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For my invisible entente,

I know you’re out there helping to make my dream a reality


The Invisible Entente

a prequel novella




"If you’re reading this note, I’m already dead. I find even more pleasure in the idea that one of you will soon join me."

At the precise moment of warlock Jermaine Hershel's death, seven strangers are transported into a magically sealed room with only a letter from the dead man to explain.

If they want to go home, the way out is simple: discover the murderer — and kill them.

Tensions rise as each stranger reveals their connection with Jermaine, but the puzzle isn't so easy to solve. At least one of them is lying. In an unlikely alliance, they have to act quickly to unravel the mystery before the murderer acts first. 



































From all I’ve read, the word ‘entente’ is defined as ‘a friendly understanding or informal alliance between states or factions.’ 




I don’t think we’re what the dictionary had in mind.
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*****************

The Introduction







How would you react if you found yourself trapped in a small, dimly lit room with a group of strangers?

Seven people, three men and four women, found themselves facing this question one previously uneventful Thursday evening. A moment earlier, they had each been engaged in their regular routines — work, homework, watching television — and then the world had changed without warning.

In a bright flash of light, they’d been teleported into a room with no doors or windows, unnaturally bright under the light of a half-dozen candles in wall sconces. The walls were brown stone, the floor just as drab, and the air stank of dampness and disuse. 

“—extra fries…” one man said, caught mid-sentence, and then trailed off. He craned his neck to gauge the room — his gaze, hidden behind a pair of reflective, round sunglasses, lingered on the wooden round table in the middle of the room and the seven chairs set around it — and appeared more confused than alarmed by his situation. “Okay?”

He stood around six foot two, tall by most standards, but four inches shorter than the tallest man present. Broad-shouldered and tanned, with an easy smile, a smooth jaw line, and thick brown hair, he was the sort to stand out in a crowd. In the few moments since the group had appeared in the room, he had already drawn the attention of a heart-stopping woman in a curve-hugging green dress. Her brown eyes flashed gold as she widened her lips in a smile that showed off even white teeth. She had popped into the room mid-stride, but adjusted to the change of scenery with the ease of one accustomed to the extraordinary.

“Not the nicest view,” she said. Her smile faded as her gaze landed on a man in a gray tailored suit standing across from her. The man shared her honey-hued complexion, her thick gold-touched brown hair, and her delicate construction of fine nose and high cheekbones. Although his presence had lured the eye of another woman with short blond hair, who had tumbled to the floor on her entrance, his powers of attraction apparently had the opposite effect on the woman in the green dress. “Or the greatest company.”

“I couldn’t say,” another woman said, this one hardly more than sixteen years old, her blond curls unruly and tied into two wild pigtails. She wore jeans and a plain black T-shirt with a red-and-white plaid shirt over top. Curved white plastic stretched from behind her ears to transmitters implanted on the sides of her head, and she stared blankly into the shadows through square brown-tinted sunglasses. She’d appeared in the room on her stomach, as though she’d been lying down at her previous location. Cautiously, she crept her fingers along the uneven stone tiles and slowly rose to her feet. Unseeing, she tilted her head toward the sound of a scowling man shifting on his feet beside her, this one wide and hulking, standing at least six foot six with angry red scars down the right side of his face, his hands clenched into fists at his sides.

“I don’t suppose anyone could tell me where I am?” the girl asked. “Or who you are? Or how I got here? Pretty sure I was in my room studying for an exam.”

“You know as much as I do,” said the blond woman who had been attracted to the man in the suit. Her short-cropped hair framed a thin, angular face. Green eyes stared out over a long, bent nose, her thin lips pale. She stood up, crossed her arms over her gray hooded vest, her clenched hands stretching her long-sleeved blue T-shirt, and glared around the room.

The fourth woman remained silently poised on the fringes of the group. She was tall and willowy with waist-length red hair, clothed in a simple, belted blue dress. Although she said nothing, she missed nothing. Her cold gray eyes shifted from person to person, evaluating their reactions, assessing the situation.

The man in the suit loped jauntily toward the wide table. He pulled a hand out of his pocket and reached for an envelope sitting in the center of it.

“Maybe this will give us some idea.”
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*****************

The Letter







Welcome to you all.

While I would normally hate to start things off with a cliché, I can’t resist the temptation to say: If you’re reading this note, I’m already dead.

I find even more pleasure in the idea that one of you will soon join me.

I don’t know which one of you will — if I did, you wouldn’t be in this situation — but I enjoy the thought of you all piecing the puzzle together.

Why me? you might be asking. You should really give yourself more credit. I’ve crossed a number of people in my lifetime, but only you were special enough to make it on the shortlist for my murder. You have been my greatest competitors and my greatest enemies, the only people smart enough or strong enough to best me. As such, I have no doubt you’ll be able to work out this mystery.

Since I know you so well, I know you’re also wondering why I arranged this little meetup. I’m well aware I’ve always had a knack for getting people to hate me, but that’s never stopped me from working for what I wanted. Right up to the end I was focused on becoming the greatest warlock the world has ever seen — I came close, too, I’d like to see you try to deny it — but just as I was reaching the pinnacle, I ran into an old friend of mine. A Seer. Lovely woman that she was, she told me, right before I cut into her brain, that she’d had a vision of me dying before I achieved my goal.

Having known Cass for ages, I didn’t waste time not believing her or going out of my way to try to avoid her prophecy. Instead, I opted to set up this counterattack. I decided that if I were going to die, my killer shouldn’t be allowed the luxury of living.

So I created this room and tagged each person I encountered who I believed stood a chance of beating me. At the moment of my death, you were transported here.

Don’t bother trying to escape. There are wards on every exit and all of your magical abilities have been blocked. There is only one way out: discover who killed me — and return the favor. Seven enter, six leave.

