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Chapter One

	 

	Gray Brooks leaned back in his chair and took a long sip of his soda. They sat at the table inside Rays of Light—the occult shop owned by his friend, Juniper—quietly eating their burgers and fries. Nobody had said all that much since they’d seen the rift. Nobody seemed to know what to say. Gray, like the others, was simply trying to wrap his mind around what they’d seen. And what it meant. Most of all, he was trying to figure out what they were going to do about it.

	“So, fantastic weather we’re having, huh?” Melanie, the teenager Gray had taken under his wing, said.

	Gray looked through the plate glass windows at the front of the shop. The sky was blanketed with thick, dark clouds and the streets were slick with the on-and-off bursts of rain they’d been getting all morning. He turned to Melanie and arched an eyebrow.

	“I think she was being sarcastic,” Juniper said.

	Melanie grinned. “Well, nobody was saying anything, and I don’t like uncomfortable silences, so—”

	“Right. Well, I’m not sure what to say,” Gray said.

	“That makes two of us, actually,” Juniper added. “I mean, reading and talking about rifts in the veil is one thing. Seeing one up close for yourself is something entirely different. I mean. On the one hand, it’s kind of cool. But on the other—”

	“It’s scary as hell,” Melanie jumped in.

	Juniper nodded. “Yeah. That. I mean, when you consider what could come through that rift and the things that containment spell is holding back—at least for now—it’s terrifying.”

	“At least they used a containment spell,” Gray noted. “Tells me that maybe whoever opened that rift wasn’t trying to unleash Hell on Earth on purpose.”

	“What if it was an experiment gone wrong? And they tried fixing it. Maybe they opened the rift by accident,” Melanie theorized.

	“Regardless of their intentions, the question remains. What are we going to do about it?” Juniper asked.

	“That’s the million-dollar question,” Melanie said.

	“No, I think before we can figure out what we’re going to do about it, we need to figure out why the rift was opened in the first place,” Gray said.

	“Does the why really matter?” Melanie asked.

	“It does, actually,” Gray said. “We need to know the reason and see if it’s perhaps part of some larger plan or something else in play.”

	Melanie popped a French fry into her mouth and chewed on it thoughtfully for a moment. Gray wasn’t sure there was anything bigger in play. But one thing he’d learned doing this work was that you took nothing for granted—and that things weren’t always as they seemed. The world of the paranormal was just as convoluted as the real world. There were motives, plans, and schemes. And if you didn’t think two, three steps ahead—if you only focused on what’s in front of you—you were most likely going to get blindsided.

	“I still don’t see why we need to know the reason the rift was opened,” Melanie pressed. “It seems kind of irrelevant to me.”

	Gray chewed a fry. “If we close it without destroying the demon or ghost or monster that has been let out—whether on purpose or by accident—we’re stuck with it on our side,” he said. “Knowing why the rift was opened would let us know how to deal with it. Who knows what chaos it will cause. The ones that got through as a result of the rift being left open… we can deal with those as usual. It’s the one that has been let out—if the rift was indeed opened to let something through—is what’s scares me. Why summon it if you’re not up to no good?”

	“Again, maybe it was an experiment gone wrong,” Melanie argued.

	“And it’s because we don’t know that for sure, we will need to investigate,” Juniper said. “Gray’s right. If it’s something end-of-the-world-causing nasty, we need to know. There are a lot of things from that world that you don’t know about yet, Melanie. Things that can hurt people. I mean, a lot of people. Beings that make Yukamas seem like an harmless, playful puppies. So we need to know what came through and how to get rid of it before closing the rift.”

	“But doesn’t killing it accomplish the same thing?” Melanie asked.

	Gray ran a hand through his hair and looked over at Juniper.

	“Most entities that die wind up on that side of the veil,” Juniper explained. “But there are some creatures—demons mostly—who need to be forced back through by a witch. Others can grow stronger once you seal the rift and trap them in this world. There is a lot we need to know before we act.”

	“Wow. I had no idea,” Melanie said.

	“It’s critical we know the enemies we’re facing instead of running into situations half-cocked,” Gray said.

	Juniper giggled to herself. “Don’t let him pretend to be all high and mighty with you,” she said. “This man ran half-cocked into more situations than I can count.”

	“And paid a price for it.” Gray’s expression grew even more serious. “Which is why I stress the importance of getting educated about what we’re fighting.”

	Juniper grinned at him, and he shrugged.

	“What? It’s true,” he said. “When was the last time I ran into a fight half-cocked and uninformed?”

	“Kind of touchy about it, aren’t you?” Melanie asked.

	If Gray were being honest with himself, he’d admit that he only began stressing the importance of education and information when Melanie came on board. Oh, he’d done the homework he was preaching about, but only the bare minimum needed to get by. With Melanie around, though, he wanted her to know everything there was to know before engaging. He wanted her to be prepared for anything and everything out there.

