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      A bullet punched through the glass door of the Dusty Tomes as I flipped the sign to Closed. I stumbled from the impact, tripped on the hem of my broomstick skirt and fell. My head hit the hardwood floor with a loud thunk as screaming pain erupted from the wound and rushed through my body.

      New pain. It’d been a while since I’d discovered a new pain, and my brain blanked in stunned surprise. I was an expert in both magical and mundane pain, but this—I hissed through clenched teeth and winced at the ceiling. This was a craptastic time for a new experience.

      And to add insult to injury, I knew there’d be psychic jokes if I lived. Oh, if you can see the future, why didn’t you duck? Sadly I’d experienced zero magical warning bells before the shot slammed into my shoulder, so I was really damn surprised.

      “Anne.” Grandpa slammed the cash register drawer shut.

      I gulped enough air to order him to get down, and Grandpa dropped behind the counter for cover. I grunted in pain as I rolled to a kneeling position and drew the pistol from the holster concealed in my boot.

      I hadn’t expected to get shot, but I’d been prepared for a fight for the past few weeks. Nearly half of the local magician population had vanished as though they’d been snaptured by a malevolent being—and in a way they had been. A relentless group of hunters who were part of something called Task Force Prometheus had been plaguing the local magician population for months. The Prometheans kidnapped some magicians and killed those they didn’t deem useful to their evil plans to dissect us to learn how magic made us tick. We hadn’t been hunted on this scale for centuries—few people believed in magic when science could explain most of the things that went bump in the night. We’d gotten comfortable. Lazy. And as a result, we were seriously unprepared when these assholes arrived. It had only been a matter of time before the hunters showed up at our store. Librarians were easy prey, and seers even more so.

      Several more shots pierced the glass of the front display window, and I returned fire. Two shots—enough to let the hunters know I wasn’t going without a fight, while still conserving my bullets. I’d become enough of a gun nut to shop the “concealed carry for her” catalogue for my boots, but not enough to spring for undergarments with spare ammo clips. That was definitely being added to my Christmas list.

      Grandpa emerged from behind the counter and crawled across the floor—that had to be hell on his knees—and I scooted back to meet him. Fresh flashes of pain assaulted my senses with each move, like microeruptions following a volcano’s big blast. I breathed through them just like I’d been taught—steady, even, inhale through the nose, exhale through the mouth. You got this.

      “Stay down,” I said.

      “Dear gods.” Grandpa reached for my wound in reflex but paused as he remembered the primary rule of seer club—never touch a seer without permission. It’s such a joy being a seer—unlike every other kind of magician, I have no offensive or defensive magic, just prophetic visions and other fun psychic party tricks that make my life hell. Visions can be triggered by touch, especially from contact from another magician. The last thing I needed was his attempt at first aid sending me into a shrieking prophecy seizure. One of us had to be the tough one here, and no offense to my grandpa, but like most librarians his magical skill set was built for research and not combat. Because magic wouldn’t protect me, I’d spent years learning mundane methods of self-defense.

      “It’s not bad,” I said. “I’m okay.”

      “I think it went right through,” Grandpa said.

      “Of course it did.” I grimaced and shifted my grip on my gun. In the grand scheme of things a bullet wound wasn’t the worst of our problems. Magicians heal faster than mere mortals, and any magician worth their salt can handle a simple healing spell. My healing spells might be limited, but they are on point. They need to be, considering my extracurricular activities. I chanted the rhyming couplet to my strongest spell and the pain dialed down to something manageable.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “Head for the office. I’ll cover you.”

      “Where did you get that thing?” He frowned at the gun, but I shook my head.

      “Never mind. Go!”

      We stayed low and scuttled past aisles of bookshelves—Alchemy, Astrology, Divination, Numerology, Spellwork for Beginners. The shop is sort of a running joke in our family, because we’re real magicians who operate a bookstore that specializes in metaphysical mumbo jumbo geared toward the nonmagical majority. No amount of study could teach magic to someone who wasn’t born with it in their blood and bone. I paused and leaned against the last row—Witchcraft and Wizardry—and adjusted my shooting stance as Grandpa struggled to open the door to the back room.

      “It’s locked,” he said.

      “What? I didn’t lock it.” And I knew he hadn’t, either. “Try a knock spell.”

      Something crashed through the storefront’s window, and with a whoosh flames carpeted the wooden floor. I spat several four-letter words as my heart raced with panic. It wasn’t possible—we had so many wards against fire cast on this place that smokers on the sidewalk outside couldn’t light up. Then again we knew there were demons hidden in the hunters’ ranks, pulling the humans’ strings for their own nefarious purposes, because apparently a shadowy, well-funded hunter organization hadn’t been terrifying enough on its own. A couple of humans with guns I could deal with, but if a demon lurked outside we were in trouble.

