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  For English Teachers everywhere, who are brave enough to try and teach the classics to rooms full of teenagers.

Thank you.





…and we apologize for what we are about to do toThe Bard.
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A Disagreement


The table next to me exploded into a cloud of ice and splinters. 
“That’s not a very noble gesture, Your Grace!” I shouted across the room. The answer I received was a volley of razor-like ice spikes flung in my direction.
Just another typical Tuesday afternoon.
I ducked behind the doorway and pressed my back to the concrete wall.
“The changeling child is my teind, Shard Keeper, I will not relinquish him to you!” a melodious, if angry, voice yelled at me.
ShardKeeper. She’d invoked my title. Well, at least that meant she recognized it. That was better than most days.
“I can’t let you keep him, Your Grace,” I called back. Titles were important when dealing with the Fae. It showed an understanding of the established pecking order of things. A squire knew to bend the knee to the knight, who knew to bend their will to their Liege and understood the importance of following the word of their laird. There was order in the otherwise orderless Courts of the Fae-Kin … as long as you followed the rules.
Tatiyana Scawen had been the Laird of Las Vegas for almost fifty years now. A fearsome creature, she emerged from a time when humanity believed in dreams becoming reality, crafting horrors and heroes.
And she was pissed.
“His mother GAVE him to me!” she cried. Another volley of ice spikes flew toward the doorway, followed by a gust of wind and sleet. The doorframe next to me became coated with ice rime. The floor became slick and frozen.
This was not going well.
“She was incarcerated at Florence McClure, Your Grace. That’s outside your territory.” Reason sometimes worked when tempers were high. 
Tatiyana screamed a stream of obscenities in my direction.
Then again, maybe not this time.
Each of the ruling Kin claimed specific areas of the Vegas Valley and surrounding communities. Their people lived in those areas and, as expected, abided by the traditions as established within their cultures. But every now and again, one of the Kin dipped their wick into someone else’s lamp oil, and shit like this happened.
“He can’t have the child!” she roared.
Thunder cracked overhead.
Well, crap, now she was calling in air support. It was going to get worse before improving. Tatiyana was a weather witch among her people. She could command the seasons and their elements. Flowers bloomed in her footsteps, and lightning rained from the sky at her displeasure. Each Laird possessed its own magical arsenal. Her husband … Consort, I corrected myself. They weren’t married any longer but were still bound by Fae-Kin Oath as balance points. Her Consort, Oberon Elegast, was a master in the arts of charm and mass manipulation. His talents rivaled those of the ruling Hemophage Blood-Kin.
North Las Vegas was his territory, and the correctional facility was in North Las Vegas. The changeling child was born to an inmate three weeks ago. The mother, who recently transferred, whose release should have happened before the child's birth, but someone's paperwork delay postponed her freedom. Conjugal visitation had resulted in the child’s conception when she was elsewhere, but the birth happened here. Incarceration facilities were not safe places - even for expectant mothers.
Oberon Elegast was a cold and calculating ass, but he took his Oaths and responsibilities to his Kin personally. The woman responsible for the Changeling’s premature birth met an unfortunate, perhaps deserved, end. Such was the price of endangering one under His care. That act came with a price of its own. The Child, by Fae-Kin tradition, was His. It didn’t matter what the mother had signed in the mundane Court. The expectation was for Tatiyana to relinquish the child.
And she was not having it.
The familiar sound of an incoming phone call bleeped in my Bluetooth wireless earbud. I reached up to tap it, answering it.
“Nice of you to join me, Malik.”
I leaned, quickly assessing the room beyond the doorway. Ice flew at my head. I ducked back once more.
“I was on the train along The Strip, thank you very much. I couldn’t just jump into the Library from car 34,” Malik’s deep baritone answered. His voice, flavored by years abroad, defied easy categorization.
“Sounds like an excuse to me,” I teased. Calling Malik Salah the Librarian of the City did not give enough weight to what he actually did. He was a keeper of records, decipherer of tomes, a researcher of lost legends, and a damned good man.
“Ah yes, allow me to craft an excuse for not wanting to be surrounded by a wealth of lost knowledge on this cloudy Tuesday morning …” he answered. A loud crash of thunder and lightning sounded overhead, and crackling was heard across the airwaves. "Well, Her Grace sounds like she is in fine form today …”
“Less chatter, more answers, Malik!” I replied. I smelled ozone in the air and felt a tingle of electricity on my skin.
“Right! Tatiyana Scawen, ruling Laird of Las Vegas. Her books are pretty tight, Lyn.”
The hair on my arms rose. I pushed away from the wall and metal. I knew what was coming next.
