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      The furry, grotesque bigfoot crushed his huge hands on the ground between us making the earth shake under our very feet, toppling us over.

      God, I hated bigfoots. All that toxic monstrosity and testosterone bored me to bits. And how they thought they were all the rage of the monster world.

      Aggie groaned on the other side of the fist, and I looked at her from the corner of my eyes. It was never wise to take your eyes off a bigfoot. It had taken me one confrontation and a dozen broken ribs to learn the lesson. But at least I’d aced the test. We’d still sent that one packing back into his dimension despite my injury.

      The bigfoot looked at Aggie, too, almost salivating at the older woman’s flesh and bones as if he knew she were the weaker target.

      Well, Agatha may be pushing eighty, but there hadn’t been a monster born yet that could take her down.

      Still, it wasn’t very becoming of me to tempt fate.

      “Hey, big guy! Over here,” I said and waved my hands at the fifteen-foot giant, whose chest and shoulders inflated and deflated as if he was simply catching his breath and not planning on lynching Aggie.

      The bigfoot ignored me and took a step closer to my partner.

      “Fine. If you don’t like my voice, maybe you’ll like my load,” I said and spun Xena, my rifle, around from behind me.

      I turned the safety off and fired at Mr. Fugly.

      While what lead alloy ammo was usually made of couldn’t harm a monster, the special alloy the Meyers had been making since the beginning of time could do more than enough damage.

      At least until Aggie got back on her feet and was ready to send this douche packing.

      The ammo punched a hole in his left shoulder, and he let out a screech that made the hairs on the back of my neck raise.

      “For a creature your size, you’d think you’d have a prettier voice, but no. You still sound like a neutered fox,” I shouted at him.

      Not that he could understand a word I said. If fighting monsters for millennia had taught our families anything, it was that monsters didn’t, or would ever, belong in our world.

      And that they were dumb as much as they were deadly.

      Bigfoot covered the wound on his shoulder with his furry hand, the blue blood gushing out. Then he set his target on me and charged at full speed.

      I broke into a run, zigzagging through the trees of the forest and doing my absolute best to avoid certain death.

      The bigfoot chased me, breaking every tree in its path and shrieking that motherfucking creepy screech.

      I couldn’t veer too far off. I needed Aggie to send him away, and the further away I got, the more chances he’d hurt me or an innocent civilian. Not that I could imagine a lot of civilians in this part of the woods.

      I used my preternatural speed and ran as far away from the bigfoot as I could, then turned around, pumped the forearm on my rifle twice, and took two more shots at him.

      He stopped and assessed the damage to his person. One bullet got his thigh, and the other his stomach. I took the opportunity to fire a few more at him while running perpendicular to his location, trying to make my way back to Aggie.

      At first, he found it hard to chase me with all the bullets raining around him. But then my magazine ran out and that gave him the chance to come after me.

      I threw the magazine away and ran, trying to get another loaded, but that only slowed me down. So I gave up and just focused on getting back to Aggie’s direction.

      She better be ready, because as much as I loved running and hunting, there was only so much damage I could do before I ran out of ammo.

      I saw the rim of light from Aggie’s torch that she had dropped before that punch separated us, and I took a big breath. Just a few more feet to go.

      I turned the safety on and threw Xena on the ground. Its weight was dragging me down, and I needed all the last dregs of energy I had to close the distance between my partner and me.

      The more I ran, the more my insides burned with exhaustion, but the bigger the light grew.

      The bigfoot behind me was getting closer, but I was surprised he hadn’t caught up with me yet. Maybe I’d got him somewhere good when I was firing blindly before.

      I didn’t have the time to look. The splintering wood crackling behind me was enough to tell me that whatever distance I’d gained, I was rapidly losing.

      We needed to act now before his wounds healed and we had to start all over again.

      Finally, Agatha came into view, standing up with her own rifle at hand and aiming behind my shoulder.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “I should be asking you that,” I told her.

      “Hey, don’t be cheeky,” she said and grabbed my hand.

      I turned around just in time to see the bigfoot coming out of the depth of the woods and into our line of sight.

      One of his balls was gushing with blood. That was another thing about fighting these monsters. They didn’t even know about decency, so we had to fight them just like mama-monster birthed them.

      “Ouch,” I said, the sight of the pierced nut giving me the heebbie-jeebbies. “But good shot me!”

      “Can we focus, Roman?” Aggie said, tugging at my hand.

      “Oh, yes. Sorry,” I told her and moved my hand to her shoulder. “Every subject’s soul is his own,” I shouted off the top of my voice.

      A blast of energy zapped through me, giving Aggie access to the Aether.

      I watched as she looked around her at the invisible-to-me strings, trying to find the right ones to Craft to banish the bigfoot while also keeping an eye on the monster which was coming right at us.

      I dug my free hand inside my jacket and took the handgun holstered under my shoulder and aimed it at the bigfoot. Granted, the force of handgun bullets wasn’t that great at penetrating monster skin and doing much damage, but it was better than nothing, and I just needed to keep it at bay as long as possible until Aggie could blast it to pieces.

      “Hurry up, Aggie,” I told her.

      Bigfoot closed the distance despite my ammo finding aim at his skull, heart, and dangling dick.

      I could almost feel the natural heat monsters radiated when Aggie lifted both hands in front of her and a glowing triangle appeared in her fingers out of nowhere, a Crafting pulled right out of the Aether.

      Bigfoot used both hands to try and grab us, but the triangle grew bigger and brighter until it swallowed him whole, leaving nothing behind it but the smell of rubber and powder, and residue heat.

      I took my hand off Aggie’s shoulder, and she dropped her hands to her sides, losing access to the Aether.

      “Well, this one was a mother,” I told her.

      “They’re getting stronger,” she said out into the woods, her eyes focusing on something in the distance.

      Had she spotted another monster? Surely, Mom would notify us if there was another one.

      “And I’m growing weaker,” she added, still not looking at me. “I don’t know how long I can keep doing this.”

      I took her hand in mine and stepped in front of her.

      Her short, spiky, white hair looked tangled and unruly, as usual, covering most of her ears, although the pointed tips still managed to peep through. The bags under her eyes looked heavier despite her youthful appearance. Had I not known she was an elf, I’d think she was only forty. At a push. But she had been growing weaker in the last few months.

