggested middle fingers were being raised and expletives were being uttered. Fuck Mondays.

Here I was in my office—my new office that we just moved into—staring into my coffee mug, hoping the strong black Sumatran roast would provide answers. It didn’t. My standard coffee mug, the one with a lesbian pride flag and the words All This Coffee and I Still Can’t Function Straight, proved accurate in a dark, ironic way. I sipped. Fuck! My coffee had gone cold. How? I just got here.

I heated the coffee in the microwave. Its digital clock told me it was five minutes before eight in the morning. Forty-five minutes. I snorted. Destiny hadn’t even arrived yet, but that would change in five minutes. Only three things were certain in life. Death, taxes, and Destiny being on time.

This should be a happy time for us. I started this business in earnest five—almost six— years ago after dropping out of college to help a leprechaun whose illegal gambling ring ran him afoul of church officials, county governments, and the Duilearga, Ireland’s Veil Watchers whose stated mission was to keep the general populace from becoming aware that we share our world with supernatural beings. By any means necessary. And they did their job well, often with a high body count.

Every nation had a similar group. Here in the U.S., we had the S-T’s, the Stith Thompson Federal Agency Overseeing Non-Human Mythic Criminal Activity. They didn’t usually kill humans guilty of a Veil Piercing, learning of and sharing the truth that we shared our world with supernatural beings, but they usually ruined their lives. The supernatural beings always earned a death sentence, regardless of intent or accident.

And that’s where I came in. Sure, most of my cases were your standard P.I. cases—cheating spouses, finding missing children, hunting down pedophiles, surveillance and dirt digging during messy divorces. Shit that made you lose your faith in humanity. But once a month, on the full moon, a supernatural case fell into my lap, and I helped both humans and supernatural beings who either ran afoul of the Veil Watchers or were about to run afoul of them. I was damned good at what I did. And until last week, I only failed once.

And here I was in our new office. We hired movers to bring our furniture and supplies over from the old place we rented in the Oberon Center to our new place. Business had boomed over the past few months. Destiny and I both bought new cars. I bought my first house, and we signed a lease on our new office space, a stand alone building one block outside the Veiled Heights district, where most of the supernatural beings who resided in Butcher’s Bend, South Carolina, lived. A handful of mortal humans lived there as well, most of them were witches or spouses of the supernatural beings. And then there was me. I lived there too. The mortgage was cheap. I had friends there. And I felt safe.

The front door opened as I sipped my reheated coffee. Destiny walked into the office. The blonde ringlets that formed her bob bounced as she moved. Her facial features, pale skin, and blue eyes pointed to her German heritage, and her last name, Grimm, screamed who she was. My best friend and secretary, Destiny Grimm, was the daughter of Werther Grimm, head of the Veiled Knights of Jakob and Wilhelm, Germany’s Veil Watchers. She left the family business to help me make this work on the condition that she remain in the office and not in the field. After all these years, I’m starting to understand why.

She busied herself around her desk, singing in German, as she switched on her computer. She wore that charcoal blazer that made her blue eyes pop, a white blouse, and a pair of medium wash denim jeans. I styled my curly brown hair in victory rolls and styled my makeup to match. Although no amount of contour could thin my nose. My blue swing dress and orange cardigan hinted at my vintage fashion style. I poked my head out of our kitchen and said, “Morning, Des.”

Destiny jerked her head toward me and blinked twice. “Good morning, Sam. This is like only the fourth time you’ve beaten me to the office. You okay? And be honest.”

I sighed. “You had to add that, didn’t you? I’m as fucking peachy keen as can be. I’ve still got some bruises, and I’m stiff and sore. And I’m pissed about being handed the biggest ‘L’ of my career and at the prospect of losing everything and everyone. Oh, and my soul just might end up in Hell because of a stupid fucking decision six years ago.”

Destiny nodded as she sat at her desk. “So better than I expected. Look, Sam, I know it’s hard and what happened last week sucked, but we’ve got a plan. Remember?”

“Yeah.” I walked over to the sitting area we used to talk with clients and sat down.