	He wanted her as mentally prepared as she would be physically sharp. And he was going to get her prepared for this work. And while he was preparing her body, Juniper would be preparing her mind. When they were done with her training, Melanie would be ready—hard, sharp, and able to do some real damage in a fight.

	Juniper took a drink of her soda and then set her cup down. “Going back, my buddy Jimmy seems to think the rift was opened by somebody to bring somebody across. That it was a personal thing,” Juniper replied.

	“Why does he think that?” Gray asked.

	“Because of the presence of the containment spell. He believes if it were a demon that came across for whatever reason, it wouldn’t have thought to put up a barrier behind it when it came across. He said it wouldn’t have cared. That made Jimmy think it was a witch who opened the rift to bring somebody across.”

	Gray sat back and stared through the windows again. A bolt of lightning flashed, illuminating the street with a strobing effect. The after images lingered for a moment. Gray saw a street full of demons just outside the window. Their faces were pressed to the glass, staring in at him with dark, malevolent expressions. Gray shook his head and rubbed his eyes. When he looked again, the street was empty.

	“You okay?” Melanie asked.

	“Yeah. Fine. I’m fine,” he said. “Just tired.”

	“Well, we should all get some rest. I have a feeling we’re going to be busy soon enough,” Juniper said.

	“We need to figure out who opened the rift and what they brought across,” Gray said.

	“If that’s actually why the rift was opened,” Juniper said. “It’s like you said, something could be working on building up to something bigger. It might be feeding off the energy coming into this world through the rift.”

	“Yes. We need to be prepared for anything. But we’d be wise to entertain the idea that somebody opened the rift and pulled somebody across,” Gray said.

	“But where do we start?” she asked.

	“I think we need to assume that whoever opened the rift would benefit from whatever it was they let in,” Gray said.

	“That’s a pretty big assumption to make,” Melanie said.

	“I think he’s right. I don’t think somebody is going to open a rift in the veil just for kicks,” Juniper agreed. “Probably someone who suffered a tragic loss.”

	“I’m thinking it’s got to be a child,” Gray said.

	“Could be a husband or wife,” Melanie offered.

	“Could be,” Gray said. “I think we need to put together lists of recent deaths in the area.”

	“Yeah, because that wouldn’t be too work-intensive or anything,” Juniper cracked. “The list is going to be thicker than a phone book.”

	Gray knew Juniper was right. They were looking at a lot of work to narrow down the list. A prohibitive amount. But they had to start somewhere because Gray was convinced that the person who opened the rift was somebody who suffered a catastrophic and tragic loss. Something so terrible, their grief drove them to do something so reckless as to punch a hole in the veil.

	“Okay, the rift opened what, about a month ago or so,” Gray said. “Let’s start putting together a list of people who’ve lost a child in the last three months.”

	“And when you say, ‘let’s put together a list,’ you mean ‘Juniper will put together a list,’” Juniper said.

	“Yeah, pretty much,” Gray said. “You’re better at that than I am.”

	She laughed softly. “Fine. I’ll start putting together a list.”

	“Good,” he replied. “And while you do that, I’ll put Melanie to work.”

	“Hey, who said anything about putting me to work? How’d I get all mixed up in this?” Melanie asked.

	“Well, we can either go run the obstacle course or you can help Juniper compile the list of people with dead loved ones,” Gray said.

	Melanie sighed. “Fine. Let’s go run. But I just had a cheeseburger so if I puke, it’s all your fault.”

	They got to their feet and cleared the table before heading out of the shop so Gray could put the girl through her paces. He was determined to make her the best monster hunter she could be.


Chapter Two

	 

	Gray spun to his right, lashing out with his left arm. As he passed by Melanie, he slapped her backside with the flat of his wooden blade, drawing a sharp yelp from her. She spun back toward him, a scowl on her face as she rubbed her injured bottom.

	“That hurt!” she snapped.

	“Then be faster, and don’t let me catch you like that.”

	“That’s not fair. You have more experience than I do.”

	“And do you think the monsters out there will care whether you have enough experience or not?” Gray asked. “Do you think they’re going to take it easy on you because you’re a kid?”

	“Well, no—”

	“Good. Because they’re not,” he said. “They will exploit every weakness in you, Melanie. They won’t just slap you with the flat of a wooden sword. They will kill you. They will tear you into little pieces.”

	“All right, all right,” she said. “No need to yell at me.”

	“I need you to try harder.”

	Melanie looked at him with a defiant gleam in her eye. The girl was stubborn as hell but that was something Gray liked about her. She wasn’t somebody who was going to lay down in the face of adversity. She was a fighter. And he knew that she would keep pushing herself to get better, to do everything she could to be a good hunter. A great hunter. She would keep pushing until she was as good as he was, if not better. Gray respected that, and it was why he kept pressing her as hard as he did.