      “Got it.” Grandpa yanked the door open only to find the back room also ablaze, and he cursed and slammed the door shut.

      Panic choked my throat and I forced each steadying breath. Usually I’m the soul of self-control—seers are bombarded by noisy energy, and I have to keep calm and carry on or I’d be in a constant state of overloaded hysteria. I embraced the steady beat of pain throbbing in my shoulder and used the rhythm to concentrate.

      “Why aren’t the sprinklers working?” I asked.

      The hungry flames spread to the first row of shelves, and the air filled with heat and smoke. We’re fanatical about fire prevention because a bookstore’s essentially a big pile of kindling. Spellcraft aside, there should’ve been alarms and a downpour by now, but instead the fire flared into an inferno.

      “Not sure,” he replied. “Maybe someone shut off the water.”

      “Well, I’m sending a strongly worded letter to the Village of Naperville later.” I reached into my skirt pocket, tugged my phone free and clumsily unlocked it, only to discover that I had no bars and no Wi-Fi. “Son of a—”

      “I can get to the phone up front,” Grandpa said.

      “Not through that.” I shoved the phone back in my pocket. Fire leaped from the first to the second row, a vivid reminder that I didn’t have a lot of time to ponder our next move. We needed backup. “I’ll call Aunt Emily,”

      “Your phone—”

      I shook my head. “I’ll call to her. She’ll hear me.”

      His brow furrowed. “Have you done that before?”

      “No, but there’s a first time for everything.” My “aunt” Emily was a seer, or at least she had been in life. I inherited my magic from her—the first of her descendants in several generations to be burdened with her curse. Lucky me. She could rescue us if I got through to her telepathically. Provided she could find a way in, because it was too bright for her to shadow step.

      “I’ll call her,” I said. “You give them darkness to travel through.”

      Grandpa nodded, lurched to his feet and grabbed a heavy hardcover book. He swung at the florescent bulbs above our heads and they showered us with hot glass. I wasn’t going to argue—a few glass shards were nothing compared to a bullet. He moved to the next fixture, and I closed my eyes and pictured Aunt Emily. The thick waves of brunette hair that hung long down her back, the affection in her warm gray eyes and the fair porcelain complexion that probably hadn’t seen the sun since Victoria was queen. Family was everything to Aunt Emily. She was an immortal matriarch who watched over every generation of her grandchildren, and she would move heaven and earth like an avenging angel to protect what was hers.

      My lungs itched and burned from the smoke, and the blood loss drained my magical batteries. After several agonizing moments Aunt Emily’s mind brushed mine like phantom fingers patting my cheek. I clung to the connection with a jumbled reply filled with pain, blood and fire. The contact broke and I opened my eyes. Grandpa crouched beside me, and his face was etched with concern.

      “Hang in there, honey. We’ll be okay.”

      I didn’t need to be a seer to know that he was lying. Bookstores and fire don’t mix. Our life’s work was turning to ash around us, and there was nothing we could do to save it, or ourselves.

      My arms shook from the effort of keeping the gun trained on the front of the store—too many monsters were immune to fire to risk lowering my weapon. Fortunately even supernatural beings weren’t immune to bullets. Any demons on the other side of the blaze were going to be greeted with a hail of gunfire—it wouldn’t banish them, but it’d hurt enough to make them think twice.

      “Let me take that,” Grandpa said.

      “No. You don’t have firearms training.”

      He sighed and coughed. “How hard can it be? Point and shoot, right?”

      “Not even a bit.”

      My aim dipped as my mental shields splintered. Too much stimuli and drama without enough magic to go around. Grandpa’s fear doused me like a bucket of ice water, and I gasped and erupted into a coughing fit. Whispering thoughts from the surrounding suburb pressed against the edges of my mind, an inexorable invasion like a lava flow meandering to the sea.

      I counted heartbeats until my senses zeroed in on a trio of beings approaching the entrance. No magic to speak of, and their thoughts were calm and calculating—not civilians. Hunters. A dark malevolence lurked behind them, farther away. Must be the demon giving them marching orders.

      The hunters kicked in the door and I drew on my magic, inhaled, aimed, exhaled, and fired. The bullet stuck the lead man in the throat—right in the weak spot between his armored vest and helmet—and he dropped.

      Aunt Emily emerged from the shadows Grandpa had created in the aisle next to us, with Uncle Michael close on her heels.

      “Incoming,” I snapped. A splash of energy from their entrance bombarded my connection to the attackers, and I abandoned supernatural aim in favor of emptying my weapon in the bad guys’ general direction. When no one returned fire I holstered my empty gun. “I think I got them. Or at least discouraged them.”

      “What happened? Where did you get that?” Aunt Emily’s eyes were wide, and her anxiety pricked my skin like I’d angered a nest of fire ants. Their faces and clothing were both smudged with smoke, and I frowned. I’d seen them shadow step before so I knew it wasn’t a side effect of their shortcut through the shadow realm. Something was really rotten in Denmark.

