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(While there are some recurring characters, these are all stand-alones and can be read in any order you choose):
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(These first three are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 1, along with the short story at the end of this list and one other prequel short story)

Cursed in White
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Children of the Gods

(These second three are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 2, along with a between-the-novels short story)

Sorcerers, Spirits, and Ships

Pride, Prejudice & Penguins

Postcards from Another World

(These third three are also available in the More in Heaven and Earth, Box Set 3, along with a behind-the-scenes short story)

Shadows from Another Life

The Spectral Circus

The Eternal Hunt

Witches, Werewolves & Wombats

Frozen in Fairyland
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Chapter 1
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On the shores of Loch Ness lay a ruined castle, a postcard from another world. In only the moonlight reflecting off the dark lake, it appeared as something out of legend, with gray walls which enclosed no living soul and an empty tower, now nobody’s home.

Right now, a young woman, all in white, was tripping along its faded bricks and parapets, with her long black hair blowsy and disheveled behind her in the October winds, searching for her lost dog.

Well, it appeared to be a dog, if looked at from the right angle. If looked at without the doggie spell, it appeared to be a nightmare.

At the moment, this being—once called “George”—was unwillingly in the form of a small, white Highland terrier. Slightly more disconcertingly, he was having a conversation with what was normally known as the Loch Ness monster, who bobbed softly in the dark waters nearby.

Had anyone been watching, it might have been a toss-up whether to be more surprised that the dog spoke at all or that he did so in a thick New York accent.

“Now, look here, Nessie. There’s publicity, and there’s publicity. It’s one thing to pop up and scare the tourists every few years, but some old, blurry photos ain’t cuttin’ it. Do you know some of em’ve decided you were merely an upside-down otter?”

In the water, at the top of the hugely long neck of a dinosaur which was entirely cut off from its original time, the creature tilted its head at the small beast. Although it probably couldn’t respond, it seemed to be listening.

“Here’s what we do. We’ll start a little Monster Fest. You know, something tasteful. A band or two, some tents selling plush Nessies. Candy floss and ice cream for the kiddies. You know the kind of thing.”

For a moment, Nessie’s head tilted further, but whether it were seriously considering the offer was anyone’s guess.

“Anyway, there’ll be a day or two of Nessie watching, Nessie-shaped funnel cakes, everyone hoping for a glimpse of the monster. Then, as everyone goes away having had a good time but disappointed from not seeing anything outside of an old Scottish lake, and when there’s only one watcher with a camera left, Bam! You surface and pose. Heck, you come out of the water and flop around a bit. You know the kind of thing.”

The monster’s unblinking stare continued, although whether it were listening or contemplating giving up vegetarianism was difficult to say.

“I tell ya, you’ll be a sensation! A star! Back in the funny papers!”

The temptations didn’t seem to be working. Slowly, Nessie started to sink back into the dark loch.

“No, wait! It’ll be big, I tell ya! Just wait! I’ll . . .”

Suddenly, the dog broke off.

“Aw, hell. Here comes the jailor.”

The “jailor” in question was a short, broad white girl with a Roman nose and long black, kinky hair which didn’t seem to be listening to any of her attempts to tame it back into a ponytail. She was wearing a flouncy white dress and, fists on her hips, was glowering at the dog.

“There you are, you scoundrel. What were you trying to do this time, convince Nessie to be the spokescryptid for Mutual of Omaha?”

The dog-like thing flashed innocent, puppy-dog eyes at her.

“Who, me? I was only trying to . . .”

Apparently, he saw the sea creature slowly sinking beneath the waves and turned back to it.

“Sorry ‘bout that, Nessie!” he called. “I’ll try to find ya again when I’m free!”

The girl rolled her eyes.

“Seriously? How many decades in dog-form have you already won yourself from trying to organize a cryptid uprising? From entirely uninterested cryptids, at that!”

The sorta-not-a-dog gave her its best, But I’m just a sweet doggie! look.

