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Her smooth, delicate features belied the fact, but Fiona Deane was an ugly woman. Thomas perched atop a pine tree near the edge of the trailer park where she lived and watched her leave the tiny market. The shop was run by the lonely trailer park manager with whom Thomas had learned the eldest Deane witch had a running feud.

From what Thomas could tell, the manager’s only crime was excessive congeniality. He could understand that, but Fiona had taken it upon herself to dole out a punishment so hateful that even a callous creature like himself could sympathize with the man. Not that Thomas would do anything to stop her.

And not that the manager knew any of this; if he thought about it at all, he merely assumed he was amidst a run of somewhat bad luck. Fiona’s relentless wave of inconvenient and slightly unpleasant hexes was designed to wear him down over time. She knew that depression waited within everyone for the right mix of chemicals and circumstances that would set it free to creep around and inflict anguish on even the most joyous of souls.

Thomas sneered down at her and thought to himself that she was exactly the kind of witch the Christians feared. She was the kind who would steal children and kill crops just for fun. The kind who watched from the crowd while innocent women burned.

Her petite figure was still curvy at nearly eighty-five years old and her hair, though faded with cotton white strands running throughout, was still copper in color like her granddaughter’s. Looking closely, he noticed that Laura Deane had inherited the upturned shape and vivid green of Fiona’s eyes as well.

She’d purchased a box of crackers from the hapless market man who was just then attempting to wave off a sudden swarm of biting gnats. Gnats that he just happened to be allergic to.

Thomas knew that crackers meant soup. There was no food in Hell and he didn’t require nourishment of that kind anyway, but since returning to the human realm, he could once again appreciate a good meal. He’d spent many hours watching her prepare various soups and stews. They were the perfect dishes for someone of her means and a big pot would last for days, tasting better and better over time.

The aroma wafted out of her trailer and into the trees, causing a rumble in his stomach but he pushed his hunger aside and refocused on completing his mission. He had to be cautious, quick and direct because a witch like that would most likely know how to poison an angel. She was no fool and he knew she’d already sensed his presence. 
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She’d long since abandoned any pretense of kindness or thoughtfulness but for the sole purpose of manipulating those around her. Plaguing that insipid shopkeeper with gnats didn’t give her any particular joy, but it comforted Fiona to know that she could still perform some of the most difficult magic. Her body might have been failing at last, but her power was as strong as ever.

She made her way through the dark lane with an imperious stomp. Most of the streetlights were broken in the trailer park community she called home and that suited her just fine. Vista Pines was a far cry from the ski resorts, log cabins, and luxury apartments she’d enjoyed most of her life, though. It was only recently that she’d found herself unable to relish the lifestyle that had been afforded to her in her youth by collecting money and favors from gullible men.

She’d never planned to reach an age so advanced that even the most ridiculous of them would no longer play her games. Refusing to act the infirm grandmother for their charity, she bitterly settled in to spend her final years looking down on her trailer park neighbors with rarely more than forty dollars in her purse.

Fiona would argue that it was not arrogance that landed her in a single wide with rotting floorboards and a perpetual puddle at the front steps. The story she told herself was that she’d simply had the misfortune of preying upon the cruelest and greediest men Flagstaff, Arizona had to offer.

On occasion, she wondered if perhaps she should have allowed Brona’s father to stay with her a bit longer. He was a hard worker who at least cared about their child, but Fiona was not content with an astronomy professor’s salary and nights spent on blankets in the forest looking up at the stars. It was after an attempt to cure the boredom of one such night that she found herself pregnant and married in the first place. It was a stupid mistake that nearly derailed all of her ambitions.

She was not one to look back wistfully, but lately found herself wondering more often what the pension was like for a retired university professor. Not that it mattered since he’d died fifteen years earlier. The local paper gushed about him being surrounded by his loving children at the time, but Fiona knew that his first born wasn’t there. She’d convinced her daughter that he abandoned her and, though she never met him, Brona hated her father.