“She’s gotta owe us something, Malik! I need it! NOW!” I shouted and threw myself onto the painted concrete floor, hoping the material would limit the conductivity of what she was about to throw at me.
The air crackled above me as a ball of electricity formed. It was a small round globe with strands and threads of dancing light shooting off it in multiple directions. Some threads reached out toward the metal beams overhead. I could feel the electricity buzzing all around me.
This was gonna suck so hard.

      [image: ]Sometimes the mind chose the most inopportune times to take trips down memory lane.
I wasn’t always a Shard Keeper.
Ok, that point was up for some debate, depending on which faction you wanted to listen to. The point however was that I remembered when I had a normal life. Well, normal for a foster kid growing up in the system, I suppose.
Family hopping. Lack of food security. Carrying my belongings around in a trash bag and wondering if the family I was with was gonna be at least tolerable or if I was gonna end up having to earn my place in some weird-ass ranking system that only the other kids in the house knew? Ya. That was my normal.
That nuclear-family stuff you read about? That’s some Disneyland-level fantasy.
I wanted it, just like every other kid. I dreamed of a room of my own whose door I didn’t have to lock every night. Or have a whole dresser full of drawers that were mine. Adults who were more interested in being parents rather than just seeing how many kids they could keep in a house for the sake of their State Care checks? Ya. I wanted that.
Maybe the City chose me for this reason. Much like Sin City, I knew the truth hidden beneath the surface. And maybe because I understood the importance of taking a gamble.
Tamara Lyn Hunter. That was the name that was listed on my birth certificate. The authorities redacted my biological parents' names from my files. They were nowhere to be found. I’d looked. Fleeting memories were all I had of them. I remembered my mother’s laugh, exuberant and rich and flavored with sass. She had long, dark hair, and when the sun hit it right, you could see hints of red woven through the strands. Her skin was the color of creamed coffee. My father was a big man. Though seen through the eyes of a child, it was hard to know exactly how big he really had been and how distorted the memories were. He had black hair that he wore in a long braid down the middle of his back and a wide handlebar mustache. His features reminded me a little of the King of Venice Beach - Danny Trejo.
There was an accident when I was about six. Or that was what I had been told. I went to stay with an aunt. That didn’t last long. Child Protective got involved before I was seven, and I was family hopping by age eight. Already too old for most families looking to adopt. 
All the horror stories you hear about kids that get lost in the system? Ya, they’re all true. You don’t want them to be. You keep hoping that maybe you will be the one that escapes it all. But in the end, you just end up a statistic. Like everything else in the City, it’s a numbers game.
I spent eight years being traded around between houses and schools before I met  Dean Franklin. He was a counselor at Las Vegas High. Home of the Wildcats. As far as public schools went, it wasn’t so bad. Dean was the only dude on the Counselor Staff. The rest were all women.
He was a middle-aged white guy, with a military-style buzz cut and bright blue eyes. Cigars, Aqua Velva, and a smile that stopped a room. He counseled students whose last names were G - L, so I got assigned to him. The first time I walked into his office, I remember thinking that this was going to be a terrible experience. One more adult trying to help me “find my way” and keep me from “ending up in jail.” But he wasn’t like that. He actually listened. When we met, he let me decide if the door stayed open or closed. He paid attention when I expressed an interest in certain classes and wrote the exceptions to get me into those classes. Where my foster parents dropped the ball, Dean picked it up. 
He kept weird hours for a counselor, but no one seemed to question it. If the theatre kids were rehearsing, or the athletes were practicing, his office would be open. I look back at it now and understand there was more to it, but it still meant a lot to me.
When I graduated from High School, he gave me the name and phone number of someone who had a job already lined up for me. It wasn’t changing sheets in a hotel or emptying trash cans for some office building.
It was a cat cafe.
I alternated between learning basic animal care, helping folks who were interested in adopting rescued animals, setting up events for the Cafe, and learning how to be a barista. I learned the business. I learned to account. I learned how to network.
I learned people.
This skill would be more valuable than anything else I learned.
Unfortunately, good as my people skills were, Tatiyana still threw lightening at me.
Tiny bolts of electricity shot past me, drawn to the doorway and the beams overhead. I could smell ozone and fried circuitry. If she couldn’t get to me, Tatiyana was going to set the building on fire. Laying there in the middle of a concrete walkway, pondering whether the Las Vegas Laird was going to electrocute me or burn me to death, I wondered if learning a combat skill might not have been a better choice.
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Chicks Dig Scars


“Botham!” Malik’s voice shouted through the phone in a Eureka moment. “Tatiyana still has an outstanding debt to us for Botham!”
