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      Sometimes, I wonder if time has the same physicality as space. It’s a strange thought, especially for a man who lives inside Alfheim’s magical bubble, but the world’s not all elves and vampires. It’s not all witches and ghosts and Lands of both Living and Dead.

      I’m the cobbled-together son of a mad scientist, and sometimes a scientific point of view helps me to understand a situation better than magic.

      I stood in my underwear on the deck between my house and the lake. I’d come out to warm my corpse-cold body in the bright morning sun, partly because I didn’t like my post-sleep, creaky aches, and partly because Benta wouldn’t touch me until my flesh felt living once again.

      Benta the Nameless, the elf who also happened to be my ex, had decided the previous evening that “ex” was a relative descriptor, and had stayed the night.

      Benta made coffee inside. And outside, a woman I did not know—a beautiful woman with auburn-red hair and a bright, keen face—ran down the path toward my deck.

      I did not know her, but she knew me. The way she watched me and navigated the path, and the way my dog circled her legs as she moved, telegraphed that this woman understood my house and property. My canine emperor, Marcus Aurelius, trusted her. And she was carrying my backpack.

      “Frank!” she called.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind—somewhere in the distant topography of memory or time or whatever currents we all swim against every single moment of our lives—I heard a call.

      Remember, it said.

      “Who are you?” I asked. I didn’t know this woman but I wanted to. I wanted to pick her up and spend the day touching and talking and laughing together.

      She had my backpack. She had my dog. And she looked happy to see cold, creaky me.

      “Ellie Jones,” she said. “The concealment enchantments wipe your memory every night.” She hugged me.

      A woman I did not know but did—she was familiar in the way a land’s colors are familiar. In the way animal calls and bird chirps let you know you’re in a certain part of the forest or near a river because only this part of the world sounds and smells this way.

      Ellie Jones was that kind of familiar. I understood her touch, even if I did not recognize it.

      “I’m your—”

      Benta walked out onto the deck in her full, mostly-naked, elf glory, with coffee in hand and her attention on my wayward dog.

      The woman named Ellie Jones dropped her hand from my chest and I swear all the cold of the Arctic returned to my bones. All the isolation and the howling wind. All the aimless wandering. My soul moved from the life-filled wonder that was a summer with Ellie Jones to the winter desolation I left behind long, long ago.

      Remember, that distant voice called.

      Ellie stared at Benta. Her mouth closed. She pulled my phone from her pocket and set it on the deck’s railing.

      She picked up my backpack. “I’m sorry,” she said, and turned away.

      I should understand where to map Ellie Jones into my world. I should comprehend why I wanted to follow—and to orbit. She’d caught my soul in her gravity well.

      Marcus Aurelius looked to me. He wagged his tail. Then he looked over his shoulder at Ellie as she vanished up the path.

      He barked.

      Remember, whispered again through my mind.

      “Go,” I said, and pointed at the path. “Protect.” I wanted to say Protect Ellie, but her name wouldn’t come out.

      Ellie’s concealments interacted with elves and I was standing in the eye of the storm. I knew, though I didn’t remember learning what I knew. Benta’s magical elven proximity messed with my ability to articulate my thoughts.

      My dog understood. He barked again and ran after the woman named Ellie Jones whom I should remember.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      Benta stretched her neck. “Where’s Marcus Aurelius going?” She sipped her coffee, but didn’t seem all that distressed that my dog had come home only to immediately leave again.

      “He’ll be back,” I said. Maybe. If he never came home again, at least I knew he was with someone who cared about him. I knew the same way I knew Benta’s proximity interfered with my ability to speak of Ellie Jones.

      But…

      My dog was okay. I was okay. I’d survived a magical, soul- and blood-siphoning pike through my chest and now I had a naked Benta the Nameless standing on my deck looking at me as if she disapproved of how long it took the sun to warm my cold flesh.

      I really should be remembering something—someone. I rubbed my forehead. Sometimes the surreal nature of my life popped a jab right into my face.

      Benta brushed her fingers along my thigh as she walked toward my phone, which was sitting on my deck railing for some reason that, again, I did not remember.