So work it out, take your time, get to know each other. It should be quite the discussion — I only wish I could be there to see it. The semi-goddess, the Gorgon-Fae, the incubus, the succubus, the daemelus, the sorceress, and the human — such a unique collection for this invisible entente.

Good luck to you. And to the guilty party: see you soon.




Jermaine


“Well, that’s just wonderful,” said the blond woman. “Of course I have that kind of time.”

“Magic?” asked the younger woman. “You’re not serious. And what was everything else he said? What’s a daemelus?”

“You must be the human,” said the man in the suit, staring down his nose at her.

“I’m part machine, baby,” she replied with a grin.

“You fixed your ears but not your eyes? Did you forget?” he asked.

“Parents’ choice,” replied the human, with such finality and speed there could be no doubt she was used to answering the question. “I don’t know of any magical technology that makes the blind see, and I don’t have any interest in changing who I am.”

“That’s quite the contradiction,” he challenged. “You deny your humanity when accused of it, but cling to it instead of making life easier for yourself if you had the opportunity.”

The girl raised a shoulder. “I’m still human enough to be inconsistent, I guess.” She turned her back on him and asked the rest of the room, “So, what’s a daemelus? Or a semi-goddess? This guy on drugs?”

“You ask a lot of questions, kid,” said the man with the sunglasses, his voice warm and lilting with amusement. He reached for the letter the Suit had returned to the table and perused the words. With his mouth twisted downward, he shook his head and stuffed the letter into his coat pocket.

“I’ve found it gets me more answers than not asking them,” the girl replied, and smiled in response.

“That is only true when you direct them to people who know more than you do,” said the sultry woman in the tight green dress. Her smooth European accent slipped through the room like cream, stirring the blood of all who heard it.

“None of you sound too confused about what he’s talking about, so I’ll assume you’re exactly who I should be asking. Can anyone see a way out of here?” The girl stepped forward with her hand out and stopped when she reached a chair. “If not, we might as well sit down.”

She scraped the chair back and threw herself into it.

“I don’t see any doors or windows,” Sunglasses said as he spun in a slow circle, but he didn’t appear disturbed by the fact. “That doesn’t mean we can’t find another way out.”

He drew a line in the air with his fingertip. His amusement faded and his brow furrowed when nothing happened.

“He did warn you,” said the man in the suit. His voice carried the same trace of Italy as the tight-dress woman, and the tenor had the same effect on the room, raising the temperature until everyone’s cheeks flushed pink.

The blond stared after him as he loped toward the opposite end of the table, two away from the girl, eased down, and crossed one gray-suited leg over the other.

The tight-dressed woman scowled at him. “You needn’t be so insufferable.” She glanced at Sunglasses and the turn of her lips slid into another slow smile. “I prefer a man who chooses not to take people at their word. Trust is overrated.”

She slid into the chair next to where Sunglasses stood and stretched her leg out toward the empty seat beside her. Her expression fell when he went to sit beside the Suit.

The muscular man with the scars lumbered toward the chair between the Suit and the girl and dragged his chair a few inches closer to her, his dark gaze scanning the faces around the table.

The blond woman grabbed the seat between Tight Dress and Sunglasses, and the silent woman, who had continued to stand apart and watch the proceedings, finally eased into the seat between Tight Dress and the girl. Although no words were spoken, everyone around the table unconsciously rearranged themselves to face the silent woman, as though her presence demanded deference.

She stared around the table, and when no one else began the discussion, said, “As we’ve all been summoned here, we might as well work to achieve the goal our host has set for us.”

Her voice came out soft and rich, the sort of voice that might quiet a mob in the middle of a riot.

“Why should I bother?” asked the Suit with a disdainful laugh. “I have no idea how I’m in any way involved.”

“He seemed to believe you are,” said the soft-spoken woman. Her tone remained calm, empty of argument. She folded her hands on the table, her gray gaze making a tour of the room. “We’ve been summoned to complete a task that should prove simple with the right logic. I suggest we move forward in a rational manner. To begin, would anyone care to offer a confession?”

The only reply was silence as everyone looked everywhere but at her. The large scarred man kept his eye on the teenage girl, while Sunglasses focused on the wall sconce across the room, and the blond stared at her hands.

The quiet woman pressed her lips into a thin, humorless smile and eased back in her chair. From her, the movement didn’t come across as a slouch, as it did with Sunglasses. She remained poised, proper, and in complete control despite the lack of response.

“I didn’t think so.”

“I don’t see why we should cooperate,” said Tight Dress, her tone flat. “Where is the benefit to us? He claims one of us is a murderer and wishes to turn the rest of us into the same. Does it not make more sense to find a way out without playing his little game?”

The Suit barked a laugh. “When have you ever had trouble killing anyone? I rather thought you enjoyed it.”

Tight Dress squeezed her lips together and refused to reply. The human girl twisted her head between them, her fingers tapping a nervous rhythm on the table.

“You’ll be safe here,” the scarred man assured her.

She cast an uncertain smile in his direction, a clear indication that she had no idea if she could trust him any more than the others.

“I don’t really get why I’m here,” she said. “I obviously don’t run with your crowd, and only met the guy once.”

“You must have made quite the impression,” Sunglasses said with a smile. “You heard the letter. The only people here are the ones he considered a threat.”

The girl grinned. “Then take that under advisement. I may be blind and human, but that doesn’t mean you can mess with me.”

“You’re not the only one who shouldn’t be here,” the blond interjected. Her nostrils flared and her green eyes were wide as she fidgeted with her sleeves. “Sure, I worked with the guy once upon a time, but I didn’t kill him.”

The silent woman nodded toward her. “Then how about you begin? Tell us your version of events from the last time you saw Jermaine.”

“I shouldn’t have to justify —” the woman sputtered, then fell silent under the other woman’s steady gaze. Puffing out a breath, she crossed her arms. “Fine. The faster we kick things off, the faster I can get out of here.”
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*****************

Daphne Heartstone







A three-month hunt for a parajula gem had led me to an empty storefront on the harbor. The place looked shady, but considering how much trouble the damned jewel had been to find, I wasn’t about to walk away.