Clearly not buying it, the woman turned back to the tiny bit of a head which was still visible above the bubbles in the lake, trying not to shout loudly enough that it would echo around the fog-swept hills.

“I’m so sorry, Nessie! I’ll try to keep a better eye on him from now on!”

A moment later, there was a voice behind her.

“I’m sure you will, but he hasn’t done any real harm. Yet.”

Letting out an “Eep!” the girl whipped around, her hand over her heart.

“Patel Distaff! Geez, you move quietly.”

Granted, Urquhart Castle was one of many portals to the headquarters of the Magical Council—in fact, that was why she was here—but Gillian Sternbach hadn’t been anticipating that one of the main Council members would actually emerge to look for her.

Trying to appear both pleasant and competent, she waited for whatever the woman wanted. After all, this particular sorcerer was something of a legend. Sometimes known as “the great and powerful Tillie”—although not usually within her hearing—Patel Distaff was a guiding force behind everything Council-related.

In many ways, she was very kind, but the sheer power of her presence always made Gillian try not to kneel. Even in the winds off the lake, which had Gillian’s hair tying itself into knots she’d never get out, the sorceress seemed entirely unruffled. Although casually dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved green shirt, she looked regal, her long hair flowing beautifully, her dark brown skin nearly glowing in the moonlight.

Somehow, Gillian doubted that the woman even put any conscious magic into her appearance, her power leaking out of her even there. Gillian lived in dread of getting one of Patel’s patented smiles, which, to her, at least, said, I could turn you into a small frog with a thought, but this is your lucky day, so I might decide not to.

Maybe that wasn’t what the woman was thinking, but Gillian always tried very hard not to find out. It was also why she could never manage to call her by her first name—and always used the formal witch term for the female head of a family when addressing her, instead. “Ms. Patel” didn’t cut it. The one time she’d tried “Councilwoman Patel,” as well, she’d been afraid that the woman’s look would burn her ears off.

“Patel Distaff” it is, then. Although “Ma’am” might work, too.

Putting a collar and leash back on “Mr. Fluffy,” as the Council had named him as part of his punishment—and whom Gillian only referred to by his real name of George when no one from it could hear—Gillian was pleased to see the “dog” had the sense not to challenge Tillie. Rather, he was crouched down, looking utterly submissive.

As well he should.

Tillie had her arms crossed, a sign Gillian feared, and that deadly smile leveled upon her.

“You’ve only been out of AMDA for a few months now, so I know you’re still getting used to things.”

To Gillian this read as, You’re an idiot who’s entirely clueless and only JUST out of magical academy. That’s why I’m not turning you into a lizard for your failures in being able to keep an eye on merely one, stray prisoner.

Gulping, Gillian listened.

“And I think you’re doing well, all things considered.”

Gillian didn’t even want to try to translate that for fear that she’d give up entirely.

“But we’ve decided that you may need a partner. Especially since your next case is going to be much harder than just being a warder.”

Not knowing what to say to this, Gillian swallowed again.

“Um, thank you?”

At least I’m not a frog yet. Count your blessings, girl!

Although it was possible someone else would see Tillie’s smile as kind, Gillian was much too nervous to agree.

“Come into the Council, and we’ll have some tea and discuss it.”

What else was there to do?

Gillian nodded.

“Of course, Patel Distaff.”

Then, wondering if she were moving toward her doom, she followed through the night in the all-encompassing fog, past the ruined stones, and through a portal into the Council and toward her fate.
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A few minutes later, Gillian was ensconced in one of Patel Distaff’s private rooms, while George hid under her chair.

It was a warm living room with a fire in the grate, and Tillie’s partner, Errol, sending out little balls of golden magic to amuse their baby, who lay on the floor in her onesie, kicking her feet and waving her hands, as she giggled. Even as a baby, she had her mother’s dark good looks.

