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  Life-changing moments are sneaky little bastards. Often we dont even know that nothing will ever be the same until long after, only in hindsight can we look and say There! That was it! That changed everything.


  Well, at least we could, if were alive to do it.


  For me, it was just another Thursday evening on a blustery spring day. I was finishing up a Japanese to English translation job and only somewhat pretending to mind the register in my comic and game shop. Thats the benefit of being the owner, I suppose. No one was going to tell me to be cheerful and pay attention to customers.


  There werent any, anyway. Thursday nights are game night and we close early. I hadnt flipped the sign yet as I was waiting on Harper, my best friend of the last four years, to stop swearing at her game of StarCraft.


  No amount of Banelings in the world are going to save you here, I said, glancing over at her screen.


  Marines are overpowered, she growled.


  Sure, I said, trying not to laugh. It was an old gripe. Whatever race her opponent played in the game was always OP, according to the logic of Harper. Maybe you should play with a mouse instead of just your track pad?


  Im practicing my hotkeying, she said. Shut up, youre distracting me.


  The string of bells on the door tinkled and I turned away from my laptop to face the front of the store, figuring it was either a college student or a harried mother looking for Pokemon or Magic the Gathering cards. Those types, beyond my regulars, are about all that trickle into my store on weekdays.


  The man who came in was no college student, and he definitely wasnt a soccer mom. He walked through the door and paused, his head turning and his eyes wide from the change between daylight and the strategically placed lamps I keep in my shop. He took in the front display of the latest adventure releases and the wall rack of new release comics, then stepped further in, head turning as though searching for something or someone.


  His uncertainty gave me a moment to look him over. He looked roughly thirty years old and somewhat like a Hollywood version of a Norse God. About six foot six with shaggy white blond hair, features that a romance novel would call chiseled, and more lean muscle than a CrossFit junkie. He was also packing a handgun, mostly hidden beneath his custom fitted leather jacket.


  So, you know, not your average comic book or tabletop gaming enthusiast.


  There was also the part where my wards hummed for moment, a sound only I could hear. Which meant he wasnt human, either.


  Not that this was weird for the town of Wylde, Idaho. Most of the non-college-student population isnt wholly human. Were the shape-shifter capital of the West. Harper herself is a fox shifter, two of the other three in my game group are a wolverine and a coyote. Guy who owns the pawn shop next to me is a bonafide leprechaun and the woman who runs the bakery on the other side is some kind of witch or maybe a druid. The thick ley lines that run through the River of No Return Wilderness at the edge of town draw all kinds of supernaturals to the area.


  Its what had drawn me here. Id always heard the best place to hide a leaf is in a forest.


  I was immediately on my guard. Wards arent really my strong suit, so I didnt know what flavor of preternatural this giant was, but the gun didnt bode well. Nor did the way he looked at me like he recognized me, or the way he came over to the counter, moving with preternatural grace around the comic book displays. I gathered my power inside myself, preparing to send a bolt of pure energy into his chest if needed. I hadnt cast a real spell like that in years, but I figured I could get a single one off without knocking myself unconscious with the effort. Probably.


  Can I help you? I asked, glad the counter was between us, even if the glass case full of dice and card boxes would be little more than a stutter-step to clear for a shifter.


  Who are you? he said. His voice was deep, with a slight accent. Russian maybe. His eyes were the blue of glacier ice
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  Alek didnt let me drive his truck. Guess the surprises had run out. It wasnt what Harper and I would joke was a compensating for it truck, but a good sized Ford with scratches and dents and a little dirt around the edges that let you know this guy used his truck for things, not just for driving around. The interior smelled of wet grass, damp earth, and a vanilla-laced musk that I was pretty sure came from Alek himself.


  My whole body, all my senses, were aware of the huge, handsome man only inches away from me. Not a thing that boded well. The last time Id been this instantly attracted to someone, hed tried to fatten me up with magic, Hansel and Grettel style, and then eat my heart. I inched my ass as close to the door as possible, putting a bit more gap between us on the bench seat.


  The drive to Dr. Lakes should have taken about five minutes, but we hit the single stop light on Main and it was red. An old woman, someone I didnt recognize, which meant she was not a nerd and probably part of the human half of Wylde, inched her way across the crosswalk.


  Where are you staying? I asked, more out of a need to fill the silence and not think about what was inside the hand-sewn quilt on my lap. There were two tiny motels in town, mostly catering to the College for visiting family and the summer tourists.


  I have a house trailer, he said. Its at the Mikhail and Sons RV Park, you know it?


  Of course I knew it. Mikhail and his two sons were bear shifters. Vasili, the younger son, had a thing for Magic the Gathering cards. His purchases paid my building rent every time a new expansion came out. They were good people. I could just imagine how theyd bent over backward to accommodate a Justice. I bet they hadnt charged him. I wasnt going to ask that aloud. I was more curious about this whole vision thing of his.


  So hows that Justice thing work? Do you just get visions and know where to show up? And why didnt you see Rose in danger? I hadnt meant that last part to sound so accusatory, but fuck it. Whats the point of a supernatural system of law if they cant help people before someone gets killed?


  Is like a compass, he said, turning his head to look at me. His eyes were no longer ice chips but deep pools and there was something sad in his gaze. I know where to go; I know that I will be needed. The visions are what the Nine know, what they share with me in my dreams. I only know what they know. Is not my power, but theirs.


  I noticed his accent got stronger, too, wondering if Id upset him. It was hard to tell since his chiseled face gave away little.


  From what Harper has told me, the Nine are like gods. Cant they do a little better than vague visions?