Stirring the air to check for any other presences nearby, I detected someone behind me — but as long as whoever it was minded his own business, I was willing to do the same. 

I flexed my fingers by my side and twitched them toward me, drawing a small ball of water from the river. It traveled toward me, settled into the palm of my hand, and I twisted my arm to hide it from direct view. Going into the unknown unprepared would be stupid, and although the small amount of water wouldn’t do much damage, I hoped the quality of the river would condemn any potential attacker to a lifetime of unpleasant growths and skin conditions.

I opened the door with my free hand and poked my head into the empty room. Although I had only detected one other person’s energy sharing my quiet evening, I called out in case the man I was due to meet had blocked his presence from me.

“Hello? My name is Daphne Heartstone. I’m here to make a purchase.”

My mother would have been horrified by my direct approach. She believed we sorceresses should prize secrecy above everything else, but I never saw the point of beating around any bushes. My time was too valuable to waste.

The seller of my gem apparently didn’t share my opinion of my self-worth, not yet having shown up. I paced the floor in varying patterns and hummed some Top 40 hit that had been playing when I turned off my car. As the seconds passed and my impatience grew, I turned my attention to the ball of water in my hand. I raised it to the height of my eye and shifted the air currents to create designs with the segmented droplets. A swipe of my hand through the air spread the water into a sheet that stretched down to my waist. In the watery reflection, I saw the shimmer of my narrow face under my short blond hair, my nose ever so slightly too long and crooked, my green eyes a sliver too small. I took in the soft purple sweater over faded blue jeans, which had started to rip at the knees. I raised my chin and set my hands on my hips in an attempt to summon the confidence and power of my ancestors, and then gave a bitter laugh when all the mirror showed me was a scrawny woman who hadn’t found a way to live up to her potential.

“Such a shame to let all that raw talent go to waste for some newspaper’s benefit.”

The suddenness of the voice made me jump, and I cursed as the water splashed to the floor and spattered all over my scuffed leather shoes.

I spun toward the door and curled my fingers so the water ball reformed, the tiny weapon rising to hover over my left shoulder.

“What the hell are you doing here, Jermaine? My deal tonight isn’t with you.”

He stood in the shadows of the foyer, leaning against the molded archway with a cat-like grin, and I knew he wanted something. He pushed away from the wall and stepped into the moonlit space. The light exposed the rough stubble on his cheeks and the bruises under his dark eyes. His worn jeans and ratty T-shirt added to the impression that he was nothing more than a no-good layabout. I knew better.

He reached into his back pocket, that grin still stretched across his cheeks to show off the clean but uneven teeth within, and retrieved a small pink gem. He held it up to the light to show off the glow at its heart.

With a gasp, I stepped forward to grab it, but he raised it out of my reach.

“Don’t be rude. You said you’d come to make a deal.”

“How did you get that? My contact for the parajula was Ahmal. Your name never came into it.”

Jermaine offered a slow shrug. “When I heard how interested you were in getting your hands on it, I decided I wanted a piece of the action and took over. Ahmal was paid handsomely, don’t worry.”

From his tone and my sketchy knowledge of Jermaine’s business practices, I accepted that my contact was likely dead, which was a pity. I’d worked my ass off building up my network through Ahmal.

I crossed my arms. “What the hell do you want?”

He tsked. “You’re always so angry, Daphne. I’m not here to cause any trouble. On the contrary. I have an offer for you.” He began to walk a circle around me. “We haven’t worked together in forever and I thought now might be a good time for a reunion.”

I twisted my head to follow him where I could, keeping the rest of my body still and braced for an attack. It had been years since I’d seen Jermaine, and I would have been happy to stretch that time out indefinitely. He was not only powerful, he was tricky. The only thing about him I could rely on was his desire to get ahead.

Aside from our magic, that sense of ambition was the only thing we had in common. 

“What do you have in mind?”

He pursed his lips and came back into view on my right side. “A simple spell. Something I discovered in my journey out east.”

“What sort of spell?”

With Jermaine, one never knew his flavor of the week.

“One that, by the time we’re finished, will let you take that little ball of river water and drown the whole city if you want to.”

With a single stride, he closed the gap between us and lowered his voice against my ear.

“You would have the power you were born to possess, Daphne. Forget your mother and your grandmother — you would step into the power of centuries ago. You would fill yourself with the raw energy of your ancestors. Become a new legend in our day.”

I knew he was playing me, but gods help me, every word he uttered set my blood on fire. He’d grabbed hold of my desire, and no matter how much I might want to fight it, I knew I wouldn’t.

“Tell me what you need.”




***




He needed a lot from me, as it turned out. Almost his entire plan hinged on having a second magic user on hand, and since I knew I wasn’t the only sorceress in his circle, I guessed I was the only sorceress he’d managed to convince.

I decided to ask myself what that said about me at a later time, after the spell had succeeded and I was sitting pretty as the leading crime journalist at the New Haven Chronicle.

Jermaine had already done most of the leg work, putting together the checklist and requirements, so it only took another week before we were ready: the full moon overhead, some cemetery dirt in a bowl, and a pig foot ready to throw on the fire. If all went well, I would stand as the most powerful sorceress since the days of Morgan le Fay. The spell wouldn’t be the tidiest I’d ever cast, but with all the research I’d done over the last few days, we stood a very good chance of succeeding. Of course, Jermaine would grow in power as well, but as long as the magic was divided equally, I didn’t care.

Just a few more hours and everything I wanted in life would be within reach.

My blood hummed in my veins as the ritual drew closer. Jermaine and I were at the empty storefront on the harbor, relying on its isolation to guarantee our privacy.

“I’ll go grab the rest of what we need from the truck,” he said. “You get started on the circle.”