We did have a plan, Operation: Yes, Sam Was Wrong. I’ve spent my entire professional career arguing I didn’t need to learn any magic beyond the most basic of protection spells and setting up a teleportation circle. My father, Donal Hain, was—and, once again, is—the Archmagus for the Hermetic Order of the Astrum Argentum, and he was a controlling asshole who cheated on my mother and wanted nothing to do with me from the time puberty hit until my mother died. And now, he was involved in some fucked up shit with the Order of the Dragon where he sacrificed literal children to bring the soul of Johann Faust back from Hell. And that pissed off the Devil, who called in that blank check I gave him six years ago, and now it’s my responsibility to bring Faust back to Hell. And I have two months. And Faust kicked my ass last week.

So, here we are. We just moved into a new office, and now I’m leaving the country for a month to get a crash course in ceremonial magic from the Leipzig temple of the Hermetic Order of the Resplendent Dawn, a rival order to my fucking father’s. And we leave in a week.

Destiny joined me. She wrapped an arm around my shoulder. “Hey, it’s going to be okay. I’m going with you. I’ll spend a week with my family. I love them, but a week at home is enough at one time. Rayna will watch over Sandy until I get back, and you’ll be able to teleport home and to your girlfriend’s castle when you need a break. Once I get back, I’ll figure out why Faust is heading to Sorefoot, Texas. Then I’ll get a bead on what he’s doing, track his movements, and keep you posted. And finally, you’ll swoop in and drag him back to Hell, all before Mr. Scratch’s deadline. We’ve got this.”

My muscles tensed, and my nostrils flared. Heat rushed through my cheeks and body. My heart pounded. I clenched my fists. Nope, that didn’t help.

“Fucking easy for you to say,” I said. “You’re not the one about to lose their soul and everything they’ve struggled for. You’re not the one shoving their pride down their throat and admitting everyone around them, including your fucking asshole father, was right. You’re not the one who’s watching their own tower crumble beneath them.”

Destiny nodded. Her words were soft, just a hair above a whisper, and measured. “You’re right. The only thing I stand to lose is my best friend and the closest thing to a sister I’ve had.”

My chest deflated. I lowered my head and closed my eyes. I sat in silence for a minute as Destiny returned to her desk. “I’m sorry. That was a shitty thing to say.”

“You’re right. It was,” she said. I knew Destiny’s voice well enough to hear the tears she held back. “Samantha Blake Hain, I love you. So many people love you. And we’re all scared shitless. I’m trying to convince myself this will work just as much as I’m trying to convince you. Even with my training, this is beyond what I can do. And it pains me to be handcuffed and unable to help more than I can. So please, I know it’s hard, but you’ve got to get out of your own head and touch grass, as the kids say on TikTok. You may have to fight this battle by yourself, but you’re not alone.”

I nodded. “I know. I’m sorry. It’s just—I’ve never been so terrified about fucking up on a case, even when ‘Milla begged me to help her last December. At least I’ll be staying with her and either teleporting or taking the train to Leipzig.”

Destiny walked over to the kitchen to fix herself a cup of tea. As the electric kettle heated her water, she said, “Maybe regular sex will improve your mood.”

Memories of the last time ‘Milla and I were together filled my mind. She chased me through the castle corridors, pushed me against the wall of the stairwell that spiraled to the third floor, and then made me scream her name until I passed out. I bit my lower lip and sighed. Destiny snapped her fingers and called my name three times before my mind drifted back to the present.

“Yeah, sorry, you’re right. I was just...”

“Thinking about vampire tongue. I know.”

“And lips, and fangs, and fingertips, and breasts, and voice, and neckline, and eyes, and touch.” My voice trailed as I listed things about Carmilla’s body that turned me on.

Destiny sat at her desk with her tea. She took a sip and said, “Just remember, the full moon is the day before we leave. What are the odds it’ll be a quiet month for us, all things considered?”

I scoffed at that idea. “When is it ever?”

* * *
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DÜBENRINGEN WAS A SMALL town in the Hesse state of Germany. Situated at the base of the Taunus mountains, this picturesque village sat roughly halfway between Weisbaden and Frankfurt. Half-timber houses lined narrow cobblestone streets throughout the older part of the town. After the Second World War, much of the city was rebuilt in a more modern style along modern roadways. The city center blended traditional and modern construction around a central fountain.