      “Hey, don’t say that. Look at your father. Still going strong as any other douchebag Cohen as ever,” I told her, and she chuckled, her purple eyes looking at me warmly. “Come on. Help me find my rifle. It’s close.”

      She walked by my side, pointing the torch toward the ground, finally enabling us to see the destruction the bigfoot had caused in the woods. Better the trees than people, I say. “Is it true? The rumor going around town?” I asked her.

      Aggie looked at me and hooked a strand of her hair behind her ear with a semi-amused smile.

      “What rumor is going around now?”

      “That you’re going away on a trip,” I said.

      I’d been meaning to ask her since we got into the car to drive here, but with the looming threat of a monster, it didn’t seem right.

      “Ah.” She nodded and returned her gaze to the ground in search of my weapon. “That is true.”

      “When were you going to tell me?”

      “Now?” she said and paused for a moment.

      “Am I not supposed to come with you?”

      “I’m not going after monsters if that’s what you’re asking,” she said.

      “But what happens if there’s a monster here?”

      “Then you and my father will have to work together,” she said. Not a hint of amusement in her tone.

      “You’d really put me in that position, would you? I knew I hated you,” I told her, and she chuckled.

      “It’s not for long,” she said. “Only a few days.”

      “You better be right,” I told her.

      “I wouldn’t impose him on you for too long. I swear. Besides, I’m sure he’ll be rushing away as soon as I cross the town’s borders.” She pointed the torch further down the path of ruin and I squinted, trying to spot the black metal of my rifle. “You won’t even notice I’m gone.”

      “Ha, I beg to differ if I have to work with Hollister,” I said. “What are you up to, anyway? Does it have to do with your⁠—”

      “No. It doesn’t. It’s something else entirely. But I’d rather not say anything yet, in case it doesn’t go well.”

      “You’re being very secretive. I don’t like it,” I told her.

      “It’s with good reason, Roman. What I’m doing is for both our benefit.”

      That didn’t make me any less curious, but I knew pushing the subject wouldn’t lead anywhere. So I dropped it.

      “There it is,” she said, the light of her torch reflecting off Xena under a large fallen tree.

      “Well, whatever it is you’re doing, good luck.” I got on my knees and pushed the tree away with my preternatural strength and picked up my rifle. “And please do me a favor and come back. I can’t imagine working with Hollister for the rest of my life.”

      “I promise,” she said and walked away from me.

      When I got to the clearing where I parked my car, she was already sitting in the passenger seat and catching her breath.

      She better be coming back. I really didn’t want to lose the only person around here that got me. That really knew me. That knew who and what I was.

      Even if she wasn’t meant to be anything more than a hunting partner.
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      “Hey, Jude,” Derek sang from across the hall.

      I rolled my chair out of my cubicle and looked at him with my most stern gaze.

      “You do realize that’s not funny anymore, right?”

      Veronica shook her head from the cubicle next to mine.

      I took a big breath and turned my attention to Derek. “What is it?”

      “You haven’t hit send yet,” Derek replied.

      “I’m just about to do it,” I shouted back at him.

      “Liar,” Vero murmured, and I glared at her.

      “You better submit in the next thirty seconds or there’ll be hell to pay. At O’Riley’s.”

      I flipped him the bird and rolled back into my cubicle to stare at my computer screen.

      Beasts of Hellfyre was written across the middle in big emboldened letters, fire, shadows, and teeth around the welcome screen of the game we’d been working on for the last two years.

      I could hardly believe it was over. All the work, the overtime, the stress, and the eye strains. My job was finally done.

      Well, almost.

      I clicked on the terminal window hiding in my taskbar and gave the complicated formula a scan.

      It was perfect, of course, and I’d run tests a-plenty, but, always the perfectionist, I had to make sure I didn’t miss anything.

      “Hey, Jude,” Derek sang again.

      “Coming,” I shouted and pressed enter before I could finish my scan.

      Whatever. If there was something wrong with it, I’d fix it. Like I always did.

      “Excuse me, ladies and nerds,” Derek said, standing up so everyone could see him.

      Heads popped up from the other cubicles all looking in his direction.

      “I have an announcement to make.” He choked. “Jude Hayes has hit send. I think…” he choked again, the bastard. Pretending he was sentimental. “I think it’s time to celebrate.”

      The entire office cheered and chanted. All I did was give Derek both middle fingers as my colleagues packed up and wrapped up for the day.

      Fucking asshole. Making it sound like everyone was waiting for me to finish. As if they didn’t have a job to do.

      As far as managers went, he was a first-class D-bag, and I couldn’t believe the time to tell him how I felt about him was finally here.

      Everyone made a beeline for the door. I copied my files to my external hard drive, deleted them from the computer, and logged off my account. Then I grabbed my coat, my beanie, and my backpack, which already contained all my office shit, and followed Vero out.

      “Are you telling him tonight?” she asked.

      “Yes. I don’t think I can wait until tomorrow,” I told her.

      “Boy, you really hate him, don’t you?” she said.

      “Ugh, you know he’s made my life a living hell. Always singling me out at every meeting. You know out of the entire team, I’m the only one who has clocked in the most overtime?”

      “Because you’re committed.”

      “Because of that asshole who has been telling me for two years I can’t do my job,” I told her.

      The elevators, packed to the brim with my colleagues, closed before we could enter, so Vero and I stood around waiting for them to come back up.

      “What do you think you’ll do?” she asked.

      “You know how many offers I turned down because of our stupid exclusivity clause with Hellfyre? Trust me. I’ll find a job. Everyone is always on the lookout for a coder in the gaming industry,” I said.

      “Well, don’t forget us wherever you end up next. And if you hear anyone looking for a concept artist…”

      “I’ll make sure to send them your way,” I told her.

      The right elevator pinged, and both Veronica and I made for it just as the left one came back to the floor, too.

      Vero pressed the button for the first floor when an ethereal woman with short, white hair in a brown leather bomber jacket, jeans, and boots appeared and put her hand on the sliding doors, blocking our descend.

      “Hi,” she said, looking me right in the eyes.