He tossed a box of chalk my way, and I caught it between my palms before it hit the floor. When he stepped outside, I sank to my knees on the dusty floorboards and pulled the spell book toward me to study the design I needed to recreate.

The pattern was simple but detailed, and something about it made me uneasy. I pushed that feeling aside and set the tip of the chalk against the floor, sketching the first lines of the design.

There was no room for doubt — not when success was so close.

I’d just closed the chalk circle when the door opened and Jermaine returned, towing a luggage cart behind him.

“We all set?”

“We are,” I said, but when I saw what he dragged behind him on the cart, that whisper of uncertainty I’d been ignoring rose to a shout. “What are they doing here?”

I stared at the three people stretched out at the bottom of the cart, haphazardly stacked one on top of the other. Their open eyes stared back at me in full awareness, their fear leaving a sour taste in the air, yet they didn’t move.

“You can’t get ahead without making a few sacrifices,” he said.

“We never agreed on human sacrifices.” My stomach turned at the idea. All that blood. The cold, terrified glaze in their eyes.

“Don’t be so naive, Daphne.” He straightened up and turned on me, his face full of impatience at the delay. “You knew this ritual wouldn’t be pretty.”

“But we never discussed anything about people, Jermaine.”

I sensed the rising crackle of electricity in the air from his summoned magic and wished I’d brought some water with me as a defense, no matter that it wouldn’t stand long against Jermaine’s power.

He lunged forward and grabbed my upper arm, pulling me close. “You back out now, you die. Understand? I’ve come too far to have some weakness like compassion get in my way.”

Tingles prickled under my skin, a warning of what he would set loose if I didn’t comply.

So I let him believe I would go through with it. Dropping my gaze to the floor, I lowered my hands to my sides and tried to appear as though I had submitted to his demands. He only needed to buy it long enough to let go. 

And he did.

As soon as his grip loosened, I tore away and stirred the air in the room into a vortex around him, driving up all the dust from the floor in a thick cloud.

Jermaine waved his hands in front of him to clear a space to breathe, his eyes red and watering. I grabbed the opportunity and ran for the door, throwing myself against the cart to roll it outside. One of the dead-weight arms slipped from its place to dangle over the side, the knuckles scraping across the  ground. A blast of magic struck my back, and I cried out as I fell to my knees. A tug on my soul pulled me down and made it impossible to stand up. I felt like I was being emptied, as though water were being sucked out of my pores.

“You think I’m as easy to fool as that?” Jermaine demanded, panting. “The spell kicked in as soon as you closed the circle. The effects may not be as strong without the sacrifices, but by the time you walk out that door, your power will be mine.”

The hair on my arms rose as his magic surged again, that suctioning sensation driving horror through my heart at the knowledge that it was my magic leaving my body. Fear fueling my limbs, I flipped onto my back and raised my hands in time to block his strike. I folded the air between my fingers and pushed back, hitting him so hard in the chest he lost his balance and staggered backward.

His spell pulled at my veins, and I felt my magic circling. I tried to block it out, but it clawed around the barrier I created.

Closing my eyes, I used what remained of my power to reach out for the water in the harbor. I grabbed it one droplet at a time, my magic rising against his. Behind me, our would-be sacrifices moaned, and I heard the squeak of the cart as whatever drug or spell keeping them down began to wear off.

I tuned it all out and drew the water closer, hoping I had time. While the water approached, I split my thoughts to the other magic tearing me apart. I separated its complicated strands and followed the trail of oiliness to its source in the center of the circle. My hold on the water slipped. I grabbed it again, but forced my attention to stay divided, using my last effort to draw the two spells. My stomach clenched, braced for Jermaine’s attack, but I used my power to take hold of the source of his spell and twist it, redirecting its target. The magic formed within me before he noticed what I was doing, and I opened my eyes with a sense of triumph. The ebb of magic reversed, and I felt new strength fill my limbs. Jermaine’s strength.

He cried out and released another energy burst, and I rolled to the left to dodge the poorly aimed blow. He looked so pathetic, his bleary eyes still leaking with dust, his nose running.

All I had to do was wait. In a few more minutes, I would have his power, and he would be left an empty shell. 

But I couldn’t take that chance. He had more power than I, and in the time I needed to absorb it, he could find a way to change the spell’s direction again. A half-finished spell was better than me ending up dead.

I glanced over my shoulder to gauge the distance to the door and stepped backward, my hands raised to project a spell of my own. I twitched my fingers and twisted the water into a ball between my palms

Jermaine raised both his hands, tears streaking his cheeks from the dust he hadn’t yet blinked away, and the air sparked as the temperature in the room rose. I drew the air around him again as I took another step toward the door, watching the sacrifices out of the corner of my eye to make sure I didn’t trip over the slack limbs hanging over the side of the cart. One of the victims had sat up and was tugging at the arm of a woman who hadn’t yet regained her ability to move.

A glowing ball formed between Jermaine’s palms, and I knew what would come next. Sweat poured down my brow as I fought to keep my own water ball intact, knowing I would have time for only one more strike and wanting to time it perfectly. My heart raced, and my breath struggled with every inhale. Pushing with a last effort, I expelled my magic at the same time Jermaine launched his attack. The lightning shot out from his fingers, aimed between the cart and me, and pain shot through my arm, enough of a burn to take my breath away.

But my water ball knocked him down and the air closed in around him. He curled up on the floor, eyes bloodshot, drenched in water and sweat. From head to toe he trembled, taken over by the chill of having his power drained.

“Looks like you should have taken your own advice, Jermaine. Don’t be such a fool. Did you really think I wasn’t prepared for you to turn on me?”




*****************


“And I walked out,” Daphne concluded. “Left the bastard a huddled mess on the floor.”

“And the sacrifices?” asked the human girl. Her skin had turned a ghostly white.