In the few times Gillian had been inside the Magical Council, she’d wondered about Tillie’s living arrangements, as her home and office all seemed to be one. Errol—who didn’t seem to have any real place in the Council, outside of being Tillie’s partner—appeared to be the less-forceful of the two of them, too, although he always seemed happy and contented and was very nice to look at. A tall white man with sandy hair and blue eyes which always shone brighter when he looked at Tillie or seemed to melt in warmth when gazing at their child, whom he always seemed to be tending, he was quite different from his partner, who was all supreme confidence and whose Indian beauty was almost stunning. Even now, her long, dark hair was enviably well-behaved and showed not a single sign of having been out in the winds.

Sighing, Gillian pushed back another kink which had escaped from her ponytail.

Say what you will. The struggle against the Jew-fro is real.

Tillie gave her partner and child an adoring look for one moment, as Gillian tried to delicately sip her tea, and then got down to business.

“There’s been a series of murders.”

To her embarrassment, Gillian’s cup clattered against her saucer, and she saw Errol look up at her with a sympathetic smile.

Part of her almost wanted to scream, I didn’t do it—honest! But she knew that was only the all-knowing head-teacher effect Tillie always had on her.

“But maybe I should let your new partner explain.”

For a moment, Gillian almost goggled. Then she remembered that the woman wasn’t using the word in its romantic, magical sense. She almost envied the mundanes.

Somehow, “husband,” “wife,” and “girlfriend/boyfriend” are FAR less confusing.

But it wasn’t the moment for magical semantics. Tillie had twiddled her fingers in the air and sent out a stream of green sparkling clair-lumes. Gillian knew that the sorceress didn’t need even that much show to work her magic, but she was being polite and giving her warning. A moment later, the door opened . . .

. . . and a Middle Eastern god-among-men walked in.

Eyes agog, Gillian tried not to drool.

The man was tall and well-built, with deep brown skin and brown eyes so dark they were nearly black. His curly raven-colored hair came down to his shoulders—and even it was so much better-behaved than her own. He was wearing a suit, which made him look even more like a model.

In short, he was gorgeous, probably much older than her—although, with any sort of witches, it was hard to tell—and so far out of her league that he was playing another sport.

“Nassar Farouq, this is Gillian Sternbach. Gillian is one of our newest warders.”

Smiling, eyes warm, Nassar nodded at her, and she felt her heart thump a bit harder, as he spoke.

“Pleased to meet you.”

Yikes! Even his voice is lickable! Hecate have mercy!

She barely remembered that she could speak but did finally manage to mutter some sort of acknowledgment in return.

Then, Nassar bent down and stared under her chair. It was only when she heard George growl that she remembered he was there.

“A Class Four Disruption Felony?” he asked, clearly bemused.

Standing again, he looked at Gillian.

“I haven’t seen one of those for a while.”

Tillie waved him toward a chair.

“Gillian can tell you more about him later. I’m afraid he’ll be coming along with you.”

George whined again, but no one paid him much attention.

“Now, why don’t you tell her about the murders?”

The more pleasant look went from Nassar’s eyes, and Gillian shuddered a little. He seemed quite formidable when he was angry, and she wondered whether he were a full sorcerer, rather than merely a barely-competent witch, like her.

It’s hard being the family, nearly-null black sheep.

“There’ve been four of them so far, all in different places. Two women and two men.”

Nassar had a lovely British accent, and she wondered whether that were a reflection of where he was from, a result of his schooling, or merely some sort of spell. One of the things all the magical colleges taught—if the witches there didn’t already know it—was translation magic, although some students’ spells were more successful than others.

Pulling her mind back from such trivia, she tried to focus on the terrible subject at hand and not on drooling over this lovely man.

“How do you know they’re connected?” Gillian wondered.

“There are some similar details at the crime scenes.”

“Also, we have a few fae investigators,” Tillie broke in. “They spotted the spirit tracks on each of them.”

“Um . . .”

