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      Bad things don't always start on dark and stormy nights. Sometimes they start on pleasant Fall evenings, as the dregs of summer flow away.

      The back of a man in a trenchcoat could clearly be seen on a Georgetown side street. He was stopping, offering a light to an angular black man, then turning to show his own fair features.

      The black man lit a suspiciously hand-rolled smoke, offered a puff to his benefactor, who accepted. Then he headed down the street, leaving the man on his own.

      "Hello," came a soft female voice form nearby.

      The man started to turn, started to face the voice, the lighter slipping back into a pocket. "You," he said in flat, dry tones.

      "You remember me." A waifish young woman, no more than nineteen. She did not look any kind of a threat to anyone, light brown hair cut in a neat bob to frame her face.

      "Yes, I do." His shoulders relaxed.

      "I have a message for your girlfriend."

      He reached into a pocket of his trenchcoat, catching something in her tone, frowning as his hands closed on air.

      "What, forgot your toys?" Her sardonic tones echoed, her brown eyes still regarding the man as if he was something she intended to scrape off the bottom of her foot.

      He started to move, but before he could do so she lifted her hand and brilliant blue light came from it, surrounding him. He crumpled to the ground, his hand under him, weakly trying to stand, but clearly unable to do so.

      "The message to her is I can do this any time I want to. And that this is war."

      He did not, could not, answer.

      The young woman walked over to him. She crouched down, reached into his pockets, and pulled out a smart phone. "But you won't be sending it this way."

      Deliberately, she crushed the phone under her heel, ground it into the ground where her victim could see it. Then, equally deliberately, she walked away as the evening turned into dusk, the street lights starting to change the color of her hair.

      Leaving the man behind her, weakly cursing on the ground.
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        A woman walked into a club. This event, that might normally garner no attention, did so to a surprising degree. The DJ, while she did not stop her work, looked up long enough to smile. The bouncer did not ask for any kind of identification, but rather tossed a bantering "Where have you been?" at her.

      

      

      She dismissed him with a flicker of a grin and a quick, "Around," as she headed for the bar. The grin, though, was just a touch strained, just a touch forced. Almost before she reached it, the barkeep started to make a screwdriver.

      Her appearance meant little to most of the people here, who saw only a blonde woman in jeans and a tank top, removing a denim jacket.

      She hesitated, then took a large enough drink to make one wonder about her intent. "Lyssa in?"

      "She's in the back. Where's the boyfriend?"

      "You know I'm not his keeper." Her voice became a little uneven, uncertain, a sharp edge to it. One hand curling around the glass, she stalked into the back room.

      The second she closed the door, she was struck by a furry missile. Britta, Lyssa's feline companion.

      "Whoah. Claws!"

      Britta gave her a smug look that was the very echo of her own cat, Midnight's, expressions. Not surprising, given Britta was Midnight's mother.

      "Where's Lyssa?" she asked.

      The cat meowed then pointed towards the kitchen with her tail. She was not afraid to let Anna know exactly how smart she was.

      She was also not above accepting having her ears rubbed, and then padded after Anna, purring. Anna wished she was in more of a purring kind of mood. Things had been peaceful for six months. She had time to study, to train. Even to worry about school.

      Of course, school was not as important as it had been. Marketing? Like she would ever have time for a real job. Of course, maybe she could work for herself... Maybe she should change her major.

      Lyssa was indeed in the kitchen. She turned, took one look at Anna. "What's up?"

      Anna felt, as she always did, a twinge of jealousy at this woman, over a decade older than her, who always looked fit to knock a man dead (although she preferred to have that effect on women). That was on top of being a competent witch, a decent combatant and Anna's best friend. Quite possibly Victor's too, if Victor had a best friend. "I don't suppose you've seen Victor."

      "You mean he's not with you?" Lyssa pushed back a braid and regarded Anna, dark eyes meeting hers with sudden concern.

      "He didn't come in last night. And he hasn't bailed. His favorite gun's still in the apartment." Which worried Anna more than anything else, because were he in real trouble he would need that gun.

      Lyssa rolled her eyes. "Boys and their toys. You sense anything?"

      "Absolutely nothing." Anna finished her drink, setting the glass down on the counter.

      "And not the all's well kind of nothing."

      She sank into a chair. "I've been looking all day. I suspect I am being blocked. What the heck could kidnap Victor?" The facade of all being well was starting to crumble. Victor disappearing was normal. Not being able to reach out with her magic and know where he was was not. He needed his me time, she let him have his me time, she knew he was not a man she could keep by clinging to it... He was lilin, a monster by most standards, but she knew he could be more than that. Not forgiven, no, not for what he had done in that previous life. But some measure of redemption. What if somebody had decided he needed to be taken out? It happened, it happened far too often, and normally...  but he'd left his favorite gun.