On this Wednesday night in April, spring’s growing warmth had slowed as night descended. The waxing gibbous moon shone among the full canopy of starts. A gentle west wind blew the rare bit of litter left on the streets. The occasional automobile engine sounded in the night, causing dogs to bark.

It was a good night to take a walk, and that’s what Hans Seamann chose to do. In fact, this middle-aged man chose to take a walk after the sky darkened every rain-free night. He stood at average height and had thinning brown hair and eyes as well as a slight pot belly. On this evening, he wore a Union Berlin woven jacket over his polo shirt and a pair of chinos. This investment banker lived alone after his divorce, so he called his mother during his walks.

“Hallo, Mama. Yes, I’m walking the quiet part of town. No, there are no vehicles on the street. How are you?”

“I’m doing well,” she replied. Her voice was weak and trembling. “I’m tired, but that comes with age. Are you coming by this weekend?”

He nodded as he turned onto a narrow, cobblestone street. The sound of hoofs clopping in the distance gave him pause. He shrugged. Someone must have been riding a horse at night. Such things happened at the edge of town. “Yes. I have cleared my calendar, and my train should arrive by noon on Friday. You and Papa have me for the entire weekend, or until you tire of me.”

She laughed and, through a yawn, said, “I never tire of you. But I am still weak from the flu, so I think I will sleep. Call me tomorrow, yes?”

“Of course, Mama. I love you. Sleep well.”

“I love you too, Hans.”

Elsewhere in Dübenringen, a young blonde woman slipped from one of the larger estate homes into the streets. She stood no taller than a child, and her blonde hair glistened in the moonlight. She wore little clothing, and what she wore had been colored dirt brown and mossy green. In her arms, she carried an infant wrapped in a cloak the color of new leaves. The child cried.

“Hush, little one,” cooed in a gentle whisper. “You are safe. Grandmother will make certain of that.”

With silent steps, the young woman crept through the darkened cobblestone streets as she and the child fled the estate home. The cool night wind pushed her along, guiding her path. She turned down an alley. A horse snorted and neighed in the distance. The young woman froze. This was not a natural sound, but a hollow and mournful dirge soaked in ancient and heavy sorrows. She quickened her pace.

Her heart pounded as she ran through the cobblestone streets with the infant in her arms. Hoof beats thundered behind her. Their sound echoed with thunderous roar. She glanced behind and saw a rider in the distance. She swallowed hard and turned down a side street.

Through street and alley, the young woman fled from the rider. Her breath huffed in ragged puffs from her open mouth as she ran. The thunderous sound and mournful neighs grew louder. The child’s cries ripped through the night’s stillness. The rider drew closer. The horse’s breath, cold and wet, pushed against the young woman’s pale neck. She tensed and took a deep breath, summoning a burst of speed as she turned left at the next intersection.

As she raced down the street, a single pedestrial, Hans Seamann, turned as the rider bore down upon the young woman. His eyes burst wide, and his skin paled. A gasp escaped his mouth as his jaw dropped. The horse, if it could be called that, was a skeleton with only a handful of muscles and bits of rotten, dried skin remaining. Pale blue flames flickered in its empty eye sockets. A massive turnip with a face carved into it, hung from the saddle.

The rider appeared in better physical shape, but his tattered clothing revealed bones and rotten flesh on his arms, abdomen, and his legs. His leather riding boots were dry and brittle. He held the reins with his right hand and brandished a rusty zweihander in his left. Hans pointed a trembling finger at the rider’s headless shoulders.

The young woman bolted past Hans, but the rider, whose horse moved at an unnatural speed, overtook her, knocking Hans onto the sidewalk in the process. The rider swung his sword, and the young woman fell onto the cobblestone. Her head rolled a few feet, stopping at an intersection. Her head and body dissolved, leaving only patches of moss. The rider returned his blade to his scabbard. The horse and rider trotted to her body and collected the infant.

Hans Seamann staggered to his feet and whispered a prayer under his breath. The eyes carved into the turnip opened and glowed with pale blue light. The rider turned his horse around and trotted toward Hans. The middle-aged man held his hands up, crossing them at the wrists, as he backed away.