      “Anne’s been shot. There’s fire at both exits,” Grandpa said.

      Uncle Michael gave me a quick glance-over. “May I?”

      “I can walk. Probably,” I said.

      “Not through the shadow realm,” he said. “Particularly not with a bleeding wound.”

      “Right. One sec.” I braced my mental shields and nodded, and he picked me up like a child about to be sent to bed. His energy was calm and solid—the family patriarch and unshakeable center. “Aunt” and “Uncle” were misnomers meant to hide their immortal natures, because the pair didn’t appear old enough to be anyone’s grandparents, much less several levels of great grandparents. Aunt Emily continued to radiate itchy irritation. She’d always been overprotective—she fussed over me on a good day, so she had to be half out of her mind right now.

      He turned to Aunt Emily. “We’ll take them to Simon.”

      “No.” Aunt Emily’s horror was a gust of autumn wind that cut through the stifling heat.

      “What?” Uncle Michael’s brow furrowed with confusion, and I echoed the sentiment. Any port in a storm, right? Even a port owned by a salty old chronicler.

      “Not to Simon’s,” she said. “Anywhere but there.”

      “Our options are limited,” he said. “We obviously can’t take them home.”

      Weird. I’d pry, but any seer snooping on my part would only end in me convulsing and speaking in tongues. “Decide fast,” I said. “There’s a demon outside, and I bet he has friends.”

      She scowled but nodded. “Very well. Simon’s it is. Here, Arthur, lean on me.” She took Grandpa’s arm and they stepped into the shadows.

      Uncle Michael carried me toward the darkness, and I squeezed my eyes shut and buried my face against his chest. I’d never been to the shadow realm, but I was sure I didn’t want to see what was in it. The heat and crackle of the flames vanished, replaced by cold, eerie silence. An icy breeze tugged at the ends of my short-cropped hair, and I shivered. I had no idea where we were going, or how long it was going to take to get there, but I hoped it’d be a quick trip.

      The cold vanished and I was warm again.

      “What happened?” an unfamiliar voice asked. Maybe it was the mysterious Simon—I was probably the only one in my family who’d never met him. But I was also the only member of my family who wasn’t a librarian, so I had no reason to cross his path. Magicians were cliquish that way. Being a seer was rather like being the new girl in high school, desperately searching for somewhere to sit at lunch while all the other groups of magicians declared that I couldn’t sit with them.

      “Our home was attacked, as was the store,” Michael said. “The children are injured. Anne’s been shot, she’ll need a healer.”

      Children. Please. I was over thirty, and Grandpa was over eighty, but that must seem young to someone over a century old.

      “Set her here,” the speaker said.

      Uncle Michael settled me into a chair, and someone poked the hole in my shoulder. I opened my eyes and a stranger loomed over me. Simon, presumably, judging by his calm, cold energy. Chronicler auras always felt chilly, as though they were encased in chunks of magical ice the moment they became immortal. But a chronicler should definitely be well versed enough in magician society to know the rules of interacting with a seer.

      “Hey! Don’t touch,” I said.

      Simon met my gaze. He had the palest, most piercing blue eyes I’d ever seen, and my breath caught. There was something familiar about those eyes… The dizzy twist of the room was the only warning I had before the vision hit.

      As always, my magic had terrible timing.

      I screamed as I spasmed and seized, caught in the throes of uncontrolled magic. The voices around me faded, and I could barely hear them even though they were shouting—She’s going into shock! I’ll get the potions. We need to stop the bleeding…her pulse is fading…
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        * * *

      

      My skin felt as though it was covered in a thick sheet of ice, and my entire body was leaden. I lay atop a wooden table, my arms and legs too heavy to move. My head was turned to the side, and I recognized the familiar claustrophobia of being surrounded by tightly packed bookcases crowding the room. The library didn’t grant its usual comfort, and I stared at the fire in a nearby hearth. The fire was dying, which seemed appropriate, as so was I.

      Dying by gasps and small degrees—at first the blood rushed from my veins and I hurtled toward the point where the spell would catch me and make me immortal. Or should have, rather, if it had worked. Instead the magic had ground to a halt, and darkness crept in around me like the roll of evening fog. My long golden hair fanned out beside me on the table, the firelight giving it a dull sheen.

      Long hair…this was a vision. My hair had been short for the past few months. Maybe it was a vision of the future, but it felt more like a memory—recorded and scripted, beyond my control. It wasn’t a memory of mine. I’d already had one near-death experience, and it was permanently seared into my brain as one of the top ten things I’d never forget, not to mention permanently scarred across my skin.

