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        Fifteen years ago - In a London Not at All Like Ours

      

      

      

      It was on her eighteenth birthday that Emma Corvus decided she wanted to be a bartender.

      She was the youngest of her friends and the last to hit that milestone society arbitrarily declared was the age one became an adult. The only way to celebrate such an event, according to her friends, was to take her to the dodgiest London tavern they could find.

      Emma smirked at the insistence. They had trained for years to become Hunters of the Cursed—the king’s task force that oversaw the removal of witches, monsters, and magic from the kingdom. It amused her that there were those among them who thought certain areas of the city were unsavory.

      Of course, each of them could easily hold their own against any attacker the city’s most dangerous districts could produce. Moving to the outskirts of their protected area was more a matter of convenience. Besides, in these districts, the king’s guards, no matter how well equipped and capable, would be ridiculed, harassed, and perhaps worse. Even the most well-trained Hunter could still die from a knife they didn’t see coming. It wasn’t worth the effort in any normal circumstance.

      And it wasn’t humans with their name-calling, sticks, and stones who would cause them the most issues in Westminster. It had been long known that this sector was overrun with magic—despite being mere steps away from the palace and all the king’s anti-magic decrees. The king had intentionally contained the problem to this area of the city. Most of the magic users and dark creatures had gone into hiding, but they still didn’t like soldiers poking around their territory.

      The Tipsy Thames pub wasn’t deep into the restricted area and rested right on the riverbank of its namesake.

      The booth seating creaked beneath her. With a drink in one hand, Emma let the other hover over the spot where her daggers were hidden. Truthfully, despite everything, there was no true threat here within the tavern’s walls. She likely wouldn’t need the daggers, but they provided a sense of comfort all the same.

      Was there such a thing as an emotional support knife?

      The Tipsy Thames might not have been all that dangerous in the scheme of things, but it was a bit of a tired building with paint flaking off the walls, grooves carved into the tabletops, and more dust and grime than Emma imagined was healthy. But most importantly, it was a place where other Hunters wouldn’t be sticking their noses into their celebration.

      Emma and her friends could have a drink on their own terms here.

      At least, that’s what Emma’s friends Monica, Nate, and of course Liam, had in mind.

      They’d trained to be Hunters for six years already—ever since the day she and Liam were pulled off the street. Even then, at the age of twelve, Emma had been skilled with a knife, and when she’d thrown one between the eyes of an ogre who came crashing into their village, the Hunters who’d arrived to slay the beast were in awe of her untapped potential.

      “Not everyone has the stomach for this,” one of the soldiers had said.

      To her, it had been nothing more than a reflex. She’d done what was necessary. Living on the streets as a child had forced her to harden her emotions.

      Although she had a soft spot for Liam. The two of them had watched each other’s backs for longer than she could remember. It had been them against the world, and she refused to go with the soldiers without him by her side. Whether it was because they saw his potential as well, or because she was too skilled to leave behind, she never determined, but both of them were recruited right there and then and neither had looked back since.

      Liam gave her a wistful smile as he slid a mug of ale across the table. “Happy birthday, Em. I guess you’re allowed to drink now.”

      Emma rolled her eyes. They’d been drinking ever since they were thirteen. Even if they were all underage, nobody at the tavern would have stopped them. But the Hunters had strict rules, and even in a bar on Westminster’s outskirts, it was best not to get caught breaking any before their first mission.

      Though that hadn’t stopped them thus far.

      The list of Hunter rules stretched longer than a nightfang serpent, but some were more punishable than others. Though not always enforced, there were at least three rules that warranted immediate dismissal: No underage drinking. No pocketing relics from the witches or monsters you hunted. No sexual relations between Hunters.

      Well, they’d managed to keep one of those rules.

      She raised an eyebrow, lips curving into a playful smirk. “Does that mean I’m allowed to sleep with you now, too?”

      Liam nearly choked on a mouthful of ale, and some of the golden elixir spilled over onto his hand and into his lap.

      Their companions, Monica and Nate, howled with laughter as Liam tried to clean the mess.

      Neither of their friends knew she and Liam had been secretly visiting each other’s bed chambers. Liam obviously knew better. It was a risky joke, but Emma decided his reaction had been worth it.

      Her relationship with Liam had grown more intimate over the past year. It started out as a bit of experimentation. They’d practically grown up together. But one night turned into two, and now they were in each other’s chambers every other night.

      It’d become a game of sorts, as one of them would need to sneak around the night watch to avoid being caught. It was a challenge that made it all the more exciting.

      But it wasn’t as if this sort of thing didn’t happen all the time. In fact, from what Emma gathered, it happened so regularly that the superiors often looked the other way.

      The real trouble came when you had to choose between saving your lover or a village in danger. Too often a Hunter would choose their bedmate, and they’d both have to face the consequences. Those were usually dire.

      They knew they wouldn’t be able to keep doing what they were doing forever, especially once they were in the field, fighting for the freedom of the kingdom. But as long as they remained in London, it seemed like a bit of harmless fun.

      Emma swallowed. Harmless, except recently, she’d realized she had developed feelings for him.

      If she thought about it, the feelings had always been there, masked under the guise of friendship, of loyalty. As the two of them had gotten older, this grew into attraction. And though they’d never discussed it—to the point of awkwardly avoiding the topic—she was pretty sure he felt the same way.

      Well, they’d managed to hide it this far, anyway.

      “I need to take a piss.” Monica stood and gave Emma a wink. “I know it’s your birthday, but don’t drink my ale.”

      Emma rolled her eyes.

      “I’ll come with you,” Nate said. “We’ll let these love birds figure themselves out.”

      Liam groaned.

      “I wonder if they’re doing it?” Emma wondered out loud as she watched her two friends head outside in search of the latrines.

      Liam’s fingers tightened around his glass, knuckles whitening. “What did you go and say that for?”