Gillian didn’t want to admit that she had no idea what that was. Although she’d been trained at school in a few different skills, in hopes of giving her some sort of future—only the strength of her family magic getting her into the Academy in the first place, as far as she knew—she was actually mostly a psychic. Talking to ghosts was no problem, but she’d never seen any of them leave “spirit tracks,” whatever that was.

Tillie’s smile was kindly, although it still made Gillian nervous, partly because she was convinced that she was in no way cut out for anything like a job with the Council. When she’d been ready to graduate, AMDA had held a sort of job fair, and, bizarrely, Patel Distaff had chosen her and assigned her to look after a prisoner who was on parole, if in very doggy form, and also check in on a few others, to be sure they weren’t getting into any trouble. To this day, why someone as prestigious as Patel Distaff had chosen her was still a complete mystery.

“Spirit tracks are left when there’s been a very strong residue of emotion in a place.”

Nodding, Gillian supposed that murder would definitely qualify.

“I’m sure you’ve spotted atmosphere in a place yourself,” Tillie went on, to Gillian’s nod. “Certain beings can either feel or see those tracks and tell them apart. The fae we had investigating the scene first is one of those. He says there’s some variation in them, but he’s certain they’re all connected, even if they seem random.”

In many ways, Gillian wasn’t certain why the Council would be looking into this at all when it sounded like a job for Supernatural Oversight. Generally, S. O. looked into all those crimes which weren’t solely magic related—and this one didn’t sound to be yet.

She ventured a guess.

“Is there some idea that the murderer is a sorcerer?”

If so, she could see that those with magic might be the best to go after such a man, as not everyone in S. O. had such skills.

“No,” Tillie shook her head, making Gillian even more confused. “Nassar?” she prompted, leaving her in the dark.

“The first murder was in Highgate Cemetery. The Eastern side of it, sadly. If it had been the Western side, the vampires might have been able to tell us something.”

“There are vampires in Highgate?” Gillian blurted out before she’d realized it.

While she knew vampires existed, there had only been one or two at AMDA, and she’d never really mingled with them. Although her family had long magical roots, they didn’t tend to mix with all the other magical and paranormal races that much.

Nassar smiled at her, but she suspected he was noticing her woeful ignorance.

“Several. Anyway, there, the murderer left a postcard from Whitechapel.”

When Gillian blinked, he went on.

“It’s an area in the East End of London. Most famously, it’s where Jack the Ripper’s murders happened. The second took place in New Orleans.”

This murderer guy gets around, Gillian mused, but she didn’t break into Nassar’s information. Whitechapel did seem more familiar now that he’d made the Jack the Ripper connection for her, though.

“There, he left a postcard from Holloway. Again, it’s in London,” he added at what was undoubtedly her confused look. “Don’t you know anything about London?”

“Sorry,” Gillian shrugged.

Admittedly, she’d gone to school in a very old, magical castle in Scotland, but it wasn’t like they took holidays down to England, much less to the capital. Mostly, she’d taken portals in and out of the school, and she’d spent the last several months bouncing around England and Scotland checking in on her parolees, none of whom were in London.

“Is Holloway significant?”

“Hard to say,” Nassar mused. “It used to hold the largest women’s prison in England, but it was closed down several years ago.”

Blinking, then, Gillian waited for him to go on, and he did.

“The next one was in Asheville, North Carolina.”

“Okay, that one I know,” Gillian held up her hand. “Well, generally.”

She knew what North Carolina was, anyway.

“There, the killer left a card from Fall River, Massachusetts.”

Gillian stopped him.

“Lizzie Borden?” she guessed.

She’d at least heard of the famous, nineteenth-century axe murderess.

Nassar nodded.

“And the latest one?” Gillian wondered.

“It was in Cape Hatteras, North Carolina, with a postcard from Edinburgh.”

Gillian shook her head.

“That’s a lot of different places, and a lot of different murders.”