      “Darling, look at me. I need you to drink again.” The voice was distant—far away, as though my love was standing across a ballroom instead of hovering anxiously at my side. The faintness filled me with sorrow as I realized there would be no forever for us now. I would die, and he would likely follow from the grief of it. Most soul mates did, unable to continue after the loss when the broken bond left a gaping metaphysical wound in the surviving partner. The ritual had been meant to spare him from that loss—I was mortal, and my love was not. But the ritual had failed.

      “I can’t. It’s not working. You have to let me go.” I wanted to sound strong, resolute, but the words were difficult because I was exhausted, and I struggled to force them past my lips.

      “No. The spell will work, I know it will. Now drink.”

      I licked my lips and recognized the lingering coppery taste of blood. Was I—or she, rather—a chronicler? Uncle Michael was a chronicler—a librarian who served the Order of St. Jerome as an immortal records keeper sustained by the blood of living magicians. Unless I was a necromancer. They were blood drinkers, too, but they sought immortality for selfish reasons. No purpose, just greed and endless hunger. My mind rebelled at the idea of being that evil, and I latched on to the assurance that because I was in a library I must be a chronicler. Or at least I was trying to become one. The ritual had something like a fifty percent success rate, maybe less. Immortality wasn’t easy.

      “No,” I repeated. “It’s over. I’m sorry.”

      My heavy eyelids slid shut and I waited to drift off into a final sleep, but cold fingers on the side of my face turned my head. Blinking my eyes open, I looked up at the face of my soul mate. He had the palest, most piercing blue eyes I’d ever seen.
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      I wasn’t dead. Death was peaceful—or at least it had been the last time I died—and this was anything but. Pain dragged me toward consciousness, and in my in-between state, details about my surroundings slipped in and out of my thoughts like bits of data spat out by a cheap phone with a terrible network. I pushed aside the ever-present static of the Chicagoland area buzzing my senses like white noise. I caught a stony impression of control—rigid, constant and unforgiving—followed by sinking loneliness and a void of empty solitude that mourned for a past loss. A wrenching, soul-crushing loss that squeezed my chest and tightened my throat with unshed tears. I gasped, jolted fully awake and lost the connection to the energy.

      I was alive, and I said a silent prayer of thanks to the higher powers. Most of the magicians who ran afoul of the hunters weren’t so lucky.

      The darkness was damp and tinged with faded incense. A dull ache radiated from my right shoulder down to my fingers, but my arm was intact and more or less functional. With a wince I sat up and scooted to the side of the enormous bed. I swung my legs over the edge, and my bare feet hit carpet. With my good arm I groped about for a bedside lamp until I bumped into a lampshade and fumbled for the switch. Light flooded the small but comfortable room and I squinted as my eyes adjusted. The clock next to the lamp indicated that it was just after noon, so I hadn’t lost too much time.

      The room’s most interesting detail was a tapestry that hung prominently in the middle of one wall. Art history was not one of my strong subjects, but I knew enough to recognize that it was old, and not a reproduction from a catalogue. In several patches the colors were faded and the cloth thinned, but the images were still detailed. To the left a man dressed in flowing black robes stood in the shadows, looking very much like the embodiment of death and darkness. To the right a woman with long golden hair dressed in spring green was cradling an infant in her arms. It reminded me of Persephone and Hades, except they weren’t hanging out in the underworld. Remembering the long blond hair in my vision, I reached up and confirmed that I still had my short haircut. Was this the woman I’d seen? Was Simon old enough to star in his own personal tapestry?

      I lifted my hand to touch it, but then thought better of it before my fingers made contact with the fabric. It could wait until later. No point in sparking another vision when I already felt like crap.

      I made my way across the room after an initial wave of wobbliness. I tried what I hoped was the door leading out and it opened into an enormous library. Flickering candles filled the air with the scent of wax, and it mixed with the dry, musty smell of ancient leather-bound books. I closed my eyes and inhaled with a happy smile—I might not have a librarian’s magic, but books were in my blood. After all, seers are storytellers. We pull forgotten truths, sordid secrets and possible futures out of the ether and into reality.

      The room was crammed with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves—some jutted out perpendicular from the walls and formed little aisles and tiny reading areas. Each shelf was occupied to capacity with mysterious books of all shapes and sizes, reminding me of Uncle Michael’s library, except with an old-world feel. Unable to resist, I ran my fingers over the wood of the nearest case and absorbed the stoic, timeless energy of solid oak.

      An antique desk lorded over the center of the room, its dark wood ornately carved in intricate spirals and whorls. A man was seated behind it with an aged book spread before him, though at the moment he was speaking with someone on the phone instead of burying his nose in its pages. The language he used wasn’t one that I speak. Probably German, from the ill-tempered sound of it.

      I stepped forward, intending to make my way over to one of the chairs in front of the desk, and a vision popped up like a message notification. In slow motion a scene unfolded of Simon dashing across the room in a burst of supernatural speed to sweep me off my feet and carry me across the room.