      Emma tilted her head, snapping out of her humorous mood to match Liam’s serious tone. “Are you mad? It was a joke.”

      “A joke that bears true. We can’t go around announcing that we’re sleeping together. Especially not to Monica and Nate.”

      Emma was dumbfounded. They’d never had a problem joking around before. “I would have said the same thing to Nate. Hell, I’d say it about Monica, if they opened themselves up to it like you did.”

      Liam stewed, glaring at his ale as though it had committed a heinous act against his mother . . . And Liam didn’t even know who his mother was.

      This wasn’t the carefree Liam she knew.

      “What’s going on?” she asked. “Something’s happened.”

      “I didn’t want to say anything. Not today.”

      Emma slid her glass to the side and gripped Liam’s wrist, applying enough pressure to be painful. He tried to pull away, but she held on. Liam was strong, but so was she.

      “Well, a bit late for that now. You can’t act like a shroudling and then pretend nothing’s wrong. Tell me, what happened?” She took another sip of her ale.

      “They know.”

      Emma’s stomach sank and the ale in her mouth went bitter as she fought to swallow it down. “Who knows? How much do they know? Who did you talk to? What’s going to happen to us?” Her thoughts raced faster than she could voice them. They had been pulled off the streets and raised for the role of Hunters. If they got kicked out now, she didn’t know what would happen. Nothing good.

      Liam lifted his hands placatingly. “This is why I was going to tell you tomorrow. I didn’t want to ruin your birthday.”

      Emma squeezed his arm and gritted her teeth. “Tell me.”

      “Captain Becker approached me after training today. He outright asked me if we were fooling around.”

      Fooling around? Maybe that’s what it was to Liam. Maybe that’s how it started, but it had grown to something more. Hadn’t it?

      “He had me trapped. I couldn’t deny it. You know how Becker is. He’d see right through any lie I’d tell him. Don’t worry though, he said he’s not going to do anything. Not this time. His exact words were ‘I was young once, too.’ Then he said it needs to end, or he’d be forced to let the Lieutenant know.”

      “Prick,” Emma muttered.

      “He could have done a lot worse,” said Liam. “Even if they didn’t kick us out, we’re lucky we’re not out there cleaning the latrines.”

      Emma sighed as she let go of Liam’s arm. She reached for the hilt of her dagger instead, feeling its comforting presence beneath her cloak. “So, what are we going to do, then?”

      Liam looked around the tavern uncomfortably. Since when had he gotten so skittish? “What do you mean, what are we going to do? We have to stop, Emma.”

      “Stop? You want . . . you want to stop?” Emma hadn’t been sure what she’d expected Liam to say, but it hadn’t been that.

      Liam blew out a breath and shook his head, clearly exasperated. “We knew this had to end eventually. We can’t be Hunters and be involved with each other. Command will be sending us out soon. You know what the consequences are if we mess this up out in the field. I won’t let that happen. Not to you.”

      Emma gritted her teeth. “I know the risks, but that’s my decision to make.”

      Liam’s eyes were moist with held back tears. “What, you want me to face the firing squad instead? Look, we knew what we were signing up for. We were just having a good time, right? Don’t make this more difficult than it has to be.”

      Emma pursed her lips and glared at the man who sat in front of her. His brown eyes gone distant as he sipped his drink. “You truly think that’s all this has been?”

      He shrugged as he averted his eyes, doing his best to look at anything other than her. “It has been. Hasn’t it?”

      “I don’t believe it.” Emma shook her head, fighting back tears. “I don’t believe that’s all it’s been.”

      Liam met her gaze then. Conflict raged behind his eyes. There was still something more there. Something he wasn’t telling her. Or was she imagining it?

      “Maybe in another lifetime,” he said. “I wish things were different, Em, but . . . you know what would happen. We’ve worked so hard to get here. We’d be risking our positions as Hunters. We’d be risking our lives. I’d rather have you as my best friend than not at all.”

      “As Hunters, we’ll be risking our lives every day,” she said.

      “It’s not the same, and you know it.”

      Emma’s thoughts raced. Why had she let things get this far? They had told each other after that first night that it could never be anything more. He was right. They had both known going in that it couldn’t last.

      But that didn’t stop her from feeling the way she did. It hadn’t stopped her from wishing for more.

      Her mind reeled, desperate for the conversation to go in any direction other than the one it was headed. Toward its inevitable outcome.

      “Then we run away,” she said.

      Liam lowered his head. “Keep your voice down! That would be treason, and you know it. We can’t just abandon our post and think everything will be okay. It doesn’t matter how we feel. I’m not going to put your life in danger.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to be a Hunter anymore. Maybe they’ll let me go.” Her gaze flitted up to the woman behind the bar.

      Emma hadn’t caught the bartender’s name. She stood behind the bar with kind eyes and a smile that could light up the dingy old pub she worked in. Her focus was on the patrons who were sitting in front of her, laughing with them as they sipped their ales—exhausted men and women who sought escape from their everyday lives. Their tired eyes and sagging shoulders led Emma to believe they were likely tradespeople who had worked long hours and needed a break. This bartender was the one making that possible. Giving them a chance to get away from whatever harsh realities life had thrown at them, to be an outlet for them to voice their concerns and have a listening ear who cared. If only for a little while.

      The bartender might not have been a hero, but she was free; not merely a droog for the kingdom.

      “Do you know how much the kingdom has invested in us? You’d never be granted leave,” Liam continued. “The Hunters took us in, raised us. We’re indebted to them for life. Besides, what would you rather do, Em? I know we were young, but do you remember what life was like before this? That wasn’t living. We were barely surviving.”

      She sighed as she tore her thoughts away from the bartender.