Other than the postcards, she wasn’t seeing the connection.

Nassar nodded.

“It’s puzzling, I agree. But it also needs to be solved before anyone else gets hurt.”

Smiling at both of them, and also at her baby, who had drifted off to sleep, Tillie finally spoke.

“We’ll need you two to work together to find this person. If they’re too dangerous for you alone, call in help. Either way, make sure they’re stopped.”

While Gillian certainly saw the urgency here, she wasn’t any less confused.

“Um, I don’t have any training with investigating murders.”

“But you’re good with spirits.” Tillie looked into her. “All the murders happened in very spiritually-active places. There may well have been a ghost or two who knows more and wants to help.”

Nassar winced.

“I can see spirits, but I have a lot of trouble hearing what they’re saying, unless they’re pretty advanced with making themselves known. I can use someone with those skills nearby. Then, maybe I can put together whoever or whatever is responsible for this.”

Despite her intentions to seem calm, Gillian shuddered at the “whatever.”

“You think this may be a demon?”

Under the chair, she felt George’s cold nose on the back of her heel, as he stuck his head out a little. It was the now-a-dog’s attempt to make a deal with a demon which had gotten him into his current form.

Something in Nassar’s dark eyes looked both sad and angry.

“All of these murders were exceptionally brutal. We had a lot of work keeping most of the local police out of things so the stories didn’t get around. And you know the old saying, ‘Where there’s blood spilled in rage, so a demon makes his pay.’”

Actually, Gillian had never heard that before but was willing to take his word for it. Up till now, she’d done a very good job keeping as far away from demons as it was possible to be.

Sadly, that might be about to end.

“And I’m taking George with us?” she wondered to Tillie.

The sorceress nodded.

“Absolutely. He needs looking after.”

Tillie’s head bent down to look the sort-of-dog in the eyes, even if it was upside down.

“And maybe when he sees what a demon can do, he’ll stop trying to make deals with them.”

If a dog could grimace, George would have.

“Trust me, lady. I got the point when the last one gave me horns.”

Gillian heard his tail thumping against the chair leg.

“Makes me kinda grateful for the four legs.”

And thus, Gillian thought, a dishy probable-sorcerer investigator, a con-man Highland terrier, and a totally unprepared, lacking-in-almost-every-discernable-skill girl recently out of The Academy head out on an adventure against a very bloody murderer with possible demon ties.

Now, isn’t that JUST the story of my life?
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An hour or so later, Gillian and Nassar were back at her hotel on the shores of Loch Ness, eating Scottish salmon. For Gillian, though, it was hard to choose between the view of the moonlit lake and Nassar.

Really. If he were an anime character, he’d be shining.

It shouldn’t have been legal for anyone real to be that attractive. But he was darn nice to look at.

Smiling quite a lovely smile at her, Nassar wondered, “This is a pleasant-enough hotel, but why are you staying here? You could easily take a portal back to your home each night.”

The question alone made it clear he did exactly that.

Sighing, she kind of hated to get into it but supposed there was no way out. Knowing that George—who was at least proving an excellent foot warmer—was listening to every word and was obviously aware of her attraction to Nassar didn’t make it any easier.

At least Nassar bespelled this conversation so it’s private.

It would have been much too easy for others to overhear, had he not—and her own privacy spells had a tendency to go horribly cockeyed.

“I don’t have a home of my own,” she admitted, knowing she was blushing. “I lived with my grandmother up until I went to the Academy, but I don’t want to be one of those kids who never leaves home. And my grandmother . . .”

Leaving this, she knew that he’d probably have to meet the woman sooner than later. If she didn’t check in as soon as she set foot in America, her granny would know.

And then it’s serious “don’t piss off the witch” time.

“Anyway,” she went on. “The traveling I do is for the Council, and they give me a per diem. When that’s not enough, they pay me pretty well, so I can supplement it easily to stay where I like, within reason.”