      Not today. I’d had more than enough of that while being carried out of the store and through the shadow realm. Guided by my vision, my body moved in fluid reflex, and when Simon approached to scoop me up I grabbed his wrist and spun him into an arm lock. My injured shoulder throbbed in protest, but I ignored it. The phone he’d been holding hit the desktop with a sharp plastic snap as the magic popped like a soap bubble.

      “Never touch a seer without permission,” I said.

      Simon sputtered. “What—? How—?”

      I’d caught a tiger by the tail, and shock was the only reason he hadn’t immediately freed himself from the hold. A chronicler of his age could break his arm without so much as a flinch and heal it just as quick. My pop-up premonition reflexes wouldn’t work twice—or at least not this quickly when I was injured—so I released him and stepped away.

      “You’ve known Aunt Emily for how many years and you never learned the first rule of interacting with a seer?”

      Simon straightened and stared. “How did you do that?”

      “Magic. Focus.” I snapped my fingers. “You do not have permission to touch me.”

      “You’re not supposed to be walking,” he said.

      I quirked an eyebrow. “And you thought another psychic spasm would somehow help my condition?”

      “Of course not, I simply…reacted. Poorly. My apologies. I was not aware that your abilities were so easily triggered.”

      “Well, now you know. Apology accepted. Please continue your phone call.”

      Simon peered at me as though considering arguing, and I shooed him like an old man telling the damn kids to get off his lawn. With a frown he returned to his desk—at a normal, human pace—and he picked up the phone and continued his conversation as though nothing had happened.

      I made a slow, steady journey to one of the empty chairs opposite him and took a seat. So this was the infamous Simon—the chronicler who inducted Uncle Michael into the Order of St. Jerome. Serving the Order was the highest honor a librarian could aspire to. Unlike other magicians who excelled in one area—sorcerers were masters of elemental energies, witches were experts at healing, and so on—librarian magic spanned all areas of spellcraft. They were jacks of all trades but masters of none, which allowed them to study a little bit of everything. When an alchemist wanted to find a long-lost potion recipe, they went to a librarian for help. But books are fragile things, as the torching of my shop had proven. After the Great Library of Alexandria burned, ancient librarians decided to create living archives of magical knowledge—or unliving ones, rather. Chroniclers were sustained by drinking the blood of living magicians, and chroniclers’ studies spanned centuries, sometimes even millennia.

      Simon certainly didn’t look old. He was sharp-featured, with a finely drawn brow and high cheekbones that spiked my pulse with lustful interest. Coming from a long line of librarians I’m genetically predisposed toward bookish types, and if he’d been wearing a pair of reading glasses I probably would’ve started drooling. His face was framed by waves of hair the color of rich chestnut that fell just past his shoulders. The top button was undone on his black dress shirt, but he otherwise appeared crisp and pressed, as though nothing was out of sorts in his world. I wish I could say the same for myself, with my borrowed, ill-fitting pajamas. I was fairly certain that my hair stuck out at all angles like a cartoon character who’d been electrocuted.

      Settling back in the chair, I stared past his shoulder and let my gaze unfocus. Like Uncle Michael and Aunt Emily, his aura was dim. Subdued. Aunt Emily likened it to their energy being frozen under layers of ice due to the spell that kept them immortal. Maybe he was hungry? Emily was always most muted when she needed to feed. There was something else odd about his aura that I couldn’t quite place—

      “Do you see anything interesting?”

      I jumped at the question, startled. Simon had an expression of dry amusement when I turned to him. “Are you hungry?” I blurted, curious.

      Simon blinked. “Why, are you offering?”

      I supposed I deserved that. My face burned with a deep blush as I cleared my throat and shook my head to clear out the wicked, wildly inappropriate thoughts that spawned from that idea. “Not right now. Is my grandfather all right?”

      “Yes. Arthur suffered a small amount of smoke inhalation, but he recovered quickly. Michael and Emily sent him to stay with his brother in California until we sort out what happened.”

      California? I wrinkled my nose. Grandpa would be climbing the walls within a week. He didn’t want to retire, which is why he hadn’t followed his brother out to the West Coast and still worked in the store. Well, maybe a vacation would be good for him. At least the temperature there was above freezing.

      “Was it the hunters?” I asked.

      He frowned. “It appears to be a hunter attack, but there are a few unanswered questions.”

      “Such as?”

      I’d been answering plenty of questions about the hunters since October. The truth about my seer nature had been shared with the newly formed pan-magician council, and now they constantly wanted visions. I did my best to help, but it was draining and occasionally painful, and seer magic isn’t exactly reliable. Visions don’t always come when I want them, though they have no problem appearing when I don’t. But I’d done a lot of good, and I wanted to continue. Pity that it took an impending apocalypse for me to be able to do something useful with my magic.

      “For one, why did they try to kill you?” he asked. “A seer would be a great prize.”