      Liam was right, her life was not her own. Not now anyway. Sure, the Hunters had pulled them off the street, given them the security of food, a roof over their heads, and trained them to fight. All they had to do in exchange was help the king eradicate the world of magic and witchcraft.

      “We can only do our best with the circumstances we’re given, Em,” said Liam. “I am not willing to risk everything we’ve been given.”

      Emma’s insides tore open. She wasn’t willing to settle for this, but she knew, at least for now, she didn’t have a choice. However, something told her that one day she’d run away from it all, start a new life as a bartender, and live life on her own terms.

      Even as she thought it, it seemed like such a stretch of her imagination.

      Perhaps in another lifetime.

      She wondered what choices would have to be made to live that life, and if she could ever hope to see her dreams realized.

      One thing was clear. Nothing was happening tonight.

      Emma stood just as Nate and Monica strolled back inside.

      “Where are you going?” Monica asked.

      “Somewhere else. Anywhere else.”
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        James

      

        

      
        Cuanmore, Ireland - Present Day

        In a World Much Like Ours

      

      

      

      James O’Sullivan hadn’t even stepped out of his ride share and onto the cobbled footpath in front of his family’s pub, and he already knew he didn’t want to be there.

      There was no piece of him that still called this place home. Maybe there never had been.

      Forget that, he thought. There never was, and there never will be.

      Rain drizzled over the sign that bore his last name. It waved in the breeze, faded as it always had been, creaking gently as its hinges complained of the movement. The sign had been there as long as he could remember and likely hundreds of years before. Sure, it had been remade and repainted more times than he could imagine, but for as long as anyone knew, there had always been a sign that read O’Sullivan’s hanging over the door of a pub on this very spot in the sleepy town of Cuanmore.

      Family legacy or not, it could all burn as far as he was concerned.

      His father had already brought it partially to ruin. Why shouldn’t he finish the job?

      It was obvious in the fading evening light how much the building had deteriorated since he’d left a decade ago. Faded paint chipped off the green windowsills, which were covered with spider webs and piles of dirt. Mossy patches grew within the cracks of stonework, and the bricks themselves had dulled and become sullied to the point where the rain did nothing to enhance their shine.

      It was an unironic reflection of what had happened on the inside ever since his mother died.

      O’Sullivan’s Pub had been a cornerstone in Cuanmore for centuries, maybe longer, and it had only taken his father ten years to run it into the ground.

      In typical Irish fashion, James was already soaked to the bone. He didn’t even try to shake off the rain; it matched his mood.

      The car, a small silver European model—James had never been good with car names—sped off as soon as he’d gotten out, winding its way through the narrow Irish streets as though it had somewhere important to be.

      But that was the thing about Cuanmore. There was nowhere important to be. Just a sleepy village that hadn’t changed in James’ thirty years and likely another four hundred before that. He eyed the cobblestone streets that meandered unevenly past quaint buildings and thatched cottages constructed before his grandfather had been born, and for some reason were still being built as though no other ways had been invented to build a home since the Ulster Rebellion. It was a marvel they were equipped with electricity. Some found it quaint, but to James, it was drab and antiquated.

      He didn’t want to be here.

      As he thought the words, the rain lifted suddenly. James inhaled deeply, filling his nostrils with the earthen and mossy scent left behind by the fresh Irish rain. For a moment, his sour mood lifted. Perhaps there were some things he had missed. Somewhere nearby a robin chirped an evening song, and farther out, the crash of waves upon the rocky shore roared. He couldn’t deny there was a type of magic that existed here. Apart from the nosy neighbors, traditional songs, and generations of sheep farmers, there was something to be said about being removed from the traffic, hustle, and concrete towers of the city.

      James sighed and shook his head, burying any thoughts that might have suggested this place held any sort of nostalgia. Being slightly closer to nature didn’t change the fact that this was a location locked in time. It was a sleepy village where nothing ever changed, and the only type of adventures were the ones found in stories.

      After his mother had passed, even the stories had fallen silent.

      James had left Cuanmore for a reason, and he hadn’t intended on returning. As such, this would be a quick visit. He’d deal with whatever legal mess he had been summoned for and be on his way back to Canada. Back to the life he’d built for himself.

      He gripped the handle of the front door, taking a moment to admire the craftsmanship of the old oaken design. He’d been away for so long, yet the place was so oddly familiar. Time was a funny thing. No matter how much of it passed, a small town like Cuanmore could be frozen, as though it hadn’t experienced any of its effects.

      Out of habit, he pulled on the door and met resistance. He supposed not everything was the same. For the first time in his memory, the door was locked. The only other time he could remember the pub being closed was after his mother died. Now with his father gone as well . . . he wondered if this door would ever see the bustling of customers cross its threshold again.

      He punched in the code his sister had sent him in advance then tried his luck again. Warmth and light greeted him as the door swung outward. The smells of the fire in the hearth, cooked stew, and oak furniture rushed from within. This was the smell of home.

      Or at least, the home of his youth. There was no place for him here. Not anymore.

      James stiffened, preparing himself for an onslaught of memories he’d rather not revisit. Not to mention guilt trips from his sister Kathy. If it hadn’t been for her insistence that matters involving their father’s estate had to be dealt with in person, he’d never have made this journey in the first place.

      “James!” Kathy reacted so quickly to his entry that she must have been standing by the door, awaiting his arrival. She wrapped her arms around him in a full embrace. “It’s so good to finally see you!”

      James returned the gesture with as little enthusiasm as he thought he could get away with. Not that he didn’t get along with his sister, but the two of them had grown apart in the last decade, and he had a difficult time feigning enthusiasm.

      “It’s good to see you too, sis,” he said. “It’s lashing rain out there. Let me at least come in and shake off.”

      “I was worried you’d decide not to come.”

      It was hard to ignore the excitement on her face. It only made James feel like a troll for not reciprocating the feelings of joy at seeing his only sibling—his only living family member.

