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“So, it’s true. He really did those things to our daughter,” Sarah Ellison said as tears fell from her eyes, giving them the appearance of vintage green glass bottles. She was a plump, mousy woman who kept her brown hair in a messy bun as we sat in the sitting area of her small one-bedroom apartment, decorated with a mix of thrift store and hand-me-down furniture, on the northern edge of Butcher’s Bend, South Carolina. She was in her mid-twenties and going through a nasty divorce to an abusive asshole who’s skirted through life by being the mayor’s son and the grandson of our state senator. Southern aristocracy at its finest. When she fled with their four-year-old daughter, daddy sent the local cops to take their daughter, Lisa, back to her father on the promise that they would not charge her with kidnapping. 

I nodded, “Yeah. I’m so sorry, and I wish I had something to say that didn’t ring hollow, but,” I shrugged, “all I got is that you were right and that he won’t be doing this much longer.”

I took a sip of the sweet tea she offered me when I arrived. I drank it out of politeness; I never could stomach it. Tea should be hot with just a hint of honey, or, better yet, replaced with hot, strong, black coffee. I watched as she placed the photos I showed her back in the manila envelope along with a flash drive containing them and the video. As she cried, I moved onto the arm of her chair and placed an arm around her. I sat in silence for a few moments. She needed this.

She looked up at me and said, “And the video? That’s him – and them – doing those things to her? How did you get this? My lawyer said when they searched his computer, it was totally clean.”

I nodded and smiled as gently as I could. “I didn’t search his computer. Whether it was always clean or he had someone wipe it, I can’t say. I can say that the arrogant S.O.B. didn’t believe in closing the shades on her bedroom window on the third story of his home. Made getting this disgusting evidence easy.”

Those words tasted like bile in my mouth. What Henry Planter did to his daughter and then took money from other men who did the same things to her was beyond disgusting. In some of the smaller towns around here, he would’ve been shot for doing that, but being the heir to a powerful and wealthy family, meant that crimes often got swept under someone else’s rug. But there was no way in Heaven, Limbo, Hell, and the Otherworld that I was going to let this bastard get away with this monstrous perversity. It didn’t matter whose son or grandson he was.

She wiped her eyes and looked at me, the mascara streaming down her face. “And you’ll be in court for us next month?”

I smiled and shook my head. “Not for you but with you and in a three-piece suit, ready to testify.”

“It’s okay if you’re not, Miss Hain,” she said. “My hours at the diner got cut this week. I don’t know if I can keep paying you.”

I stroked her back gently. “You’ve paid enough,” I replied. “You focus on giving your daughter a good home with a loving mother, and your lawyer and I will worry about keeping him away from both of you. From this point forward, I’m pro bono.”

“Bless you, Miss Hain,” she said as she grasped my hand. “You’re an angel.”

I shook my head, smiling as I countered,  “There are a lot of people who say the opposite. Well, you know where to find me if you need me, Sarah. I’ve got to get back to the office. Try to get some rest, okay?”

The clock on my Civic’s dash read half past seven, and since I actually adjusted it for the time change this fall, I knew it was accurate. I stayed later than I intended, but she needed me. Mom was always right: no one’s ever “just a client” with me. I massaged the steering wheel as I turned the key in the ignition, hoping the love I’ve shown would keep this fifteen-year-old car going for at least another three or four months. The engine sputtered for a bit, but the old girl started purring unevenly. As I left the Section 8 complex where she lived, I called my assistant, Destiny.

“Hain Private Investigations, this is Destiny speaking. How may I help you?” she chirped happily on the phone.

“Des, it’s me. I’m grabbing a pizza at Sal’s before heading back. You want the ‘Quattro’?”

“Uh, yeah! Sausage, onion, bell peppers, and jalapeños so spicy and balanced you’d think he got the recipe from an old Sicilian strega, sign me up for that any day.” We both laughed. As thunder rumbled in the distance, she added, “Hey, be careful in the rain. You still need to get the brakes checked, Sam.”