Thankfully, where she liked were places like this one, little inns with histories and personalities, not a bunch of cloned big-chain hotels.

This one had a feeling of being family-owned, although she wasn’t certain whether that were true or only the impression. It was only two stories but fairly large with maybe about fifty rooms, which weren’t fancy but were comfortable enough and did each have their own bathroom, which wasn’t always guaranteed with older European inns. The green-and-white paint on the outside was peeling a little but not enough to suggest serious neglect, and it also ran a two-room “Nessie Experience”—which was actually only a bunch of pictures and some “Does the Loch Ness Monster Exist?” text—which she had enjoyed. She liked seeing the fingerprints of the owner in their creation and not some sterile, run-by-committee-a-thousand-miles-away, corporate horror.

There was even a small fountain outside with a carved Nessie statue in the middle of it. And they allowed George without too much of a fight—although the spells helped.

Also, it served salmon. So far, she’d had smoked salmon for an appetizer with salmon with cream sauce for a main course. Her family hadn’t been observant Jews at least since her grandfather had married her witchy grandmother—if not long before—but some things didn’t change.

You can take the Jewish girl out of the temple. But you can’t take the smoked salmon out of her hands without a fight.

Nassar stared into her interestedly and seemed to be debating asking her whatever he was thinking. Finally, he said, “Did you lose your parents?”

It took Gillian a second to follow but then remembered that she’d told him about her granny.

“Well, my mom never married my dad, and I never actually met him. I did live with my mom and granny when I was young, but Mom’s gotten married since.”

She knew she was blushing.

Somehow, when Nassar raised one eyebrow at her, it was the most adorable thing she’d ever seen.

It didn’t help the blush.

“You don’t get along with your stepfather?” he wondered.

Gillian debated how bright red she probably was but didn’t have to wonder when one of the hotel’s two waiters came to check that she hadn’t choked on a salmon bone. She and Nassar both assured him she was fine, though, and eventually, he went away, still casting back suspicious glances.

As she wouldn’t have wanted even the magical set to know what she was about to say, Gillian was very glad for the privacy spell.

“Um, ever heard of a sasquatch?” she murmured tentatively.

Nassar nodded a slightly-confused “of course.”

Suddenly finding a small spider web on the ceiling fascinating, Gillian muttered out an, “Um, yeah. That’s who she married.”

When there was what felt like at least a minute of dead silence, she finally made herself refocus on her companion.

“His name’s Oscar.”

Nassar blinked once at the information of step-father Oscar the Big Foot, and Gillian was convinced that he was about to march back and ask Tillie for a new, far less weird, partner.

“He’s quite nice,” Gilian assured him. “But he and mom live in this kind of treehouse in the Redwoods, and I don’t do that well without central air and heating.”

Nassar was still staring.

“Um, yeah, mom’s kind of a cryptid chaser. And I’m kinda a cryptid magnet myself—although I’ve never dated one,” she added quickly.

All of which makes the question of who or what my father is one I’m not sure I want the answer to.

After another, long second, Nassar finally blinked again.

“You have to be the most fascinating person I’ve ever met.”

Gillian decided that, especially in his deep, rich voice, that was the most pleasant way she’d ever been called a weirdo in her life.

Apparently pulling himself from some sort of daze—an effect she had all-too-often on people, if not usually because they were anything like charmed—he asked, “And what about Mr. Fluffy?”

Sighing, she tried to condense the tale. When she’d first been told that she was assigned to look after him, she’d read his file. Had it been printed out, it would have made a full book.

“George Tiberius Armstrong Custer is the however-manyeth descendant of General Custer of Civil War fame.”

To her delight, Nassar was already grimacing.

“The bastard who went out of his way to try to slaughter as many Native Americans as possible?”

“One and the same, I’m afraid,” she answered, as George muttered, too.

“Hey, easy on the slurs on the general!”

“No chance,” Gillian smiled down at him. “And he’s not exactly your legitimate great-whatever grandfather, anyway.”