      That thought struck harder than he’d expected.

      “I won’t say it hadn’t crossed my mind,” he said. “But we have a break in projects at work, so I don’t know when a better time would have come along.”

      James studied his sister’s face. Had it really been ten years? Wrinkles hugged the edges of her eyes, and there was a lightness to her red hair that he didn’t remember being there when he’d left. Though, in the dim tavern lighting, it was tough to see much more than the dark bags under her eyes. She hadn’t been sleeping. Of course, he knew the lack of sleep was due to dealing with their father’s untimely death and the handling of his affairs alone.

      Another twinge of guilt tugged in his chest. Not only had he neglected to fulfill the role of eldest sibling in handling all of this, his younger sister had been burdened with the entirety of the task.

      James cast the thoughts aside. He’d made his choices and wouldn’t make himself feel guilty over them.

      “Well, you didn’t make the funeral, so I didn’t know what to expect,” Kathy said with more than a tinge of accusation.

      So much for a lack of guilt.

      If Kathy had intended to get a reaction, she didn’t let it show. Instead, with a tired smile, she waved for him to finally come in. “You may as well dry off. I know you’ve been traveling all day. Let me pour you a pint.” The tiredness didn’t stretch beyond her face. With the way Kathy hopped behind the bar, arms raised halfway in the air with excitement, James would have thought she hadn’t aged a day.

      James sighed and scratched the back of his head. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather head to my room. I’ve been in planes and airports for the last twelve hours.”

      “Normally, I’d agree that it’d be best to get some rest first,” she said, “but there are things here that will need your attention, and I know you haven’t given yourself enough time to properly process and deal with them.”

      “Surely it can wait until morning?” he asked.

      Kathy scoffed. “Knowing you, you probably went and booked the first flight you could out of here, didn’t you?”

      James blushed. “I leave Sunday.”

      “Yeah, figures.” Kathy scoffed again, but that didn’t stop her from filling a mug with a dark stout and placing it firmly on the bar top. “You couldn’t plan to spend a few days here with your sister? I haven’t seen you in eleven years!” She placed a hand on her hip and furrowed her brow. “I’m the only family you’ve got left now.”

      “It’s only been ten,” James corrected, though he knew that wouldn’t help in shifting his sister’s mood. He decided to change course quickly. “I’m sorry, but you know how I feel about this place.”

      “Aye, that you don’t belong. But that’s the problem, James. You don’t feel like you belong anywhere. That’s why you’ve been bouncing around the world since the day you were able to leave. Now, sit down. We’ve got a few things to discuss before you take off and I never see you again.”

      James swallowed and tried not to mention the fact that it was a real possibility.

      Kathy pulled the tap over the second glass mug. Dark liquid ran against its side and foamed as it hit the bottom.

      “It has been a while since I’ve had a real Irish stout,” James admitted. The drink brewed anywhere else never tasted quite the same.

      Kathy slid the glass across the counter as James pulled up a stool.

      “Well, don’t get your hopes up. This stuff’s piss.”

      James cocked an eyebrow as he took a swig from his mug. He winced. “Dad was serving this to customers? Where did he even get this stuff?”

      “Dad let a lot of things go,” said Kathy. “He just couldn’t be bothered.”

      “I noticed the exterior could use a little TLC.”

      “A lot of things could use a shit ton of work.” Kathy sighed. “It’s like he’d just given up.”

      “He had,” James said. “Ever since Mom died.”

      “I always expected he’d work through the grief.” Kathy took the seat across from him. “He never did. I guess he never will. At least he’s with her now.”

      James scanned the pub. A fine layer of dust coated everything. Behind the bar, James spotted his dad’s pipe lying on the back counter, as though he had just left it there and expected to return and retrieve it.

      James had been estranged from his father for years, but seeing his father’s pipe resting on its tray as it always had . . . it was the first time he felt a pang of loss.

      Seriously, who smokes a pipe anymore? James had never seen anyone else with the habit. It was odd that a small token could make him feel a way that nothing else had.

      He breathed in deep, fighting back sudden emotions he didn’t realize existed in him. “What do you suppose will happen to the place now?” The question came out of his mouth before he realized he was going to ask it. He didn’t want to know, didn’t care to know. Growing up, he had always assumed Kathy would take over, but she had become a partner in an accounting firm. There was no way she’d have the time.

      Kathy dropped a file folder next to his drink with a thump, pulling him from his weaving thoughts. James cleared his throat and shook off any emotion that lingered near the surface of his mind. He didn’t have time for that.

      “Well, that’s why you’re here.” Kathy’s lips curled into a smug smile, the way they did whenever she was about to intentionally make him upset.

      James’ stomach dropped; he gripped the handle of his mug tighter. Whatever this was, he was sure he wasn’t going to like it. “What’s this? You said I needed to sign a couple of things to tidy up the estate. This is a book!”

      Tentatively, he lifted the corner of the manilla folder to reveal the first page.

      Timothy O’Sullivan Last Will and Testament

      “Why is it so thick? Surely Dad didn’t own this much stuff!”

      “The bulk of it is the deed to this building,” Kathy said. “While you’ve been doodling your little video games, I’ve been sorting through this, trying to make this as seamless as possible. But Dad never liked to do things easy.”

      “Pfft.” James blew a puff of air through his lips. His father had made it a condition of the will that he sign it in person in front of an Irish executor. If he hadn’t, James wouldn’t have come home at all. “Don’t I know it.”

      “You know nothing,” Kathy snapped.

      “If he did, he wouldn’t have made me come all this way to sign a few papers.”

      “I’m fairly certain Dad knew this was the only way to get you back here.”

      “What are you talking about?” The words came out before he’d meant to say them. He knew exactly what she meant.

      “Don’t give me that. You could have at least shown up for your own father’s funeral, James! You two might not have seen eye to eye, but he was a good man and a good father.”