      Forgotten it?

      "Not likely to be fae, he's fairly resistant to glamor...not like you, of course, but..." Lyssa tailed off. "What or who?"

      They both spoke the name together. "Erica."

      
        
        -#-

      

      

      Erica. Anna turned the glass of her second drink around. Erica Turner. Anna had hoped that when the young woman had disappeared, she had gone to get her head together. Maybe she still had. Maybe it wasn't her.

      Heck, maybe it was the mob again. Except, Lyssa should have been able to locate him, across the city, heck, across the country, with her epic talent for scrying. Something was blocking her.

      Victor got into so many scrapes. He was not dead. Anna would have known that instantly... at least, she firmly believed that. Unlike many people in love, she had reason to believe superstition might in fact be true.

      No, he was not dead. He was blocked or out of range, and what her instincts said, was the former. Erica could do that. So could a powerful Sidhe.

      Or a completely new player. Process of elimination... and the easiest thing, she could not do tonight. She had to wait until dawn.

      She did not go home, perhaps knowing sleep would elude her. Instead, she went through her mission prep. Armor, check. Weapons... most of them illegal to own and even more illegal to conceal.

      Erica Turner. She hoped it was not her, but Lyssa's instincts were often better than hers... more experienced. If they both suspected the kid had come back...

      Erica.

      Anna had watched her lose her mother, her father, and her grip on sanity. The young woman had been born to be a Guardian, a mistress of white magic. Now? Anna no longer knew, except that Erica had tried to kill a twelve year old girl and fallen into darkness. It had taken a lot to keep her from being manipulated into killing a child out of vengeance, and then it had not been that she stayed her hand but that Anna had got there first, had dealt with the situation. Erica...was a problem. A problem that she felt a certain responsibility for.

      

      Suddenly, she could no longer wait. She had sought Victor all day with no success, and she was no fighter. She needed him. But she was still halfway to the door before she pulled herself together. She needed him, but how much of that was her own uncertainty? No, she did not need Victor.

      "Anna," Lyssa said, "Be careful," and then she vanished to seek contacts of her own.

      She needed a plan. First, to contact the Fae. They might know something. She glanced at her cell phone. No, he had not called. He wasn't answering his.

      For Victor to be in trouble required a lot of force, mundane or mystical. More than she could take on alone if she went charging in. She would need Lyssa's help, perhaps others. Charging in was foolish. Even if it was what Victor himself would have done.

      So, she waited as night spun towards dawn, forcing herself to eat. Forcing herself not to drink any more. She even managed a brief catnap.

      Finally, she stepped out before dawn. She checked her phone again. Nothing.

      Well, it would not be the first time she rescued his supposedly damned ass from the fire.
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      Those versed in magic called dawn one of the times between times, Not as powerful, of course, as dusk on Hallow's Eve - what modern witches call Samhain. It was not close to that time...yet.

      It was September, and Indian summer filled the city with warmth, but in this pre-dawn darkness, Anna was glad of her light jacket.

      She was tempted to use magic to get there quicker, but she knew she might need every bit of energy she had. Sometimes, it was tempting to overuse. To 'cheat', as Lyssa called it. To do stuff just for convenience, not even practice.

      Instead, she walked by the Capitol, glanced around for security, then slipped into the grotto. It was the place where the veil was thinnest. Where it was easy to touch Faerie.

      Even easier for her, who carried Fae blood in her veins. The first time, it had been a struggle. Now, she lifted her hand and softly murmured, "Open."

      And the world turned grey around her. She stood in the Mists, between the mundane world and the Otherworld. Now, she had to be careful indeed, for minutes here could readily become hours. Hours she could not afford to lose.

      "Oh, pretty girl!"

      One never knew what one would meet, and she frowned as she turned. What had spoken to her was a fox, a red one. It seemed innocent enough, but she knew better. "Any of the Unseelie been wandering around trying to get to Earth lately?"

      The fox hopped up onto a rock. "No Sidhe, pretty girl. Sidhe all busy. Not looking towards men. Pretty girl stay a while?"

      "I can't." His ‘a while’ could turn into years, decades, keeping her trapped outside time. "Maybe another time."

      "Pretty girl come in the end," the fox predicted. "What is pretty girl really looking for?"

      "My man," she admitted.

      "None of Fae have him." The fox turned, started grooming its tail with its paws.

      "Pooka lie."