Looking back up to Nassar, she went on.

“Apparently, George is more the long-descended result of some affair.”

Her face darkened.

“Or something.”

From his own expression, she could see that he shared her opinions on anyone who made themselves famous as an “Indian fighter.”

“Anyway, George here . . .”

She nodded at the floor.

“. . . always had a scheme or two going. The one which got him into trouble started by trying to recruit cryptids in an army to take over from humans, an army that he would supposedly be head of.”

“Hey, it should’ve worked!” George protested.

“And, when said cryptids ignored him in droves, he went on to try to make a deal with a demon for more power.”

“Let me tell ya, those horned ones are touchy,” the Greek chorus beneath the table put in. “One little comment about the lack of shine on their horns, and it’s all Bam! half-man, half-steer.”

“That’s pretty much when the Council intervened.”

Gillian’s look darkened.

“Especially since that last demon nearly destroyed his niece.”

There was a moment of silence, then a grumble from the furred miscreant in question.

“They weren’t supposed to go after Emily. She’s a good girl.”

Clearly understanding, Nassar sighed.

“And the Council sentenced him to keep him from doing any more possible harm.”

“And to teach him a lesson.”

Gillian nudged the not-a-dog with her foot.

“If he’s even capable of learning.”

For a moment, there was silence again. Then she heard George change the subject radically, trying to whisper to her, “Gimme some salmon, and I won’t tell him about that one-night-stand with Mr. Sexy Tree Nymph.”

Which would sort of put the lie to the “I don’t date cryptids” claim, although they were more an alternate species than a cryptid one.

Gently and surreptitiously, she kicked him, and knew he was squinting up at her.

“If I start howling from abuse, lady, you’re in way more trouble than I am.”

Clearly trying not to laugh out loud, Nassar picked up a hunk of salmon and held it down to her dog-shaped parolee.

She could feel George’s tail thumping against her legs.

“Now there’s a man who knows how to treat his prisoner,” he muttered with his mouth full.

Nassar’s warm eyes wouldn’t leave hers, which was making her blush all over. Unfortunately, she had the type of ghostly-pale skin which showed that off way too thoroughly.

She tried to change the subject.

“So what about you, Mr. Farouq?”

She thought for a second.

“Or is it Farouq Spear? And, if you don’t mind me asking, how old are you?”

The old titles of “Spear” and “Distaff” for the heads of magical families tended to only be used at more formal times nowadays, but she didn’t want to insult him. Like with Tillie, the man seemed to have the kind of magical confidence which demanded respect—although, unlike Patel Distaff, beautiful though she was, Gillian was seriously dreaming of what some alone time with Nassar might be like.

Giving her a rueful smile, he responded to the last part first.

“I’m 62.”

Of course, by witch standards, that wasn’t at all old, sort of the human equivalent of 30, which was what he appeared to be.

Letting him know that she wasn’t put off, Gillian responded, “I’m 23.”

While she knew that, by human standards, that was serious, Get away from her, you creep! territory, forty years by witch standards was more like five-to-ten. It could cause a few issues but wasn’t anything like insurmountable. While the chances that she could ever interest him were slim, she wasn’t going to let him be put off by her age.

Unfortunately, at the instant Nassar was clearly about to speak further, the hotel clerk came up. He was a slightly-rounded older man with gray hair but a pleasant smile which seemed to have won the local ladies’ hearts—if the crowd of them in the hotel pub where he served were any indication.

“I’m most sorry, sir,” he addressed Nassar. “I know I said I had a room for you, but a family of four just came in looking for a place to stay. They’ve been lost in the fog for hours, and the other hotels are already booked.”

Somewhere between worried and twinkling, he looked over the two of them.

“If it would be possible for you and the young lady to share a room . . .?”

About twelve different thoughts went off in Gillian’s head at once.

Hubba-hubba. Yeah, baby!