      “He was until Mom passed,” he said. “Then he was barely a man.”

      “Yeah, and instead of stepping up and helping, you left us! You left me! Here alone to pick up the pieces of a family that had fallen apart.”

      “We were kids. It should never have been on us to carry our adult father through his grief. If anything, he should have been helping us.”

      Kathy sighed. “Maybe at first. But you’ve been gone a long time, James. You can’t fault Dad for mourning the loss of Mom. She meant everything to him.” Kathy lowered her voice, the bite in it gone, and breathed another heavy sigh. “We’re old enough now that you should understand that. But I don’t think you’ve handled your own grief yet. Not for Mom and certainly not for Dad.”

      James waved a hand dismissively. “Whatever. Can I just sign whatever I have to sign? I’ll say hello to the lads tomorrow and be on my way.” He moved to flip the pages of tome that had been dropped in front of him. It was only then that he noticed that the pages weren’t all the same. The top page was white and crisp, but as the document progressed to the bottom, there was an evident yellowing to a deeper brown among the pages.

      “What is this anyway?”

      “Like I said, it’s the deed to this place.” Kathy let out a tired sigh. “You had to come here because Dad left the pub to you. Though, other than centuries of misogynistic tradition, I can’t for the life of me fathom why. But whether I like it or not, you are now the owner of O’Sullivan’s Pub.”
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      Kathy pursed her lips, bracing for whatever reaction James might have.

      He wasn’t sure what she was expecting. It wasn’t as if he was going to lash out or throw his stout across the room. Bursts of anger had never been his style.

      Panic attacks, on the other hand, he was all too familiar with.

      James held his mug in mid-air, steadying his breathing, trying to ground himself so that the sudden rocking of the entire pub didn’t send him into a tailspin. Centering himself was the only way to keep his emotions from overtaking him altogether. His mouth still hung half open as his brain struggled to digest the news.

      Of course, this was a possibility he should have been prepared for. But it hadn’t once crossed his mind that his father, who hadn’t spoken to him in years, would have ever conceived that the family business should be passed down to the last person on earth who wanted it.

      “There has to have been a mistake,” James said. “Is this an old copy of the will? I could see maybe when we were kids that he might have left it in trust to me, but now?” He let the question hang, hoping Kathy might fill in some of the blanks for him, a gotcha, or tell him she was only having him on.

      “He updated it three months ago,” she said, her face deadpan. “I tried to talk him out of it, but he wouldn’t have it any other way. He said it was your birthright. Every eldest male in the O’Sullivan line has inherited this pub from their father. It’s been an unbroken line for longer than we have records. He said he wasn’t going to be the one to throw that away simply because you had some growing up to do.”

      Kathy sighed. “I guess he supposed you’d eventually come around, James. I also imagine he believed he had a lot of years ahead of him. There’s a lot of history in this pub, in our O’Sullivan name. It was important to him that it remained that way. If it gets passed to me, the owner is no longer an O’Sullivan.”

      James waved her off. They’d both been told the stories of their family. Centuries worth of publicans and barkeeps. Who knew how many of them were true? His childhood had been filled with many tales, both real and fantastical, and often the two blended together. There was no telling how much of the pub’s history was accurate, and how much of it had grown into legend over the years.

      What he did know was that he did not want to be stuck in this backwoods town, with its archaic cottages and nosy neighbors. That was why he left in the first place, so Cuanmore would not be his lot in life.

      Besides, he’d already chosen his path. His hand reflexively went to the top of his portfolio bag as he thought about his work. Regardless of how he felt about this place, some of those childhood memories had made their way into his artwork. The magic within his mother’s stories had always inspired him. The day-to-day of managing a pub, though? That wasn’t for him.

      “Why didn’t he ask me?” James groaned. “Hell, why didn’t he just tell me?”

      “Maybe he was waiting for the right time. Maybe he wanted you to call.”

      “The phone works both ways,” James snapped but immediately regretted it. He didn’t mean to get so worked up. The man was dead, after all. It didn’t matter if he’d even wanted his father to reach out . . . he never could now. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter,” he continued. “If you want it, you can have it.”

      Kathy laughed. “As much as I appreciate the sentiment, I can’t run a pub, James! I’m a full-time accountant. I’d be willing to help with the financial side of things if you’d like. Heaven knows I’ve been doing that for Dad all these years. I could pitch in until you get your feet under you. But like it or not, this is your burden to bear.”

      “I’ve built another life as well, Kath. We’ve just signed on for a huge project with GameCore.”

      “What, your little video game doodles?”

      James glared at his sister. “Like running a pub is some heroic quest to save the world? You might not like what I’ve chosen to do with my life, but it’s nothing to scoff at. I’m doing something I love, and I’m making a lot of money doing it.”

      This was neither the time nor the place to fight with her about his chosen occupation. Aside from his physical portfolio, his tablet sat on the bar next to him. On it were hundreds of sketches he’d created. The truth was, he couldn’t have asked for a better position. He had moved across the globe to take a job as a character artist for a small house game designer that contracted to the big game houses. For the past three years, their sole contract had been with GameCore, the leading developer of console and PC games in North America.

      “Running a pub is nothing to shake a fist at, either,” Kathy said. “It’s something both Mom and Dad were always passionate about. Believe it or not, it helps people escape their every day.”

      James shook his head. “That’s all well and good, but it’s not for me. If neither of us wants it, we’ll sell the bleedin’ thing. I’m sure the building alone is worth a decent amount, even without the crumbling business attached to it. If someone were to put some effort into the place, I’m sure it could shine again.”

      Kathy shook her head. “It’s not that simple. There’s a clause . . .”