      She set down her coffee and picked up the device. “Did you leave this out here?” She handed it to me.

      I stared at the phone wondering if I should unlock it and check my messages. Arne wanted me to come into The Great Hall. Most everyone who knew about magic would be coming into The Hall today, one way or the other.

      When the elves did a magical reset, debriefing always followed, and my debriefing would include hours of discussion about what happened in the now-closed pocket borderland where the elves had trapped a horde of vampires.

      A horde, and my fully, finally, utterly dissociated vampire brother.

      No more Lord Dracula for the universe, or so we hoped. I hoped. But a contingency plan needed forming, because only fools left behind an ash-filled, unguarded pocket borderland full of magic-wielding vampires.

      But right now, I wanted to warm my cold bones. And Benta, it seemed, wanted to help.

      Yet I could not shake the feeling that entire kingdoms within the Realms of Time were shrouded from my perception. That entire sections of my map of the past had gone missing and now I had no idea how to navigate the future.

      Fog lurked out there. And monsters. Maybe dragons, too. And here I stood on my deck in my underwear.

      I handed the phone to Benta. “Take this in, would you?” I asked. “I’ll warm up.”

      She carefully kissed my cheek—even though she’d been lightly touching, major contact wouldn’t happen until I came inside.

      Somewhere deep in the back of my mind, from that unknown kingdom inside the hidden realms of time, a voice called out. That barely-perceptible call to pay attention to things other than what was right under my nose. To put my energy into making sure that I truly did understand the world around me.

      Remember, it said. But what? I had no idea.

      Benta sniffed the air as if she smelled a hint of dead animal—or danger. She shook her head and wrapped her arms around her breasts as if the morning air suddenly chilled her radiant elf skin.

      She took my phone. Then Benta the Nameless walked away.

      I looked out over the path that led from my deck into the trees. Maybe I should get dressed and go look for my dog. Or maybe I should warm up and go debrief the Elf King of Alfheim.

      I sipped my coffee. Arne first. At least I could map that bit of the past.
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      Benta was in the shower when I walked into the kitchen. Water rushed through the pipes, and the sounds of her knocking around shampoo bottles echoed through my house. She sang too, and the occasional sonic wonder of sung Icelandic filtered through the walls.

      I set my mug on the counter and stretched my shoulders. The sun and the coffee had helped, and my morning cold creaks and aches had settled into my normal large and lumbering.

      Benta launched into a shower rendition of a pop song I recognized—still in Icelandic, but the melody was unmistakable—and I shook my head. I had a beautiful singing elf in my shower.

      What a strange life I lived.

      Time to dress. Time to make my way to The Great Hall. All the vampire business needed settling once and for all.

      I walked into the bedroom and rooted around in my dresser for a clean pair of jeans and a fresh t-shirt. I pulled out my prized “Alfheim Gossiping Squirrels” Sprouts League baseball jersey—Jaxson Geroux’s team had won their version of Regionals last spring—complete with its bold “Champion” letters and its mean, bat-wielding Ratatoskr mascot. The kid had proudly handed out the shirts to every adult he knew, and had made a point of ordering one in my size. No way could I have said no. Not that any sane person would pass up a “Gossiping Squirrels” t-shirt, anyway.

      The water shut off just as a vehicle pulled into my driveway. I tucked in my t-shirt and glanced out the bedroom window.

      Maura parked a brand-new, deep red, one-ton truck in front of my garage. It rumbled like a big cat, and dropped smoothly into silence when she turned it off.

      Akeyla Maurasdottir bounded out of the passenger side and ran for the front door.

      Maura had said something about moving back in this weekend. She said nothing about buying a new truck.

      I rounded the corner into the hallway. “Maura and Akeyla are here!” I called.

      “Okay,” Benta responded through the bathroom door.

      Best not to freak out my little niece with a naked houseguest, especially since Benta was one of her grandmother’s friends.

      The doorbell rang. I opened the door.

      “Uncle Frank!” Akeyla launched herself at me. “Mommy said the icky vampires tried to hurt you again but you and Grandpa and Grandma and Ms. Benta and Mr. Magnus stopped them and got back Mr. Magnus’s big horses!”