      "Pooka do not defy Gwyn. Gwyn said nobody to touch your man."

      Anna couldn't help but laugh. "The Unseelie wouldn't listen."

      "Celia still in deep mists. Nobody touch your man." And then she was back in the grotto.

      The sun had climbed. She had been gone about two hours, and her heart had been lifted and lightened. You couldn't trust pooka any further than you could throw one... and the fox semblance was glamor. But they were, from her knowledge, fun. A lesser woman might have been tempted by his offer of escape.

      Or one who was not hopelessly in love. She still had her weapons, nothing had been taken.

      Of course, the pooka probably was afraid of Gwyn... who had banished a ranking Sidhe to the deep mists for working harm to humanity.

      Victor. Where in all the hells was he? Her mind finally clicked back into focus on the task at hand. If the Sidhe were not involved, then... She needed a Guardian, but they had none. She and Victor and Lyssa together about made one. Without Victor...

      ...they were crippled. And chances were he was bait for a trap.

      If anyone saw her leave the grotto, they paid no attention. That was often the nature of dealings with fairies.  They went unnoticed by the rest of the world.

      Heck, magic went unnoticed because most people did not believe in it and thus rationalized it away. Even when...

      Aha! She had an idea of who she could call now. She had, after all, friends.
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      "No, Tag, not over the phone," she said into her cellphone. "Reflecting Pool. Of course it's an emergency."

      If she could not track him by scrying, then she would just have to track him by other means, and when it came to pretty much every other means, Tag had her beat.

      He also showed up with remarkable speed, a lean black guy jogging along the edge of the pool then slowing to approach her, dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt with a wolf's head on it. Subtle as ever.

      "Hey there, scruffy," she greeted him, trying to sound cheerful. The comfort he brought her was different from Victor - Tag, being utterly unattracted to women, could never be what Victor was to her. In fact, he was one of Victor's ex boyfriends, but it was amicable. He was her friend, nothing more, and nothing less. Sometimes friends meant more.

      "What's the matter, Anna?" He clearly cut through all of her fake happiness. There was no sense lying to a wolf shaman who could smell it on you.

      "Victor's pulled a disappearance and I don't think it's because he's tired of me."

      "Why not?"

      She repeated what she told Lyssa, "He didn't take his favorite gun."

      "Oh, that'll do it. And he's scry-blocked, right?"

      "Right, and the fae claim they're not up to anything in this area, although I can't be sure of that."

      Tag snorted. "About the only honest Fae I know is you, and I'm sure you get it from the human side."

      She mock-punched him, but his words had the desired effect, as did his presence. Her frustration faded away. "So, let's try your way."

      He nodded, glancing around before he closed his eyes for a moment, then lifted his hands.

      She watched him do this what seemed like dozens of times. It always seemed easy, but she knew how badly it would exhaust him afterwards.

      And she might need him for more stuff. "Don't overdo it, Tag."

      "How many times have I had to carry you home?"

      The silver form of a wolf appeared in the air above the reflecting pool. Then it nodded to Tag and vanished.

      "Too many," Anna admitted. "You have to admit I've gotten better." She reached out a hand to him.

      "You've just built up your tolerance. Any idea where the big guy might have gone?"

      Anna snorted, given Tag was three inches taller than Victor. "No. He did say he'd be back last night, and he is blocked. I figure he lost any right to be mad about search parties."

      "He's either missing, dead, or cheating on you."

      Anna mock-punched Tag again. "We don't have exclusivity, remember." Not that she wanted Victor to be with anyone else, but she also knew that if she tried to get marriage level commitment out of him yet, he would be gone from her life by morning.

      "Funny how he turned down two proposals at Freddie's the other night."

      "You and he were at Freddie's? That place can be a meat market."

      "It has good cocktails."

      "Yeah, and temptations." Not that Anna was really angry, but the bar was a meat market at times. Lyssa went there to pick up girls every now and then, when she was between serious relationships. As she was now.

      "Which he was resisting." Tag shrugged. "We find him, and we find him now. That fine by you?"

      "More than," Anna acknowledged. "I just really hope it isn't..."

      She was rather rudely interrupted by a kid on roller blades, passing so close they both almost ended up in the water.

      "Where are the park cops when you need them?"

      "Telling people not to walk on the grass. Are we sure it isn't the mob? They might have hired themselves a witch."

      "They might," Anna mused. "Lyssa's getting the search parties organized." They would find him.

      The skateboarder came past again. This time, he threw something at Anna. A paper airplane.

      Tag caught it by reflex, handing it to her.

      A note. "If this is a ransom note, I'll..."