      James’ phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out as a force of habit more than anything. The screen flashed the name and photo of his project lead, Trevor Gimble. The image of the full-bearded man in his early thirties wearing sunglasses and a goofy grin against the Vancouver skyline was one James hadn’t seen in a long time.

      Trevor was a classic millennial—he texted, messaged, or emailed—he never called.

      James held up a finger. “Sorry, sis. It’s Trevor. I’ve gotta take this one.”

      “This is kind of important,” she said, hands on her hips. “Surely they can go without your doodles for a couple of days?”

      He ignored the remark about his artwork for the second time. “They should. If he’s calling me now, it’s got to be important.” He let his thumb hover over the answer button. “I won’t be long.”

      James stepped toward the back of the pub away from Kathy, though with the room as silent as it was, there wasn’t going to be any privacy.

      “What’s up?” James answered.

      “Hey buddy, how are things?” Trevor’s voice sounded a bit . . . strange. James supposed it could be an effect of the long-distance connection, but there was a hollowness to it that was unsettling.

      “As good as can be expected. Been reconnecting with my sister for a few minutes. What’s going on? It’s midnight, and I just got . . . here.” He’d nearly said home but stopped himself.

      Trevor’s job title was technically project manager, but really they were both character artists. Though, he handled more of the administration and left a lot of the actual design to James, which James didn’t mind at all. He would have rather polished lawn mower blades with a toothbrush than worry about administrative work.

      It was odd for Trevor to call him at all, but if anything, this call had to be about the illustrations he’d submitted right before he left. A few character sketches for their latest project, Apex Predators: Humanity’s Last Stand. He had rushed to meet the latest deadline for the villains of the story—a race of highly evolved, highly militarized tigers that had mutated and were attacking Earth’s cities. It was like Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles except instead of turtles the mutants were tigers, lions, and bears, and instead of sarcastic, pizza-loving, crime-fighting teenagers, they were beefy bad guys.

      These had been the characters James had been waiting to draw his entire life. Hell, he had been drawing them. In his old room above the pub, there would still be old drawings of tiger-inspired warriors. His muse had always been the stories his mother had told of wars fought in fairytale lands. Lands of epic heroes and adventures, tales of magic and myth that captivated James’ imagination and set him on the path to become the artist he was today.

      But what could be so important that Trevor would be phoning him now? Were the illustrations that bad? Did he get too complacent? Maybe in his excitement he missed some requested specs that had been required. That hardly seemed a warranted reason for a late-night phone call, unless they needed an update before the end of the Vancouver working day.

      “Dude.” Trevor exhaled the word in exasperation. There was definitely an uneasiness in Trevor’s voice, one that James only heard when his project manager was under a tremendous amount of stress.

      “What’s going on?” As far as James knew, everything had been going great twenty-four hours ago. Trevor had been the one pushing James to take some personal days—something James almost never did. Trevor wouldn’t be calling without something having gone catastrophically wrong.

      In the split second before he replied, James’ mind sifted through possibilities.

      GameCore didn’t like their sketches, and they have to redo them, pronto.

      The deadline was shifted from next month to Tuesday and he needed to spend the eight-hour flight home trying to draw on an airplane tray table.

      The project had been scrapped and now they were developing a game about pink fuzzy unicorns.

      Something within James told him it was worse than that. So much worse.

      “I’m so sorry to do this now and over the phone. But I thought you should know as soon as possible, so you could make plans . . . or whatever.”

      “Make plans? What are you talking about? GameCore didn’t like what we sent? They were based on the mock-ups they approved last week.”

      “I know, I know. This isn’t about that. They were actually blown away by what you did . . .” He paused as though unsure of how to continue.

      “They loved the illustrations . . . but . . .” James waved a hand that Trevor couldn’t see in a circular motion, encouraging him to spit it out.

      “But . . .” Trevor let out another heavy sigh. “GameCore is declaring bankruptcy. They’ve canceled all projects that are in early-stage development. I wanted you to hear it from me instead of on the news.”

      James’ mind emptied of all thought as it scrambled to find a way to cling to the meaning of Trevor’s words.

      “I . . . I don’t understand, Trev. GameCore’s one of the biggest in the industry. How’s that possible?”

      “Yeah, well, remember the whole CyberRenegade fiasco?”

      How could James forget? Last year, the company released a game well before it was ready. They did so to appease their board members, despite protests from the developers. The game was so buggy that it backfired. Ninety percent of users demanded their money back. The company had already sunk millions of dollars into a game that was unplayable. If they had waited six more months, everything would have been fine, but the board and shareholders were looking at quick dollar signs instead of user experience.

      “Well, it turns out they fudged the numbers, made it look better than it really was.” Trevor was almost to the point of hyperventilating. Apparently, he’d been worked up over the news for some time already.

      “They made it look . . . better?” James couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “I thought they lost thirty million dollars. How could it be worse?”

      “Try a hundred million. News got out this morning; their stock plummeted. Now they’re being investigated for fraud. There’s no way they’re getting out of this in one piece.”

      “Damn.” James let his gaze wander the pub, his mind at war over which bit of the day’s news to be most anxious about. Not knowing what else to say, he let Trevor continue despite knowing exactly what was coming.

      “Yeah, damn is right. Listen, I’m so sorry to lay this on you, on top of everything else you’ve got going on right now. But without GameCore, we don’t have work. All our eggs have been tied up in one basket.”

      James’ heart sank as his suspicions were confirmed. This couldn’t be happening. This gig was the one job he’d ever cared about. Before this, he was drawing his own comics with the hopes of selling them on crowdfunding platforms. Without GameCore, they didn’t have a client.

      He struggled to find breath. Darkness edged in on the periphery of his vision, and he gripped the nearest bar table as though it might save him from a sinking ship.

      “So . . . you’re letting me go?”