      I wrinkled my nose at the thought because I’d rather be dead than dissected. “Only if the hunters know what I am. I’m listed as a librarian in the database they were given in Oak Glen.”

      “True. At any rate, you’re safe here,” he assured me.

      “Am I? Where is here?”

      “La Grange. My home is heavily warded, and…” He stroked his jaw as he considered his words, and I folded my hands to calm the curious urge to trace the contours myself. “I have recently become host to two faerie guests seeking refuge from the hunters. They have assured me that they will incinerate any intruders on sight.”

      I nodded and smiled dryly, and Simon rose and approached a large cabinet. I couldn’t see the contents, but glass clinked as he rummaged through it. After selecting a small bottle he closed the cabinet doors and approached me.

      Simon uncorked the potion and held it out to me. “This will ease the ache in your shoulder.”

      “Thank you.” It was minty, as all healing potions tend to be. Soothing magic traveled through my body in a calming wave, and I began to feel better. Usually I’m a fan of generic acetaminophen because chemistry is much cheaper than alchemy, but magic is faster.

      Leaning against the front of his desk, Simon watched me. “You’re Stephen and Olivia’s daughter, yes?” he asked, and I nodded. “You have the look of your mother.”

      “I’m not close with my parents. They’re in…Europe somewhere, I think.” Frowning, I tried to remember exactly what had drawn their attention this time—there was always a new, exciting dig site to study, an ancient document to translate, or ruins to explore.

      “They don’t include you in their studies?” Simon asked.

      “No. If I’d been a librarian, I might’ve been allowed along with them, like my brother. They don’t have much use for a seer. At least they’ll be safe from the hunters overseas.” The Prometheans were a local phenomenon. For now.

      “Indeed. Emily is very concerned for your safety, and she wants to send you to join your grandfather in California.”

      I pictured my Great Uncle Harold’s townhome in his quiet, tidy retirement community, safely tucked out of harm’s way on the other side of the country. “Absolutely not.” I sat up straighter as panic sent anxious tingles through my limbs. “I can’t go. I can’t provide visions all the way from California. The pan-magician council needs me.”

      This was the first time anyone had ever needed my seer services. I’d spent my entire life hiding who I was because seers are so rare. There were maybe a hundred of us throughout the world, while there were thousands, possibly even millions of other magicians. Most seers are employed—or enslaved—by the big sorcerer houses and master necromancers. I might be the only seer in the world not providing visions to an evil overlord. My true identity was as secret as a superhero’s. Or it had been, until recently. Aunt Emily had gone to extreme lengths to hide my identity to keep me safe, and if the Prometheans hadn’t appeared I probably would’ve gone to my grave with the world believing I was a librarian like the rest of my family.

      “I agree. You would be more useful here, aiding in the investigation. Emily, of course, will put up quite a fight. Are you prepared to stand your ground?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Now, it won’t be safe for you to return to your apartment, and your uncle’s home and library has unfortunately been destroyed—”

      “Destroyed!” I gasped. That couldn’t be possible—Uncle Michael’s gorgeous library gone? He must be devastated. My entire family would be devastated. Chroniclers devoted their lives—and deaths—to tending their libraries like a garden, or a child. They were the guardians of magician history, and losing an entire library was a terrible blow to the entire community. For the first time I sensed an emotion slip past Simon’s façade. Fresh grief, heavy with fear and laced with worry. Though I couldn’t often relate with my family’s obsessions, I understood this, and I felt the loss like a punch to the gut.

      “I’m afraid so, and your shop as well, though I’m sure you expected that. You are welcome to stay here. Mac can prepare a room for you, if you wish.”

      “Thank you. What happened to my pistol?”

      “Emily spirited it away. She seemed upset that you had it.”

      I sighed and rubbed my eyes. “Of course she did. I’m going to need it back, or a new one. With ammunition.” I had more in the gun safe in my apartment, but I worried that if I mentioned that, Emily would abscond with them as well.

      “Why do you carry a firearm?”

      “Because I’m a seer, and the higher powers didn’t see fit to bless me with any magical defenses. Or offenses.”

      “Are your visions truly so easily sparked?” He tilted his head as he peered at me, like an enormous Irish setter pondering a bone. “I recall Emily wearing gloves to dampen her abilities when around others, but I don’t recall her visions being so…numerous.”

      Numerous. That was a polite way to put it. “Gloves don’t work. I tried it for a bit when I was a teenager and could write it off as a goth phase. And, no offense to Aunt Emily, I’m a lot stronger than she was.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. Which is why you need to keep your hands to yourself. Chroniclers are like ticking vision bombs because you carry so much personal history and magic. I don’t need to know what you had for lunch in 1776.”

      “Whom.”

      I blinked. “Pardon?”