      They were a shade I’d only ever seen in one other person. Me. In the mirror.

      “Can we help?” Vero asked her.

      “I’m looking for you,” the woman said, staring right at me.

      “Do I-do I know you?” I asked, unable to take my eyes off her.

      Was she… No it couldn’t be. But why would we both have purple eyes? It was one of the many weird things about me. Most of those things were easy to hide. My eyes and pointed ears, however? Those had earned me enough nicknames through school and college to haunt me for life.

      “No,” she said. “But I know you. Or hoping to, anyway.”

      “Who are you?” I asked her.

      “I’m…” she said and glanced at Vero. “I’m family.”

      “Hey! You guys waited for me. I knew there was a reason I liked you,” Derek pounced on us and got on the elevator, wrapping his arms around mine and Vero’s shoulders.

      “We weren’t—” I started, trying to remove his hand when he noticed the woman.

      “Hey, nice chick. Is she your girlfriend, Jude,” he asked.

      I used all my strength to lift his arm off me, and that said a lot. That was one of the other odd things about me. I’d always been stronger than others even without the muscle to justify it. It had taken me years of practice to not destroy things simply by touching them.

      “No, you jerk. Like I’ve been telling you for the last two years, I’m gay. G-A-Y. Big flaming faggot. With a boyfriend. Jeez, you’re an intolerable shit.”

      I flung him back and walked out of the elevator.

      “Vero, go ahead. I’ll meet you at the bar. Oh, and Derek, before I forget,” I said just as the doors started sliding close, “I quit.”

      Derek opened his mouth to say something, but whatever it was, was muffled by the sliding doors.

      “God, this man manages to give me a headache,” I said to no one in particular.

      “And let me guess? Getting headaches or any sort of sickness is near impossible for you?” the woman asked next to me.

      I turned to look at her again.

      “How do you know that?”

      The woman leaned against the wall and crossed her hands before she turned to me.

      “I told you. I’m family.”

      “Huh, good one. Only thing is, I don’t have a family. So… nice try,” I told her and turned my back on her to take the stairs.

      “You’ve got her eyes, you know. Well, I guess technically my eyes, too,” she said, and it made me pause.

      “Whose?” I asked without turning.

      “Your mother’s,” she said.

      I scoffed.

      “I don’t have a mother,” I told her.

      “Someone did bring you into this world. And it just so happens she was my daughter.”

      I laughed even louder.

      “Your daughter? Aren’t you ten years older than me?” I turned to look at her and reassess her age.

      Yes, she had baggy eyes, but other than that, she looked barely thirty-five.

      “Nice try, lady, but my parents abandoned me a very long time ago,” I said.

      “That still doesn’t make me a liar,” she said.

      “Look, unless you’re an immortal vampire or something, there’s no chance in hell you’re my grandmother. So I think I’ll just go.”

      I walked to the door and pushed the handle down, but just as I came out into the stairs, she spoke up.

      “You’re stronger than your peers, faster, and your sight and hearing are impeccable. Beyond normal. Am I right?”

      I froze, looking at the stairs, and waited to wake up from whatever dream this was. And I realized if this was a dream, chances were I hadn’t finished the Hellfyre job yet. Which meant I still had to quit my job with Derek.

      Fuck!

      “You’ve never been sick a day in your life, and you always felt different. Do you want to know why?”

      “Why?” I sighed.

      If this was a dream, I might as well roll with it.

      “Because you’re a Cohen. And you have a legacy you can’t even begin to imagine,” she said.

      I felt my shoulders shaking before the cackle that followed, and soon I was looking at her and laughing my face off.

      “You’re trying to tell me the reason I’m a weird freak is because of your last name? God, woman. Did you escape an asylum or something?”

      “Jude, you’re… different because you’re an elf.”

      “Oh no. Does that mean I have to work for Santa? What happens if I’m naughty? Do I deliver the coal to the naughty kids?”

      The woman scoffed.

      “That is a load of drivel thanks to stupid, petty humans and their mythology. We’re elves. Descendants of Abel, son of Adam, Crafters of the Aether,” she said.

      I gasped.

      “I get it. You are a game developer. Duh! I’m sorry, I’m just a coder. I don’t actually take on projects. That douchebag you just saw getting on the elevator, however, does. He may be interested. He’s a big ass weirdo, too.”

      “I’m not any of those things my dear grandchild. It’s taken me a long time to find you, let alone know that you exist. You have a legacy, powers beyond your wildest dreams. I’m here because that legacy awaits you. Back in New York. I can explain everything. If you come with me to Hamlet Cove. If you come home with me,” she said.

      “Uhm… I haven’t completely lost my mind yet, so I’ll say that’s a big, fat no on following a complete stranger to a place I’ve never heard of, but thanks. I appreciate the offer. And the amusement. You’ve literally made my day.”

      I nodded at her. She looked sad, and I almost felt the urge to hug her blues away. Almost. That would be a crazy thing to do though, so instead, I pounded down the stairs.

      “If you change your mind…” she said, and I stopped at the next landing to look at her.

      One moment she was standing at the top of the stairs, and the next, she was standing right in front of me, holding a card in her hand.

      I took the card in complete disbelief, and then she turned and ran down the stairs in somewhat of a blur.

      All my life I’d felt like a freak like I was the only one who could do these… things. I’d never met anyone in my life that looked like me, let alone someone who could do the things I could.

      Was she telling the truth? Could I run as fast as her and crush Derek’s bones with my bare hands because I was… an elf?

      I lifted the card in the light and read the writing.

      Agatha Cohen. Crafter. Hamlet Cove, NY 11744, it read, including a cell number. A gold-foiled C monogram was printed in the middle of the flipside.

      What the hell was a crafter? Was she into arts and crafts?

      I rolled my eyes at myself for even contemplating the bullshit she’d just spewed and ran down the stairs, skipping the bar and heading straight home.

      I definitely needed John after this. Only he knew how to make me feel better. Drawing me a bubble bath, essential oil massages, and some delicious dinner cooked by his own hands would help put all of today’s weirdness behind me.

      I opened the door to our apartment ten minutes later—yeah, I decided to run all the way there, and I still hadn’t broken a sweat as I came into our house—and put my bag and coat on the kitchen counter.