      I settled her on my hip. “That’s right, honey. We stopped the icky vampires.”

      Out on the driveway, Maura exited the truck, as did Jaxson Geroux. He wiggled his nine-year-old shoulders like the young Alpha he was, then smiled and waved.

      I waved back.

      “Jax is spending the day with you?” I asked.

      She hugged my neck. “His mommy and daddy have to work for Grandpa today.”

      “Ah,” I said. Arne must have the Alphas checking the pack for residual effects of the elves’ cleansing spells.

      Jax watched Maura close her door. Then he scanned the trees the same way his father did when Gerard looked for threats. When Jax was satisfied, he walked to the back of the truck and waited.

      Born-wolves were rare, though the few that made it through infancy tended to be the children of Alphas. But being the son of two Alphas also meant that Jax could be… intense. He was also a damned good young pitcher and likely to be recruited when he hit high school. He even looked like a kid destined for the Majors—he carried his father’s French musculature on his mother’s lean and fast Somali frame. He was the prototypical strong, skinny kid who we all knew would soon develop surprisingly broad shoulders.

      Akeyla didn’t mind Jax’s intensity. If anything, her free fire spirit energy loosened up his more piercing traits.

      Out on the driveway, Maura handed Jax a suitcase.

      “Mr. Magnus said you helped save Bloodyhoof,” Akeyla said. “Bloodyhoof is huge.” Her eyes rounded to reflect her sense of the stallion’s size.

      “He is,” I said.

      “I want to ride Bloodyhoof but Grandpa says I have to start with the smaller horses first,” she said.

      I set her down. “Bloodyhoof’s big even for me.”

      “No, he’s not. He’s just the right size for you.” She shook her head as if I was being dumb Uncle Frank again.

      “Mr. Magnus won’t let anyone ride Bloodyhoof,” Jax said as he walked up. Even at nine, he could carry a big suitcase with ease.

      He set the case on the step. “I think Bloodyhoof would like Akeyla.” He looked around as if once again checking for threats.

      “Everything’s good here, Jax,” I said.

      He looked up at me with an expression that was equal parts not understanding and understanding all too well. He nodded once and glanced around my leg and into the house. “Where’s Marcus Aurelius?” he asked.

      A dusting of magic washed over the kids as he took Akeyla’s hand.

      I looked at Maura. She frowned but didn’t say anything as she pulled three more suitcases out of the back of the truck. Akeyla, though, swung Jax’s hand as if playing a game and pulled him into the house. “Let’s go down to the lake!” she said, and skipped by.

      Jax looked over his shoulder. “Can we play with your dog?”

      All the wolves loved my canine emperor. Even Gaupe, Arne’s lynx, liked him. “He didn’t come home last night,” I said, though I didn’t think that was quite right. “He’s safe.” Though I didn’t know that, either.

      Benta stepped out of the bathroom, thankfully fully clothed, and out of glamour with her wet yet still somehow lively ponytail waving behind her head.

      “Ms. Benta!” Akeyla squealed. She let go of Jax and launched herself at the elf in much the same way she’d launched herself at me when she arrived.

      Benta did not lift up Akeyla the way I had. She squatted instead and offered a hug. “Shouldn’t you two be at school?”

      “It’s Saturday!” the kids said in unison.

      Benta laughed as she hugged first Akeyla, then Jax. “I don’t get to see you two out of The Great Hall.” She looked Jax over. “Did you have fun at the Aquarium?”

      Axlam and Maura had taken the kids to Duluth while Arne and the rest of the elves cleansed the town of vampires and vampire-caused “ickiness.”

      Jax shrugged. “Can we go see the cougars at your Sanctuary? The cougars are cool.”

      Benta patted his shoulder. “They can’t rehab if there are little wolves around.”

      He frowned as if Benta had said the meanest thing an adult could say—which she had, in some ways. A little magic and the kid would be fine around the cats, so I didn’t understand why she would dismiss him the way she did.