“She’ll hold together. See you soon.” After ending the call, I stroked the car’s dashboard gently and whispered, “Hear me, baby? Hold together.”

By the time I returned to our office, it was one of those Bulwer-Lytton nights. I briefed Destiny on my client meeting while we ate pizza and drank root beer. Given the hour, we sat in my office and chatted, losing track of time as we both waited for the storm to pass before driving home. Sometimes it’s good to work with your friends. 

“Dark and stormy tonight, Sam – just like your birthday! Which–” Destiny said as she peered out of the window beside my desk in our small, two-room office on the third floor of the Oberon Center at the corner of Willow and Yew.

“Is five days from now, Des,” I replied, rolling my eyes. “Yeah, I know the irony. After all, my father named me after the Celtic festival commemorating the end of the harvest season. And, given that it’s the day when the Veil is at its thinnest, the fact that I was born on a dark and stormy night bursts with more gothic flair than an over-tightened Victorian corset.”

“Not that you’d complain about that,” she winked.

I sighed, rolling my eyes at the quirky woman with attractive, if stereotypical “German,” features; although her hair was too unruly and short to keep in plaited braids these days, I have seen pictures from her childhood in Hanau where her mother disciplined that mess of blonde curls into perfect plaits. Now, she kept her hair chin-length, which, along with her charcoal suit adorned with a Gardevoir pin on the right lapel and sea foam blouse, made her ice-blue eyes sparkle in both the warm sunlight and the flickering florescent lighting of our office space. Destiny Grimm – yes, one of those Grimms – has been an invaluable friend and ally in this strange venture of mine.

“So, any plans for your Big Three-Oh?” She asked in a sing-song voice.

“After everything that went down with Rachel last week, I’ll probably do what I did last year: sit in my office, eat cake, and see if a potential client shows up. Then, I’ll probably go have a round or two at The Four Winds and talk to Mom before I snuggle in bed with Sandy. I lead such an exciting life.” I laughed.

“You do,” she replied flatly. Her voice took on the melodramatic flair of a soap opera narrator as she continued, “The Great Private Investigator: Sam Hain, born on a dark and stormy full moon on the last night of October, entering the mortal world as the Veil between our world and the Otherwold wanes to its thinnest, the legendary ‘Fixer’ for those who need help outside the normal channels, daring fashion icon who combines the sensibilities of modern life with vintage flair and style, whose razor-sharp wit and hair-trigger temper prove too much for the average damsel to bear, who – like a werewolf under a full moon – turns as basic as a PSL at the first sign of fall. Also, you make a mean whiskey sour.”

We both laughed. And honestly, yeah, I do have a pretty interesting, if not unconventional, life. I mean, my father, Donal Hain, was the Arch Magus for the Astrum Argentum before he retired, and he, with sound mind and body, and I’m told no malice, pronounced the ultimate dad joke by naming me Samantha but only ever calling me “Sam” unless I was in trouble, because I was born on Halloween. He regularly sent letters to my teachers stating that I had requested to be called “Sam.” Of course my teachers, the local goths kids, and a few nerds got the joke growing up, and all of them, and I mean all of them, felt the need to point out how funny they thought it was. While working on becoming a college dropout during my grunge phase, I went by my middle name, Blake, which my mom gave me in honor of her older brother who passed away an hour before I was born. I could’ve finished that Comparative Literature degree, but after mom’s accident, I ran off to Ireland in ‘12 to track down a morally deficient, drunken leprechaun who was bankrupting an underground gambling circuit run by county and parish officials and never went back. But that’s a story for another time. That was my first “Fix,” and I’ve gained a reputation with Veil Crossers as the go-to solution for problems that might draw negative attention from the Veil Watchers.