      It was in Victor's handwriting. "We got real problems. Archives, twelve noon."

      Anna glared at it.

      "Victor can't block you, can he?"

      "Not unless he's been training behind my back."

      "Then this is probably fake. A trap."

      "If it's a trap," Anna said grimly, "Then I'm going to make like a badger."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Whether it was a trap or not, Anna was not going to not go to the Archives. Inside the building was safe from many magical attacks, thanks to the power of faith and the wards placed by the Freemasons.

      So Victor said, anyway. The wards were, fortunately, based on intent. They would not catch Victor himself. Maybe he planned on using them to lose his captors.

      She would have taken a gun, but there were metal detectors these days. Security. She had to be unarmed.

      But the wards should prevent even mundanes of ill intent from entering. That was why she waited for Victor inside.

      Before she entered, though, she tried to reach out again, to use her senses to find him. Tag's wolf spirit was still looking. The man himself stayed outside. Playing lookout.

      She worried about him, but if this was a trap, she was more likely the target.

      There were people inside. Civilians. That was no measure of protection. Most people, one could toss a fireball at the air in front of them and they would immediately forget. Well, maybe not, but they came close.

      Then, coming in from the street side, not the Mall side, was... It looked like Victor, but she sensed absolutely no magic from him at all.

      Narrowing her eyes, she did. Something drained him down to the merest of sparks, and he walked like a man exhausted. Why had he not come home?

      And there was nothing she could do to help him, her own energies were too different from his. She would hurt, not heal. She walked across the rotunda. It was him, she was sure of it.

      "What the heck hit you?"

      "Not here, somebody might hear. Just wanted you to be sure it was me... and that I wasn't followed."

      "Why didn't you go home?"

      "I did go home. You weren't there, and she left a nasty little booby trap I can't defuse in this state."

      "Tag's outside." She closed her eyes. "Booby trap. I hope she didn't hurt Midnight."

      "Good. I'm going to need his help. Or Lyssa's, but he's the one here. She couldn't get through our wards, so she laid a nasty on the outside. I'm lucky I noticed it."

      Anna wanted to hug him and hit him at the same time. "What happened to your phone?"

      A sheepish expression crossed his face as he headed for the Mall door. "Umm..."

      "You smashed another phone." Not a question.

      "I didn't smash it, my opponent did."

      They stepped back out into the fall sunlight. "Tag..."

      Tag actually sniffed at Victor, somewhat like a dog. "Usually it's Anna who drains herself that badly."

      "Yeah, yeah. Let's get off the street before anyone eavesdrops on us." He headed towards the nearest museum.

      The cafe was loud enough that Anna felt safe broaching, "So, who kicked your butt."

      "You aren't going to like it."

      "Erica," Tag voiced.

      A pause, then, "Yeah. And she's been practicing. She used a drain spell on me. Almost killed me." Victor actually looked more embarrassed than anything else.

      "She is...was...a Guardian. We need to gang up on her," Anna said, quietly. "She brag anything about her plans?"

      "She's going to 'fix everything bad about the world'."

      Tag yawned, visibly, obviously. "Yeah, yeah, tell us some news."

      It did sound like the sort of track Erica would go down, Anna mused, regarding Victor for a moment. A young woman who's mother had been killed, her father jailed, and who had been denied revenge. Fix everything for everyone, starting with herself. Make the world a place safe for her. "Any way to get you back up to full charge?"

      "Good night's sleep, some chocolate. The usual," Victor grumbled. "Except I won't be at full charge for days."

      "Meaning she's bought herself some time. But that also gives Lyssa time to come up with a counter spell."

      "Your medallion might protect you, Anna. Maybe. But without a counter spell, nobody's going near her." Victor seemed to be returning to normal, although he lacked his usual sarcastic attitude.

      "Tag," Anna noted. "Go get some chocolate cake or something."

      He got up and padded away. Victor watched him go.

      "Pretty good guy, but he might be in the most danger from her."

      "Meaning that drain spell might kill him."

      "It might. He pays a pretty heavy price for what he does. He's in more danger than me, then you." Victor frowned. "The worst thing she can do to Lyssa is make her not able to cast for a few days."

      "How about we throw mundanes at her? Or don't we have enough sympathetics?"

      "A few good martial artists could maybe do it, as long as they're not too dependent on chi," Victor mused.

      "And I'm guessing she can then add the power she's stealing to her own spells."

      "Actually, she seems to be using a variant on a trick some shamans pull. Exorcising a demon by gating it back through herself. Except yes, she's adding the magic to her own power. And the more she does that, the further she's going to get from sanity."