      The lights were out and the TV was off. Quite unusual for John not to be at home at this time. He said he’d be busy making us dinner for later.

      Maybe he’d gone out with some friends?

      That was when I heard the first moan. I didn’t know if I caught it because of my ridiculously good hearing or because it was actually loud, but I made my step lighter as I approached the bedroom.

      “Yeah, baby, give it to me,” a voice said, so low but yet so loud in my ears. John.

      Who was he asking to give it to him and why?

      I slapped the door open and walked in on my boyfriend riding some hairy dude’s dick. And to top off the cheating, he was fucking bare, too.

      He was lucky I didn’t get sick or catch viruses, otherwise, I’d punch him through a wall.

      “Babe? What are you doing home this early?” he asked, still sitting on the dick of a guy who was much uglier than me. And definitely hairier. And I was definitely being subjective because I was hurt and in shock.

      “I thought you hated hairy men,” I said.

      “I… I just… I thought you wouldn’t be home until later,” he mumbled.

      I pouted my lips and clapped my hands together.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Would you like me to come back at a better time? Perhaps once you’ve both come in each other’s ass or something?”

      John jumped off the bed so fast the guy he was with folded in pain, but John didn’t seem to care.

      “Of course not. I’m… I’m so sorry, Jude. You… you’re never home. Always working late. Always tired,” he said.

      “If this is your idea of an apology, save it. Let’s just face it. John and Jude never had quite the ring, did it?”

      “Jude, I love you,” he said in an accusatory tone.

      “Nice way of showing it. Perhaps next month you can plan an orgy to propose to me,” I said.

      “I thought we agreed you were going to propose.”

      “John, honey, I’m sorry to break it to you, but that’s never gonna happen now, is it? I gotta get out of here,” I said, feeling the walls, the furniture, and John and his ugly fucker closing in on me, and I could barely breathe.

      I turned around and ran away. Out into the street and as far away from everything as possible.

      I found myself in Grand Crossing Park before I knew it, but I was grateful for it and the breath of fresh air I could finally take.

      “If you think this is good, wait ‘til you breathe the air in Hamlet Cove. Nothing quite like it,” someone said behind me, and I turned to find the same woman from before.

      “Why are you following me?” I asked her.

      “Let’s start over, shall we? I’m Agatha Cohen. My daughter got pregnant and gave birth to you. She gave you away, and I never knew. A few years ago, I found mention of a child in my daughter’s diaries. I’ve been looking for you ever since,” she said.

      “Agatha, please. I’ve just… had the shittiest day of my life. Can I have a moment alone?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t have much time. You have a legacy, and I need you. Our family needs you,” she said.

      “Legacy? What legacy? Are you talking about the Christmas elves thing again, because I swear to God, I will snap. I just walked in on my boyfriend cheating on me. The last thing I want is to talk fairy tales with a stranger,” I told her.

      “Sounds like you need a breather,” she said.

      “You think?”

      “Come with me to Hamlet Cove. It’s a beautiful small hamlet in Long Island. It’s got the freshest air you’ve ever breathed. And if you’re anything like me, you’ll love it there. Our kind… belongs with nature. Not with”—Agatha turned to look at the buildings around us—“these lifeless structures. Come with me. See what I’ve got to offer, and if you don’t like it, you can always come back here.”

      I blew out a puff of air and shook my head. “Come back here? To what? A job I hate? A boss I want to kill every single day of my life? Or a cheating boyfriend who still thinks we can have a happily ever after?”

      I took a deep breath and looked behind me at the city I’d been calling home for the last few years.

      And with that, it was like I was also looking at all the foster homes, all the trouble, all the people who had ever betrayed me in my life. A list that kept getting bigger by the day.

      Did I really have anything left here or anywhere for that matter?

      I might be crazy, but if Agatha wasn’t, then maybe there was something better out there for me.

      “You drive a hard bargain. And it’s really hard to refuse when I’m so pissed off with everything. So, let’s go, I guess. Show me that legacy you keep going on about,” I said.

      “Great. Let’s get you packed, and we can go as soon as possible.”

      “Nah. I’m not going back to that house. I’ll buy whatever I need from Hamlet Cave.”

      “Cove,” she corrected me.

      “Yeah. That. If I even look at John right now, I might hurt him. And I think we both know how bad that would be for him.”

      Agatha smirked and nodded.

      “Oh yeah. I’ve punched plenty of men into the hospital. You don’t need to tell me.”

      “You have?” I wasn’t really surprised. She looked like a woman who could take care of herself.

      “My car’s just around the corner.”

      “What? No magic portals? No flying carpets? I thought you said we were elves.”

      Agatha rolled her eyes and shook her head.

      “Elves, my dear. Not fairy tales. There’s a difference.”
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      Some might call me insane. Others might think I was immature. I stopped caring what others thought of me a long time ago.

      I had to.

      My life was anything but normal. Hopping from foster home to foster home, from school to school, neighborhood to neighborhood would do that to someone.

      Growing up, I was always the odd man out. I stuck out like a sore thumb. My ears weirded people out. No one ever looked me in the eye because purple eyes are unnatural. Sports didn’t interest me. Despite my average physique, I could tackle the biggest lineman. Basketball was a no go. A simple push could send my teammates to the school nurse. As for baseball? Well, I could have had a career if I wanted to, but always managing a home run could get suspicious after a while, so I decided to hide my natural talents.

      I hid them so well I ended up alone and isolated in front of a computer. If I was going to be hated, I might as well be a full-on geek. Or that was my thinking at the time.

      It was how I’d managed to stay with the Hayes for a full year so I could finish my senior year and apply for college. And we were still on good terms, which was why they allowed me to take their name.

      But yeah. Other people and me? We didn’t always get along.

      Which was why I knew John and I wouldn’t work in the long run. Did I want it to work out? Maybe.

      John was always so clingy, yet blasé. So caring, yet distant. He could either be the sweetest guy in the whole wide world or the biggest drama queen there ever was.

      I guess now it made sense why. How long had it been going on? Was it always the same guy? Had he fucked the entire Chicago area bareback, or just the one? And why didn’t I care more?