“Pretty sure that happened when she was still with Oberon, Malik. I think His nibs owns that one … technically,” I replied.
Fae-Kin always seemed to repeat the same pranks, offenses, and actions that had worked for generations past. The difference is that nowadays, drugging someone’s drink often landed you in jail besides whatever other penalties they might suffer in their own Court. Nicky Botham had been in the wrong place at the wrong time one night. She ended up the target of a fight between Oberon and Tatiyana when they were in the middle of falling out with each other.
Nicky was a hell of a mechanic and had carried a torch for the Laird for years. She happily worked on every piece of machinery Tatiyana sent her and cut her a sweet deal for it, too. One night, Tatiyana had shown up to check on a project herself. Alone. When the Laird propositioned Nicky, the mechanic did not say no. Broke Nicky’s heart when she found out it was because of Oberon’s magic.
The previous Shard Keeper had pulled Nicky out of a tub, wrapped her wrists, and gotten her the help she needed. Made the Fae-Kin fix the books.
Nicky remembered little of the whole incident, thankfully. But there were days when she would look wistfully toward the Strip. I knew she was thinking of the Laird and that stolen moment that neither of them should have had.
The smell of burning circuitry increased, coupled with smoke. Lights flashed suddenly and overhead sprinklers cut in. Water fell from the pipes overhead, flooding the area.
Water on the concrete.
Electricity overhead.
Two great things that were not great together. I rolled to the side and jumped to my feet.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck!”
I headed for the open door as quickly as my booted feet could carry me.
“Run, little rabbit!” A melodious cackle followed me out of the building. I hit the door, shoving it open, just as a ribbon of blue and white electricity touched the puddle of water that my foot was in.
 The sharp burning that came with hot and cold bit into me... It started at my foot and clawed its way up my leg.  My muscles spasmed and jerked and suddenly I was falling forward. There was so much pain my body and mind couldn't keep up.
And then darkness.

      [image: ]There were some cool things about being a Shard Keeper that I had learned in my years holding the position.
The first was - you couldn’t become a Blood-Kin, also known as a Vampire. Something in the blood just rejected the transference of the Hemophage virus. The same property that prevented a Keeper from becoming Blood-Kin also prevented the various … and there were many … Shifter-kin from infecting you. Sounds pretty cool, huh? It certainly had its benefits. I also had limited resistance to Fae-Kin magic. Limited meant things like charms and body-warping magics. It did not, however, prevent the natural properties of electricity from doing what it would normally do to my body.
Malik carefully cut the boot off my foot and peeled it back. The flesh beneath was red and blistered. A spiderweb of angry marks ran up the length of my leg. It looked very much like a lightning bolt.
“HP be jealous of that.” Malik chuckled a little as he admired the mark.
“At least he had magic to fight with in the books.” I groaned a little and shifted so I could get a better look at the injury. My leg looked like I had pulled it out of a pit bar-b-cue.
“Have no fear, mon frere, I got you,” Malik replied and held out his hands over my red and blistered leg. He closed his amber eyes, breathed, and muttered in a language I didn’t understand. I felt the healing magic course through my body, skillfully knitting and pearling the damaged and broken cells back together.
Magic was not as unusual as I had been raised to believe. As evidenced by the existence of Bood-Kin, Shifter-Kin, and Fae-Kin - the supernatural was alive and well and occupied places in everyday life. They weren't alone, either. There were others.
So. Many. Others.
Once I started digging into the legends and lore of things, the existence of regular-joe-human was kinda rare. Even then, the odds were often high that regular-joe-human was probably related to one of the Kin types, or under their protection. On the upside, regular-joe-human usually weren’t involved in anything involving most of the Kin. On the downside, that often meant that many Kin felt like they could do whatever the hell they wanted and never get caught.
Where mankind settled, the Kin appeared. They were both the blessing and curse of human dreams, ambitions, desires, and fears. Humanity grew, and so did the Kin. Wars had been fought for millennia between the Kin across the entire world in various attempts to leverage control. Battles and bloodshed led to the creation of the Shard Keepers, according to tomes. Even among the Keepers, the true origins of what we were were hotly debated. I honestly don’t think any of us really know where the first Shard emerged or why.
What we could all agree on were three things: Shard Keepers were immune to almost all the supernatural gifts, magic, powers, and curses the Kin wielded. There was only one Shard Keeper ever-present in an area with a dense human population. Killing a Shard Keeper often led to bad things happening to the city itself.
The fall of Palenque in the Yucatan was directly attributed to one of the Shifter-Kin assassinating the Keeper. The fallout destroyed the city. The fields became barren, and the people were forced to abandon the area.