      Anna nodded. Very, very softly, "Do you think we can avoid killing her?"

      All he could respond with was, "I don't know."
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      The next day, Victor was somewhat recovered, although Anna was not about to let him go into a fight. Even Midnight moved to block the door when he headed to leave.

      "You bump into her again, and she'll kill you. Then what would I do?"

      Sardonically, "Be a lot better off." Instead of leaving, though, he flopped onto the couch, regarding her. "You would be better off without me, you know."

      "Victor Prince, don't give me that bull." She had spent too long with him already, in some ways. She even talked like him sometimes, although never would have his tough skin. "Besides, I can't kick Erica's butt without you."

      "You realize you might not be able to kick her butt with me?"

      "If we can handle a full blood Sidhe..."

      "She wasn't that powerful. She was smart, and she used our strengths against us, but she didn't have nearly the raw power of a Guardian."

      Anna stood up, paced the length of the townhouse. "And if we try a binding spell... she'll probably drain that too."

      "Maybe. Honestly, one possibility is to tag team her so she can't nail everyone. The other is to get a mundane to shoot her."

      Anna flinched a bit, even though that had been pretty much her idea. She had been shot before, though, and didn't want to do it to anyone else. "How did you get away from her?"

      "If I didn't know better, I'd say divine intervention. As no god is going to intervene for me, I'll say dumb luck. Believe it or not, the cops showed up during our altercation. She ran off."

      "Maybe somebody called them."

      "Nah. They were chasing some gang kid. Coincidence."

      "You know as well as I do that there's no such thing. Okay, so that's two options. Do we have any more?"

      Victor frowned a bit. "Not that I've come up with yet. Any chance of Fae help?"

      "The Sidhe are, and I quote, 'busy'. Only thing I was able to contact was a flirtatious pooka."

      "You poor thing."

      "Of course, it was the pooka who told me that. But no, I can't call the Hunt on her. I have a feeling I'm supposed to reserve that for Fae bad guys... and then as a last resort."

      "It's an expensive option," Victor agreed. "But you do still have the horn."

      "Always." She moved to sit down herself. "But the Fae won't help this time." Except for whatever minor protection they might give her. For some reason the Fae blood in her veins did not fully explain, Gwyn liked her. Maybe he found her attractive... although if that was the case, he had never flirted with her.

      Just invited her to cross into Faerie. Perhaps one day she would, but not yet. She was not leaving Victor. She was not...

      "This time, it's not their responsibility. What about Gaia?"

      Anna closed her eyes. "Nothing unusual." She felt the earth's energies flow around her for a moment, but Gaia seemed not to be worried. "I think she thinks we can handle it."

      Victor laughed. "Oh, we can handle it. The question is how much it's going to cost."

      It wasn't a humorous laugh. "Dammit, Victor." She pulled him towards her, reached to cup his chin, went for the kiss.

      He did not pull away, but there was little response there.

      She released him. "Too tired?"

      "I...yes. I think so."

      "Then just let me." She pulled herself into his lap, curled against him. Kissed him again.

      This time the sparks flowed, but she knew he was too tired for more. So, she let that be enough for now, the two falling asleep together, her head resting on his shoulder. Letting all of the fear and stress flow away and there be nothing except them, together, knowing how much they needed one another.

      There would be time for more later.
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      Later, they woke up - it was not long before noon. Victor stayed in the townhouse as Anna walked out into the street. His estimate of a few days seemed to be on target, and that worried her.

      For one thing, he was the one who had to worry less about being shot. In his current condition, though...

      He might not be able to heal as he normally did and she could not help him. Her abilities were a gift from Gaia.

      They did not work on demons. Or things akin to them. Technically, he was not a demon, but as far as her power was concerned...

      Anna actually kicked a stone. She felt exposed, suddenly. As exposed as she felt six months before when she had not known what she was doing or what she was facing. When she had been pulled into all of this.

      Not even kicking and screaming. She had had her own reasons to want to see the Fae who called herself Celia dealt with. Now?

      Now she had a responsibility. And Erica was part of that. They failed to save her, and now they had to stop her. She remembered the darkness that had grown within her.

      But what did she want? Anna had no answer to that question. Revenge? Maybe.

      Or just power. She closed her eyes again, reached out to the energies of the Earth. Felt them flow freely. She did not know why she had the gift she did, but she still wondered if she could heal Erica.

      Was she being too soft, when Victor would put two bullets in the girl's skull, one of them enchanted, just to be sure? Or would he? She remembered the first time they had met, the calm shooting, the regret. He killed easily - she was a healer, and always sought alternatives. But would he... She shook her head.