Fiona was more fractious than usual that night and gave her soup a rough stir, sloshing a fair amount out of the pot. She’d been at the school all day, searching for a solution to a new problem that could not be ignored. She hadn’t found it, but she was close.

A certain type of young girl started college with not just intelligence but a desperate need to break free from the constraints of life. School provided those girls a temporary reprieve from parents, husbands, churches, and corporations waiting to press down on their freedom and desire.

They could both lose and find themselves within the institution and their curiosity and sense of adventure would never be sharper than during those years. Fiona needed six such girls for the ritual she’d designed.

She was not so prosaic a witch that she planned to drink their blood for youth, though she was not above that either, if she had thought it would be worth the trouble. Blood magic was dark and difficult to sustain and, worse yet, one needed a demon to perform it. Over the years she’d found demons to be unpleasant and untrustworthy and she quite literally didn’t have the energy for their kind anymore.

The cunning magic she’d relied on for so long to trick men out of their money could not contend with the cancer growing in her bones and she needed the strength of those girls to work a healing spell.

It was that secret Thomas hoped would make his offer more attractive. He alighted from his tree just as she poked her head out the door, scowling at the mud puddle at the bottom of the steps. She’d felt him from inside and though her spine stiffened with alarm, she would not give him the satisfaction of showing her fear.

Rather, she sighed impatiently with her hands on her hips. “I know you’ve been watching me. What are ya, and what d’ya want?”

He noted that she once might have had a lovely brogue of some sort, but her speech had become mostly Americanized over the years. If there was ever a sweet lilt to her voice, age and bad habits had since turned it gravelly and thick.

She could hide her fear but not her surprise when he showed himself and pushed her inside the trailer. Closing the door behind them, he crossed his arms and leaned against it. “Your wards are strong, but few have the skill to keep me out.”

He could not fully unfurl his wings in her puny space but fluffed them out enough that she understood who she was dealing with. “I’m a family friend in need of a favor.”

She regained her composure and busied herself with the pot bubbling on the two-burner stovetop, grumbling, “I don’t do favors for anyone, ’specially family.”

To Thomas’s delight, it was vegetable beef soup. He moved her out of the way, took the wooden spoon from her hand and dipped it in the pot. Blowing on it as he brought it to his mouth, he explained, “I’m not asking per se.”

He opened each of her cabinets until he found a bowl and then ladled out some soup for himself while she stood gaping at him. “Once you get your little coven together,” he said, “I know a place where healing spells work surprisingly well. In fact, I intend to move there myself once your disagreeable granddaughters cease their gatekeeping of my retirement plans.”

Granddaughters? She shook her head. “I don’t know anything about them. I haven’t seen Brona in—”

“Brona is dead,” he interrupted her and ripped the top off the box of crackers. “In case you care.”

He waited for her to process the fact that her daughter had passed on, but he needn’t have bothered.

She would not waste time on such things and instead demanded, “Where is this healing place?”

Thomas found himself shocked by how the family line had changed, and how dramatically his daughters differed from the hateful woman in front of him. Powerful and bothersome as they were, Laura and Sarah were not cold women and just then he felt a hint of compassion for them. It was not enough to change his mind, but he could admit that they were the kind of children he had hoped for in the early days. Before the punishment.

“There must be a lot of power in that place,” Fiona prodded, “even more in those girls if they can keep you out. Besides, don’t you already have the ultimate address?”

“I live on the wrong side of the tracks,” he shrugged. “And life gets more difficult for me each time I run away from home. Right now, I am little more than a pain in the ass to the powers that be, but that will change soon and I want to have my forever home lined up when it does.”

“Well, I dunno know what you could possibly want from me.”

He leaned close to her as if spilling a great secret. “Even angels from my zip code cannot summon spirits. The one I want will provide enough of a distraction for me to make the necessary moving arrangements. I’ll deal with the ensuing temper tantrums later. As payment for this service, you can follow me in with your girl squad and I’ll show you the best place to heal.”

“The spirit...which one?”

He crumbled the crackers into his bowl and shoveled in another bite. “I need Tromluí.”