Now, to be clear, Veil Crossing hasn’t been a crime since pretty much every country signed the International Supernatural Entity Recognition and Rights Treaty while at some big retreat that the media said was about climate change, which we still haven’t tackled yet. Six years ago. Liechtenstein refused for reasons unknown, but I suspected it was so they could see their name plastered on international news for once. The treaty acknowledged that we share our world with undead, shapeshifters, lycanthropes, angels, djinn, demons, and fae; it also legitimated the civic defense powers of the Veil Watchers and provided a means for these non-mortal entities to enter, live, and thrive in our world while keeping their identities secret. The treaty even legally formulated the rules of consent for vampiric and lycanthropic feeding and reproduction, and it mandated severe penalties for those who violated these laws. We’re still working on explaining other forms of consent to assholes. Thanks to my father, I’ve always known that these beings existed, but I’ve taken on a professional interest in more recent years. They’re powerful, sure, but they’re people too. They have problems just like everyone else, but when they get into trouble, the Watchers usually kill without question. And that’s not fair.

I smiled as I mused over my life, only snapping out of my memories when Destiny said, “Oh, but tonight’s the full moon. That’s why you’re still in the office instead of at home with your evening coffee pot and Netflix subscription.”

“Yeah,” I answered, nodding. “I’m waiting to see what trouble walks through that door.” I pointed to the wooden door that had “Hain Private Investigations” written in a Helvetica arch above my logo: a silver waning sliver of a moon at the edge of a black disk. “Always happens on the full moon, so let’s see what shit I get asked to fix tonight.”

“If anything,” she said, “I mean, we’ve been quiet on that front for three months.”

“But it’s October’s full moon, Des,” I replied. “All the little ghosts and goblins will be roaming free.”

“At least it’s not Devil’s Night, right?” She closed her eyes. I nodded, remembering the carnage of October 2019.

“That would be more predictable. More dangerous, sure, but more predictable.” I walked to the front room to refill my coffee mug, a simple black mug with “Failure to plan on your part does NOT indicate an emergency on mine” in bright yellow letters, when the door opened and a short, squat ginger with a patchy beard and dazzling peridot eyes entered. His navy pinstripe suit was a tad oversized, wrinkled, and perfectly dry while his crimson fedora seemed soaking wet. He looked me over and, in a heavy brogue that cracked like a teenager’s voice, said, “Good evening, Miss. Might you direct me to Mister Sam Hain? I’ve a matter that needs fixing.”

* * *
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“I’M SAM HAIN,” THE woman replied and then emphatically added with a dagger-hurling smile, “Samantha Blake Hain, Private Investigator. How may I help you?”

Taken aback, the short, red-haired man removed his crimson hat and bowed respectfully. “Forgive me, Miss Hain, but I assumed from your clothes that you were the sec—”

“The secretary. I’ve heard it before. Don’t let the stilettos and stockings fool you. I can smuggle a selkie out of a public aquarium just as easily as I can tango at twilight.”

Sam slid onto Destiny’s desk and crossed her legs. On this autumnal night, she wore a burgundy wiggle dress with a keyhole opening and lace sleeves. The tops of her seamed stockings, held in place by garters, peeked from beneath the hemline. Running the pale fingers of her left hand through her victory-curled brown hair, she sipped her coffee, drawing it into the smirking mouth beneath her broad nose before winking at him. She set the mug on the mahogany-tinted IKEA Malm desk and grabbed a legal pad and pen.

“So,” she stared beyond this potential client’s eyes as she asked, “what do you need fixed?”

The man nodded. “Well - I - you know why I’m here, so I guess you know who I am, right?”

Sam looked him over again before replying, “I doubt you’ll tell me your name, but you’re a ginger, have dazzling eyes, and are wearing a red fedora that’s soaking wet while your wrinkly suit is dry. You’re one of the Fair Folk. I’d wager you’re a redcap?”

He nodded in assent. Destiny Grimm emerged from Sam’s office. She stood a few inches shorter than Sam, and, although they were the same age, her more conservative dress often made her appear older. She sat behind her desk and shook the mouse, waking her computer and causing the overhead lighting to flicker. The redcap’s eyes widened, and he backed toward the door.