      "Hell," she murmured out loud. The day was too clear for such thoughts. She didn't have class, she had nothing to take her mind off the problem. Nothing to force it to the back of her mind where her subconscious could work on it. She knew that was what she needed.

      Instead, she went to the Mall. That reminded her of exactly why she could not go back to a normal life. Although it was a weekday, there were still people out and about. Some had light jackets.

      Anna wore just a shirt. She kept her eyes open, for anything that might be a threat or an omen, but all she saw was ordinary people moving to and fro. And then she looked up.

      Perched on the edge of the Air and Space Museum roof was a gargoyle.

      "Hell." Somebody had summoned it. Those things didn't come to this plane without help. Whether that somebody was Erica or just some idiot messing around, getting rid of it would be smart.

      Unfortunately, she wasn't carrying a gun with enchanted bullets, the only thing that could do so quickly. Holy water might work, but that would mean getting close to the thing. The thought did not appeal.

      This was Victor's kind of fight, and as she hesitated, the gargoyle lifted into the air, flitted away. "Crap."

      Now they would have to track it down, and it was probably reporting back to its master, right now.

      She reminded herself she had more important things than one gargoyle, but just letting it go sat ill with her. Especially as it could be loose, summoned by some inept witch and then...

      Gargoyles ate incompetent summoners. With another curse, she knew someone had to go after it.
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      "I can handle a gargoyle," Victor insisted, loading probably-enchanted ammunition into his favorite gun. "You try and find Erica."

      "Maybe Tag should..."

      "What? Break his fangs on it? You know as well as I that he's worse than useless with a gun."

      Anna sighed, knowing Victor was right.

      "And Lyssa needs to help look for Erica. It's a gargoyle, Anna, not..." He glanced up at her from the weapon.

      "Sorry, but I can't face losing you."

      "Face it. You know that relying on anyone, even emotionally, is a weakness, Anna."

      "Like you wouldn't take this city apart if anything happened to me."

      He closed the gun, stood up, and walked out. She figured that was answer enough.

      To get an 'I love you' out of Victor was a personal quest, one she doubted would ever be fulfilled. She knew he did love her, he was just... not the type to admit it. At least he didn't kick her out of bed any more.

      Often. And when he did, she knew it wasn't her, it was that distance he sought. That slight fear. That...she suspected this might be the most committed relationship he had had in this life, perhaps in several. She might never get more out of him than this, and she wanted it to be enough. She felt safe with him. Safer with him. But she could not rely on him.

      She walked over and scooped up Midnight. "You got any bright ideas?"

      It wasn't a stupid question. Midnight, like her mother, was a most unusual cat. She might well have some clue what to do about Erica.

      For now, though, all she said was "Meow." A rather thoughtful meow, mind.

      Anna decided it probably meant she needed to think about it. Who wouldn't?

      Erica was a tough nut to crack. But that gave Anna an idea. She set the cat down, reached for her jacket and went out again into the night.

      Sometimes, she envied Victor, who seldom needed sleep. But then, the price he paid for what he was... it seemed to the outsider that it would be good to be Victor Prince.

      Anna knew better. She knew his pain, his guilt... and she knew him better than he knew himself.

      As she left, she tucked a gun into the jacket. Good for gargoyles, as long as the cops didn't catch her with it. They were trying to make guns legal in the District again. She didn't have much hope for it to pass.

      And certainly not concealed. In her business, she couldn't just carry a gun openly. A lot of the time, she didn't. She was not a killer, and a gun was a gun that could be taken away. Right now, though, that gargoyle was still out there.

      Besides, she was planning on going to the bad part of town. A white face in Southeast could trigger violence, and a persuader might untrigger it. Trigger. She groaned at her own thoughts as she caught the crosstown bus.

      She did sometimes wonder how many laws she had broken in her life. Too many. It had to be done, though. She might not be a Guardian, but she was part of that web that protected ordinary people from things that would drive most mad. Part of the shield, as it were, just in a very different role.

      But as she got off the bus, she was keenly aware that what most would see would be a not very large young woman. And of the irony... that she was going to talk to a madman.

      
        
        -#-

      

      

      Like most madmen, John Falcon did not function in normal society. His ravings had the weird habit of being based in reality.

      Anna had the Sight... mildly. It gave her hunches that allowed her to, sometimes, just know what to do. More an enhanced intuition than true precognition.

      Poor Falcon saw the future. All of the future. He saw random possibilities, sometimes every possibility.