      I guess it was fitting it all happened on the same day. Ending the Hellfyre contract and quitting, finding John’s sphincter vacuuming a stranger’s dick, and meeting a crazy woman who claimed to be my grandmother.

      It was like one big chapter of my life had come to a close and the rest was all up in the air.

      Who knew what awaited me in Hamlet Cove. Maybe a new life. Or maybe the same old shit.

      Either way, it’d make no difference. Like Agatha had said, I could return to my old, boring life anytime I wanted. Nevermind that I didn’t.

      So that same night, we got in her car—a Mercedes, of all things—and she drove us across the interstate.

      We didn’t stop overnight. Instead, we just kept going, with the exception of some drive-thru stops, until dawn.

      She even drove us through New York City, and as we left the Big Apple behind and got on Long Island, she spoke up.

      “We’re on the final stretch now.”

      I nodded, slurping my iced coffee and taking in the change of scenery.

      “So you’re sticking to the Abel and Cain story?” I asked her.

      “It’s not a story,” she said.

      I still didn’t believe her.

      “Our ancestor was Abel, son of Adam. He was the first of our kind. Along with Cain.”

      “Our kind being elves?”

      She nodded.

      “So this legacy you’re referring to… are we talking money or just cuckoo history?”

      Agatha sighed.

      “It’s a lot more than both. We have a duty. A responsibility.”

      “Which is what exactly?”

      “I think it’s better we wait. I don’t want to lose you again,” she said.

      “I still don’t understand why you look so young,” I told her.

      “That’s our genes, my sweet Jude. We age at a much slower pace. It’s also why our hearing is super-sensitive and our muscles so extraordinary.”

      “And the speed?” I asked.

      “We can run faster than your average human, too.”

      “Gee, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say we’re primed for hunting,” I said, staring at the side of Agatha’s face and only getting silence in response. “Hm… that’s scary.”

      “It will all make sense in due course,” she told me, and her eyes widened looking outside the windshield. “We’re getting into Huntington. Not long now. We’re just half an hour down the coast.”

      I pried my gaze from my grandmother and looked out my window.

      The green was all-encompassing wherever I looked, and the sky was a bright, picturesque blue.

      I rolled down my window and listened to nature sing as we breezed on by. So serene, so magical. I’d always felt more at home in nature. Now I knew why. It was in my blood.

      We hit the coast only fifteen minutes later, the sea stretching out as far as the eye could see, and my eyes could see quite far.

      All the houses were spread out miles apart, the roads were quiet, and plenty of people were on bicycles, out and about, in patches of grass, or down at the beach picnicking.

      It should have been scary going from the hustle and bustle of Chicago to the eerie peace of Hamlet Cove, but my heart fluttered with comfort.

      The more time I spent with Agatha, the more I believed her words. Things were finally making sense even if they sounded like a load of fibs.

      She took a left turn onto a side road, and I looked out the windshield to where the path was leading us. I gasped in disbelief.

      We were fast approaching a house so large and imposing it looked like a castle. Only it wasn’t one.

      But every square inch of the place looked a million bucks, and every patch of the garden reminded me of royal grounds.

      Everything about this place looked equally fascinating and intimidating.

      “Let me show you to your room,” she said when she parked right outside the front door.

      We got out, and as she approached the door, it opened, and a woman in her fifties—she definitely looked older than Agatha—in a maid’s uniform appeared from behind it.

      “This is Mathilda. She helps out.” Agatha introduced us, and I shook Mathilda’s hand.

      You’d expect a maid to be stiff and composed like a robot not allowed to speak, but Mathilda smiled warmly and squeezed my hand back.

      “Welcome to Hamlet Cove, young man,” she said. “And to the Cohen mansion.”

      “Thank you,” I told her and looked at Agatha, who was now standing in front of the stairs watching me.

      As soon as I approached her, she turned on the spot and started climbing the stairs.

      “We can do a full tour of the house later, but I have to go for the afternoon. I’ll be back later, though, and we can go to Main Street to do some shopping if you’d like.”

      “Sure,” I replied behind her.

      “Anything else you need for the moment, ask Mathilda. She can help you with anything,” she said and came to a halt on the second floor. She walked down the hall and past countless doors until she came up to the one at the very end.

      “I hope it’s to your liking,” she said and showed the handle to me.

      I took her suggestion and opened the door myself.

      I stepped forward, and my jaw dropped as I took the room in. There was a floor to ceiling window on each side of the room—three of them—draped with luxurious, red velvet curtains.

      The windows themselves were a masterpiece. Stained glass with a colorful, floral pattern adorned the area around the window, while the window itself was checked with frosted and normal glass. When you took in the full effect from each side, all the colors mixed with the lights from outside made the room look lively and seeping with history.

      To the left of the door was a four-poster bed made with white linen and a red velvety comforter that matched the drapes.

      On the right was a small lounge area with a recliner, a glass coffee table, and a green armchair that I could imagine sitting at with a good book, looking out the window into the sea. Flat against the wall was an old, dark oak bookcase with ornamental carvings at the top and sides and filled to the brim with aged-looking hardbacks.

      A flat-woven, red and blue vintage rug ran across the floor from the bed to the lounge, leaving ample space in the room and giving it an even more cozy feel.

      “It’s beautiful,” I told her, and she smiled.

      “It used to be your mother’s,” she said. “She used a lot of these books. She would sit in here for hours reading, learning, getting better.”

      “Better at what?” I asked.

      Agatha scanned the room with a pained expression as if she was remembering the room’s previous occupant, and when she turned to me, she acted like she never heard my question.

      “Feel free to explore. But stay away from the third floor, if you don’t mind,” she said. “I’ve got to go now. I’ll be back soon.”

      She put her hand in her pocket and retrieved a card to pass to me.

      “In case you need me.”

      I took the card from her, even though I already had one, and she marched out of the room. I walked to the right window and watched her get in her Mercedes and drive off back the way we came.

      “Right,” I said to myself when she was out of sight. “This isn’t weird at all, right Jude?”

      Discounting the fact that I was talking to myself, of course.

      My mom lived in this room. The mom I never knew and who gave me up. That’s not weird at all.

      I walked to the bookcase and scanned the titles of the books.