Thonis-Heracleion? Fell into the sea because the Keeper got caught in the crossfire between the Spirit-Kin and Blood-Kin there. Poison still kills us. Go figure.
Trellech? That was mostly because of human wars and plague, but the Kin were involved and none of them lifted a magic-coated finger to save the Keeper of the most densely populated city in ancient Wales. Where is it now? Buried under a field somewhere.
My leg had stopped throbbing and now looked less like a split pork roast and more like my calf. The spiderweb of red still danced up the length of my calf and thigh, like a huge tattoo.
“That’s gonna leave a mark,” I commented.
Malik nodded. “Indeed. Not enough to kill you, but certainly enough to make a point.”
Keepers weren’t immortal. Not by any stretch. We lived, loved, married, had children, and eventually died. Some lived longer lives than others; but there was no curse of longevity among us, that was certain.
If one wanted to romanticize it, Shard Keepers were the physical embodiment of the soul of the City. Kill the Keeper. Kill the City. Kin, generally speaking, didn’t want to kill their cities. To borrow from Carlin, it’s where they kept their stuff, and Kin loved collecting stuff.
So, kill us? Not usually. Try to manipulate and bully us into doing what they wanted?
All the fucking time.
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In Walked Trouble


A lot of Kin thought that being a Keeper was some romantic, all-powerful experience. I suppose some Keepers might have had that sort of relationship with their Shards. I’m pretty sure the Keeper of say, Venice had a very different relationship with their city-soul than the Keeper of Boston. Venice was also several hundred years older and probably had their shit worked out. I often wondered if the Keepers of the Old World Cities looked at the Keepers of the New World and just wanted to send us all to bed with a Hot Toddy or a spanking. 
As it had been explained to me, the soul of the city needed a house to walk around in. Someone that would be an outward representation of what the City was - at that moment. I don’t know why, man, it’s just a thing. They don’t pay me to ask that kind of question. Do you want a deep philosophical dialog on the subject? Go talk to Oxford. I’m pretty sure he gets off on those discussions.
Vegas in the 1950s and 1960s? He looked a lot like he belonged in the Rat Pack. Fingers in everybody’s criminal pies, girl on both arms. He was also a businessman and a builder. He knew people, and he knew money, and he worked them both. The Kin of Vegas under that Keeper didn’t even think of trying to step out of line, or they ended up being built into the foundation of one of the many casinos on the Strip.
Turn of the Century Keeper was a tech-guru, PR professional, and investor. Bigger, bolder, braver. He balanced appointments and ledgers as nobody else could. He was connected, and he kept those connections sharp and current. I think he may have been made of money.
I remember the afternoon Dean walked me into his office. I did not know why I was going to see the man who managed the assets of the wealthiest casino investor in the City. I figured it was to ask for a charity donation for the cafe. Dean told me to “just be yourself” and not worry about trying to impress anyone. I wore my black suit pants and a red business corset shirt. I remember wearing this chunky white necklace and big earrings I had for special occasions. Dean chuckled a little when he saw me. I punched him in the shoulder.
I am certain that August Murr had been a handsome man in his youth. Now, older, wealthier, and wiser, he seemed a stereotypical American businessman. His suit was sharp, his eyes were clear. He smelled like a man who had grown accustomed to smoking in his office before ordinances forced him to stop. I remember seeing a heavy glass ashtray on his dark wood desk. It was filled with Jolly Rancher candy. His face was stretched from bad plastic surgery. But despite his age and his rancor, there was something inherently powerful about him I could not deny.
“Yer shittin me, Frank. Her?” the old man said as he looked at me. His distaste was obvious. I’d seen it before ... every time I walked into an interview for something that wasn’t housekeeping.
“Times change, Auggie,” Dean replied.
I looked between the two older men. There was something between them. I didn’t know what it was, and at that moment in time, I didn’t care.
“Does she even know why she’s here?” Murr asked.
I bristled at the dismissive manner in which Murr spoke about me, instead of to me.
“SHE came as a favor to a friend,” I replied. I looked up at Dean and shook my head. “I’m sorry, Dean, I don’t know what we need from this guy, but we can get it somewhere else.” I turned and headed for the door.
The charming assistant behind the desk outside the door stood as I walked out. His amber eyes filled with concern as he looked back over my shoulder and then back at me.
“Uh … show you out, Miss Hunter?” he offered. The nameplate on his desk read  “Malik Salah.” I paused at his voice.
“I can find my way, but if you want to validate this, it will help.” I pulled my parking ticket out of my phone wallet.