      “Can we learn rehabbing?” Akeyla asked. “I want to learn how to help at the Sanctuary, Ms. Benta.”

      Jax’s frown deepened. The poor kid really seemed to want to visit the cats.

      Benta looked up at me and I suspect she read my response on my face. She sniffed and looked away. “I’ll think about it,” she said.

      I opened my mouth, but out on the driveway, Maura dropped a suitcase onto the gravel. I pointed. “Back in a second,” I said, and walked outside.

      I’d talk to Benta about her no-wolf policy later.

      Birds chirped and squirrels ran tree trunks. Maura inhaled deeply and slammed the truck’s tailgate.

      She smirked and held out the keys. “Special delivery.”

      Today, Maura wore her standard “Akeyla’s Mom” glamour—brown ponytail, smooth though supposedly middle-aged face, blue eyes, large-ish breasts with matching hips. She looked like three quarters of the mundane women in Alfheim.

      The truck also matched the mundanes. “When did you get a new truck?” I asked.

      Maura rolled her eyes. “It’s for you, silly.” She shook her head. “A gift from Magnus to say thank you for saving his horses.”

      The vampires had totaled my old truck and I was, at the moment, relying on Benta for transportation. I took the keys. “He saved his horses, not me.”

      Magnus had woven the sigils that cleansed Bloodyhoof and the two Percherons of their low-demon possessions.

      Maura chuckled. “I told him you’d say that. He now owes me twenty bucks.”

      I frowned.

      “What?” she asked, then shook her head again.

      The truck looked to be a newer model of the same vehicle I’d driven before the vamps destroyed it.

      Maura nodded toward the cab. “Magnus says it has all the bells and whistles. It sure drives nice.”

      Magnus gave me a truck? Part of me wondered what he wanted in exchange. But Magnus wasn’t that kind of elf, and had many times over the years been generous with townspeople in need.

      Maura squeezed my arm. “Several elder elves were in Dad’s den this morning.” She glanced at the house. “They were yelling, which is why we came early. The kids don’t need that.”

      No, they didn’t. No one needed whatever political fight the elder elves were in the process of hatching.

      “They want Benta to come in as soon as possible.” She looked up at me. “And you.”

      Was the truck Magnus buttering me up for a new fight?

      Maura ran her hand across the top of the truck’s bed. “Magnus wants to thank you, though I do think he’s binding one of Alfheim’s greatest warriors to the kingdom.” She rubbed her neck. “If it’s conscious or not, I don’t know.”

      “What were they yelling about?” Because if a new fight was coming, I’d like to know what it was.

      She looked up at my face again. “Someone flew into The Cities last night. Magnus sent a plane down to bring them north.” She looked away. “There was talk of a Conclave.”

      Oh, no, I thought. The last time the elves called a Conclave, they deposed one of the Kings.

      Arne was vulnerable.

      Maura looked down at the gravel. “It hasn’t even been a full twenty-four hours since they closed up Vampland.”

      “Vampland?” They gave the pocket borderland a name?

      Maura chuckled. “You can thank your niece for that one.”

      “Arne let Akeyla name the vampire’s pocket land?”

      “What else are we going to call it?” She shrugged. “Land of the Evil Librarians?”

      She had a point.

      “I’ll come in.” Arne needed to know what happened in Vampland, especially if he had to defend his actions to the other Kings. Not that I wanted to tell that tale, but I was the one who’d had the pipe in my chest, so it was up to me to give him the details. “Benta will when she’s ready.”

      Maura nodded toward the house. “Are we interrupting?” she asked. “Moving back in today?”

      “No,” I said, probably faster than Maura expected. Benta would not be spending a lot of nights. I learned that the last time we were semi-together, though I don’t think my negative response came from her attitude, but more from her being here in the first place.

      I looked back at the door. The kids were leading her toward the kitchen. Though Jax still frowned, neither of them seemed upset about finding her here, so why did I feel uncomfortable?

      Maura picked up one of her suitcases. “I don’t want to impose,” she said. “Really. I don’t. If you and Benta are back together and need space, we can go back to Mom and Dad’s place.”