      The Study of Monsters. Bestiary. Anatomy of a Beast. A Hunter’s Guide. Using the Meyers alloy to Attack. Setting Traps.

      The more titles I read the creepier they sounded. I pulled a book out and opened the page to the middle.

      A huge wolf-like creature was sketched on the aged pages and calligraphic writing around it described it as a master predator and a powerful opponent.

      I turned to another page and found a less creepy looking animal called the cockatrice which apparently could kill by breathing on someone and could only be killed by a rooster’s crow.

      I put the book back on the shelf and pulled another one. I opened it to a random page and found the anatomy of a crossbow, and, turning the pages, read an explanation on how to fix faults with it or build one from scratch.

      What sort of weird crap was my mother into? Was that why she gave me up? Was she forced to because she was deemed an unfit mother?

      Or was she into fiction a lot and collected all the weirdest apocryphal kind of shit to read?

      I decided the bookcase and its contents were only serving one purpose, and that was to creep me out beyond measure, so I left the room and went exploring.

      The bathroom was right next to my room, which was good to know, and the other doors led to other rooms. Rooms that looked like they hadn’t been lived in for a while, white sheets covering all the furniture and beds.

      As I got to the stairs, I had every intention of going down and exploring the first floor, but something in the way Agatha pleaded with me not to go on the third floor made me pause.

      Why did she want me out of there? Was she hiding something? Was it something dangerous?

      I thought going up and finding out exactly what she wanted to keep me away from was the wisest thing to do, especially considering I followed a complete stranger across the country to the middle of nowhere.

      There were five doors on that floor, and the first two ended up being a bathroom and a single bedroom.

      The floorboards creaked as I approached the third door, and my heart raced. I had no idea why.

      I touched the handle and twisted it to open the door.

      The door slammed open, and a woman launched herself at me, shrieking and punching.

      Her hair was long and blonde and covered most of her face, but I could see her eyes, and they were purple just like mine.

      I crossed my hands in front of my face to stop the brunt of her force, but she was strong. Just as strong as I was. Usually, I couldn’t feel anything if someone tried to hit me. But her blows? Damn, they hurt like hell.

      I used my feet to kick her in the stomach and tried to push her away from me. She fell back, but she was still crying her head off.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” I shouted at her, but she wouldn’t listen.

      Instead, she crawled back into the room and shut the door behind her.

      “Is everything okay?” Mathilda said from the end of the corridor, making me jump.

      “I was just attacked by a deranged woman,” I said.

      “I’m sorry. Aggie should have warned you. That was Callista. She’s not right in her mind,” Mathilda said, and I walked toward her.

      “Yeah, no kidding,” I said and stepped down on the staircase. “Who is she?”

      Mathilda walked past me down the stairs and grimaced.

      “If she hasn’t told you yet, she must have a good reason. I’m sure she’ll tell you everything when she’s back,” she said.

      “Because that doesn’t sound ominous at all,” I muttered.

      I followed her all the way to the first floor, but I could still hear the woman in her room. Now that my ears had picked up on her, I couldn’t tune her out.

      She was mumbling something to herself. It didn’t make sense. But it was enough to put me on edge.

      “I’m feeling quite hungry after all this… weirdness. Is there anywhere around here I can have some food?” I asked Mathilda.

      “I can make you something if you want,” she said.

      “No offense, Mathilda, but I’d really like to get some fresh air. And I’d like to check out the area; what’s around.”

      Mathilda nodded and opened the front door for me.

      “If you walk back to the main road, take a right and go all the way down. It should take you to Main Street. There’s a place there called The Waterfront. Tell them I sent you. They’ll take real good care of you,” she said.

      “Thanks,” I said. “I guess I’ll be seeing you later.”

      “You bet.” Mathilda smiled, and I set off to see just what Hamlet Cove had to offer other than mysterious ageless women and deranged people hidden behind closed doors.
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      “It’s good to see you again, Aggie,” I told my partner as my family walked into the operations room.

      Both my parents and grandparents didn’t look as pleased as I did.

      “What a load of nonsense, Roman. She abandoned her post to go do God knows what, and now she’s back, ordering us around,” Mom said.

      I opened my mouth to answer her, but Aggie got to it first.

      “I’m not ordering anyone around, Mabel. I think Phillip can attest to the fact you can’t be ordered to do anything,” she said.

      Of course. What was I thinking? Aggie could stand up for herself.

      Mom ran her tongue along her teeth looking as amused as a swatted fly.

      “Oh look, she jokes around like a teenager, too. It’s good to know the Cohens take their duty so seriously,” she said.

      “Oh, sweetheart, when have you ever seen a Cohen taking their duty seriously?” Grandma said. “As if we don’t do all the heavy lifting ourselves, they treat their gift with the utmost disrespect.”

      “Really, Wilma? You really want to talk about disrespect? That’s quite the nerve you have there,” Aggie said.

      I looked from Grandma to Grandpa and Dad, and I knew we were bound to have yet another blow out unless I stepped in.

      “People! Can we focus, please? Leave the petty arguing for dessert,” I said.

      Grandma glanced at me with disdain and straightened herself.

      “There’s nothing petty about this, Roman. Don’t talk about things you don’t understand,” she said.

      “I don’t understand? I don’t know if that’s insulting to me or yourselves, considering you’ve been badgering me about our history since I was a toddler,” I told her.

      “Enough,” Grandpa shouted when Grandma was about to reply. “What do you need, Agatha?”

      Aggie looked at me and took a deep breath before she spoke.

      “I’m here to invite you to dinner tomorrow. I have an announcement to make that you all need to be there for,” she said.

      Announcement? Was she finally going to tell everyone?

      “We’re here now. Why do we need to wait until tomorrow—” Mom said.

      “And endure Mathilda’s horrible cooking,” Grandma added.

      Mathilda’s cooking was one of the best in town, and they both knew it. But they’d die before they admitted that.

      “Because I need everyone there. Cohens and Meyers alike,” Aggie said, ignoring the comments.

      “Considering you’d be inconveniencing our entire family when you only have one other functional member to inform whatever you need to inform us, I stand by my question,” Mom said.

      “Mom!” I shouted at her.