“What in all of Faerie, the Otherworld, and the Nine Hells is she doing here? I’m not talking anymore with one of them in the room!”

“Really?” Destiny rolled her eyes. “I work here. I’m not in the family business” she turned her gaze toward the desk and hastily added, “Not anymore.”

“Des is my friend and assistant,” Sam added. “She’s a Grimm, but she’s no Veil Watcher. Besides, she’ll draw up the contract that we’ll sign, should I decide to help you. You can protest all you want, but none from Faerie seek me out during the full moon unless they’re waist-deep in wet shit.” She folded her arms across her chest and cocked an eyebrow. “I’d wager you’re out of other options, so tell me what you need fixed.”

A defeated sigh escaped the redcap’s lips. He nodded. “Very well. It’s not me - it’s a friend, Niamh O’Cuinn. She was spotted by a serving girl from Castle Gealladh while out singing in the Emberheath Bog a fortnight ago. Seems the girl, a Mabd something-or-other, got a clear video of her on her cell phone. A bunch of amateur ghost hunters descended on the area, which is annoying on most nights, but we can normally fool them and get them to leave. Seems, however, that quite a few of them have gone and died out in the bog which got the Gardaí involved, and then, well, it drew their interest.”

“The Duilearga.” Sam responded.

“Aye,” the redcap replied.

Sam nodded. Named for Séamus Duilearga, one of the earliest collectors of Irish folklore, the Duilearga served as Ireland’s branch of the Veil Watchers, an organization that ensures that instances of “Veil piercing”, when mortals accidentally learn that they share a world with the creatures of folklore, are contained. Destiny’s eyes darted up in concern as Sam ran her fingers over a spot on her left shoulder where her dress covered a scar from a Duilearga agent’s blessed silver bullet during an altercation while confronting that leprechaun. Of all the Veil Watchers, the Duilearga had a reputation for quick, decisive investigations, leaving little time for Sam to resolve the situation before, like all other branches of Veil Watchers, the Duilearga closed their investigation through a body count.

“Shit! How long have the Duilearga been on the case?” Sam asked.

The redcap shuffled nervously and replied, “A few days, I’d wager.”

Both women narrowed their eyes at their visitor. Sam shook her head. “I don’t deal with lawyers after normal business hours, Mister Redcap–not since last week.”

The redcap looked confused. “I’m no barrister, Miss Hain. I’m a gardener.”

“Then either you stop speaking in faerie circles and tell me what the actual fuck is going on or get the fucking hell out of my office! With a ‘few days’’ lead, the Duilearga might already have a bead on your friend there, and that means that she, the girl who discovered her song, and all the amateur ghost hunters and police officers might be dead. So, let’s go over your story–starting with you giving me a name by which I can contact you, since I know you won’t tell me your true name–and, this time, why don’t you give me all the important details that you’ve conveniently omitted so I can do what I need to do?”

Sam and the redcap stared at each other, unblinking, for several minutes as Destiny’s fingers clicked the keys on her keyboard. Sam shot the redcap a razor-sharp smile as she drummed her fingers slowly on the desk. “Well, Mister Redcap, the choice is yours. It’s late, and time is, well, blood money.” She winced as she said that, but continued. “I’m out of coffee, and Netflix has a new season of The Great British Baking Show with my name on it. What’s it going to be?”

The redcap sighed and stared at the floorboards while shifting from one foot to the other. “Very well, Miss Hain. You may call me Dagh Mobh, and here’s all that I know. Niamh was out on the Emberheath Bog at night singing. This was before the moon’s first quarter. She usually picks stormy nights with heavy fog, so humans think she’s the wind or a bird or something. You mortals will believe anything to avoid the truth. Don’t look at me like that! You know I’m not talking about you lot. Anyway, she was really into her song and didn’t notice this Mabd approach and get a clear video. Girl posted it to her Inster or Facegram or TokTik or whatever magical media is popular. I can’t ever get them straight. That’s what brought in all the ghost hunters who chased out into the Emberheath Bog after her. Several ended up dead – she never attacked them–not one, I swear.”