  They are not gods, Alek said. And there is much in the world we cannot control. His tone and the sudden tightness in his jaw and shoulders warned me this was a dangerous subject.


  Hey, green light, I said, too brightly. The car behind us, clearly someone important and in a hurry, honked.


  We rode the last couple minutes in silence. I wanted to ask him more about the vision of me, about me being somehow the crossroads between people living and dying. He seemed to think that meant I was killing people, but the most likely explanation was a lot scarier than that. If Samir, my ex, had found me, everyone I knew was in danger. Maybe his vision had nothing to do with whoever had killed Rose.


  I took a deep breath and hugged the bundle, my eyes hot again with unshed tears.


  Left, into that parking lot, I said, pointing to Dr. Lakes practice. It was in a Victorian-style house, like a lot of us business-owners in Wylde, Dr. Lake lived on the floor above her practice.


  Alek came around and opened my door, taking Rose from me. I led the way into the office. Christie, a young wolf shifter who does reception for Dr. Lake, was the only one inside and I sighed with relief.


  Hey Christie, the doc in? I asked.


  Yeah, shes doing paperwork, Christie said, eyeing the large bundle Alek carried. Or perhaps she was just eyeing Alek.


  Get her, and tell her well be in the surgery room. Then you might want to close early. Just, trust me, okay? I really didnt want to show the body to Christie. She was barely out of her teens.


  Uh, okay. She didnt like it, but she got up and ran down the hall to Dr. Lakes office.


  I led the way to the right to the surgery room. The smell of alcohol tinged with an undertone of old blood make my skin goosebump. I knew the vet pretty well since Harper was always rescuing hurt animals a side-swipe away from roadkill and begging me to take them to the vet for her. She couldnt stomach the times there was nothing to be done but easing the little critters into death, so I got the fun task of hearing Dr. Lake say there was nothing to do but help them cross over.


  Dr. Lake came in directly after us. She was a tiny wolf shifter, short enough she would have legally needed a booster seat in the state of California, with a wiry, compact energy about her. She halted and tipped her chin up, her nostrils flaring as she sniffed the air. If I didnt hang out with shifters practically twenty-four-seven, it would have been creepy, but you get used to the whole sniffing people to recognize them or learn their mood or whatever.


  Another of Harpers creatures? she asked.


  Not exactly, I said. I took the bundle from Alek and set Rose on the stainless steel table, unfolding the blanket.


  That animal is dead, Dr. Lake said. And has been stuffed. Theres nothing I can do here.


  Its Rose Macnulty, I said softly. We need to figure out how she died.


  Dr. Lakes eyes widened and she took a half step back, looking from Rose to me and finally to Alek. Ah, Justice. This is a Council issue?


  Shifter getting murdered is always a Council issue.


  Can you do an autopsy? I asked. It wasnt really a question, since I bet shed do whatever the big old Justice here told her to do, but no reason to ruffle more fur than Alek already was just by being himself.


  Dr. Lake stepped up to the table and ran her hands expertly over Roses body. She peeled back the foxs lips, felt along her belly, examined her paws. With a grunt she nodded.


  I have no idea how they did it, but Ill open her and see if I can find out from the inside. No seams, no bullet wounds. Its an expert job. She shook her head. Let me glove up. Get her on the table proper, no point getting that quilt icky.


  I lifted Rose up so Alek could pull the blanket out. Nausea swept through me again, along with an electric tingle along my skin.


  And I knew, with lightning clarity, where Id felt that before.


  It wasnt just revulsion at the body, I was touching foreign magic. There are lots of kinds of magic and lots of ways to draw power. I drew my power from myself, from something like a well inside of myself. Its unique to me. Any other kind of power, be it from a witchs ritual drawing on ley lines or natural forces, or another sorcerer, feels alien and weird to me. I cant use it or understand it, only sense it. Like being a native English speaker and finding all the books in your house suddenly written in Chinese. You know it says something, but the hell you could tell anyone what that was.


  Wait, I said. I closed my eyes, reaching for a thread of my own power. I gritted my teeth and ran my hands along Roses side. The wrongness resolved into a more solid impression. Black lines, dark on dark behind my eyelids, wrapped all around her body just beneath the skin before terminating in a complex knot in her chest.


  And below that, the faint bump-bump of a heartbeat.


  Shit, I said, stumbling backward. Dont cut. Shes not dead. Shes got a heartbeat.


  What? Alek and Dr. Lake asked at the same time.


  Its magic. Shes not dead. Shes frozen somehow. Like stasis. I shivered. Dead might have been better. I couldnt imagine being frozen, unable to move or speak. Cut off from my human form.


  Can you do something about it? Alek asked me. I didnt like the speculative way he was looking at me.


  No, I said. The truth, more or less. This is way above my pay grade, which was kind of a lie but I hoped not enough of one that his apparent lie detection abilities would notice. Its not a kind of magic I can use. Whoever cast the spell has to undo it. If thats even possible. All that was the truth. Great universe, I hoped it was possible. If it wasnt, Rose would be trapped like this until the spell degraded enough to stop keeping her alive, and that could be years or even centuries depending on how exactly this magic worked.


  So I find who did this and make them undo it before I kill them. Good. Alek turned toward the door.


  Hold up there, Rambo. I need a ride back to my store. Not that I was looking forward to telling Harper what wed found. I didnt know if not-quite-dead was worse. We had no answers, just more questions.


  I will keep Rose here, if you want, and see if I can figure out a way to monitor her vitals, Dr. Lake said, talking to Alek as much as to me. If anything changes, Ill call you, Jade.


  The light stayed green on the way back through town and this time we didnt talk at all.
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