      “Oh, Roman. Please don’t tell me you’ve gone soft on dear, old Aggie,” Mom said. “I’m sorry my darling, but not only is she a Cohen, but she can also not bear any heirs, either. And we all know the Meyers are far more serious about our legacy than the Cohens.”

      “You’re such a bitch,” I told her before I could control myself and ran out of the room before I could be told how “disrespectful” I had been.

      I just needed some fresh air before I could face them again. They always showed their worst side where any Cohen was concerned. A stupid feud that, frankly, I’d had enough of.

      What was Aggie thinking? Was she really going to tell them about herself? I thought she wanted to keep it a secret until she couldn’t anymore. Unless there was something else.

      I looked out into the sea and let the rhythm of the waves soothe my anger and the raging storm inside.

      This stupid legacy. I had enough of it. Enough of what it meant. Of what it didn’t mean. Of what it allowed. Of how we behaved because of it.

      Was my family even happy? Did they even know what happiness was? Or were they so obsessed with preserving the legacy that everything else took a backseat?

      And Mom? For someone who wasn’t even an elf, she was taking this bad blood with the Cohens very seriously. And so did Grandma.

      Not to say anything of the fact that everyone refused to acknowledge my sexuality.

      The Meyers didn’t produce gays. Not where the lineage was concerned. Mom hadn’t failed to tell me a hundred times. I could do whatever I wanted behind closed doors as long as I knocked up some poor girl whose entire purpose was to serve the Meyers legacy.

      No amount of arguing or fighting would ever let them see how wrong and outdated their opinions were.

      I’d heard of other Meyers living their gay lives openly, without shame. Hell, there was even a Meyers in London who had a husband and two adopted daughters, and he wasn’t hounded by his parents to marry or impregnate a girl.

      But if you asked my family? They were a shame to our legacy. Just letting the elven legacy die off.

      Not like there were thousands of us around the globe protecting this dimension.

      Sometimes I wished I could… Nah. I couldn’t—wouldn’t—even contemplate the thought of leaving Hamlet Cove and leaving it unprotected from the forces of evil. Couldn’t leave Aggie to deal with it all. Her working with my dad or grandad? It wouldn’t go down well. It wouldn’t be fair on Aggie.

      But by God, I wished this legacy didn’t have to be so goddamn lonely, too.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” someone said behind me. “No, actually, I already know.”

      Aggie came to stand next to me and looked out into the ocean, staying silent for a few moments, just two elves becoming one with everything around them.

      “I just want to punch them sometimes,” I said.

      “I know the feeling,” she said.

      “I wish they weren’t so blinded⁠—”

      “Remember, I was, too. Until…”

      “Yeah. I know. But it shouldn’t take a personal tragedy to realize what’s important in life. And trust me. This pettiness isn’t important.”

      “Don’t think your family hasn’t had tragedies, my darling,” she said.

      I huffed a laugh.

      “What? Comms being down or rerouting the thermal sensors of the satellite? I’d hardly peg those for tragedies.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” Aggie said.

      “Well, that’s all I ever see them worry about. Other than my lack of a progeny, of course. Because we live in the nineteenth century,” I said.

      “Didn’t you know? Were you asleep for the time travel?” Aggie elbowed my arm, and I let out a chuckle. More to put her at ease than anything. “Trust me. Your family has had their tragedy. There’s a reason why they’re so…”

      “Perfectly punchable?”

      “Yeah. Let’s say that.”

      “But I’m sick of it, Aggie,” I said.

      “I know, sweetie. I know.”

      “I don’t know what I’d do if you…”

      I couldn’t even begin to think about it. Life without Aggie.

      She looked at me but wouldn’t dare touch me. Not here. Not with my parents in such close proximity. Showing any kind of friendship, kinship even, would make them flip.

      Cohens and Meyers weren’t friends. They were eternal enemies who were forced to work together to protect the dimension.

      “I told them to come around at six tomorrow,” she said, her gaze finding the sea again. “Can you come earlier? Say four?”

      “Why?” I asked. “I already know what you’re going to tell them.”

      Aggie sighed.

      “Trust me. You don’t. And this concerns you the most, so I’d like to tell you before they all get there and go about their usual antics,” she said.

      “You know they won’t admit they like Mathilda’s food.”

      “Well, I’m sure Mathilda is a strong girl and can survive the horror.” Aggie laughed. “See you tomorrow.”

      “Unless there’s a sighting,” I told her.

      “Unless there’s a sighting.” Aggie nodded and turned to walk to her car.

      I watched her get in and drive off, wondering what on earth she needed all of us in the same room for if not to reveal her secret.

      I had every intention of going back into the house, but the moment I turned and saw Mom watching me from the window, I changed my mind.

      I was hungry and I needed to get as far away from my family as possible, so I got into my BMW and drove to Main Street.

      Of course I could have walked the distance, but I hadn’t decided if I was going to go to Huntington after.

      It had been a while since I’d hooked up with anyone. Perhaps that was what I needed. Maybe the gnawing feeling in my chest, the numbness I felt all over my brain and body, was because I needed someone’s touch, even if for a night.

      God forbid I had more than a one-night-stand with a guy. My mom would have a heart attack. Followed by my grandma. And then who would I have to criticize every decision I made in my life?
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      On my walk to Main Street, I discovered that Hamlet Cove was rather isolated in its existence. Each house was separated by long stretches of woods, and each driveway was almost hidden behind curtains of ivy. But most properties weren’t as luxurious as the Cohen Mansion. I must have walked at least a mile before I got to the hubbub of Main Street. If it could be called hubbub or street.

      It was a wide path of red-bricked stores on either side, all leading down to a port where a few boats and yachts were docked.

      I walked past a jeweler’s called Brimstone & Ivy that had a gorgeous and shiny display of necklaces, watches, and even a row of engagement rings.

      I stopped to take a look at the rings and fantasize which one I’d pick for my wedding, completely ignoring the fact that not only was I not close to getting engaged, I was actually single again.

      A lady appeared at the display and smiled at me. Her hair was gray and wildly curly, a pair of cat-eye glasses nestled halfway down her nose.

      I fully expected her to rearrange something or remove a piece to take to the counter, but no. She just stood there watching me and smiling.