      “What? No, I don’t want to let you go. But you may as well spend as much time as you need with your family because I’ve got literally nothing for you to come back to right now. But that doesn’t mean we’re done. There are hundreds of companies out there. We’ve built up a good portfolio over the last few years, but you know how these things go. We submit a proposal today and it could be months until we land something.”

      “Months?”

      “Maybe. I’ll do what I can to get us something sooner. I’ve got to eat too, you know? Don’t worry, the company’s got enough money to pay us both for a few months before we need to really be concerned. I’ll call you again when I have something promising.”

      “Right,” James said in a daze. “Shouldn’t I be there helping look for something?”

      “Hey, you’ve got your own shit to deal with. And this is why I handle the admin work, right? But by all means, if you spot a lead, don’t hesitate to let me know. All right, man? But otherwise, let me connect with my network. It will all work out; it always does.”

      James ran a hand through his thick, dark hair and let out a sigh. “Right . . . I guess let me know if there’s anything else I can do.”

      “Don’t worry. I will. And I’m sorry, again. Not just for this, but, well, for your dad as well. Seriously, use this time to spend with your family. I’m sure they’ll be happy to have you around for a bit.”

      James hung up the phone, not even sure whether he said goodbye or not. He didn’t move from the table he had leaned against, but Kathy still noticed his conversation was finished.

      “Everything okay?” she asked.

      “It looks like you get your wish,” he replied. “I’ll be staying here a while after all.”
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      Sunlight streamed through the window of James’ childhood bedroom, its beams bouncing off dust hanging in the air before hitting old posters and childhood sketches that still clung to the wall.

      It took James a few moments to orient himself as he opened his eyes and did his best to remember where he was and why he was there. Lately, when he found himself in this room, it was because he was having a nightmare.

      Not this time. This was real, and the nightmare had only just begun.

      James groaned as he rolled over, rubbed his eyes, then pulled off his sheets. Remnants of his past surrounded him. If it weren’t for the state of the rest of the pub, he would have been surprised the room had remained untouched for so long.

      His best memories in this room were of the stories his mother used to tell him of men and women in fantasy worlds who were pulled from their sleepy towns and forced on an adventure. Stories of hope in which dwarves, elves, and magicians would band together despite whatever differences they held. Of talking tigers that walked like men and wielded weapons of great power. Of magic and mystery. His old drawings displayed all of these, some of the work he was proudest of still hung here, framed with care. Other sketches had been tacked on the wall haphazardly—he’d switch these up whenever he came up with something new or one of his mother’s stories piqued his interest. The drawers of the wooden desk in the corner were still filled with old sketchpads and notebooks, with memories that were both familiar and foreign.

      Like something he remembered from a dream.

      His eye caught on a particular sketch above the desk. It could have been the precursor to one of the sketches he’d submitted for Apex Predator. A tiger, except not. Standing on two legs, its arms outstretched as though ready to pounce on the person observing the image. Its orange and black-striped head sticking out of what could have been a military uniform. James grabbed it off the wall and pulled it closer to examine. The stories his mother told of a war between the mutant tigers and other mythical races were always some of his favorites.

      Those stories were what had helped him escape the dreary village of Cuanmore, that helped him dream of other worlds and adventure. Of becoming more than what this town could offer him.

      That was why he left: he’d set out in search of adventure.

      As much adventure as could be found in the real world, at least.

      The thought snapped him back to reality. James sighed. He had no intention of staying any longer than he had to. But with nothing waiting for him back in Vancouver, he had no excuse to rush back.

      Maybe a few more days wouldn’t hurt. If he had to sell the pub, he could use some extra time to get things in order.

      Kathy would be thrilled.

      A whiff of a familiar smell drifted into his room. At first, he thought it was the building’s old oak wood, which did sometimes release a pleasant odor. This was something different, though. Something better.

      Bacon, he realized.

      That perked his senses, and more smells filtered through the floorboards. There was a sweetness to the smell, like fresh baked bread, in addition to the distinct scent of tea.

      Someone was making breakfast.

      He hoped it was someone other than Kathy. The woman might have been good with finances, but she was a horrible cook.

      James took his time getting ready. As much as the thought of bacon appealed to him, he realized the grime of airports and airplanes still clung to him.

      The small tavern housed a single bathroom a few doors down from his room. In the past, the home would have doubled as an inn, and guests would have shared the space. He made his way there, pulled off the last of his remaining clothes before turning the shower knob. He waited a few thoughtful moments before stepping in. Cold water hit his skin, jolting him from his sleepy state. He had forgotten that the old building didn’t have much in the way of heated water.

      Which was just as well. It kept his shower quick. Once he was done, he put on a set of slacks and a jumper from his suitcase before making his way down to the kitchen.

      “There’s the sleepyhead now!” an older woman’s voice shouted to him before he could see who it belonged to. Though he didn’t have to.

      “Moira!”

      A longtime family friend, Moira ran a deli down the street. Her sandwiches were always to die for. She had a sharp tongue, a knack for spotting trouble before it started, and an uncanny ability to make you feel like a fool without saying much at all. But beneath the gruffness, she was loyal to the core. If you earned her respect, she’d defend you like one of her own, even if she complained about it the entire time.

      She was also the mother to his childhood best friend Liam, so she served as sort of a third parent over the years. Both families had essentially grown into one.

      As a kid, the woman had seemed ancient, but it appeared she hadn’t aged at all in the last decade.

      Moira sat next to Kathy at the ‘family table.’ It was the one that sat between the main door and the bar, where they had often sat as a family before the tavern had opened. There was an old cookhouse toward the back of the inn that had been designed for family meals, but they had opted to use the large space of the pub before customers arrived. It also meant they had room for friends and neighbors like Moira to drop by and visit.