      “Whom I had for lunch in 1776.” The corners of his mouth twitched with a slight smile, and I fought the urge to lick my lips. Was it warm in here? Lord and Lady, I could not afford to be on Simon St. Jerome’s menu, however pleasant that would be. “Are you hungry?”

      “Famished.” The last meal I’d had was a salad for dinner last night, and considering how much I’d gone through since then, I needed a hearty meal.

      “I’ll escort you upstairs. Mac will fix you something to eat.” Simon rose, rounded the desk and paused, appearing as though he was pondering offering to carry me.

      “I can walk just fine.” I put out one hand to ward him off.

      “Michael did carry you here.”

      “He asked permission first and waited until I prepared myself. You, on the other hand, poked me without warning and I—” I stopped before I blurted out any details of the vision. It didn’t seem like something he’d want to be reminded of. Simon arched one ginger eyebrow, and I cleared my throat. “Never mind that. I’m walking. You can catch me if I fall.”

      “Of course. My apologies if I caused you additional distress. I haven’t been in the company of a living seer since Emily…” He trailed off. I assumed he was looking for the right word to describe Aunt Emily’s unique condition. She wasn’t a chronicler, and she wasn’t a master necromancer. She was one of a kind.

      Once upon a time, Aunt Emily had found her soul mate, only to learn that Uncle Michael had already pledged himself to the Order of St. Jerome as Simon’s apprentice. Uncle Michael would live forever, and she couldn’t join him in eternity. Only librarians were allowed to undergo the ritual to become chroniclers, and the only other option open to her was to become a master necromancer. But that wasn’t an option at all, because necromancers and chroniclers are like oil and water thanks to an ancient feud. Magician politics are always complicated. So, to stay together Michael and Emily invented a third option, cobbling together a hybrid ritual that would allow—

      Oh shit. They’d used the same ritual that had killed me—or vision me, rather. Lord and Lady, that had to have been torture for Simon, watching his apprentice enjoy all the happiness that he’d been denied. I swallowed hard and cleared my throat before my magic decided to vomit that observation forth like an oracle after a bender. Seer magic knows no filters.

      “Right,” I said. “My shields are tough, but we should at least be properly introduced before you break any potential falls.” Or before I picked up on more blasts from his past.

      “Indeed, how rude of me. I am Simon St. Jerome.” He offered a slight bow, which I found dangerously charming.

      “Anne Williams. One moment, please.” I mentally wrapped myself with a shield, envisioning a layer of stone enveloping me like my own personal fortress, and then I extended my hand to shake his. Taking hold of it, he raised my hand to his lips and brushed a chaste kiss across my knuckles. I blinked as a line of heat sizzled up my arm, but the sensation was gone in an instant. Potential vision thwarted. But then I spontaneously added, “Enchanté.” Great. French. So my shields weren’t as tough as I thought they were. Apparently it was going to be one of those “fun with blurting foreign languages” days. It’s never boring being a seer.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Miss Williams.”

      Simon escorted me out of the library and through a hidden door into a utility room. I caught a quick glimpse of what looked like a brand-new washer and dryer, and then I slowly ascended a semi-rickety wooden staircase. We emerged into a brightly sunlit kitchen filled with shiny new chrome appliances, hardwood cabinets, and granite countertops.

      “Wow,” I said, impressed. I helped myself to one of the chairs that surrounded the small kitchen table. Half of the room was still a work in progress. Many of the cabinets were missing their doors, and the walls had been primed but not painted.

      Simon glanced around. “Mac?”

      “Isn’t it a little bright for you in here?” I asked, looking from Simon to the sunlight streaming through the windows. I learned at a young age not to use the V word when referring to my immortal relatives, but they did have a few things in common with mythical vampires, such as aversion to sunlight.

      Simon shrugged. “I wouldn’t want to take an afternoon stroll.”

      The sound of tromping feet hurrying down wooden stairs thundered through the house, and a small crowd entered the kitchen. Simon sighed at the group.

      “I only called for Mac,” he said, sounding weary.

      A skinny woman with cherry red hair breezed past him and made a beeline for a cookie jar shaped like a cow. I’d met her recently—Patience Roberts, the last surviving summoner in the entire Midwest after the recent Promethean purge. Summoners banished demons in addition to summoning them, so the hunters’ demon puppeteers made sure that their minions eliminated the magicians who posed the largest threat to their evil plans. The rest of magiciankind was next on their hit list. No magicians equaled no one to defend mankind from a demon invasion.

      “I needed a snack,” Patience said. “Dammit, Harvey, did you eat all the cookies again?”

      “Yes, Mistress,” a tall blond replied as he entered. I blinked and gaped at the sight of his impossibly long pointed ears. It looked as though someone had grabbed him and pulled, like in a cartoon. An older, slightly balding gentleman who looked vaguely familiar followed him, and then another person—well, faerie—who I’d met before.