“Please,” Hans said, his jaw trembling. “Please don’t kill me. I won’t tell anyone about this. I swear by God. I mean, who could I tell? Who would believe me? So, if you just let me go, I promise you’ll never see me again, and you can just be on your business. All will be well. Yes?”

The rider approached Hans. In a fluid, circular motion, he removed the turnip from his saddle and held it before the cowering man’s face. Hans slammed his eyes shut and recited every prayer he had ever learned as a child. Harsh guttural sounds, a strange and ancient language, came from the turnip’s motionless carved mouth. Hans covered his ears. A low, gurgling rattle vibrated from his core and out through his lips. Hans collapsed onto the sidewalk, and the rider returned the way he came.

A few minutes later, the rider returned to the manor house where the young woman fled with the infant. A lone figure stood outside the house awaiting the rider’s return. She was a woman of middle age, striking of face, with frigid blue eyes and hair half blonde and half black. She wore a black woolen dress with a high collar and a hooded cowl, fastened about her shoulders by a silver, eight-pointed star. She held a discolored skull in her left hand. The rider handed the infant to the woman. A faint, haughty smile slithered across her face. She nodded.

The woman lowered her head and cooed at the child. “There there. Mama is here. You don’t have to worry. I won’t let those nasty little women steal you away.” The horse whinnied, and the woman turned her attention to the rider. “Good work. You have completed the task I have set before you with satisfaction.”

The rider bowed. The turnip twisted on its rope and stared at the skull. Harsh, guttural words emerged, but they had a questioning lilt. The woman smirked. “You want your head back, don’t you? Well, as I said when I raised you from your grave, when this part of the Great Work is accomplished, you may have your head back. But not before. Now, return to your grave. I will call you once again when the need arises.”

The woman took the infant and the skull and returned to the house. The rider slumped his shoulders forward and trotted off into the night.

* * *
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THURSDAY MORNING WAS the first sunny day Butcher’s Bend, South Carolina, experienced that week. The temperature rose to seventy-two, and the humidity dissipated quickly after the rains stopped on Wednesday night. Traffic continued at its frantic pace, and even without the rain’s added frustrations, the lack of turn signal use, sudden lane shifts, and cacophony of horns honking in anger continued.

At fifteen minutes past eight o’clock in the morning, Destiny Grimm sat alone in the office. Sam was late, as usual. Destiny smiled. Today was the first day since Sam’s confrontation with Faust that felt normal. She removed the tea ball from her Sailor Moon mug and placed it on a folded napkin. She stirred a honey straw into her Earl Grey tea and called her father, setting the phone on speaker.

Werther Grimm accepted the call. His German voice was a deep, resonant bass. “Hallo, darling. How are you this after—oh, it’s morning for you. How are you this morning?”

“I’m well, Papa. I look forward to seeing you and Mama tomorrow. I trust you are also?” Destiny beamed as she spoke.

“Business goes well. We are in better health than the last time you and I spoke. We’ve prepared your old room for you and Samantha. We have also purchased that American cereal you like as well as a bottle of bourbon, should Samantha desire. Are you sure you’re only going to stay a week? Samantha will be in Leipzig longer for her training, no?”

“She will be, Papa. But I have to return to home to continue working on this case. Doctor Faust is headed to someplace called Sorefoot, Texas, which means someone has to keep tabs on his movements and whatever he’s doing. And I’ve got to take care of my fur-niece.”

“And what of your suitor? Are you no longer seeing this Jeremy?”

At the moment Destiny opened her mouth to answer, Sam opened the door, White Wolf Roasters coffee in hand. “Oh, Sam’s here, Papa. We’ll discuss this in person. Love you. Bye.”

She turned to Sam and exhaled deeply. “Perfect timing.”

Sam slid her sunglasses on the top of her head. She sipped her coffee and asked, “Your dad brought up grandkids again?”

“He was getting there. Jeremy and I haven’t discussed marriage yet, but I know Papa and Mama want that discussed. And Papa is so open-minded, but he just can’t wrap his head around my demisexuality. Heck, I can’t wrap my head around it some days. Sam, you know I love a good double entendre and a hundred thousand word erotic fanfic as much as the next girl. And I love sharing the joy when my friends get laid. It’s just...if I could explain how rare it was I felt that spark, even when I really like someone and care about them.”