	“Again,” Gray said, raising his sword to her. “Let’s go again.”

	Melanie wiped her brow with her wrist, raised her practice sword, and nodded.

	For the next hour, they sparred. The clacking of their wooden practice swords echoed around the yard. Her face a mask of concentration, Melanie pressed forward. Gray was suddenly having a hard time parrying her thrusts and strikes.

	The sweat rolled down his back, and he was playing defense more than striking out. She spun to the left, and Gray quickly countered. He was halfway through his spin, though, when he realized that he’d made a grave mistake. By the time he saw it and moved to correct and counter, she was already delivering the killing blow.

	The flat of her blade struck him on the oblique. Gray looked down at the blade then up at Melanie, who was staring at it with wide eyes, her face locked in an expression of shock. She raised her eyes to his and her mouth suddenly curled upward. She let out a whoop of delight and then jumped into the air, her arms raised in a celebration.

	“Yes! Yes!” she screamed. “I did it! I finally did it!”

	“All right, all right, settle down,” he said. “That was a good sequence. An excellent sequence. You did really well, Melanie.”

	She beamed at him, the smile stretched from ear to ear. “Yeah, that was pretty good, wasn’t it?”

	“Let’s go again,” Gray said.

	Melanie jumped right into her stance. Gray went straight at her, his wooden sword slashing, cutting, slicing. He could see the girl’s face straining with the effort to keep up with him. She was parrying his thrusts and slashes but just barely. With every move, Gray got closer to breaking her guard and ending the bout.

	Perhaps realizing she was teetering on the edge of losing, Melanie did exactly what Gray wanted her to do—she got desperate and made a mistake. She feinted to the left but when she came back to the right, Gray hooked her leg with his foot and made Melanie trip over herself. She stumbled and lurched forward, pinwheeling her arms to keep her balance. Gray, though, made sure she didn’t by driving a foot into her backside, sending her sprawling face-first into the grass where she hit with a loud grunt.

	She quickly rolled onto her back, but it was too late. Gray stood over her, the point of his blade leveled at her throat. Her expression darkened and she slapped his sword away then got to her feet. Melanie muttered to herself under her breath. She dusted herself off and then looked up at him, a sour look on her face.

	“It’s important you know that the difference between winning and losing a fight is razor-thin,” Gray said. “You’ve gotten miles better than when we started this, Melanie. But you’re not indestructible, and you can always get better. And you’re going to need to if you want to stay alive in this game.”

	Movement from the corner of his eye drew Gray’s attention, and he turned to see Juniper step onto the back porch. He turned back to Melanie. “One full lap around the park.”

	“Gray, come on. We already did five earlier—”

	He held a finger up to stop her. “Keep complaining, and you’re going to do another five. Now, get running.”

	She groaned, put her practice sword back into the barrel, and then ran. Gray followed Juniper inside, knowing she’d brought food. And when he stepped into the kitchen, his faith in her was rewarded.

	“Burritos from Bennie’s,” he said. “You are an angel from above.”

	“Yes. Yes, I am,” she said, then frowned. “Melanie’s would be cold by the time she gets back from her run.”

	“That’s why the microwave oven was invented.”

	“Why’d you have to send her on a long run anyway? She being punished for something?”

	“No. She’s got to learn to stick to a routine,” he said. “She whines about the training a lot, but she always does it. She never skimps on it and never cheats. She’s putting in the work.”

	“You sound impressed.”

	“I am,” he replied. “She’s a lot more dedicated to this than I thought she’d be. She’s devoted herself to the work and improving her skill and technique.”

	“That’s my girl.”

	Gray poured them both cups of coffee as Juniper took a seat at the table. He set her mug down in front of her, then sat across from her and unwrapped his burrito. He tucked into it, savoring the explosion of flavor in his mouth, then washed it down with coffee.

	“Delicious,” he said. “Thanks again.”

	“I’m half-convinced the only reason you invite me over is that you know I’ll bring food with me.”

	“You’re not wrong,’ he said and grinned. “But also, to let you know I’ve got a meeting.”

	“A meeting?”

	Gray shrugged. “I got an email last night from somebody saying they need to meet. Said it’s an urgent matter.”

	“Who is this somebody?”

	He shook his head. “No idea. The email came from an anonymous account.”

	“Oh, a secret admirer. That’s… ominous.”

	“Yeah, I’m not thrilled with the arrangement, but my curiosity is piqued. I feel compelled to go,” he said. “But I wanted to make sure you knew where I was going just in case this whole thing goes sideways.”

	“That’s even more ominous.”

	Gray chuckled. “I don’t mean it to be. Honest. I only mean it to be informational. It’s always smart to let somebody know where you’re going if things are a little sketchy.”