      “A pleasure to see you again, Miss Williams,” Faust said. He wasn’t wearing his mirrored glasses, but his energy was unmistakable. He radiated heat like a walking furnace in a three-piece suit. “I understand you have recovered from your injuries.”

      “Yes, I feel much better now.”

      He tilted his head and regarded me with a frown. “Whatever did they dress you in?”

      Simon sighed again, and his irritation prickled my skin like a sunburn. “It was the only thing we had at hand, considering that your lovely bride does not have a wardrobe we could borrow from.”

      “I don’t need one now that I’m made of magic,” Patience said. She had previously been a normal, mortal summoner, but somehow her connection to her soul mate had transformed her into a faerie. I hadn’t heard the entire story, but my inner seer’s curiosity was dying to know more about how that process worked. It was fascinating.

      “Indeed. Easily remedied.” Faust snapped his fingers, and my bedraggled pajamas were replaced by the outfit I had been wearing when we first met—an old gray sweater with a long black skirt over knee-high boots.

      “Thank you,” I said. The sweater was bulky and the sleeves were too long—part of my camouflage. I’d spent my entire life trying to blend into the background and be as forgettable as possible. Because of which I’d been through so much therapy I could qualify for a doctorate in psychology by now.

      “If you’re done adjusting the lady’s attire, I will make introductions,” Simon said. Faust motioned for him to proceed, and the chronicler turned to the balding man. “This is my apprentice, Mac MacInnes. Apparently you have already met Faust. The cookie-less woman is his wife Patience, and Harvey is their elf.”

      Said elf snorted in amusement, and I folded my hands in my lap to fight the sudden urge to touch him. Elves are supposed to be extinct, and I really wanted to examine Harvey’s energy to answer the million questions that popped into my mind and damn the consequences.

      “Anne’s met me,” Patience said. “She helped me hire my new banishing assistants.”

      I nodded. Nati and Cris were a librarian couple who’d come to my store in need of a vision, and in addition to that they’d gotten new jobs as members of Patience’s demon banishing squad. Though summoners were by far the best at banishing, any magician could banish a demon, and apparently Cris and Nati had experience in the area. Patience wanted more recruits for her team, and I had orders to let her know if any likely candidates popped up in my visions.

      “And?” Faust said to Simon. “You’ve left a detail out.”

      “Oh?” I asked.

      Simon’s lips pressed in an unamused line, but then he sighed before turning his attention to me. “And I recently learned that Faust is my biological father, which is why he and his are enjoying my hospitality.”

      “Oh.” I blinked and studied both men for a family resemblance. Faeries could take on any appearance they liked, so unique magical abilities were the most obvious trait that children descended from faeries inherited.

      “And we are grateful for that hospitality,” Faust said. I was fairly certain that Patience muttered something rude under her breath.

      Simon cleared his throat. “Miss Williams has decided to stay with us for the time being. Mac, please look after her this afternoon.” He glanced at Patience and Faust. “If you could postpone your snack time for a moment, I would like to speak with you both.”

      “I’m not sure I can handle one of your conversations with low blood sugar,” Patience said. Faust held a hand out to her and a chocolate chip cookie appeared in it, like a street magician moonlighting as a baker. She beamed at him. “I love you. Okay, we’re good now.”

      Patience, Faust and Simon left without another word, shutting the door to the basement behind them. I looked over at Mac, who stared at the door with a stunned expression. Shaking off his surprise, he turned toward me. “That’s the first time he’s come up the stairs.”

      “Ever?” Harvey asked as he took the seat across from me.

      “Since I’ve been here,” Mac corrected.

      “He was spotting me so I wouldn’t take a tumble and break my neck,” I explained.

      “Right,” Mac said.

      We were about the same height, and he had a thin, wiry build. Though he appeared middle-aged he was mostly bald, with only a thin crescent of salt-and-pepper hair ringing his head. From the paint-splattered clothes I assumed he’d been doing renovations in another room, and there was a blotch of navy blue paint across his forehead.

      “Will do. You have paint here.” I indicated where the splatter was.

      “That’s all? I was sure I could audition for Blue Man Group by now. Well, I’m glad to see you’re feeling better. Are you interested in some lunch?”

      “Yes, please.” Food sounded like a good distraction. I had no idea what else to do with myself at the moment. Obviously I wasn’t going home, or to work. My heart sank as visions of the Tomes going up in flames slam-danced in my head. I’d been working in the shop since before I was tall enough to see over the counter. It was my baby—the only piece of my family legacy that I could participate in and make my own. I had major plans for it after Grandpa retired, but now…Lord and Lady. How was I going to explain “demon attack” to insurance adjusters?

      “I’m interested,” Harvey said.

      “Is that why you polished off the last of the cookies?” Mac asked.

      “It’s not my fault that you’re an excellent pastry chef.” Harvey grinned. Lord and Lady, the man—elf—was gorgeous. Not
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