Uh, can I get fired for sexual harassment if I’m only drooling over him?

Like it matters! No matter what, I’m the jokey best friend material in any rom-com. The snarky, round Jewish girl NEVER gets the hot guy!

While she had no idea which of these looks she actually gave Nassar, as he gazed to her, he smiled kindly.

The moment was broken by George murmuring, “Mating season! Why don’t you two get on with it?”

She nudged him with her foot again.

“Careful, lady,” George warned. “I’m about one foot nudge away from full-on injured puppy mode.”

Sighing, and no doubt blushing, Gillian watched her new partner and hoped the clerk wasn’t hearing the heckler under the table.

Finally, Nassar turned back to the host.

“We can make that work. Please let them have my room.”

The host nodded and left to arrange things, and Gillian let out something like a bleat, as Nassar refocused on her warmly.

“I can create a portal back to my own home, if you’d like. I certainly have no designs on you.”

Ahh, the predictable tragedy of it all.

“There’s only one bed, but I can take the floor,” she offered, knowing the thick girl’s usual place in such arrangements.

For once, Nassar glowered, and Gillian backtracked.

“Or you can create a bed for yourself, instead.”

Smiling again, Nassar nodded.

“That will do nicely.”

As they got up from dinner, George whined when Gillian picked him up.

“You two-leggers and yer mating dances. I think I’m enjoying being a dog.”

“Be quiet, or I’ll leave you with my granny to look after.”

George’s head sprang up.

“No! I’ll be good! Promise! No problem-o!”

And with that very obvious lie, Gillian retired to her hotel room with Nassar, wishing that there were any reality in which they could be more than colleagues.
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Chapter 4
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Sadly for Gillian, her night with Nassar proved to be frustratingly platonic. While she did get to see him without a shirt at one point, the fact that his chest was sculpted and silken-looking with just a bit of hair starting below his navel only made her have embarrassingly erotic dreams.

That would have been bad enough, had he not been two feet away in a magicked-up bed, but, as it was . . .

I will NOT lust over my partner. I will NOT lust over my partner. I will NOT . . .

The mantra played in her head the next day, as she tried to ignore her feelings, putting on a plaid dress from some Scottish clan she had no right to at all, but the dark blues and reds sort of worked on her, and its colors made her happy. Of course, it annoyed the locals, but since she was leaving, anyway . . .

As she ate a lovely, full Scottish breakfast, complete with kippers, tea, and toast from the toast rack, there was some part of her which wished that something had happened with Nassar last night, as awkward as that would probably have made things between them. The rest of her was resigned to distant longing.

Still, at least there were no major disagreements between them, except when it came to how to get to London.

“We need to begin this investigation,” Nassar argued. “I want to see the crime scenes for myself. And a portal is by far the easiest way.”

In some ways, Gillian agreed, but another issue had caught her attention.

“You haven’t seen the crime scenes yet?”

“No.”

Shaking his head, he put down his tea cup.

“Only read the reports, as the case was turned over to the Council.”

When she opened her mouth to ask why the Council was investigating this and not Supernatural Oversight—which was still an unanswered question—he went on before she could.

“I want to take the scenes in order and start with Highgate.”

As she had a feeling this forestalling of her questions was purposeful, she gave in and went back to their original disagreement.

“But we’ll get more out of the ghosts at Highgate at night. Also, if there are any vampires around, they may have heard something about it, even if they weren’t there to see it themselves. That, we can only do at night.”

Sighing, Nassar looked unhappy but nodded, and Gillian went on.

“Besides, I have my car with me. I can always get the Council to magic it somewhere, but there’s no reason not to drive down to London.”

Well, except that it’s ten hours or so away.

But, if they left now at about 10 a.m., they’d get there about 8 or 9 p.m., which would be perfect, anyway.

And if we take a portal, what are we going to do with the rest of the day in London? Do a cutesy shopping montage?

While Nassar would be handsome
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