“Bolted as soon as they regained the strength in their legs. As far as I know, they all got away.”

“This is all well and good,” said Sunglasses, “but how do we know you’re not making it up? You could have followed him home and stolen the rest of his power until he died.”

She ruffled, like a bird fluffing her feathers. “Because I shouldn’t have to prove I’m not a liar. If you don’t believe what I have to say, what was the point of my telling you at all?”

The quiet woman held up a hand and the argument fell away.

“The only way we’ll learn the truth is if everyone shares,” she said. “You say you left him alive.”

Daphne huffed. “I don’t just say it. I did. Jermaine was an ambitious asshole trying to ride on the coattails of anyone stronger than he was. He wasn’t worthy enough to kill, and I definitely wouldn’t lie about it if I had.”

“But you did absorb some of his power,” said Tight Dress.

“Sure. A well-earned bonus for my unfortunate run-in with that pig. It’s not like I gained any new powers — just strengthened what I already had.”

The human girl shook her head. “Magical powers. What the hell did I get myself into?”

“How do we know he’s the one who started that spell? What if you’re draining all of us right now?” Sunglasses’s tone suggested he was intentionally antagonizing her, and from the way Daphne crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair with a scowl, his ploy had succeeded. 

“All right, then, Mister Idiot Who Wears Sunglasses in a Dimly Lit Room, tell us your story.” 

Sunglasses’s grin widened with Daphne’s epithet, and he slouched deeper into his chair. “It’d be my pleasure.”
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*****************

Gabriel Mulligan







I sat in the farthest corner of the crowded bar at the smallest table I could find, and still the son of a bitch didn’t take the hint.

Jermaine grabbed a chair from the table beside mine, ignoring the nasty look from a man at the bar who had just left the seat to order a drink. He pulled it up across from me, leaned his somewhat beefy frame over the sticky surface, and offered a salesman’s smile.

“I believe you took that man’s seat,” I said.

The words I chose were nothing close to what I wanted to say, but I made it a point to always be polite to the people I loathed. It messed with them in ways that made me giddy.

“I won’t be here long enough for it to matter.”

“Wonderful. Then how about we skip over everything and get straight to the goodbyes?”

I set my pint on the table and braced my hands on the edge of my seat to push myself off the bench.

“Wait.” Jermaine held out a hand to stop me. “Hear me out.” 

“I really don’t think there’s anything you could say that would interest me. Or did I not make that clear the last three times you contacted me?”

Jermaine grinned — the arrogant salesman about to make his pitch and believing he couldn’t lose.

“Consider my perseverance proof of my belief that you’re wrong. I suspect what I have to offer will be of great interest to you.”

“Sum it up in two words,” I said, hoping to get rid of the peddling quack for good.

And then he had to go and say the only two goddamned words I’ve ever wanted to hear. The two words that have been my driving purpose for the last thirty-odd years — ever since I became old enough to accept that loneliness is a shitty way to live and there might be something better out there if I could only get rid of my curse.

“A cure.”

The smug smile grew wider as my casual pose froze. For a single moment I lost all ability to hide my longing.

Jermaine slid my glass closer to me. “So why don’t you sit back down and we can talk it over?”

I tried to say no. My loathing for Jermaine was nearly strong enough to overwhelm my desire, but the temptation to know — even to hope — surpassed all else, and I sank back onto the bench.

That smile I wanted to punch away remained glued to his face. “Now you’re seeing reason.”




***




Jermaine being Jermaine, he took his time coming to the point. He mulled over the beer list, flirted with the blond server in the skirt that only just covered her butt cheeks, and allowed the first three swigs of his beer to linger on his tongue as though it were a five hundred dollar bottle of champagne.

No stranger to his antics, and with no plans to be anywhere else that night — my social life has never been particularly hip or happening, what with my tendency to turn people into stone if I’m not careful — I waited him out, enjoying the knowledge that he wanted to push my buttons and couldn’t.

When the pleasure of messing with me wore off and he realized he’d get no more reaction from me than a blank stare through reflective sunglasses, the shit-eating grin disappeared, and he chugged the rest of his beer down.

“Let’s get out of here. Go someplace I don’t need to scream anything you’d prefer I kept quiet.”

I leaned back in my seat and gestured to the quarter pint still in my glass. “I haven’t finished my drink.”

In actual fact, the beer tasted like swill and I didn’t want to finish it, but I couldn’t resist turning the tables on him. And, unlike me, Jermaine hadn’t mastered the art of schooling his expression. Each twitch of impatience gave a jolt of pleasure to my cynical, vindictive soul.

A trait I got from both sides of the family.

After the third sip, the sharp bitterness of the stout ran the joke dry, and I rose to my feet, gesturing to the server to add the beer to my tab.

“You come here often enough to run a tab?” Jermaine shouted in my ear as he followed me through the crowd. Because of my tendency to wear sunglasses even inside the dimly lit bar, people chose to step out of my path. Jermaine, being a small man in all possible ways, preferred to follow in my wake. “Why? The beer here is terrible.”

“I like it here. People leave me alone.” I stared down my nose at him and raised an eyebrow. “Usually.”

It had started to rain while we were inside, and I pulled the collar of my brown leather trench coat up around my ears, my chestnut hair long enough now to curl over the tops. Jermaine buried his head under the ratty hood of his sweatshirt and dug his hands deep in his pockets. He tilted his head and squinted into the rain.

“Let’s get out of this weather.”

I deliberately screwed up my mouth in irritation.

“We were just inside. You wanted to come outside.”

Jermaine huffed and turned his back on me, stomping through the puddles down the sidewalk. “Come on.”

I smirked at his retreating form. The man was too easy to rile.

He led me to a low-rise building of lofts a few blocks away, the lobby nothing like the shoddy, light-flickering space I’d expected.

“Never took you for living a trendy lifestyle,” I said, and peered up into the open ceiling while we waited for the elevator.