Sam nodded. She walked over and sat on the corner of Destiny’s desk. After a sip of her black coffee, Sam said, “I bet. I know it’s not the same, but you remember how hard it was for mom to accept me being a lesbian. We’ll ignore Donal’s responses. And even I was shocked when you told me, because of the reasons you mentioned. I didn’t know a lot about asexuality and demisexuality.”

“Yeah,” Destiny said. She sipped her tea. “But you listened and then you learned. Also, you don’t pressure me for grandchildren.”

“And I never will.” Sam raised her glass, and Destiny toasted her. They laughed. Sam said, “But you could give me a fur nibling.”

Destiny laughed. “Then you could pet sit while I visit home. Speaking of home, you packed and ready for tomorrow?”

Sam sighed. “As packed and ready as I can be. The last time I was away from home for this long was December, but that was spending the month with ‘Milla.”

“And not helping me win the betting pool,” Destiny added.

“But Martin did buy a faux bearskin rug that ‘Milla and I made very good use of.” Sam’s voice drifted with a dreamy lilt, and she licked her lips. After a moment of silence, Sam’s face darkened. She sighed. “And I don’t like how little choice I have in this. And I fucking detest the thought of becoming like my father.”

Destiny muttered under her breath. “You’re already as stubborn as an Irish mule.”

“What?”

“Nothing.” Destiny said. “Oh! You have therapy this afternoon, right?”

Sam nodded. “Yeah. I’ll be taking off at three for that. We still meeting for dinner at Sal’s?”

“Of course. Just make sure you get your prescriptions forwarded to a pharmacy in Hanau—or Karnsburg. I don’t know when your meds run out.”

Sam’s tongue clicked against the back of her teeth as she thought. “I think I’ll be in Karnsburg when they run out. I don’t remember how many pills were left in the bottle. But I’ve got my ritual supplies packed. The Leipzig temple’s High Magus suggested I bring a journal to record the entire trip. I’ve got that packed next to Donal’s traveling grimoire. I still can’t believe he did that, Des. I mean, my dad poisoned children, and for what? Why did he feel the need to bring a soul back from Hell? Cheating on mom; dropping out of my life for twelve fucking years; and an arrogant, domineering personality are bad enough, but he must have done this at least thirty years ago. Des, I could have been one of those children.”

Destiny placed her hand atop Sam’s. She offered her friend a supportive smile. “I know he hasn’t earned this from me, Sam, but I don’t think your father would sacrifice his own child. I just don’t think even he has it in him.”

The front door opened, and they turned to see their visitor. They blinked in unison as their eyes widened to see the young woman—maybe a girl of sixteen—slink into the office. She stood as tall as Sam did flat-footed. Plaited braids of blonde hair fell over her slender shoulders. Her skin was pale but not unnaturally so, and her eyes twinkled with the green of spring grass. She dressed in simple clothing, a dress of leaf green and an apron of mossy brown.

The young girl spoke with trembling voice in a heavy German accent. “Forgive me for the interruption, but is this not the workplace for Samantha Hain?”

Sam stepped forward and nodded. She offered the young girl a smile. Her German, which she offered for both comfort and practice, had an accent that marked her as non-native. “Yes. I’m Samantha Hain. Can I help you? Would you like some tea, coffee, or maybe water?” Sam turned to Destiny and asked, “Des, do we have any Cokes in the fridge?”

“I’ll go check. Keep up like that, and you’ll sound like you use German daily.”

Sam smiled. “I will be starting tomorrow.” She turned her attention to the young girl and gestured to the sitting area around a small coffee table. “Here, why don’t you sit down, so we can talk?”

The young girl nodded. “Yes, we need to talk. If you have water, that would be good, for I have thirst.”

She sat in one of the two chairs on opposite ends of the coffee table. Sam sat on the corner of the sofa nearest her. Destiny walked over with a bottle of water for the young girl, smiled warmly, and said, “Welcome to America. I know it’s different, but there are nice people here.”

The young girl took the water and nodded. “Thank you.”