	“This is a lot sketchy. I don’t like it, Gray.”

	“My secret admirer made a couple of allusions to the mayor. And after what I saw—”

	“What you think you saw,” she cut him off.

	“Fine—I thought I should at least go and check it out,” he finished. “I mean, it seems like a pretty big coincidence that this guy would mention the mayor after what I saw—whether it’s real or imagined. Either way, I think it would be pretty irresponsible of me if I didn’t go.”

	Juniper took a bite of her burrito and chewed on it thoughtfully. She frowned, and Gray could see she didn’t like it. Gray didn’t like it either. Everything in him screamed that he should avoid this meeting.

	“I don’t like it,” Juniper said.

	“Noted. I’m not crazy about it either, but I need to do this. I need to find out who this person is and what they know about the mayor. But I wanted to make sure you knew what was happening.”

	“Yeah. All right,” she said, her voice tight with tension.

	“This is just a precaution,” Gray assured her. “Everything’s going to be all right.”

	“Are you trying to convince me? Or yourself?”

	“Not trying to convince anybody. Just stating a fact.”

	The truth was, he didn’t know anything for a fact—he was just hoping for the best.


Chapter Three

	 

	Gray stood beside his truck on the lowest level of a dimly lit underground parking lot. He shifted his jacket to make it easier to get to the gun tucked into his waistband at the small of his back and the silver daggers that hung in sheaths on his hips. He hoped he wouldn’t need them, but Juniper was right—this was sketchy as hell. So if he was going to have to fight this out, he would be ready for it.

	Gray glanced at his watch. The guy he was meeting was ten minutes late. He was just starting to think about leaving when the sound of a car’s engine rumbled off the walls around him. The sound of tires on concrete echoed down to him, and the air was saturated with the pungent smell of gasoline and burned motor oil. It was drawing closer, so Gray resumed his position leaning against his truck. He looked casual, but his body was taut and ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice.

	A black SUV rumbled to a stop and the engine shut off, plunging the garage around him into silence. Gray watched as a man climbed out from behind the wheel and looked around nervously. The man walked over to Gray and offered his hand. The man was a couple of inches shorter than Gray with neatly cut and styled blonde hair, cornflower blue eyes, a square jaw, and a patrician nose.

	He was lean and fit with a tan that could have only come from an electric booth, and the sort of good looks that would probably take him far in the country’s political system.

	“Phillip Morrison,” the man said. “Mayor Righetti’s Chief of Staff.”

	“Gray Brooks.”

	“I know. And let me say up front that I don’t buy into what it is you do. I’m not a believer in the paranormal—”

	“Then why did you contact me?”

	“Because there are other people in the administration who think your services are required,” he said.

	“But you’re not one of them.”

	“Frankly, it doesn’t matter what I believe,” he said. “But I will admit that Mayor Righetti hasn’t been… himself lately.”

	“How so?”

	Morrison sighed and ran a hand through his perfectly coiffed hair—which amazingly enough, remained perfect.

	“He’s been erratic. His decision-making has been rash and reactionary—”

	“And is that unusual? If I’m being honest, I’ve always thought the mayor’s decision-making was rash and reactionary.”

	Morrison pursed his lips and stared at him for a moment. “That’s funny. They didn’t tell me you were such a funny guy.”

	Gray chuckled. “All right. Go on. What makes you think the mayor is under the influence of something paranormal?”

	“Well, aside from the decision-making issue, he’s been angry a lot. Moody,” Morrison replied. “His behavior has become erratic, and he’s been lashing out at people. Verbally assaulting them, and he’s never done that before.”

	“We all have bad days. We sometimes let our tempers get away from us—”

	“This has been going on for weeks.”

	“All right—what else?”

	Morrison looked around furtively. Gray thought it was like the man was afraid of being seen with him. Or just… afraid. For someone who seemed very self-assured and confident, this was unnatural. Like he was walking on eggshells or waiting for the mayor to jump out of nowhere and devour him.

	“He’s been keeping odd hours. He’s usually one of the first ones in and the last to leave the office,” Morrison said. “These days, we’re lucky to see him before noon, and he’s usually gone by five. Getting him to fulfill his social obligations is like pulling teeth.”

	Gray felt a surge of excitement flow through him. What the Chief of Staff was saying validated what Gray had seen. That the mayor wasn’t who—or what—everybody thought. Juniper and Melanie had told him it was exhaustion making him see things that weren’t there. Gray had never been convinced that was the case. He’d been sure something was going on with Mayor Righetti. He knew he’d seen something.

	Morrison shuffled his feet and looked away, his expression darkening. Gray could see there was more to this story that the mayor’s Chief of Staff hadn’t shared yet.

	“What aren’t you telling me?” Gray asked.

	Morrison clenched his jaw and
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