“Then what killed them?” Sam asked as she took notes. 

“I didn’t see all of them die, so I don’t know. I assume most died of shock. I mean, you can hunt for stuff like this but seeing it, well, that’s got to be a right shock to the system. There was some gunfire and growling, so maybe hunting accidents or a bear or a big cat. Well, the lot of them that survived talked up what happened at The Tipsy Tenpenny. The village got in an uproar, and you know gossip spreads like the flu, which –”

“Drew the Duilearga’s attention,” Sam interjected.

Dagh nodded. “Aye, Miss Hain. And that’s all I–Titania, Queen of the Summer Court! What’s that noise?” The redcap dropped his fedora as Destiny’s printer growled to life before spitting out a handful of pages.

“Here you go, Sam. One contract for the safe removal of one banshee and the protection of the young girl named Mabd as well as unnumbered and unnamed other mortals to be completed before the 31st of October to minimize the dangers posed by Duilearga involvement.”

Dagh’s eyes shot wide as he sputtered, “I never said she was a banshee!”

“Remember, I’m one of those people? It’s my job to know these things.” Destiny’s tongue shot forward. She sneered at the redcap as Sam took the contract from her.

“If there are no corrections, Mister Mobh, my fee for this is seven thousand U.S. dollars. I expect half up front and half on completion. I take cash, check, or electronic transfer. Faerie gold is not accepted here.”

“Seven thousand! That’s robbery. I was told your rate was five thousand. I won’t pay.”

“Under normal conditions, you would be correct, Mister Mobh. However, given that I must travel to Ireland and that I have – how should I put it? – only a ‘few days’ before the Duilearga ‘take care of the matter’ – if they haven’t already done so, travel expenses and rush job fees have been factored in. But,” she paused as she gently placed the contract on the desk beside Destiny’s Indigo League pen cup, “the choice to engage my services remains with you.”

The redcap ran his fingers over his fedora’s brim and through his mass of red hair as he contemplated his decision. He walked over to the desk and slowly perused the contract. His brow furrowed and his shoulders slumped forward as he opened his wallet and produced thirty-five one hundred-dollar bills. Signing the contract, he said, “I have little choice if I’m to help her, I suppose. Alright, Miss Hain, you’ve got yourself a deal.” 

Sam signed the contract and accepted the payment. As she slid the paperwork back to Destiny, she smiled. “A pleasure doing business with you. I’ll make my arrangements and leave for Ireland.”

“You hurry,” Dagh nodded as he walked toward the door. “We’ll be watching you.”

As the door closed behind him, Destiny glowered. “You didn’t have to go so hard on him, Sam. We’re barely scraping by as it is. Your car needs repairs. We need electrical work and new equipment. You almost lost this case.”

Sam shrugged and sighed. “Then I could have a drink and go home in peace. Des, it’s not like it’s some chosen destiny bullshit. They seek me out because I’m good at what I do. It’s purely financial – especially given most of my mortal clients can’t pay that much.”

“And yet you never turn them down,” Destiny replied flatly.

Sam furrowed her brow. “They’re women in need of help, Des. The police won’t do anything without a body of evidence, and in many of these cases, that could prove fatal. They come to me, and I help them, taking only what they can afford. So, ‘Fixing’ makes up for it.”

Destiny snorted. “I may be your assistant, but your destiny seems to be having a heart that bleeds for the suffering of others. That’s not a bad thing, Sam.” She chuckled as she placed a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “Besides, Ireland for your birthday. There are worse places to be, I suppose. Plus, we all know you have a thing for redheads.”

Sam growled in mock annoyance. “You google any information you can find on this castle and the nearest town while I head to home to fix Sandy’s dinner, pack, and get a nap in.”