Sam sipped her coffee. “Well, let’s start with introductions. I’m Samantha Hain, and this is my best friend and, well, partner who handles the research for cases, Destiny Grimm.”

The young girl’s eyes widened. Her voice dropped to a whisper. “A Grimm? I thought you helped us. Why are you working with a Grimm?”

Destiny sighed and walked back to her desk. “I left the family business after my first case. But I get it, the family rep proceeds me, and I may as well be Trevor Belmont as anything else. But Sam’s the real deal. She can help.”

The young girl nodded and sipped the water. “I have come all this way to seek help. You may by the name Lili call me. And you can help us?”

Sam nodded. “Us? Lili, who is us?”

The girl looked over at Destiny with anxiety on her face. She swallowed hard, returned her gaze to Sam, and then said, “Our grandmother and my sisters. Grandmother sent me to seek your help.”

“Okay,” Sam said. “Let’s start from the beginning. Tell me what happened.”

The young girl looked from Sam to Destiny and back again. After a deep breath, she said, “I do not know how much you need to know. It was last night when my sister was killed. She was returning to Grandmother with an infant who was stolen. She did not return. Grandmother had a dream that a headless rider on death’s steed chased her down and killed her.”

Sam scratched the back of her neck. “A dream? That’s a new one after ten years. Does your grandmother have dreams that come true often?”

Lili nodded. “If she dreams it, it will come to pass. She said the magician’s child would understand.”

Sam sank in the chair. Fuck, I’m not known for what I’ve done. I’m known for who my fucking father is. Sam nodded. “And where did this attack happen?”

“Dübenringen,” Lili said. “It’s a small town in the Hesse state of Germany.”

Destiny interjected, “It’s maybe ninety minutes from Hanau by car, Sam.”

Sam nodded. “Okay. And have the Grimms gotten involved? What’s the time table we’re working with?”

The young girl blinked. “I do not know. We have heard nothing about their involvement. Grandmother would have seen it. I only know she wishes for you to investigate and help us gather the child.”

Sam shot a knowing glance at Destiny. The German woman nodded and shrugged. Sam then asked Lili, “What’s so important about this kid?”

“You will need to speak with Grandmother to learn that. I do not have that knowledge at hand.”

Sam narrowed her eyes. Annoyance darkened her voice. “I need to know that, and I need to know more of what’s going on if I’m to help. And I don’t know how things work in Germany, but I can’t accept a case from a child. And—”

“Sam,” Destiny interjected. “Let’s go have a chat in your office.” Destiny looked at Lili and said, “Give us a minute, okay?”

Destiny grabbed Sam’s arm and dragged her into Sam’s private office. Sam squawked as she almost spilled her coffee. Destiny closed the door behind them. An exasperated growl rumbled from Sam’s mouth, and she asked, “What the fuck, Des?”

Destiny glared at Sam. “You’re so close to getting it but not quite there yet. Do you even know what we’ve got in our office?”

“I assume it’s a young girl, maybe a witch in training or something. She’s a child. I can’t take a case for a child.”

Destiny shook her head. “She’s not a child, Sam. Listen to her speech patterns.”

“She tried to speak in English, but she’s German. What am I listening for?”

Destiny slammed the palm of her hand into her face. She shook her head. “Phrasing. She didn’t tell us her name. She told us a name we could call her by. She’s being evasive when you ask for details. You know what she is.”

Sam scratched her scalp. Destiny had to be wrong. Right? This was a child sitting in their office. “You’re not seriously suggesting she’s some sort of faerie, are you?”

Destiny dropped all emotion from her face as she made pointed eye contact. “If I’m wrong, I will return to the family business.”

Sam’s eyes widened. She whistled. “What do we do? What type?”

“She keeps mentioning her grandmother, so I’d wager she’s some kind of buschfrauen. Right now, make no more specific promises until we see what’s going on. Oh, and take no payment yet.”

“So I just send her away? That’s not how I work—how we work, Des.”

Destiny shook her head. “I didn’t say that. Dübenringen isn’t far from Hanau. We can look into the matter there and gather some info. If this grandmother of hers is a Buschgrossmutter, she will have the intel we need. Be careful. Faeries showing up got us involved in whatever your father and his cronies are doing, so...”