“Sure thing.” He nodded with an uncomfortable smile as he reached into his desk and pulled out a stamp and pressed it to the ticket. I took it back from him and tucked it into my case.
“Hey, uh. Lemme walk you out.”
“I don’t need an escort.”
“Huh? Oh No. I’m pretty sure you don’t. I just …” He dropped his voice and leaned in a little. “I just want to make sure you are ok, ya know? Murr can be… a bit much.”
I paused and regarded the amber-eyed man. I shrugged. “Sure. Whatever. Knock your socks off, Superman.”
He smiled at the comment and stepped away from his desk. “I much prefer Spiderman, if we are to be making comparisons… the elevation of the Everyman to superhuman standing in literature and culture has been a personal study of mine…”
Four years later, he was still a nerd.

      [image: ]“I checked Tatiyana’s books. She has a few favors on file that we could pull in if needed to get her to transfer custody, but they are huge favors or a bunch of little ones that we might have to use to pull weight,” Malik said. His glasses perched on the end of his nose as he peered through the ledger. Maintaining peace within a city was one duty of the Shard Keeper. In theory, if the Keeper was involved, it showed a need to keep the City alive. An obscure and antiquated system of favors was often used to accomplish this. Legends abounded throughout various mythos about making deals with fairies and devils and many otherworldly beings. There was truth in these legends. These were the cash and currency of the Kin. As the most neutral party within any territory, we also got saddled with maintaining their books. It kept everyone honest, at least.
“Gah, I hate having to trade up.” I groaned from across the room. Bending over, I opened the small refrigerator by the side of my desk and pulled out a cold bottle of beer. I grabbed a double-caffeinated can of coffee and tossed it toward Malik.
“Heads up.”
His eyes darted up from the ledger at the movement, and he reached out to catch the can, then set it down on the table next to him. He nodded in thanks and continued to thumb through the ledger. He stretched his neck and set the book aside. Then closed his amber eyes and pulled his glasses off. Rubbing the bridge of his nose, he continued.
“You could hopscotch it,” he offered.
Hopscotching a debt was a term used when you strung a bunch of debts together, in hopes of them falling into place like dominoes. Maybe I wanted tickets to a Knights Game. I know that Tsien Tang owns the Knights and can get me the tickets, so I ask him. He says sure, but I gotta get him VIP tickets for the magic show at the Fountains, which has been sold out for 6 months. Ok. So I know who holds Season VIP tickets and doesn’t always use them. I go to Eberly and see if she’s willing to release her tickets for the show. Sure, but she wants in on a high-stakes private game being held by Vincencio De La Cruz. And so on.
Malik was suggesting I tap one of the other Kin for their debt over Tatiyana and see what they would want in trade for it.
Because Tatiyana sure as shit wasn’t willing to deal.
I popped the cap off of my bottle and flopped down into the high-backed ergonomic chair behind the desk. Its springs squeaked a little.
“Hey, take it easy. That’s a three-grand chair.” Malik frowned at me.
I glanced at him over the top of my bottle, leaned back, and propped my feet up on the carved cherry wood desk that I had inherited from August Murr.
Malik’s eyes widened. “That is a made-to-order bespoke, Scully & Scully leather-topped partner’s desk. You have no shame.” He shook his head.
“Nope,” I replied and took a long drag off of the bottle. “OK. So… IF… and I mean IF... we try to hopscotch this, who do we have that has the debt we need?”
Malik continued to stare at my feet on the all-too-expensive piece of furniture. I rolled my eyes and sighed, then threw my legs back down. “Fine.”
“Thank you.” He returned to glancing through the ledger.
“How do you feel about Tsien Tang?” Malik asked. I choked on my beer.
“I like him just fine. I like him better when he stays in Spring Valley.” I wiped my lips and leaned forward on the desk. A coaster slid across its surface and stopped in front of me. I stared at it.
“If not for the desk, then for me. Please,” Malik asked.
I chuckled and set my bottle on the coaster, saving the desk’s surface from the wet of my bottle.
“Passing on the dragon. Got it.” Malik smiled.
“I’m not looking to enact the nuclear option here, Malik. We just need to find someone who can pull the favor to get her to turn the child over to Oberon, so the Fae-Kin don’t end up in an all-out war in the streets.”
A shadow crossed my threshold. A figure cut from the stuff of dreams and nightmares. Tall and broad-shouldered, his long russet hair was tied at the nape of his neck and trailed down his back in thick curls. Sparkling green eyes, flecked with gold, smiled at me from across the room. Not everyone can pull off a double-breasted bottle-green herringbone suit. It helps when it’s Armani. It also helps when you are Robert Goode.
“I heard you had a problem with my father’s ex?”
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