She drew an uneasy breath. That kind of summons would require a significant amount of energy, energy that she was loathe to expend under the circumstances, but she wasn’t one to pass up an opportunity either.

Brona’s children were apparently capable of strong magic that could be useful to her, especially if she played them against the angel. Fiona would think more about that later, but at the very least, she could capitalize on his desires and get her rent paid for the month.

“The supplies will cost money.” She grumbled.

Thomas knew she already had everything she needed but dug in his coat pocket and threw a wad of bills on the counter. “I’ll be back tomorrow.”

“Tromluí won’t play nice with ’em.” She snatched up the money, barely concealing her smugness as she counted. “I assume you know what you’re doing.”
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“Go! Go! Go!” Sebastian Scott charged over the hill waving his arms and shouting. The creature swooped over him and dove at Laura with its claws extended, poised to pluck out her eyes. It had the body of a vulture with the head of a woman. The feathers on top of which gave it a shabby, disheveled look. It emitted an enraged, high-pitched squawk as Laura turned and ran, covering her head with her hands.

As it gained on her, she stopped short and when it overshot, she flicked at the phosphorus paint on her fingernails to fill fill her palms with fire. The creature shrieked and cursed as she pushed out with her hands and engulfed it in flames.

On any other occasion, she might have felt guilty about killing something from the Other Side, especially a being she knew so little about. After catching sight of the deep, bloody gashes across Sebastian’s shoulders though, she curled her lip at the writhing thing and hissed, “Burn, bitch.”

She took Bash’s wrist and slapped on his shield bracelet. His skin tingled as the magnetic clasp connected and the protection of her magical armor flowed around his body. He’d lost it earlier and she found it hanging on a Mesquite tree. 

“Somehow I will make the shield permanent,” she assured him.

“Shit. Baby, look at that.” he pointed to the darkening sky behind them, then unholstered his pistol and spun the empty cylinder for her to see. “We’re in trouble.”

Her lips thinned. “They’re harpies, Bash. I count eight.”

“You can explain to me what a harpy is later.” He took her hand, “Let’s go.”

They started down the hill as the raptors closed in on them from above. One managed to snatch Laura’s ponytail, ripping out the elastic and dragging her backward until she reached up and grabbed its legs. Yanking it forward, she swung the squalling bird like a baseball bat against a Saguaro and threw the addled thing into a Creosote bush.

Hot desert wind blew the loose strands of hair across her face and as she filled her hands with fire once more, the fading light of the sunset gave her the appearance of an angry goddess. Watching his dangerous lover advance on the creature, Bash was overcome with a disturbing combination of anxiety and desire. She was furious that he was hurt, but he was fairly sure that harpy would stay down for a while and there were plenty more on the way.

“Leave it!” He shouted. They dropped onto their backsides, slid the rest of the way down the hill, and lurched toward her red Jeep parked below.

“I’ll hold them off and you get us out of here!” She threw him the keys and steadied herself while sliding her upper body through the top rails on the passenger’s side.

“Watson!” She scanned the area frantically for her dog.

The massive German Shepherd bounded around the base of the hill, followed by two large bobcats. They leapt and swatted at the vultures until Laura shouted, “Watson, get in here!”

The dog skidded into the back seat as Bash jammed his foot on the clutch and threw the Jeep into gear.

One of the Bobs leapt to the top of a boulder and took down a harpy as it plunged toward them. The vulture slashed and snapped, then stilled when the bobcat bit into its eerie, human looking face. Bile rose in Bash’s throat. He shook his head to erase the image, released the clutch and floored the gas. The other creatures were closing in fast, so Laura flicked her fingernails and refilled her hands with fire.

“Keep your eyes open for Drew.”
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Earlier that week, the Sheriff’s office had received three complaints in a row from hunters scouting the area ahead of dove season. Deputy Scott was told that turkey vultures were attacking the hunters, their dogs, and even their kids. Turkey vultures were strictly scavengers, so he knew something more troubling was on the loose and assumed it was from the Other Side. He and Laura never once considered harpies when they set out that afternoon.