“Do you think this is connected?”

Destiny shrugged. “I don’t know. But let’s keep our eyes open.”

Sam nodded. “Alright.” They returned to the main office where Lili sat motionless with unblinking eyes. Sam nodded at Destiny, and they sat on the sofa. Sam said, “Okay, Lili, I’m not comfortable making someone who seems as young as you are sign a contract. I’m heading to Germany tomorrow, and I’ll be close enough to investigate. Do you have an address? Maybe your grandmother’s house?”

Lili’s face darkened. She lowered her eyes and said, “Grandmother will not be happy, as this is not the aid we had hoped for.”

Sam shrugged. “I’m sorry. I’m an investigator. I will investigate the situation and make a decision. Is there a way I can contact you or your grandmother once I’ve made it?”

Lili rose to her feet. “If Grandmother wishes to speak with you, Samantha Hain, she will find you.”

The young woman then left the office.

* * *
[image: ]


THE VEILED KNIGHTS of Jakob and Wilhelm, “The Grimms,” were the Veil Watching organization that functioned in Germany and Austria. They were one of Europe’s oldest Veil Watching organizations, and one of its most successful. Their reputation preceded them for both good and ill. After the Berlin Incident, they were the first organization to accept governmental oversight.

They operated out of Hanau, a city in the Hesse state of Germany and the birthplace of the brothers for whom the organization was named. They trained agents and managed operations from a campus that resembled a Bundeswehr military base. While the majority of the training occurred within indoor gymnasiums and training facilities within the windowless beige concrete walls on the north and west sides of the complex, agents relaxed and kept their physical fitness at peak levels in the central open-air training yard.

Magical training was not part of every agent’s training. In fact, most only learned to identify the presence of magical energies and the residues of various magical rituals. Like other Watcher organizations, the magical training Veiled Knights possessed was largely theoretical and academic. However, they maintained working relationships with multiple European hermetic orders, and as such, they maintained a teleportation portal within a secured chamber in the first basement level.

Two agents sat behind a desk in the teleportation chamber. One, a young woman with olive skin and curly black hair, read a translation of Sonya Parkes’ newest mystery, Queen of Bleeding Hearts, and the other, a middle-aged man with a blond buzz cut and three-day stubble, scrolled on his phone. Each raised an eye at random intervals, watching the portal for signs of activity.

They turned to face the door behind them as it opened. They jumped to their feet as Werther and Magda Grimm entered the room. They saluted and said in unison, “Good evening, Herr Präsident, Frau Grimm.”

Destiny’s parents nodded. Werther was a tall man with salt-and-pepper hair that had started thinning over the past month. Until January, his height and broad shoulders concealed his growing stomach. He dressed in a charcoal suit, white Oxford dress shirt, and a midnight blue necktie with a half-Windsor knot. Magda Grimm was an attractive, curvy woman with a blonde bob and hazel eyes. The lace handkerchief cuff on her white blouse flounced as she brushed her hair behind her ear.

The male soldier checked a report on the desk and asked, “Is all well? The report said to expect a teleportation at nineteen. It is five minutes before eighteen.”

Werther Grimm nodded. “All is well. My daughter sent a message to my wife saying they would arrive an hour early. So here we—ah, they have arrived.”

The President of the Veiled Knights pointed to the teleportation circle painted onto the floor in the room’s center. The symbols and runes around the circle’s edge illuminated, starting with the vegvisir rune at the eastern edge and moving clockwise. Once all the sigils and runes were illuminated, plumes of blue and white smoke rose from the vegvisir, spiraled around each other, and then followed the clockwise path of the circle as they spiraled toward the ceiling, leaving a wispy haze in their wake.

Before the smoke cleared, Destiny stepped across the circle, pulling her rolling Sailor Moon suitcase in her right hand. With a joyful squeal, she released her suitcase handle and raced to hug her parents, starting with her mother. As she hugged her father, Sam stepped through the dissipating smoke, a larger blue and brown leather rolling suitcase in one hand and a blue and orange weekender slung over her shoulder.