“Gotcha, boss. I’ll book you a flight. Nothing before ten, as always?”

Sam shook her head. “Can’t fly this time,” she said. I’ll lose almost a full day if I travel by plane. And since our little redcap friend likely left out other details, I’ve got to do a little predeparture digging. Besides, I need a drink. Mind looking after Sandy while I’m gone?”

“I’m on it. Text you in a few hours,” Destiny replied.

* * *
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AN INSISTENT BUT PLAINTIVE meow from a calico cat pacing at her apartment door greeted Sam as she returned home. The two-bedroom apartment was cozy. Or at least that is what Sam told herself to justify refusing her father’s repeated offerings of help with affording a larger place. Without a second thought, Sam scooped the cat into her arms, held her close, and kissed the top of her head. She flipped the cat over and cradled her, stroking her orange paws–the only part of her fur with that coloration. She gave the cat a final kiss before gently setting her on the wood floor and going to get her dinner. “I missed you too, Sandy Paws, best Christmas present I ever received.”

Sandy followed Sam through the cramped den with the tattered tan couch that Sam had had since college and that Sandy preferred to her scratching post and the dining area where Sam stored her pile of unread books on the small dining table. An impressionistic but attractive watercolor of the Stubai Alps around Wilder Freiger. Sam paused to stare wistfully at the painting for a moment, remembering one of the happier and more relaxing moments since her mother passed. They headed into her bedroom where Sam grabbed her blue and brown leather dress bag as Sam packed for her upcoming trip. After an hour of playing with Sandy, moving Sandy out of her travel bag, and lint-rolling the clothes Sandy sat on, Sam packed her clothes, passport and permits for the return trip, the leather map case in which she carried her silver rapier, a pistol, two clips with normal and blessed cold iron rounds, and–just in case–a hunter’s kit. She hung a blue and orange paisley A-line dress, coordinating orange knit cardigan, and pale tights from the hook atop her closet door. She placed a pair of brown riding boots beside them. She sighed, mentally listing all she had to pack after her nap. She scratched Sandy’s chin, smiling as her cat purred, and then took a relaxing bath before setting her alarm, curling up in bed with Sandy, and taking a nap.

After hitting the snooze button twice, Sam took a quick shower, made a cup of coffee, dressed, packed her makeup, and carried her traveling goods into the room she used for an office, locking the door behind her. As she entered the room, a vibration from her backpack announced a text message; Destiny determined that the nearest town to the castle was Bannagh in Sligo County near Benbulben Mountain, a small town of about four hundred people. She said it had one bed-and-breakfast called The Slouching Giant, a single pub, and a train station about a mile to its southwest. Destiny identified the young girl as Mabd Donovan and said she posted the banshee video on her TikTok under the handle of “Smyling_xEirex_Eyes,” stating that the video has been viewed almost one million times. Sam cursed this last bit. Destiny warned that tracking the girl down may prove difficult, if her recent inactivity on social media proves to be an indication. She ended with, “I booked you the last room at the B&B, seems to be crowded with a few ghost hunters and some history professor from Trinity. Be safe.”

“Hmm,” Sam thought. “I wonder if it’s Professor Kennedy.” She thanked and reassured Destiny that she would be safe. Sam then turned her attention back to the task at hand in her office. Aside from the mahogany writing desk and matching shelf overflowing with leather-bound books, nothing else in this room furnished with four large white pillar candles set atop black marble pillars in each of the cardinal points; a wooden table dressed with a black cloth, a pair of black and white taper candles, a leather-bound book – a gift from her father – whose pages were mostly empty, a dagger, a censor, a wand, and a silver pentacle; and a large circle comprising multiple lines of runes, sigils, and sacred words in whose center the wooden table held vigil.