Bash, Laura, and their friend Drew had driven deep into the desert, hoping to find the source of the complaints. They came across some unusual markings that appeared to be a map made up of symbols and cairns. The map started at the edge of town and led deep into the mountains. They followed the symbols, intending to send whatever created the map back to the Other Side or, if it was unreasonable, send it somewhere more permanent.

Though it was not a well-coordinated attack, the harpies had swarmed them as soon as they arrived and the trio found themselves scattered and vulnerable. The creatures were extraordinarily defensive so Laura’s group obviously stumbled onto something they weren’t supposed to see and she was disgusted with herself for not being more prepared.

Her mind reeled as they scrambled to get away. Ancient creatures like that tended to be uninterested in humans. They were typically unwilling to risk a trip through the veil, even as thin as it was in that area. She wondered if Thomas was involved, though he wasn’t likely to bother with the Other Side after his last attempt at controlling them had failed so miserably. Even so, she warily looked around for him at every turn.

The harpies followed in a ‘V’ formation as Bash sped across the sand looking for their friend. The Jeep was fast and Laura was able to fight off the vultures individually with her magic, bringing their number to six. She couldn’t hold them back indefinitely though, especially if Bash had to stop for an injured Drew.

As their eyes strained to find him in the darkness, an enormous mountain lion ran alongside the Jeep. Bash jumped in his seat at the sight of her, but he was relieved to have the extra help. If that was her intent.

“Adira!” he called out, “Where’s Drew? Is he hurt?”

He felt her voice in his head, a sensation he would never truly be comfortable with. “Follow me, Sebastian.”

She peeled off to the left, and Bash glanced at Laura. “Hold on, baby.”

One of the harpies took advantage of the slowing vehicle as he downshifted to follow Adira, but Laura was ready, shooting a stream of fire into its breast. Its flaming body hit the bushes and she announced, “Five left.”

Bash swore as they came upon Drew crouched in front of a large rock formation and firing on a wounded harpy as it shuffled toward him through the dirt. Drew had winged it with his pistol, a useless weapon against such a thing. They’d brought shotguns with them but hadn’t had time to grab the weapons when they were attacked.

Bash slowed next to him. “Get in, god dammit!”

Drew jumped through the rails into the back of the Jeep but as Bash sped away, he lost his grip and slid across the seat into Watson, who snapped his jaws on Drew’s collar, holding tight to keep the man inside the vehicle. 

Drew ran his hands blindly across the floor of the Jeep until he found the twenty-gauge shot gun. Standing up through the rails, he racked the slide and blew a harpy out of the sky.

Bash backed off the accelerator and Drew and Laura jumped out of the Jeep. He put it in park, grabbed the other shotgun and they stood with their backs together as the four remaining harpies circled overhead. Watson growled and barked at Laura’s side and she grew the flames in her hands. The sun had fully set by then so it was as much for them to see in the dark as it was to fight.

The creatures hovered too high in the sky for the shotguns to reach them, but Bash had an idea. He didn’t know anything about harpies but he knew plenty about vultures. He handed Drew his gun and pulled his shirt over his head.

“What the hell are you doing?” Mystified at first, Drew understood the plan as soon as Bash revealed the ripped, bloody flesh across his back and shoulders. He took his shotgun back and laid it on the ground in front of him, then dramatically dropped to his knees in the dirt.

If Bash was right, the vultures would believe he was dying, or at least badly wounded and they wouldn’t be able to resist him. For once, he hoped they would be attacked.

As soon as they saw him fall, the harpies dove at them all at once. “Your plan is working a little too well!” Drew yelled.

Laura screamed and threw a wall of fire between Bash and the raptors. In his head, he’d seen himself jumping up and blasting away at them, and though his knees would not cooperate with anything more than an awkward lunge, he was able to shoot through the flames and send them spiraling in all directions.