“I needed the space. And I’ve never embraced the concept of having less than I deserve.”

The elevator pinged, and Jermaine slid the cage open, gesturing for me to lead the way.

We rattled up toward the top floor, the glowing red 5 on the button fading in and out.

“I won’t tease your patience any longer, Gabe. The truth is the cure isn’t finalized yet. Not FDA approved and all that.” He flashed a grin, and I squeezed my fists into the folds of my coat, a slow burn of anger tickling the back of my throat. “But it’s shown great potential.”

“In whom?” I asked, drawling the question. “It’s not like there’s a wide pool for testing.”

“You’re not as rare as you think you are, although I’m sure that pretty face of yours makes you think so. We get samples from all kinds of creatures, and we’re within a few tests of cracking open the mysteries of the universe. One magic word and we’ll have a cure for whatever ails you — scales Bob can’t hide, the embarrassing habit Lisa has of turning into a wolf under the full moon — anything you can think of.”

I said nothing, but aimed my pretty face at him so he could feel my glare through my sunglasses.

He cleared his throat and shoved his hood off his head. “Look, before you start thinking I brought you here under false pretenses or whatever, I have the studies. You know I’m good for it. I just need some blood. If we add our results to theirs, the cure for your problems could be just around the corner. Within a year.”

I let him talk while I focused on taking steady breaths.

The elevator slowed and Jermaine heaved the cage open, stepping out without turning his back to me. Wisely.

“We could make history together, man. You’d have the full use of your eyes.” He slapped my arm, and I restrained myself from punching him back. “Imagine that. You already have the face — now you could hit the ladies with a smoldering look without worrying about turning them into art pieces for the building lobby.”

His attempt at wit inflamed the restless anger permanently simmering under the surface of my practiced calm, but it also tweaked the heart of my longing. It was true my Fae side had gifted me with nice bone structure and an inability to gain weight on pizza and beer among other things, but my great-grandmother’s side, the Gorgon side, had cursed me with a deadly gaze. Growing up had been a challenge, even out in the middle of nowhere where my mother had raised me. More than one child still sat in the park, chipped and covered in lichen.

The idea of losing that curse — of becoming human, even if it meant packing on some pizza weight — filled me with rare hope.

Jermaine opened the door to his loft and flipped on the light switch. Fluorescent light spilled over the open-concept kitchen, the high-shine island gleaming with stainless steel appliances. Two barstools sat at the island and a dining table sat behind me, tucked into the corner.

Beyond the kitchen, in the dim light of the streetlights streaking through the rain-spattered domed window, was another large stretch of space. The room was divided between a lounging area, with white couches and a wall-mounted sixty-inch television, and a full laboratory, complete with smoking vials and computer screens with spinning images of what looked like a white blood cell breaking apart.

“Why don’t you come have a seat. Can I grab you a beer?” Jermaine gestured to a brown leather dental chair next to the workstation before his head disappeared into the refrigerator’s double doors.

“No more for me, thanks,” I said. “I had enough at the bar.”

The alcohol didn’t actually give me much of a buzz thanks to the same fast metabolism that made me the envy of gym rats everywhere, but I saw no reason for him to know that.

I settled in the chair and picked up traces of fear from the pores in the leather. Years of other people’s energy trapped in the fibers.

The effect of the emotions sent tingles through my hands, but while I kept my guard up, the sensation didn’t alarm me. I was certain that every dental chair across the mortal world carried the same traces.

“So what’s in it for you?” I asked. “I can’t believe you’re looking to help me out of the goodness of your heart.”

I wasn’t even sure his chest cavity contained one of those.

The fridge door closed and Jermaine sauntered over, bottle in hand and that same shit-eating grin on his face. “Money. Lots of it.”

He set his drink down on the desk and pulled his hoodie over his head to reveal a black muscle shirt with a generic logo on the chest. Never one for classy dressing, Jermaine. 

I, at least, wore an open dress shirt over my black T-shirt.

In spite of his soft frame from years of overindulging, defined muscles lurked beneath his flesh. I cast another wary gaze over him, wondering what other secrets he hid behind the unconvincing charm.

He pulled a wheeled stool up beside me and grabbed a vial of clear fluid from the rack to his left.

“This is what they’ve given me to work with. Not a large quantity, but with the two of us working together, I don’t think we’ll need more.”

Something in his voice — the tremor of…excitement? — put me on edge. “Who’s ‘they’?”

A hesitation. So subtle I wouldn’t have noticed if I weren’t listening for it. He’d rehearsed his story well, but he was still lying.

“A company in Norway. They make it their business to study freaks like us.” He said it with a wink, trying to bring me into the group. I hated groups. “Of course, a bunch of them are freaks themselves of one sort or another. Some want a cure, some just want to understand what they are.”

He grabbed a syringe from another rack and snapped the orange tipped vial to the needle.

“I make it a point to help them where I can. The pay is good and, the way I see it, every step in figuring out what makes us different can only help us put our gifts to better use, am I right?” He held out the readied needle. “Roll up your sleeve for me.”

Warily, I peeled off my coat, left it hanging behind me, and rolled my sleeve up past my elbow. In my periphery, I watched him closely, grateful that my sunglasses shielded him from seeing my suspicion.

“A bit of blood and we’re on our way,” he said, drawing his stool closer.

That trace of excitement in his voice spread to a glimmer in his eyes, and I drew my arm away. “How about you stick yourself with that thing first? Not to say I don’t trust you, but one can’t be too careful.”

Jermaine adopted a feigned pout. “Gabe. After all I’ve told you, do you think I’d risk everything by hurting you?” 

When I still didn’t offer my arm, he puffed a breath out between his lips and then grinned. Before I could push him back, he pressed my arm down against the armrest and plunged the needle into my neck. I cried out and grabbed his wrist with my free hand, but the angle didn’t allow me to pull him away.