      And it had driven him completely insane. Anna made her way through the streets, wishing Lenton was still alive. He would have made a good guide. She sometimes wished Falcon had been in town before that happened; he might have saved lives.

      Or perhaps not, for the difficulty with prophecy is always understanding it. Falcon's normal conversation gave her a headache.

      She knew exactly where to find him. Assuming he had not moved, she had to turn into this alleyway. There was a body on the ground. Her senses told her he was merely drunk and asleep, not sick or dead, so she stepped around the man, and into the darkness.

      Somebody tried to grab her from behind. She stepped on his foot, thrust her elbow into his solar plexus, and stepped away before conscious thought intervened. The old Anna would have screamed.

      "Falcon, don't do that?"

      "The dark one came, comes." He regarded her, confused, just a fifty-something black guy with grizzled hair and beard.

      She didn't have the heart to tell him he could not fight the dark one that way. "Well, I'm not the dark one, and I brought a sandwich."

      He took it from her. "Sorry. Sometimes what doesn't happen is clearer than what does."

      "I know," she said, softly. "I just want you to talk to me." She hoped that, somehow, by luck or the intervention of the Gods, he would say something she needed to hear. Something she could use.

      "Where's Victor?"

      "Hunting," Anna said, simply.

      "Oh, good. He was dead." Falcon stopped even pretending to keep past, future, present and might have been straight. He took a bite of the sandwich, then, "Too much darkness."

      "There often is. Please try for me. Why was Victor dead?"

      "Power," Falcon said, softly. "Power, a woman..."

      "A young woman?"

      "A young woman, she stood between light and dark and fell off the edge. She can't climb back up."

      "Can I throw her a line?"

      "No."

      She could not be sure what Falcon meant. "Do you know where she is?"

      "Everywhere."

      Prophets, so not helpful. Well, he was doing better than usual. His words made a modicum of sense.

      "Where is she more than others?"

      He opened his mouth to answer. Then he fell. There was a soft phut, his body on the ground surrounded by blood.

      Oh no, Anna thought, reaching for healing energies. She would not, could not, let him die.

      
        
        -#-

      

      

      Falcon lay in a hospital bed. Anna could heal, but she could not replace lost blood - only time could do that.

      It wasn't the best hospital, either. DC had some of the best hospitals, but for the uninsured and broke options were fewer. Anna stood outside in the ambulance bay. Two nurses were smoking. She did not understand why medical professionals smoked.

      Falcon would live, but she had chosen to save him rather than pursue the gunman. Now that trail would be cold. Not to mention the questions from the police, wanting to know what a white girl was doing in Southeast.

      Police were an inconvenience. Oh, they helped... most of the time... protected mundanes from mundanes. Very few sensitives became cops. She supposed the personality types were too different. She was not keen on the kind of men and women who did become police officers, most of the time.

      But once she had respected them, so she tried not to give them a hard time, even as necessity forced her to lie. The truth would not do anyone any good. That meant the police could be no help to them.

      Well, they would make their usual perfunctory effort, making things look good even if the victim was some bum. She might have to break Falcon out of the looney bin later. For now?

      She could not hang around, so she left, walking away. It was night, the street lamps casting too much brilliance into the sky and leaving the ground shadowed. Human debris encircled the hospital. Two bums huddled together in a doorway for shared warmth. There were some problems she could not solve.

      Erica was dangerously close to being one of them. Except at that point illumination hit.

      Erica would not have done it this way. Unless she changed a lot, the young woman Anna encountered before? She would have done it herself, with magic, not through a third party with a gun.

      What this person had done was better, but it was not Erica's style. No, not remotely the way she would have handled it.

      Either this was some bizarre coincidence or they had another player in the game. Who had shot Falcon not her...

      And had then left. Had it been some kind of strange warning? Had it been aimed at Falcon by somebody who did not even know about her?

      She had to know, because Falcon was vulnerable. She stopped, leaned against the wall, and closed her eyes.

      She was tired, but she was used to that. Her life often seemed to be cycles of utter quiet and then short intervals of blazing activity. Wasn't it fighter pilots who said  nine-tenths boredom and one-tenth utter terror? She couldn't remember, but it fit.

      Deep breaths. She could feel the energy of the Earth. As a counterpoint, the shimmering web of the city surrounded her, interwoven with ancient Masonic wards. With the soft blue that marked churches, mosques and temples... and also the Archives with their secular yet sacred contents. Lines of deep red seemed to flow around the White House, and she wondered who set those wards. A mage hired by somebody in the know? A patriotic witch? It did not really matter. Sharp dots of color marked those who had true power. She tried to count them once, but failed.