      I guess that’s my cue to move on.

      I walked past the next place, a thrift store called Second Chances which boasted a large collection of vintage—and quite frankly tacky—clothes.

      As with the previous store, a lady appeared at the door which was propped open, and stood by it, watching me with her arms crossed. She, unlike her neighbor, wasn’t smiling, which I guess went well with the long forehead, the tight bun her dark hair was wrapped in, and the pink, chapped lips.

      “Good day,” I said and mentally slapped myself.

      Good day? Who in my age said good day? What was I? Australian?

      The thrift store lady just raised an eyebrow and watched me walk away, but I could still feel her stare when I reached the home store that was next.

      Becky’s Home Store was… a mess. There were dozens upon dozens of pieces of merchandise on the sidewalk, mostly plastic and wicker laundry baskets as well as some garbage cans of all sizes.

      “Hello. Are you new to town?” said a woman from inside the store, and I squeezed my eyes trying to tell her apart from the crammed shelves behind her.

      “I am,” I said just as my eyes made out the shape of a young woman with red cornrows and a similarly shaded sweater.

      She came out from behind the cluttered counter and approached me in her skinny blue jeans and a warm, affectionate smile, stepping outside.

      She looked behind me at the store owners that were now standing on the sidewalk watching me and shook her head.

      “Don’t mind them. We don’t really get any strangers around here. They’re harmless but very curious,” she said.

      “They did creep me out, I’ll admit,” I said.

      “Yeah, they tend to have that effect on newcomers. Get back inside, you old crows,” she shouted at them, and I watched the ladies duck inside their shops. “I give it two minutes before the rest of Main Street sticks their heads out of their windows.”

      “Oh, so I get the royal reception. Nice,” I said, and she laughed.

      “Are you just exploring or are you looking for something in particular?”

      “I am looking for the Waterfront. I’m starving,” I told her.

      The girl smiled and looked down toward the water.

      “That’s easy to find. It’s right at the dock. But…” she said and looked around us, “Why don’t I walk you there. My familiar face should counteract a little of your newness.”

      I laughed as she hooked her hand around my arm and walked with me down the street.

      “Don’t you have to lock up or something?”

      She giggled and shook her head. “Did you miss the part where we’re in the smallest town on Earth and everyone knows everyone’s business?”

      I kissed my teeth and nodded, raising my finger in the air. “Of course. Sorry. How could I miss the episode?”

      “I’m Issa,” she said. “What’s your name?”

      “Jude,” I told her. “Nice to meet you, Issa. I take it Becky is your mother?”

      Issa winced.

      “Please. As if my mom would be caught dead in this town. No. Becky is my grandma. She’s the one who raised me. My mom had other plans for her life, so she fucked off when I was a tinsy baby,” she said.

      “Hey.” I stopped in my tracks. “What a coincidence. My mom abandoned me when I was born. Although I grew up in foster care. I know. I know. You’re so jealous a little part died inside you, didn’t it?”

      Issa, to her credit, sniffled and wiped her eyes, nodding.

      “I like you, Jude. Are you here to stay?” she asked coming to a stop in front of a dark wooden door that was encompassed in ivy.

      “I have no fucking idea. Depends what kind of fish you have around, I guess,” I said.

      She tilted her head to the side and narrowed her eyes.

      “Men. What kind of men you have to offer. I’ve been recently made boyfriend-less, and I can feel the urge to rebound. Hard. If you get my drift.”

      She grimaced and rocked her head from side to side.

      “Slim pickings, my friend. You’ll probably have better luck in Huntington. That’s where I go to hook up. Not that it’s any better there, but you know, they have a considerably larger population to play with.”

      “Play? Hmmm… sounds kinky,” I hummed.

      “Lol. You’re a funny guy. Well, this is the Waterfront. Stay away from their pizzas. You don’t know how long they’ve been in their freezers or what they’re made of. You should stop by if you stick around. I have no life, so I’m always at the store. Even when it’s closed.”

      She unhooked her arm from mine and started backtracking up the street.

      “You live a dangerous life, lady. Be careful,” I said.

      “Trust me, Jude. You always have to be on high alert around here,” she said and walked away.

      I wanted to ask her what she meant, but my stomach was having a riot now, so I just opened the door to the Waterfront and found myself being, yet again, the center of attention.

      I tried to ignore the bunch of eyes looking my way and walked to the bar, the bartender, a young-looking ginger guy with a luscious beard, a plaid shirt, and muscles for days, looking right at me.

      “Mathilda says you can take care of me,” I said.

      I knew it sounded dirty, but come on, who in the history of ever didn’t want to be “taken care of” by a lumberjack?

      The guy’s expressionless face broke, and he smirked.

      “You’re a friend of Matty’s? Sure I’ll take care of you,” he said and leaned forward to the bar.

      As he did, I also felt the tension in my back release as if the patrons of the bar got back to their own business instead of staring at mine.

      “What are we talking about here, dude? How much can you do?”

      The guy laughed and passed me a cardboard menu.

      “Name’s Hendrix,” he said.

      I introduced myself, and he shook my hand, almost breaking my fingers. Dude was strong as well as sexy. If he played for my team, too, I might have found my rebound.

      “What will it be?” he asked pointing at the beer taps in front of him.

      “What’s local?” I asked.

      “Everything,” he said.

      “Then I’ll leave it up to you,” I said.

      I let him pick the drink for me and tried really hard to pry my eyes away from his muscles as he did and focus on the important bit for now.

      Food.

      “How hungry are you?” Hendrix asked.

      “I could eat a horse,” I said.

      He laughed.

      “One Hot Mess coming right up,” he said, setting a glass down in front of me.

      “Look, man. I know I am, but you don’t need to shout it for everyone to hear,” I told him.

      His shoulders and chest shook as he chuckled and leaned over the menu to point at something.

      “It’s our specialty,” he said.

      “Gotcha,” I told him and gulped my beer to hide or forget my shame.

      The plate of food arrived not too long after—not suspicious at all—and it was filled to the brim with macaroni, potatoes, baked beans, topped with ground beef, and a bucket load of parmesan cheese.

      “That was indeed one hot mess, and I loved every second
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