He kicked the stool to the side and threw one leg over me, straddling my waist to pin me to the chair.

“I don’t understand creatures like you,” he said, and a second syringe, this one larger and filled with some sort of blue serum, appeared. The needle flashed briefly in the fluorescent light before he drove it between my ribs into my heart and pressed the plunger.

I cried out again, braced my hands against his chest, and forced him off. He crashed into his desk. I rolled out of the chair on the opposite side and yanked the needle out of my neck. There was blood in the orange-tipped vial, so I stuffed the vial into my pocket.

Anyone was free to call me stupid for trusting the son of a bitch enough to come up to his place, but I drew a line when it came to leaving my bodily fluids with people who wanted to hurt me.

My head spun and my breathing quickened as whatever he’d injected into my heart flooded my system. I had to give the asshole credit for being prepared. It took more than an average sedative to take me out, yet his concoction seemed to be doing the trick. And quickly.

My legs gave out and I crashed to my knees, taking the end table beside the couch with me. I couldn’t catch my breath, and my vision blurred until I couldn’t make out the pattern of the rug beneath me — nothing but a jumble of color that sent shooting pains up into my head.

Jermaine grabbed my arm to roll me onto my back, and I winced at the bright lights overhead. He stepped one leg over my waist and sank slowly to his knees, straddling me once more. As he loomed closer, I saw his distorted features, his eyes bulging and black. My own blurred face reflected back at me across his wide, shining pupils. It took my addled mind a second to realize not eyes but lenses stared down at me. Jermaine’s face was obscured by large goggles. 

“You have such gifts, Gabriel. Such potential,” he continued, as if he’d never been interrupted. I wanted to throw him off again, but my limbs felt too heavy to lift. “If you had more ambition, you’d be unstoppable. No one could stand in your way.” He stopped and laughed. “Well, I guess that’s not true, but they wouldn’t be going anywhere. Your world could be beautifully decorated. But you can’t bring yourself to do it, can you?” He slapped my cheek and I barely felt it. “Fortunately, I don’t have your reservations. With just a drop of your blood and your beautiful eyes, I can do what you’re too afraid to do.”

While he spoke, he pulled off my sunglasses. I squeezed my eyes shut and turned my face away, but he slapped me again, and this time the sting sent fire through my veins. I squeezed my hands at my sides and flexed my arms, straining against the weight pulling them down.

“Don’t worry about me, Gabe. You won’t turn me to stone. Not with these babies on.”

I thrashed my head from side to side when I felt the pressure of his fingers around my left eye trying to pull up the lid, his thumb sliding against the socket.

“If you don’t want to use these for their true purpose, just give them to me,” he crooned.

But he’d put false confidence in his serum. It had kicked in quickly, but had already started to burn off.

With one good swing, I clocked him in the ear, cringing as his fingernails tore into the fine skin under my eye. I grabbed his head and belted him again to knock off his goggles, then bucked my hips to roll him off me.

Getting to my knees, my eyes still squeezed shut, I felt around for my sunglasses. Jermaine’s hand slid over my ankle, but I kicked out, my foot connecting with something that crunched under the impact.

He swore and released me, giving me enough time to grab my glasses and coat and escape.




*****************


“You gave me a hard time over my story and that’s the best you can come up with?” Daphne asked once Gabe wrapped up.

His eyebrows rose over his sunglasses. “Is it your turn to accuse me of lying?”

“It does fall a little flat,” said the human girl. “This guy tries to steal your eyeballs and you just walk away?”

“I’ve got enough on my conscience without adding him to it,” he replied, and each word fell heavy on the table with sincerity.

“I call bullshit,” said Daphne.

The Suit chuckled. “I believe I must agree with our sorceress. I feel your rage simmering three feet away from me. I find it highly unlikely that in the heat of the moment you chose to run.”

“Then answer me this — why would I bother taking the risk of fighting him without my full strength when I could have looked him in the eye and turned him to stone?” When no one jumped in to answer him, Gabe nodded. “Exactly. We might not agree on many things, but I have to side with the sorceress on this one. Jermaine wasn’t worth the kill.”

Tight Dress’s lips had slid into a smooth smile while Gabe told his story, and that smile widened at his last words.

“A man who can show restraint is an irresistible force,” she said. “As long as I can be assured that he also knows how to lose control.”

The Suit rolled his eyes. “Honestly, Allegra.”

“You are in no position to judge me, Antony,” she drawled in return, his name flicking off her tongue in practiced syllables.

The human girl cocked an eyebrow. “You two old hook-ups or something?”

Allegra and Antony frowned.

“Siblings,” they replied as one, shooting each other dark glances. Then Antony’s expression warmed into something slier, and he added, “Most of the time.”

Allegra rolled her eyes at the stares her brother’s comment evoked, and the murmurs and laughs were silenced only when the quiet woman raised her hand.

“Perhaps it would be more expedient to stay on topic,” she said.

“Then how about you go next,” said Daphne. “For some reason we all keep looking to you to lead the way, but I prefer to know the woman I’m expected to follow.”

The red-haired woman stared at her for three heartbeats, her gray stare direct and considering.

“Very well,” she said at last, and crossed one leg over the other.
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*****************

Vera Goodall



I have spent my entire thirty years trying to keep a balance. As a child, that balance meant finding time to play. As a teenager, it became keeping my friends. Now, as an adult, I focus on running my hole-in-the-wall used bookstore, walking my dogs, and enjoying my solitude. The balance is essential or I face the risk of vengeance taking over my life.

I was seven years old when my consciousness first transported itself into someone else’s mind. I’m sure it was just as much of a surprise for the woman as it was for me: the sight of a child-spirit sitting cross-legged in her sitting room. I was too young at the time to understand the complexities, but I knew my mission. It was in my blood. 