      Washington was a busy city. Erica. No, Erica was not the important thing right now. That was whoever had tried to kill Falcon.

      Cold trail. A mundane gunman who might not even have known who he was shooting at. Not a professional sniper, she decided. He missed the head shot, the opportunity to do damage even Anna would not have been able to repair.

      Gang initiation? No, they seldom bothered with silencers. Getting chased by the cops was half the point. The silencer did point to a professional.

      A professional who had not intended to kill Falcon, only incapacitate him. And distract Anna herself. Maybe.

      If it was a distraction, it worked. If it was a warning, then it had been a wasted effort. Anna was not somebody who got warned off.

      Finally, she just pulled out her phone and called Victor. He might know what to do.
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      "So, we have a guard on the hospital?" Victor asked.

      Lyssa nodded. "Right now, Tag."

      "Tag can handle himself," Victor agreed.

      Anna worried a bit about the shapeshifter, but she learned to distinguish her own overprotective tendencies from real concerns. Tag had been handling himself for years. "It wasn't Erica."

      "I'm inclined to agree. Are we sure it wasn't simply a mundane incident?"

      "No," Anna admitted. "We aren't.  But Falcon doesn't deserve to get shot." She sighed, reaching up to rub her temples. They were in the back room of the Dancing Cat, which was currently not in use.

      "Point he's making," Lyssa said, "is that Falcon might have been a random target."

      "I'm not willing to risk that." Anna lifted her shoulders, let them fall again. "I know, I know, it's a diversion of resources."

      "It's worth it. Falcon's come through in the past, he might this time. Did you get anything useful out of him?"

      Anna frowned. "He doesn't seem to think Erica can be saved, but my personal jury's still out on that. That was all."

      "Not very useful," Victor grumbled. "I think somebody just wanted to shut him up."

      "Still not Erica's style." Anna fiddled with her hair. She then looked down. "Dammit, we don't need any other players. Especially not professionals."

      Victor just stood, face grim. "Yeah. Professionals always mean people dying." His eyes flicked to Lyssa.

      Anna bit back a comment about how he wasn't usually the one who worried about that. Instead, "I'll be careful."

      "You still have the amulet, right? Might help." Victor started to head to the kitchen. "What might also help is something to drink."

      Lyssa rolled her eyes. "Alcoholic," she accused Victor-wards.

      "Says the barkeep."

      "Barkeeps drink less than most people," Lyssa pointed out.

      Anna laughed. "Guys, guys. Take it outside?"

      Victor harrumphed and vanished into the kitchen in search of something harder than soda.

      Anna glanced at Lyssa. "So, any bright ideas?"

      "Not yet. Give me chance to think about it. I do have to wonder if we don't have mob problems again."

      "I'd ask why they'd hurt Falcon, but... those guys don't always make sense."

      "Oh, they make perfect sense. In their own way. They just see patterns most of us don't even look for, because they don't matter."

      "As long as it's not the Russians again."

      "As long as nobody blows my club up," Lyssa said, ruefully.

      "You weren't the one who was in it at the time."

      "Point."

      Victor came out of the kitchen with three shot glasses and a bottle of good scotch. Anna took that as a cue to stop talking business.

      
        
        -#-

      

      

      There was an odd quality to the light the next morning. It caused the hairs on the back of Anna's neck to prick slightly. Her head ached a little, even though she had really not indulged that much.

      The scotch had been too good to actually get drunk on, perhaps a deliberate move on Victor's part. Hangovers interfered with magic more than almost anything else.

      Right now, though, something was definitely not quite right, and putting her finger on it might take effort.

      The class she had was easy enough, although she still was not sure what she would do with it. She needed a way to earn money, and she refused to follow Victor's example. Hunting bounty was just not her style.

      Private investigator? Maybe, but that might almost be too obvious. She headed towards college, trying to focus at least somewhat on mundanities, but the sense of wrongness would not let her go.

      Maybe if she could think about something else, she would get a better insight, but it would not let her, it distracted her into focusing on it.

      She scowled as she flagged down the bus...or started to. A keen feeling that she should not go to class suddenly overtook her. Maybe somebody was planning an ambush? Maybe she was needed elsewhere? She wished the vague feeling was clearer. She also wondered why she bothered with class. She resolved to take some time off. Perhaps as much as a year. She could always keep bar at the club for cash.

      She watched the bus drive away. Now she was stuck skipping. Or being late. On the other hand, if her instincts were right and she was in real danger...

      If somebody was after you, you didn't do the predictable, you broke your normal routine. An idea flowed into her mind. She kept walking in the vague
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