Sam moved her traveling gear into the circle, lit the candles on the table, and cleansed the area by walking the edge of the circle, holding the white candle in her hands. She knocked thrice on table and forcefully pronounced a string of divine names. She then opened the book to the fourth page with writing on it and chanted, “Per obscurum noctis, per clara die, ego tibi aperire viam praecipio,” six times. A wind blew through the chamber, snuffing the candles. After the wind stopped, a small point of silver light appeared on the eastern wall. The point drifted, leaving a light trail that outlined the shape of a door. Sam heard the click of the locking mechanism’s release as the line completed tracing the shape. She closed the book on her table, picked up her gear, and stepped through the door.

* * *
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A HUSKY VOICE SINGING “Diamonds are a Girl’s Best Friend” greeted Sam as she entered the bar. The voice’s owner, a statuesque, curly-haired, caramel-skinned woman whose elegantly curved horns signaled her unearthly origin draped herself across a grand piano adorned with a landscape of wax from the three-pronged candelabra that stood near the music stand where a classically handsome man with Semitic features and thick black hair accompanied her as she entertained the mixed crowd of Veil Crossers, humans and non-humans who can move across the Veil in secret, whose candle-shadowed faces watched the performance with rapt attention. The bartender, a handsome man in a white shirt with a charcoal vest, slicked black hair, three-day stubble, and piercing green eyes, called out in a voice that sounded like an aristocratic Londoner, “Welcome to The Four Winds where all who enter are welcome to sit, drink, and share their stories. We only have one rule, and that’s–Oh, hello, Samantha, come have a drink.”

She felt the eyes of several of the barflies follow her as she found an empty section of the bar and sat down. As the bartender approached, she leaned forward. “Good morning, Nick. I’ll have my usual.”

He nodded and produced a whisky sour. Leaning against the bar, he smirked. “And what have you brought me this time?”

Sam swirled the cocktail a few times before taking a long, slow sip. As her shoulders relaxed, she smiled quickly before furrowing her brow. She turned back toward the stage and said, “It’s good to see Lilith and Gabriel are back to working together.”

He chuckled and allowed an elongated canine to show briefly. “Yes, but you’re dodging the question. What have you brought me?”

Sam slapped her hand on her chest and opened her mouth in mock surprise. “Now, Mister Scratch, can’t a lady such as myself and a gentleman such as yourself just engage in a bit of friendly conversation without it immediately turning into a business transaction?”

He smirked and leaned toward her. “A lady most certainly may. However, if I truly believed that you, dear lady, had developed the Southern belle’s patience for small talk, I might have to close this bar. So, what did you bring me?”

“I’m glad you’re not one of the lawyers I regularly stare down, Nick.” The rim of the glass muffled Sam’s voice slightly. She set the glass on the napkin Nick had placed atop his polished mahogany bar and then said, “Banshee on social media has left a trail of bodies, and the Duilearga are about to descend on a small Irish village.”

“That explains the recent influx of mortal souls here.” Nick crossed his arms over his chest.

“So, you already knew?” Sam’s eyes flashed with excitement.

“Not exactly,” he chuckled. “I knew of the banshee, and they understood how they died. However, for those who ‘hunt’ for proof of the afterlife, the fact that my establishment exists–the fact that I exist–seemed to be quite the shock to their systems.”

“They’re here? Can I speak to them?”

He shook his head. “They were, Samantha, but Michael came to collect them about an hour ago. Well, all but one. Hermes came for him.”

“Damn! I could’ve used the lead.”

“True, but at least now I know that your mortal technology can capture the Fae. That could prove useful in coming negotiations.” Sam raised her left eyebrow from behind her drink, but before she could query, Nick touched his left hand to the center of his chest three times and winked. “You know where I keep my cards, Samantha.”

“And you know that you can call me ‘Sam,’ Nick, but I’m sure you’ve gathered I’m not just here for a drink.”

He leaned back against the shelf of scotches and crossed his arms over his chest. “Well, Private Investigator Samantha B. Hain, given what possessions you have with you, what you’ve told me regarding this banshee situation, and what I’ve gathered from the ghosts of her hunters, I would surmise that mortal methods of transportation are not fast enough for your lack of patience and desire to conclude this matter before your special day. Am I correct?”