My mother spent my youth teaching me my role and explaining my history. She told me how her side of the family hailed from the Norse gods, and it became a sly joke between us that since we didn’t have enough gods’ blood in our veins for our forebears to consider us the demigoddesses we actually were, we would settle for being semi-goddesses instead. And as the great-descendant of a vengeance god, the burden now fell on me to continue the tradition.

Fortunately, true cries for vengeance don’t come nearly as often in our modern era. Most people are happy to lash out in petty squabbles on social media platforms or actively pursue legal justice in a mostly effective system. But every now and then — especially within the circles of people who know of my existence — I receive a summons. A ritual call that transports my mind to a sacred circle where a man can request the death of a lover who had betrayed him or a woman can call for endless pain on a business partner who had robbed her. Then it would fall on me to carry out the deed.

After so many years of practice, I carry no guilt over my nature. I am not a murderer — that title falls on the heads of the people who summon me. I am merely the weapon of choice.

But I became bored of my task. The blood of a god runs through my veins, and the resulting effects make my missions too easy. I have enough strength that a gentle nudge could send a grown man flying into traffic while thinking he’d tripped on a curb. The deaths present no challenge. After twenty-three years, I wished more than ever that I’d been blessed with a sibling who could take over the family business.

So when a bony, hawk-nosed woman named Tiffany asked me to kill a man who had seduced her and promised her the world only to ditch her after their one-night stand, I debated whether or not to accept. Being the end of the business quarter, I had enough paperwork and accounting to fill my evenings, and I wanted to take advantage of the final nice days of autumn to keep up my nightly jog. Unfortunately, used bookstores don’t earn the revenue they once did, and practicality won over preference.

“He’s scum,” Tiffany said, and crossed her arms.

I didn’t reply. The reason for her summons meant nothing to me — I needed only the confirmation that she meant it. It wasn’t the sort of transaction one could cancel.

“I just want him pushed down the stairs, you know? Something that makes him look stupid and incompetent. Maybe make it look like he tripped on that ugly rug and gored himself on one of his beakers. Can you do that?”

I inclined my head in a nod and watched for any hint of doubt. There was none. I read in her the tragic but all-too-common story of a woman easily led on by the men in her life. Too quick to fall in love, too susceptible to the lies. But she’d reached the end of her patience and this unsuspecting man would be the one to pay for her hurt.

“Bring him to your mind,” I said, and peered into her thoughts. It was my least favorite part of the process. People’s thoughts — especially angry people’s thoughts, which were generally the only thoughts a vengeance worker was wont to see — were jumbled and messy. Loud. Picking through them required effort, even when the person actively thought about what I’d asked them to picture.

It took a moment, but a shape gradually took form in the chaos. A shorter man, not quite stocky, but on the softer side. A man who indulged too much and relied on his metabolism to keep him from becoming overweight — a battle he’d begun to lose. He stood before me in ratty jeans and a nondescript band T-shirt under his gray hoodie. A scruffy beard in need of a trim shadowed his jaw and cheeks. Tiffany thought of him with a warm, charming smile, the sort of man to act awkward and goofy in public, and then be a cozy, teddy-bearish figure at home. Unfortunately for Tiffany, the charm was an act. I’d known Jermaine long enough in my professional life to see past the smile to the sharpness of his brown eyes. His blind ambition and intolerable ego.

Although I usually refrained from forming judgments about either the people who requested my services or the people they requested them against, I found myself thinking that Tiffany couldn’t have chosen a more perfect target.

“If you say the word, I’ll see to it,” I said.

Tiffany’s mouth flattened into a straight line as she mustered her resolve.

“I request the death of Jermaine Hershel. So let it be.”

With a final nod, I dropped my email address into her mind so she could forward my nominal fee, and vanished.


***


I opened my eyes to find Vidar, my German shepherd, staring at me. He tilted his head and emitted a low keening noise that told me I’d been gone long enough for him to notice. The stickiness on my face and hands suggested he’d tried for a while to wake me.

I stroked his ears and rolled out of bed, checking the time. Five-thirty in the morning. I was running late. Throwing on my exercise gear, I clipped Vidar and Baxter, my golden retriever, to my waist and hit the streets.

My morning run was my favorite part of the day. No matter what stresses swept around me, this was my time to let them go. I also used the time as an opportunity to plan the completion of my contracts.

Finding Jermaine would be easy. For such a small man, he left a large wake — mostly the stench of putrid immorality, but also of power. How he chose to use his power was infantile, but no one could deny he had it.

My sneakers hit the pavement in a steady rhythm that allowed me to step through my plans. In the early morning no one else shared my quiet loop of streets, so I faded out the houses around me and the sounds of traffic two streets over. I was aware of nothing but the motion of my body and the sound of my footsteps, as paced as a metronome to a melody only I could hear.

Tiffany’s idea to knock him into his desk had potential, but left too much room for error. I preferred quick and simple.

The other issue I foresaw was Jermaine himself. Sneaking up on him would be next to impossible — the man’s senses were more cat than human. I hated cats. Too unpredictable and untrustworthy.

I returned home and my task faded from my mind as though I’d never had a conversation in the early morning hours through a psychic connection. I showered, fed the dogs, went to work, came home, took the dogs for another walk — all without giving Jermaine a single moment of my attention.

Balance.

The clock struck eight when I took myself to his apartment. The cloudy night blocked the moon except for the slightest glow, and the dying leaves in their breathtaking colors took on the haunted shadows of a coming rainfall.

I pulled the collar up on my white coat to block out the wind and approached Jermaine’s low-rise building. The last time I’d been there had been over a year ago, when he’d tried to rope me into some foolish power-grabbing plot. But he had overestimated my interest in power. I possessed what I required to do my job and desired no more.

Choosing a side door instead of the front entrance, I squeezed the handle and pulled until the lock snapped, then let myself into a brightly lit corridor.

I had no fears about being seen — no one ever associated the sight of me with any mishap.

I saw to that.

The
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