      Something thumped in my kitchen. Akeyla laughed. Jax said something I couldn’t hear.

      They were magical, the kids. Yes, in a literal sense that coiled around them, but also in a family way—true family. I wasn’t giving that up.

      I didn’t see Benta taking to my life well, no matter how much of a sensual mother-goddess she was.

      “Come in,” I said. “Benta and I aren’t serious.” No, we weren’t. We couldn’t be. “She wanted to keep an eye on me last night.”

      Maura snorted. “Sure, big brother.” She winked as she carried her suitcase toward the door. “Whatever you say!”

      I picked up my elven sister’s other suitcases and carried her life back into my world.
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      After lots of promises to take the kids to The Alfheim Wildcat Sanctuary for a tour and some age-appropriate volunteer training—I insisted Benta allow Jax to come—she kissed my cheek, gathered her things, and made her way into town and her elf business. I was to make my way to The Great Hall posthaste in my Magnus-gifted, shiny new truck.

      Maura watched me more than Benta when the elder elf left. My adoptive sister stood in the hallway with her arms crossed and her lips thin. Then she shook her head and returned to herding magical children.

      The kids wouldn’t let me go until we laid out a detailed plan for this evening’s dinner and brownie dessert. I left with a long grocery list and promises to bring back everything the kids needed to make “magic burgers” and “fun fries.” No doubt I’d be running the grill this evening, international elven crisis or not.

      Akeyla and Jax waved as I walked toward Magnus’s gifted behemoth, then they ran around the house to the deck. Maura followed, but took a moment to inspect the damaged wine bottle gate.

      I suspected she’d have it fixed before the end of the week.

      My new truck was a dark, almost-wine shade of red and for a second I considered naming it Bloodyhood, but thought better of it. I suspected one of the kids would also come up with the same name soon enough, anyway.

      I hopped into the bed. She had the nicest bedliner I’d ever seen, with a grippy-yet-clean black finish. The new toolbox gleamed in the bright morning light. The hinge locked when I opened it, but the most impressive addition was a well-organized, already-stocked interior and a section that appeared to be specifically for my elven axe, Sal.

      Someone had stuffed a soft indigo-violet velvet blanket, shimmering with a consistent low-level magic, into the space.

      I’d rather know who had enchanted the blanket before I placed my axe in the toolbox, and I’d already put her on the passenger seat. She seemed fine with my decision, and I got the sense she’d rather be in the open air, anyway.

      “I think you’ll like your spot back here, though,” I said.

      She mentally shrugged. Right now, she liked the idea of riding shotgun.

      “Whatever you want, my friend,” I said.

      The impression my axe threw back at me was That’s right. I laughed and closed the toolbox.

      The impressiveness of the interior matched the exterior—Bloodyhood was a lovely piece of machinery, with soft leather seats, individual temperature controls on the vents, heads-up displays for function and monitor, and at least six cup holders. The vent controls were a bit much, but I expected nothing less from Magnus.

      I drove through downtown to get a look at the site where the vampires had yanked me into Vampland. The intersection was still blocked off, and I suspected Ed Martinez, our sheriff, had towed what was left of my old truck to Gullinbursti’s.

      I turned onto the service road fronting The Great Hall. I’d check to see if Ed had left me a message once I parked.

      The Great Hall looked… different. The elves’ cleansing spells reset all glamours, and the “dingy hotel” default still looked dingy, but something had shifted.

      I parked in the real lot across the street, in the back corner where my new truck wouldn’t be in the way, and stared at the hotel façade the elves use to keep mundanes out of their business.

      The building hadn’t changed—it continued to look like a beige-painted concrete box with a party space slapped onto its side. The “parking lot” buffer wasn’t any larger or smaller, and all the unhappy bushes still looked as equally unhappy as they had before.

      But something was different. I picked up Sal, closed the door, and leaned against the truck’s rear fender.

      Maybe the magic looked different. I squinted. The glamour around The Hall had a wave of colors to it—a kind of water-like flow—that wasn’t clearly visible on this side, but sometimes I could pick it out.

      “What do you think?” I asked my axe.