“You could have simply said ‘before my birthday,’” She sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose.

“I could have, but it’s not just a birthday, is it? It’s the one day each year that you get to spend time with your mother, and, per our agreement, we’ve got a private booth reserved.”

Samantha gave him a genuine smile. “You’re not so bad, Nick.”

He frowned mockingly and said, “Don’t tell anyone, my dear. It’ll ruin my reputation.” A woman called him from across the bar. He turned and nodded before turning back to Sam. “Excuse me, dear. The wife is calling. Finish your drink, and I’ll return in a few to help with travel arrangements.” He sauntered away.

Sam stared into her slowly emptying cocktail glass as her mind sipped on snippets of memory. Traipsing through a forest of thick oak, birch, and rowan trees in County Cork during an Irish spring when she had her first encounter with a Duilearga agent. His warning that the “wee lass” should return home and play with her “dollies” spurred her on to find and help that leprechaun more than the five hundred dollars she was offered if she succeeded. She expected him to try to out-think her, but she did not expect him to shoot her while attempting to complete his duties. She lied to Amanda about the wound, saying she accidentally startled a hunter while walking through a faerie ring. They became nothing more than roommates after Amanda discovered the lie, and when their lease expired shortly thereafter, they parted ways. Sam wondered what this trip to Ireland would cost her.

“Drink rarely has the prophetic answers you mortals so often pray it to have,” came a heavily accented Austrian woman’s voice from behind her. Sam jerked her head around to see a beautiful but solemn woman with black hair, pale skin, and burgundy lips wearing a perfectly tailored pencil dress and blazer. She appeared to be no older than twenty. The woman sat on the stool beside Sam and leaned forward, smiling. “Tell me, Sam, what do you seek?”

Sam blinked and jerked her eyes up to meet the woman’s. “You don’t really care for details on this case, ‘Milla. So why ask?”

The woman, Countess Carmilla Karnstein, shrugged and smiled. Her index finger circled the rim of Sam’s glass as she said, “Such mortal concerns are beneath me, true, but I care for your safety. Though a good age, is thirty not when age begins to ‘creak up on you’ as they say?”

Sam rolled her eyes. “Your cheeks are flushed, ‘Milla,” she said. “You’re not hungry, so what’s your angle?”

Carmilla chuckled and licked her lips. With a smirking wink, she brushed the tip of her perfectly manicured index finger with its burgundy-polished nail against the back of Sam’s hand and replied, “There is always room for dessert.”

Sam bit her lip and swallowed hard as she pulled away slowly. “Countess Karnstein, we’ve discussed this. It–it wouldn’t work.”

The woman furrowed her brow and pursed her lips in a mocking pout. “Forgive me, Sam. I forgot that you were involved with that Rachel woman. Unless –”

“We’re no longer together,” Sam interrupted, running her fingers through her hair. “And it’s not that, ‘Milla. And it’s–it’s not even that you drink blood to survive. It’s that you literally are a corpse during the day, and I just can’t handle waking up to that. It felt cold and lonely.”

She whispered into Sam’s ear, “There are ways, Samantha, to ensure our schedules align.” She squeezed Sam’s hand briefly and then pulled back, sitting upright on her stool. “But I will not press the matter, because I find great value in your friendship. However, my offer remains on the proverbial table–from one night unto eternity.”

Sam gulped her whiskey sour and asked, “How are things in Austria? Are you still painting? You really should think about selling your work.”

The vampire chuckled and said, “I am, but I don’t think the Grimms would take kindly to one in my position dancing across the Veil with such abandon.”

Sam thought for a moment before responding, “But you wouldn’t have to do anything you don’t normally do. You could be this reclusive artist who only makes appearances at night, hosts exhibitions in abandoned churches and castles, and who seems to live on a diet of red wine and passion. Besides,” she leaned in and sipped her cocktail, saying, “It’s not like when
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