Laura swept her arms away from Bash and surrounded a harpy in a blanket of fire. Once finally on his feet, Bash racked and fired again, taking out another one. As Drew shot a third, Laura shouted for them to stop and the last harpy soared away, venting a stream of enraged curses in its wake. 

Bash raised the shotgun to his shoulder again but she held his arm and said, “Let it go.” Cupping her hands to her mouth, she yelled after it, “Tell your friends we are not fucking around!”

After staggering around in nervous circles for a while, they managed to catch their breath, but as they returned to the Jeep Bash put his arm around Laura’s waist and collapsed against her. She and Drew eased him to the ground and pulled him forward to examine his back.

“I’m fine,” he gasped. 

She rained light, worried kisses across his face and he gave her hand a reassuring squeeze, repeating, “Baby, I’m fine.”

The Bobs reappeared on either side of Drew, who absent-mindedly scratched their heads until Adira emerged from the shadows, ears flat and tail swishing. Sensing the annoyance of their mistress, they rubbed their backs against Drew’s legs and then bounded off to the darkness.

Drew shook the dust off of Bash’s shirt and handed it to him. “These little battles aren’t so little anymore.”

Adira tossed her head and her voice echoed through each of their minds. “This is only the beginning, and you are not strong enough to handle all that is coming your way.”
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“Harpies?” Deputy Chuck Ruiz snapped a pair of tongs in the air. “We’re dealing with old school Greek shit now?”

Chuck’s daughter, Tina, had just turned twenty and they’d been on their way to her birthday party before the battle with the harpies. Bash had thought they could easily handle whatever was vexing the hunters before celebrating with the rest of their friends but as Drew said, it was nothing close to easy.

“I should have known better.” He cursed himself for his arrogance. They dealt with it alright, but only just, and his little army staggered into Chuck’s back yard exhausted, bedraggled and, once again, lucky to be alive. He flipped a bistro chair around and straddled it, adding, “Well, dove season ought to go a little bit smoother now.”

Chuck was grilling long strips of marinated steak for carne asada and the scent of peppers, orange, and garlic made Bash’s mouth water. It was when he rested his forehead on the back of the chair that Chuck noticed all the blood seeping through his friend’s shredded henley shirt.

He put down his tongs and rubbed the back of Bash’s head. “You okay, man?”

Laura and Chuck’s wife, Mena, stepped outside with a dish of water for Watson and another to dress Bash’s wounds. Laura’s niece, Audi, and her boyfriend, Noah, followed. Noah was a paramedic and since meeting Audi’s family he’d taken to carrying an extra trauma bag around with him.

He made a face at Bash’s back. “Is this going to become a habit, Sheriff? Should I keep a separate kit with your name on it?”

“That’s not a bad idea, son.” Drew said, not joking at all.

He had been chatting with some of the guests by the pool, trying his best to keep them informed without causing a panic. To be fair, they’d burst into the backyard party, dirty and bleeding and he had to admit that he would have been the first one shouting questions if their positions were reversed.

Damage control wasn’t really an option anymore, so he moved to help Bash out of the chair. “We should take this indoors.”

Chuck stopped him and told Noah to get started. “We’re all family here. They know what we do, and why. It doesn’t hurt them to see what we’re up against.”

Bash looked up and gave Chuck’s relatives a grim smile. He was grateful for their patience and their support but he felt bad for Tina. What a birthday, poor kid.

Tina Ruiz was a shy young woman who had negotiated as small a get together as her gregarious mother and large family would allow. As far as she was concerned, the less attention focused on her the better. She harbored an intense crush on Deputy Sheriff Sebastian Scott though, and worried for him that night. Since he was thirty years her senior, she had no real aspirations for his affection but allowed herself a heaving internal sigh whenever he swaggered around in that cowboy hat of his.

While Audi’s Aunt Laura seemed considerably less impressed with his swagger, no one could question her love for him. In the past he’d been a bit reckless with Laura’s heart and though Audi hadn’t forgiven him for that, their relationship seemed to be everything Tina dreamed of for herself: dramatic, sexy, and strong.