Magda Grimm walked forward and hugged Sam, kissing her cheek as she pulled away. The older woman smiled as she cupped Sam’s cheek in her hand. “Samantha, it’s wonderful to see you again. Look at you. Are you eating enough? Dear, just because you are dating someone who needs no food for sustenance doesn’t mean you should stop eating.” She grabbed Sam’s suitcase and added, “Come, let’s get home so I can feed you. Both of you, come.”

She walked toward the door as Sam said, “I’m fine, Mrs. Magda. It’s just—I’m just a little stressed from work.”

“All the more reason for you to be here,” Magda said. “The same is true for you too, Destiny, dear, America has pushed you both to focus on your own professional career, making money, working hard, but you ignore caring for the body and mind that allow you to have that success. While in my home, you both will eat proper meals and get proper rest. Come.”

After a fifteen minute trip, they arrived at the Grimm family manor. Sam and Destiny set their suitcases in Destiny’s bedroom, and then they made their way to the dining room, per Magda Grimm’s instructions. Werther Grimm sat at the long oak table, snacking at the sausage, cheese, and olive plate his wife had prepared. He poured three glasses of wine as the two women joined him at the table. They snacked while Magda Grimm prepared supper in the adjoining kitchen. The warm spices, the acidic wine, and earthy beef scents from the kitchen suggested sauerbraten was the evening’s main dish.

Werther Grimm chewed an olive and then asked, “So, Samantha, your caseload has caused you stress?”

Sam drained half of her wine. She nodded and then shook her head. “Not really the load, Mr. Werther. Just one case. Last month’s Full Moon Special.”

He nodded. “Destiny mentioned it did not go well for you, and that’s why you’re here.”

Sam sighed. She stared into her glass. The wine remained still and silent. “Yeah.”

Destiny popped a slice of sausage and a cube of Gouda into her mouth and said, “That brings us to this month’s case, Papa. What’s going on in Dübenringen?”

“Destiny Ilsa Grimm,” Magda called from the adjoining kitchen. “Chew and swallow first. You were not raised in a field.”

She swallowed. “Sorry, Mama.”

Werther Grimm smiled. He shook his head and chuckled. He sipped the wine. “Little has changed since you were a child. But to your question, what do you mean about Dübenringen?”

Destiny leaned forward, eying her father. “We had a buschfrau, likely a fraulein, ask for our help yesterday. Said her grandmother had a vision of one of the girl’s sisters being decapitated in Dübenringen by a headless rider. Something about a baby, maybe a changeling situation, wasn’t clear. You mean you don’t know about that?”

He shook his head. “There has been no report of anything of that nature. We’ve had a mercifully quiet week. I can’t think of anything from that town that would connect.”

Magda Grimm pushed a trolley loaded with serving plates into the dining chamber. Sam licked her lips at the massive pile of sliced roast, a bowl filled with a thickened pan sauce, roasted potatoes and broccolini, and cabbage rolls. Destiny blinked and grinned. Werther rose and helped Magda set the serving plates on the table.

“This is a a family dinner,” she said. “Serve yourselves. And no, dear, things have been so quiet, your father has had time to ignore his doctor’s advice and not lose nine kilograms. The only thing from Dübenringen that we have heard from the newscasters was about that man who appeared to have died from shock. Seems his jaw was frozen slack and his eyes remained open and wide.”

Sam quickly chewed and swallowed a large bite of the saurbraten. “So, he died of shock? How long ago?”

“Last night,” Magda replied. “Or maybe this morning, early. According to his mother, the man went for walks every night. The street cleaners found him a little over a kilometer from his home, dead in the street.”

Sam and Destiny shared a glance. Destiny shrugged. Sam nodded.

“We’ll give it a look tomorrow,” Sam said. “Probably nothing, but maybe we can figure out how much shit we’re in if we do take this case.”

“Language, Samantha,” Magda said.

“Yes, Ma’am.”

Destiny shook her head. “We won’t until Sunday. You’ve got your initiation tomorrow. I’ll probably dig through the family library to see what I can find about our client and maybe this situation. Then we’ll go to the scene and see if there’s anything we can scrounge. Doubtful at this point, but we’ll see.”

Sam winced. “I forgot. I hope I don’t fall
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