      Moira stood from her seat at the table as James descended the stairs. She was a slender woman in her late fifties, with a no-nonsense air that seemed to cling to her like the flour dusted on her apron. Her dark brown hair, streaked liberally with gray, was always pulled back into a messy bun at the nape of her neck, though a few stubborn strands invariably escaped to frame her sharp, angular face. Her eyes were a piercing hazel; sharp and watchful, as if she were always half-expecting someone to knock over a jar of pickles or sneak a bite of something before paying for it. She wore her usual practical attire, a plain shirt, rolled-up sleeves, and a flour-dusted apron, and looked like she’d just come from running her deli, which she probably had.

      James couldn’t help but grin as he approached. “You haven’t aged a day, Moira! Are you the one making the entire place smell divine?” He embraced the woman who stood a foot and a half shorter than him.

      He stole a glance at the table to see a full spread of breakfast foods. Alongside the bacon, there were of course potatoes, soda bread, fruits and preserves, and a wild variety of pastries and treats.

      “If you mean the rashers, then yes.” Moira smiled, reaching up to cup a hand over James’ cheek. “If it’s pastries you’re smelling, you’ll have to thank Rudy.”

      Rudy had been a mainstay in Cuanmore for as long as James could remember. The old German baker lived on top of his bakery and had filled James’ childhood memories with more sweets than he probably should have eaten.

      “I suppose nobody in town will go hungry as long as the two of you are around.” James laughed, though he was mostly serious. There was enough food on the table to feed a small army.

      “I tried to stop them,” said Kathy. “But you know how things are with these two.”

      Moira squinted. “Well, I know you, Jim. You probably haven’t eaten since your plane left Vancouver.”

      James wanted to deny the accusation, but his stomach growled in hungry protest. “You know me too well.” He laughed again. “Where is Rudy, anyway?”

      “Well, he does have a shop to manage,” Moira said. “We can’t all sleep the day away, you know?”

      James looked at his watch. It was nearly eleven A.M. “The time difference must be messing with me. I’m surprised you waited so long to have breakfast ready,” James said as he grabbed a plate and started loading it up.

      “Are you kidding?” said Kathy. “Moira’s had this here for hours. She finally decided to throw the rashers on because she thought the smell would draw you out. It looks like it worked.”

      James couldn’t help but grin. “Thanks, Moira,” he said, grabbing a seat at the table.

      “Some things never change, lad. Food was always the way to win you over.” Moira returned his smile. “I’ll be sure to bring Rudy by later for a visit so you can say thanks before you head back. He’ll appreciate seeing ya.”

      “I’m looking forward to seeing him,” James said. “It sounds like I’m here for a bit, at least.”

      “Ah!” Moira lit up and looked at Kathy with widened eyes and lifted eyebrows. “That’s wonderful news! So you will be taking over the pub, then?”

      James exchanged a nervous look with his sister. “Uh, not exactly . . . I think I’m going to⁠—”

      “We have to finish discussing the terms Dad laid out, Moira,” Kathy said. “James and I haven’t been able to discuss everything yet.”

      “Oh, goodness! And here I am invading your family time. I’m so sorry.” Moira stood and started collecting her dirty dishes.

      “Don’t be ridiculous! You’re practically family,” said James, and he stuffed another bite of bacon in his mouth. “I’m g-ad you s-opped by.”

      “No, you just got here, and you and your sister have lots to discuss.”

      The tavern door opened, letting a ray of late afternoon sunlight stream in.

      The silhouette of a figure filled the doorway, a man of moderate build and above average height. “Do I smell rashers?”

      “Liam!” James stood and moved to embrace his old friend. They patted each other on the back. Liam was tall enough that James barely reached his armpit.

      “Leave it to Liam to smell food from down the street,” Moira quipped.

      “There’s plenty here,” said Kathy. “Help yourself.”

      “I can’t believe you two have been apart for all this time,” Moira said, crossing her arms. “When you were kids, you were inseparable.”

      “He’s outgrown this town, Ma.” Liam grabbed James and ruffled his hair. “He’s pursuing his dreams in the big city. Isn’t that right, Jimmy?”

      James scrambled to get out of Liam’s playful grip. “Well, that was the plan.”

      “James lost his job,” Kathy interjected. James shot her a glare. He wasn’t sure he wanted all of Cuanmore to know that yet. But now that Moira knew, it would be a matter of hours.

      “I haven’t lost my job,” James corrected. “Just a contract. I’m on a bit of a break.”

      Moira uncrossed her arms. Despite her usual crusty exterior, there was a flash of concern in her eyes. “Well, whatever the reason, we’re happy we get to see you again. Aren’t we, Liam?”

      Liam had taken a bite of croissant just as his mother asked. Unlike James, he swallowed his mouthful before answering. “I don’t know about you, but I came here for the food.”

      “Pah!” Moira rolled her eyes, her son’s sarcasm going straight over her head. “Your friend comes all this way, and you’re going to talk to him like that? He’s never going to come back.”

      “That’s right,” said James with a grin. “If I never set foot in Cuanmore again, it will be all your fault.”

      Liam chucked a piece of croissant toward James’ head. The toss was halfhearted, though, and it slapped against his shoulder. James grabbed it before it fell and popped it in his mouth.

      “Hey now! No throwing food,” Kathy scolded. “Moira, Liam’s just joking. Of course, he’s here to see James.”

      Liam grinned. “That’s right! I came down hoping James would have whipped up a few of his famous morning Hemingway Breakfasts.”

      “It’s too early to be drinking,” Kathy said.

      “I took the rest of the day off,” Liam said. “I figured Jimmy wouldn’t plan on being here long. Besides, it’s nearly noon! Consider it brunch.”

      Kathy sighed. “Moira, you may as well stick around. But James, we really need to finish talking about the pub.”

      James nodded. “Of course, but we may as well make a cocktail here for old time’s sake.” He winked at Liam, who let out a chuckle.

      “Boys.” Moira rolled her eyes. “They never grow up.”
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