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      Rays of light bent through the tree line as the sun lowered in the sky, resulting in patches of brightness followed by shadow as he moved on the narrow mountain road. The road was barely large enough to fit two cars, and Len was grateful he was on the side next to the mountain. The other side followed a cliff so deep that he could not see the end of it. There was just a small gravel shoulder between the road and a never-ending spiral through the trees. He would survive the crash—probably—he was a werewolf, after all, but it wouldn’t be pleasant. Len pressed on, the light dancing in his vision.

      He glanced in his rearview mirror. The car was still there. It was a white sedan that had been behind him since he had hit the mountain pass. That wasn’t abnormal. There was no other way to go out here to these tiny towns in the Rocky Mountains. Len hadn’t come across another road for miles.

      It was just that he had seen a similar car pull out of the rental car company back at the Denver airport. He had, of course, passed a few similar-looking vehicles as he’d driven down the freeway. Then one had turned off with him to this rural road leading back to Ember, his current assignment.

      Len couldn’t be sure it was the same car. He wasn’t all that great with cars, and he hadn’t glimpsed the driver. Still …

      His phone was stuck in his pocket. Len hadn’t connected it to the rental car. Often, he never did. It was too much hassle when he would be returning the car the next morning. Now he wished he could easily call someone, if only to have them on the phone as he drove down this desolate road.

      The car seemed to creep up on him, the bumper edging closer to his own, and Len slowed. He tried to catch sight of the driver through his rearview mirror, but all he saw was white skin and black hair before the other car backed off.

      Who was he kidding? He didn’t have anyone to call. One more paranoid phone call to Danni, his contact at the organization, and he risked losing his job. He couldn’t lose his job. It was all he had.

      He reached over, turned on the radio, and jerked as the speakers let out a loud burst of static. He set it to scan through the stations, the numbers rolling through as he kept driving, never settling down. Eventually, he shut it off again.

      The car was still behind him. Of course it was—there hadn’t been a break in the mountain road.

      The built-in navigation system showed there was still over an hour before he reached his final destination. That was plenty of time for the car to turn off on a side road, and the thought settled his mind. Len tried to focus on driving and not get distracted by the glint of the sun’s rays as they fragmented from the tree limbs.

      It reminded him of the meme—the one with the dog that kept shouting “squirrel” every time it re-saw the same squirrel. His mind worked the same way, at times, choosing to pay attention to whatever was the shiniest.

      It also led him to obsess over details others didn’t think were important. Danni had told him it made him paranoid, and it was getting in the way of him doing his job. Maybe she was right, but that didn’t help the feeling in his gut that something was wrong.

      As the road started to open up, allowing a passing lane, Len got over to the right. He kept his eyes glued to his mirror, waiting for the white car to finally pass him. Instead, it entered the lane behind him.

      Len slowed down, his speed dropping from the posted 55 to 45 … then 35. The car stayed behind him. Finally, he went down to 25, hoping that the other vehicle would go past him, allowing his mind to finally be able to focus on the meeting that he had scheduled for that night.

      Instead, other cars started to appear, a spaced-out line that must have been hidden by the mountain curves. A few honked at him. One even rolled down the passenger window so he could see their middle finger. The white car stayed close behind.

      His heart started racing. Blood pounded through his body, and before he knew what he was doing, he pushed on the accelerator, trying to build up enough speed to catch up to the cars that had passed him before the lanes closed up again.

      His speed increased from 55 to 65 and finally up to 85, allowing him to pass a few cars just as the lanes merged back together. The car behind him drove up to his bumper, laying on its horn. All Len cared about was that he could no longer see the white car.

      He started to relax and enjoy the drive, staying in the middle of the pack as a few dropped off once they started to pass highways heading up to other mountain towns. As Len turned onto the road leading to Ember, only one other car turned off—a white sedan.

      His breath caught, and his hands started to sweat. It was fifteen minutes to Ember. Len thought about pulling off the road and seeing if the car would pass. Except, what if the other vehicle stopped and whoever was driving it got out while they were in the middle of nowhere? The other cars had all left, so it was just the two of them. Gritting his teeth, Len kept following the directions to his meeting, hoping that somehow this was still all in his head. He was once again being paranoid.

      Ember was a small city, which wasn’t that surprising. Most magical communities tended to live in small towns or in more isolated areas completely by themselves, in forest glens or closed-off compounds. Anywhere they could carve out an area where they were allowed to be themselves without humans finding out. The organization Len worked for, Eternal Beauty Environmental Protection, was interested in the environment around these magical communities. Although everyone just called it “the organization,” as it was one of the few that interacted with all the various magical species. It seemed to be everywhere, but even Len, who had worked for the organization for a decade, wasn’t quite sure what they did.

      The trees started to gradually drop off as he drove through what he assumed was one of the main roads. He stopped at a four-way stop sign, the white car directly behind him, and followed the directions toward a street full of businesses. Cars were lining the roads, filling up the spots. Families walked along the sidewalks in costumes, children licking suckers or holding pillowcases. Len realized that it was Halloween. It was so hard to keep track of the days when you were constantly in motion.

      Ember seemed to go all out for Halloween. Businesses flashed purple, black, and orange lights with carved pumpkins on their stoops. Young adults were decked out in gothic vampire attire. Adults wore their finest clothing, as if it were a celebration, instead of a costume party. Even the children seemed to be dressed in homemade costumes rather than commercial. There was only one superhero in a pack of fairies, witches, and zombies. If Len didn’t know better, he would think there was a coven here. But there couldn’t be, because only one magical community lived in a territory, and he was here to meet with a nymph.

      Len felt the magic congregating around him and realized that Ember must be a nexus town—a place where ley lines intersected. The energy seeped into him, and his body started to relax. It had been a while since his travels had taken him to a true nexus. Never had he been to a town with so much magical activity.

      Rocko’s, their meeting place, was to his left, but street parking was full. He turned at the last second, finding a parking lot a few buildings down. It was small, but there was one open spot. Len pulled into it and watched as the white car circled the same parking lot and then left.

      He thought about turning around and driving directly back to the airport. Something wasn’t right. He could feel it in every part of his body. But Danni would just tell him it was his paranoia, and that he needed to face it full on. He didn’t want to face it. What he wanted was someplace where he could feel safe. A place to call his own where he could go to sleep in the same bed, and keep some clothes in the closet instead of having
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