Watson nudged at her hips as if to give her his birthday regards so she knelt to give him kisses and a bite of steak from her plate, grateful he wasn’t hurt during the fight.

Sebastian bit down on the back of the chair and stifled a growl while Noah cleaned his back with antiseptic. Laura took his hand and gave it a squeeze. His eyes were red and tired, and his jaw was clenched in pain, but he was the most handsome man she’d ever seen in real life. She crouched to kiss his cheek and whisper as much into his ear.

He chuckled and squeezed back, tugging her close so only she could hear him say, “Move in with me.”

She stood up straight and touched her hand to her throat. “What?”

“I know my timing sucks.” He nudged her back down. “We’ll talk more later—just think about it, okay?”

She gave him a stunned nod and a peck on the lips. “I will.”

“Mom? What the hell is going on? Are you okay?”

Laura’s son, Brian, came through the gate carrying a gift in one hand and a duffel bag over his shoulder. He and Tina were great friends and he’d arranged a ride down from NAU for her party.

Laura hugged him tight. “We ran into some trouble on the way over, but I’m fine.”

“Was it Thomas?”

“No, there’s a lot going on in town right now, honey. We’re dealing with creatures we’ve never seen before. Thomas may have something to do with it, but I’m not sure. Anyway, Daniel warned us this would happen.”

She spoke with the freedom of no longer having to shield him from the dangers they faced. He’d proven he could fight alongside them if necessary and while she would always worry, she could also count on his abilities to defend himself.

Drew caught Brian casting a glare at Bash and clapped him on the back. “Hey, let’s get some food,” he said, “How’s school? You graduate in May, right?”

Brian gave his mother a troubled look as they headed to the food tables, so Drew tried to ease his mind. “Listen, your mom is the bravest woman I’ve ever known and the most powerful, too. Give her some credit, okay?”

Brian narrowed his eyes. “I know he gets her into trouble.”

Drew shook his head. Brian’s attitude toward Bash was understandable, to a point. It would only hurt them in the long run though, and he needed to be set straight, especially if he planned to come back to town after school. “No, sir. Sebastian takes the same risks she does and without the powers she has to protect himself.”

Brian thought for a moment. “I guess you do, too.”

Drew filled his plate with rice, tortillas, and strips of carne asada. “I recall you showing up for us a few months ago, so we’re all in the same fight and we’re all on the same team.”

Brian took a plate from the stack. “Maybe.”

“And Brian, he loves her.”

Brian was unconvinced. “We’ll see.”

“They both have strong personalities and they fight but believe me when I say it’s going to last. By the way, I thought you were bringing Olivia down this time to meet your mom.”

Brian winced. “We broke up.”

Drew put his plate down. “Brian, I’m sorry. Do you want to tell me what happened?”

He shrugged. “I didn’t want to get her involved in this mess.”

Drew sighed. “The world is full of monsters of every kind, and you’ve got to trust that people can handle the truth. It’s not good to isolate yourself like this.”

“Yeah, but I’m one of the monsters.” 

“Brian...”

The young man put his hand up and argued, “Olivia is a scientist. That’s her truth and I just let her off the hook is all. Now she can believe whatever she wants to.”

Drew scratched the back of his head. “Did you protect her or did you leave her broken hearted and unprepared for the future?”

Brian hadn’t thought about it that way, and he’d already fully burned the bridge. Olivia would never forgive him. He made sure of that, thinking it was for the best.

“Bash thought he was doing the right thing when he broke up with your mom. He knows it was a mistake and now they’re back together and stronger than ever. He’s made himself a target just to be with her, so do me a favor and don’t judge him too harshly, especially if you’re going to act just like him.”

Brian did not like the comparison. “I thought you’d be on my side.”

“I will always be on your side, but I’m gonna tell you when I think you’re wrong. You’re wrong about him and you’re wrong about being a monster.”

––––––––
[image: ]


Laura left Bash in Noah’s hands and texted her sister on the way to the bathroom:

L: Where are you?

S: With Rhonda
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