      She mentally inhaled as if breathing in fresh air.

      I chuckled. “It does seem cleaner, doesn’t it?”

      The currents of magical energy around the glamour moved faster, as if the reset had cleared out years’ worth of debris from its magical riverbed. Swirls of blue appeared more circular. Woven lines of reds and oranges appeared more evenly braided.

      Sal tossed me a distinct sense of nearby wolf.

      I glanced around. A few of the older wolves could blend into the surroundings so well even I missed them if I wasn’t looking. It wasn’t magic. They were so good at being wolves that even in human form, they could stalk and ambush prey.

      In some ways, the werewolves were more like Benta’s cougars than real wolves.

      Remy Geroux leaned against the passenger side of his own truck, deep in a shadow and framed more by the lot’s bordering stand of trees than his vehicle. He waved and walked over when I noticed him.

      “Don’t teach your nephew to do that,” I said. We didn’t need Jax getting into his head that sneaking in and out of Akeyla’s room was a good idea.

      Remy laughed and slapped my arm. “He’ll learn anyway.”

      “True,” I said. Not a lot any of us could do about it.

      Remy was slightly smaller than his brother, and stood about the same height as Maura. He was the classic “Special Ops” body type that handled turning werewolf well—lean, fast, and mobile, with a surprising amount of physical strength. Remy, like his brother, could flip a car if he needed to, and it wasn’t just his wolf, either. They’d both been stronger than usual before they were bitten centuries ago.

      Remy watched the world through hazel, honey-colored irises, which, like his strength, were his and not a byproduct of his wolf, though his eyes did shout “magical creature.” I’d long wondered if of the two Geroux brothers, Remy had been the one truly destined for wolf-dom, and not Gerard.

      But he wasn’t the pack’s lead Alpha. His brother and sister-in-law governed better. It never seemed to bother Remy.

      “Hello to your axe,” he said, and nodded toward Sal’s blade.

      Sal didn’t respond. Either she chose to ignore him, or something about wolf magic didn’t blend with her magic, much like the Odin’s Gallows dagger and Rose’s notebook.

      Remy shrugged. “She is not the only elven weapon to ignore me.”

      “Don’t feel bad,” I said. “She won’t talk to half the elves, either.”

      He pointed at the glamour. “Something feels different,” he said. “For the life of me I cannot pick it out.”

      “The energy flow around the edges is smoother, and more… geometrically sound.” I twirled my finger though the air. “The natural magic there…” I pointed again. “… and there…” Another point. “… looks truer to its spellwork shape.”

      “I do wish I had your magic-seeing ability,” he said.

      “The circles and lines that make up the sigils appear more circular and straight.”

      He nodded. “So they defragged the system?”

      I hadn’t thought of it that way. “Yeah.”

      He patted my truck. “I’m here to report on outliers.” He nodded toward the town. “We have Mark Ellis in isolation just to be sure. He seems good. No residual vampire enthrallings. Axlam is more concerned about psychological trauma.”

      The poor kid would be as scarred by the vampires as I was. At least I hadn’t been possessed.

      Remy leaned closer. “Turns out the two families in town I’ve long suspected were touched are, in fact, touched.”

      Arne had been correct—with seven thousand mundanes in the area, someone was likely carrying residual magic the cleansing spells would upset.

      “They’re okay?”

      “Arne will talk to them.” Remy walked toward the glamour. “He is the All-Father, after all.” He walked to the edge of the lot and the location of the outer gate into The Hall—and stopped. “Shouldn’t you be sleeping off the whole mess?”

      On my shoulder, Sal humphed.

      Remy shrugged, then waved his hand. Nothing happened. He waved again.

      “I think the reset removed the outer gate,” I said.

      Remy stuck his hands into his back pocket. “Better for wolves to enter through the doors, anyway.” He walked toward the hotel’s “entrance.”

      Most of the wolves left their clothes in the “lobby” before entering The Great Hall. It cut down on naked exits.

      I followed Remy toward the doors. “What are you going to do if the coatroom’s gone?”

      He turned around, threw his arms into the air … and walked backward into the first set
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